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ABSTRACT
THE LITERACY COMMUNITIES OF
EMERGENT READERS AND WRITERS:
A SOCIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
By

Virginia J. Goatley

This study extends research on emergent literacy, focusing on early
elementary students in Chapter 1 making transformations toward more
conventional literacy. The research addresses: (a) our expanding knowledge
of emergent literacy, focusing on events that lead toward more conventional
literacy practices, (b) the role of Chapter 1 instruction, classroom teachers,
parents, and peers in supporting struggling readers as they learn language
conventions and literacy skills, and (¢) students’ beliets and views about their
own literacy. This study was influenced by research on emergent literacy, a
sociocultural perspective, and learning communities. The questions include:
(a) How does the Chapter 1 setting support students in their emergent reading
and writing and transformations toward more conventional uses of literacy? (b)
How does the language and related learning opportunities among the
community settings support Chapter 1 students in their literacy learning? and
(c) What are students’ beliefs about literacy instruction and learning?

A Chapter 1 classroom was the analysis unit for a case study, focusing
on first and second graders. Data collection occurred primarily in the Chapter 1
setting, with additional data from students’ regular classrooms, other school

settings (e.g, library), and parentteacher conferences. Data sources included



fieldnotes, transcripts, and videotapes of classroom events and discussions;
interviews with students and teachers; audiotapes of parentteacher
conferences; and students’ written work. Qualitative analyses were ongoing
and focused on testing emerging patterns and categories to develop
explanatory examples connecting grounded theory to literacy development.
This study challenged traditional definitions of emergent literacy,
suggesting that students’ learning occurs over a broader period of time and
includes many aspects of literacy (i.e., book-handling knowledge, print
awareness, views of literacy, phonemic awareness, strategic literacy, and
literature response). Four overlapping themes (i.e., decision-making,
opportunity, choice, and engagement) created situations where adults (i.e.
teachers and parents) either mediated or apparently hindered students’
learning. The findings provide a better understanding of the language support
for literacy transformations and redefines current perceptions of emergent and

conventional literacy.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: LITERACY INSTRUCTION FOR
CHAPTER 1 STUDENTS

Elementary students are at a critical age for the development of life-long
attitudes and abilities. This is particularly important in the area of literacy where
successful literacy interactions will lead to long-term positive views about
literacy and life-long habits of engaging in literacy. We need to be particularly
zealous in our attempts to provide a learning community with powerful initial
educational experiences for early elementary students who are given an
academic label (e.g., Chapter 1/Title 1) associated with low achievement.
Recent research on emergent literacy (e.g., Teale & Sulzby, 1986) has the
potential for changing early school instruction so that it will build upon students’
early (i.e., home) literacy experiences. However, some children enter school
with a home discourse that differs from the academic discourse associated with
school learning (Gee, 1989). While many of the early emergent literacy
experiences found to be important for developing literacy abilities (e.g., story
reading, interactions with print) may have occurred for their peers, we must
guard against making assumptions about previous learning that may
inadvertently contribute to students' school literacy failure. Instead, we need to

provide literacy experiences to help such students experience multiple uses of
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literacy. We must initiate connections between the home and school literacies
and discourse that support students’ emergence as readers and writers.

The purpose of my study was to examine a learning community of
readers and writers initially struggling with emergent forms of literacy and then
as they transformed this literacy into more conventional forms. The students in
this study qualified for Chapter 1 services. Chapter 1 (Title | for 1995-96) is a
government-funded compensatory-education program designed for low-
achieving students in low-income districts to help them become successful in
literacy events. Without such support, many of these students continue to fall
further behind their peers (Stein, Leinhardt, & Bickel, 1989). Specifically, within
this study, | looked at the literacy learning of Chapter 1 students, focusing
primarily on the discourse and activities surrounding their early literacy learning
and acquisition. | explored their experiences within the context of the Chapter 1
instruction that they received and extended my observations to the broader
school community (e.g., regular classrooms, school-home communication).

Rationale for the Study

This study focuses on the importance of the following areas within early
literacy instruction: (a) the development of emergent and conventional literacy,
(b) a sociocultural perspective on literacy, (c) and the classroom literacy
communities in which Chapter 1 students participate. Each of these areas is
described below.
Emergent and Conventional Literacy

Sulzby and Teale (1991) define emergent literacy as “the reading and

writing behaviors that precede and develop into conventional literacy” (p. 728).
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Characteristics associated with emergent literacy inclhde the child's awareness
of print and book-handling knowledge. In 1990, Sulzby defined these
behaviors as “both the external behaviors and the underlying concepts that the
behaviors signify” (p. 85). In a later definition, Sulzby (1992) further defined
conventional reading and writing to mean, “that the ‘person on the street
corner,’ witnessing a child writing or reading would assent that the child was
‘really’ writing or reading” (p. 130). With the expansion and clarification of an
emergent literacy definition, certain aspects become easier to identify (e.g.,
associated behaviors or characteristics), while other aspects become
problematic in relation to theoretical perspectives (e.g., agreement on
conventional literacy).

Several research studies on emergent literacy that relate to Sulzby and
Teale's definition have focused on the literacy events at home that precede
schooling. These studies acknowledge and highlight the many language and
literacy experiences that are valuable and necessary contributions to children’s
literacy development prior to school (e.g., Taylor, 1983; Teale, 1986). In
addition, researchers have conducted studies in kindergarten settings to
document continuing development within the school setting (e.g., Goodman,
1986; Mason & Stewart, 1990). Sulzby (1990) emphasizes that an emergent
literacy perspective assumes the developmental process of children’s writing,
as well as the writing products themselves, are different from that of adults. An
emphasis on emergent literacy assumes a different understanding of early
literacy experiences, compared to earlier views of reading that focused on first

grade as the place to start beginning reading.
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In contrast to historical views of early literacy which emphasized grade
one as the site for learning literacy, emergent literacy gives greater precedence
to the home setting, early literacy acts and events (e.g., drawing, listening to
stories), and parental influence prior to formal schooling. However, associated
definitions of conventional literacy imply a uniform conventional literacy, with
little consideration of the impact of school literacy expectations that may differ
from home literacy conventions. Sulzby and Teale's definition suggests that
conventional literacy is a well-defined acquisition and that it occurs at a certain
point in development. In addition, Sulzby (1990) implies there are common
assumptions associated with conventional literacy (i.e., agreement on “real”
reading and writing), without giving much consideration to cultural or social
differences among those viewing the literacy acts. Literacy instruction by
parents, more than just simply exposing children to books, does occur in the
home, though it may be of a form quite different from cultural and social
influences associated with school literacy expectations.

Certainly, there are accepted standards that are attributable to literacy
conventions (e.g., standard spelling, order of reading text within a book). This
study questions the standard definitions of emergent and conventional literacy,
and seeks infofmation about language use that supports emerging literacy and
students’ transformations associated with conventional literacy. Existing
definitions of emergent literacy focus primarily on basic print features, with little
mention of critical aspects of literacy, such as comprehension and literacy
response. When we broaden to a more encompassing definition of literacy,

some literacy aspects are not easily distinguishable as conventional (e.g.,
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critically responding to a text, comprehension related to readers’ perspective).
Thus, conventional literacy does not appear to be an easily definable stage or
even one that is accomplished after children understand basic literacy skills.

The current definitions of emergent and conventional literacy, while
pushing the field in terms of the interconnections among the written and oral
language, do little to help one appreciate the vast differences in cultural and
social influences on literacy. | define emergent literacy as the reading and
writing characteristics and attitudes that lead toward more conventional uses of
literacy. For the purposes of my study, conventional literacy is defined as
consistent and intentional use of accepted literacy standards associated with
multiple literacies. This study challenges earlier definitions and characteristics,
the developmental levels at which emergent and conventional literacy occur,
and the notion of one conventional form of literacy. In addition, my definition
includes an emphasis on literacy attitudes, an important inclusion based on
recent studies that emphasize a need to combat aliteracy--ability to read but not
enjoying or choosing to read.

Within an emergent literacy perspective, we need to learn more about
students who enter first grade showing little evidence of previous opportunities
to engage in the school-like language and literacy that supports development
of conventional school literacy (e.g., Wells, 1986). In particular, the traditional
emergent reading and writing behaviors documented by other researchers had
not occurred for the student participants in this study by first grade, nor did the
conventional use of most traditional emergent literacy characteristics on the

part of the second graders mean that they were mature, literate people.
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A_Sociocultural Perspective on Literacy

One way to shift our understanding and definitions of emergent and
conventional literacy is to connect the concepts to a theoretical perspective that
takes into consideration cultural differences and calls into question an assumed
agreement about the child’s literacy abilities. Recent emphases in the
educational field on the role of language use within a sociocultural perspective
encourage changes in styles of literacy education and instruction within
schools. Sociocultural theory has powerful dimensions that can add to our
understanding of the types of opportunities that might support students as they
start to emerge as readers and writers and while engaging in important
transformations that lead to conventional literacy. Scholars in the field of
educational psychology have begun to broaden their perspectives about how
students learn. Shifts toward constructivist and social constructivist
perspectives are in striking contrast to previous views of early literacy learning
(i.e., reading begins in first grade).

A sociocultural perspective on emergent literacy learning has the
potential to inform instructional practices. In this study, | draw upon three key
areas of the perspective, based upon positions advocated by Vygotsky (1978;
1981), Wertsch (1985), Moll (1990) and Gavelek (1986). This perspective
focuses on the Vygotsky'’s (a) genetic analysis, (b) social origins of mental
functioning, and (c) social mediation.

First, sociocultural theory focuses on the processes associated with
higher forms of mental functioning. In his genetic analysis, Vygotsky (1978)

suggested development occurs in qualitative shifts, rather than in a set of
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quantitative increments that other psychologists advanced. Compared to
earlier reading readiness models based on quantitative increments, emergent
literacy is more closely tied to qualitative shifts. Further, Vygotsky advocated
the importance of multiple forces on development and the social factors
influencing processes associated with the development of higher mental
functions. Within an emergent literacy perspective, the parent and community
social influences prior to formal school are valued contributions to literacy
learning. However, the conventional literacy definitions need to be reexamined
to avoid quantitative expectations for literacy development and to consider the
multiple forms of conventional literacy.

Second, sociocultural theory focuses on the social origins of mental
functioning. Language is a primary social means of supporting students’
learning, leading to their further development (Gavelek, 1986, Vygotsky, 1978;
Wertsch, 1985). The language that occurs during social interactions is key to
individuals understanding new concepts and ideas. As students become
engaged in social situations around literacy topics, they are in a position to
internalize concepts and make them their own. Documenting such social
interactions and individual use later of the concepts learned within the social
realm woul make a valuable contribution to our understandings of
transformations related to emergent and conventional Iiteracy, particularly with
respect to language and instructional opportunities that support such change.

Consistent with this social origin of thought, more knowledgeable
members of a community can assist others in learning (Wood, Bruner & Ross,

1976). Within school settings, teachers have the responsibility and peers have
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the potential to engage learners in instructional discourse that furthers their
acquisition of language. Such interactions between people who have a strong
grasp of literacy conventions and those who are just emerging as readers and
writers might strengthen the learning of the emergent reader. This study has
the potential to provide such data, informing educators about the critical
interactions between teachers and learners and among learners with respect to
literacy transtormations. In this manner, one purpose of this study is to
document the discussions and activities that supported the students’
transformations to conventional literacy forms, in relation to their social
interactions and discussions with more knowledgeable others.

Learners’ interactions with more knowledgeable others are situated
within settings that may differentiate across the school community and outside
of the school. The conversations and instruction in which teachers and
students engage are situated within a particular activity or event. There may
be opportunities present or teacher communication in one situation that leads
to social interaction, while other settings may focus on individual activities.

Consistent with the two previous areas, a third part of a sociocultural
perspective involves the role of social mediation by tools or signs. Vygotsky
(1978) wrote about psychological tools (e.g., language) that support or mediate
learning. These tools are essential for transtorming an individual’s thought and
their use of language. Students’ literacy learning is transformed by language
associated with literate actions. For example, as teachers engage students in
discussions about literature, the language becomes a communication tool that

will affect students’ thought and response to the literature. In this manner, the
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language is a tool that facilitates students’ thoughts and actions related to
literacy. A focus on the social mediation that supports students’ learning will
enable us to understand better how the types of language and associated
actions influences students’ literacy development.
Chapter 1 Instruction Within School Communities

Students’ learning is situated within a home community and a school
system. There are many people in any school community who may support
students’ literacy learning (e.g., classroom teachers, Chapter 1 teachers).
Similarly, research on home environments show that students engage in
literacy learning outside of school (e.g., Teale, 1986). Recent views of literacy,
such as emergent literacy, portray literacy as a complex concept, in which a
large number of people share responsibility for students’ learning; that is,
children engage in social interactions within the home, school, and larger
community, all areas that potentially mediate or hinder students’ learning.

There have been discussions over the years about the problem of
isolated teachers working individually within their classrooms (e.g., Lortie,
1975). Dewey (1900) suggested that we move toward viewing the school
system as a social unit in which the participants work together toward common
aims. In effect, communication among the adult members of the school system
not only leads to less isolation, it potentially has an impact on students’ learning
as teachers are able to talk with each other about their students and related
instructional goals.

This suggestion for greater communication and connections across

classroom settings is particularly relevant for Chapter 1 programs in which
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students are typically pulled from one classroom setting to another. Concerns
related to this practice center on the need to maintain a community rather than
provide students with separate and potentially unconnected instruction in two
settings (i.e., Chapter 1 and regular classroom). Historically, this pullout
situation often meant that the students were in situations where the instruction
differed drastically from their regular education peers and where instruction
often focused on isolated skills and an overemphasis on simple phonemic
strategies (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989). In this study, | explore an
opposite scenario, in which the pull-out Chapter 1 instruction is more holistic in
nature and designed to meet the individual needs of the students. Related
questions focus on the role of the broader school community in mediating
students’ learning and the instructional connections made between the Chapter
1 and regular classroom settings.

Educational researchers are also focusing on the need for better
connections between home and school communities (e.g., Heath, 1983; Shuitz,
Florio, & Erickson, 1982; Purcell-Gates, 1995). These studies have centered on
discourse rules and congruence among the two locations, with an emphasis on
cultural differences. Gee (1989) suggests that students have a primary and
secondary form of discourse, dependent upon their acquisition and learning of
literacy. He suggests that acquisition occurs subconsciously, through modeling
and trial and error, without formal teaching. Learning requires more formal
teaching and a process of conscious attention to attainment of knowledge. In

this respect, students may come to school with a primary form of discourse
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acquired at home, while learning a secondary discourse upon introduction to
school literacy.

Snow (1991) suggests an additional factor, in that home settings vary
greatly in terms of literacy support provided to children. Snow found that
students from settings she labeled as high-literacy homes were much more
successtul in school than students from low-literacy homes. The school
community plays a potential role in educating parents within lower literacy
homes about emergent literacy and helping them support their child in his/her
literacy transformations. Thus, for students starting first grade with little
experience or interactions with text, the school can play a role in informing and
instructing parents about appropriate school-like literacy activities and
concepts. In addition, schools need to be more cognizant of students’ home
literacy experiences to help them make connections among literacy ideas. This
may occur through school-led events, such as parentAeacher conferences or by
communication among parents and teachers through written documents and
school presentations. My purpose in exploring this home connection is not to
enter the home and examine differences in discourse, but rather, to examine
attempts made by parents and teachers to bring students into the school
literacy community.

Within a school community, students also have an important voice in
speaking about their instruction. An increasing body of research has focused
on examining the learning situations of students and their viewpoints of their
own learning and their perceptions of the instruction (Dyson, 1993; Knapp,

1994; Michel, 1994; Taylor, 1993). Documentation of conversations with
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Chapter 1 students who cross settings within the school community help us
better understand their beliefs about literacy and their views of instructional
contexts designed to support their literacy transtormations.
Research Questions

In this study, | intentionally selected a setting with low-achieving students
engaged in various emergent literacy activities. The instructional setting
allowed for research insights into appropriate early literacy instruction for
Chapter 1 students, their emergent and conventional literacy transformations,
and the role of the broader school community in supporting their
transformations. The primary questions guiding this study were as follows:
. How does the Chapter 1 setting support students in their emergent

reading and writing and transformations toward more conventional uses

of literacy?

. How does the language and related learning opportunities among the
community settings support Chapter 1 students in their literacy learning?

. What are students’ beliefs about literacy instruction and learning?

The setting for this study was a Chapter 1 classroom in an ethnically
diverse, low-income urban public school. The teacher had a master's degree
in reading instruction and developed a holistic literacy program for the students
attending her classroom. | collected data between September and December,
1994 and | focused on two groups of Chapter 1 students: four from a
first/second-grade split and four from a second-grade classroom. The study
presents their uses of literacy as they move toward learning emergent and
conventional uses of and positive attitudes toward literacy within Chapter 1 and

other school settings.
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Dissertation Organization

In the six chapters that follow, | detail my research as | explored the three
research questions. In chapter 2, | present a review of literature, discussing
definitions of emergent and conventional literacy, especially as they relate to
views of literacy instruction. | outline the theoretical framework (i.e. the role of
language within a sociocultural perspective) in relation to emergent literacy.
Finally, | explore the notion of a community in relation to instruction for Chapter
1 students, including pullout programs, school/home connections, and
students’ understanding of literacy. In the review, | define terms that | use and
explore research related to the main issues surrounding the questions framing
this study.

In chapter 3, | present the research methods, describing the school,
participants, and classrooms, and outlining the research methods and analyses
| used to investigate my questions. My analyses drew on literature about
qualitative methods (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983),
case study methods (Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1988), and sociolinguistic analyses
(Cazden, 1988, Florio-Ruane, 1987). | observed the students as they
participated in their regular classroom, Chapter 1 classroom, and other school
settings (e.g., library, recess). Data sources included fieldnotes and videotapes
of classroom events; transcripts of audiotaped discussion in classrooms;
interviews with students, Chapter 1 teacher, and classroom teachers;
audiotapes of parentteacher conferences; and students’ written work.

Qualitative analyses were ongoing and focused on testing emerging patterns
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and categories and developing explanatory examples connecting grounded
theory to school literacy development.

In chapter 4, | present my analyses tracing four themes related to literacy
learning for the students within the Chapter 1 setting. First, | show students’
literacy abilities in September, November, and January and explore the
instructional emphases that helped to support their learning and growth. Then,
I examine their literacy transformations in terms of four themes (decision-
making, opportunity, choice, and, engagement). These four themes provide a
framework of categories and characteristics to focus on the instruction and
activity supporting the transformations or movements toward learning emergent
and conventional uses of literacy. These themes are not isolated; instead,
there is overlap across the themes (e.g., some examples might fit under both
choice and engagement). In all of these examples, | display the types of
discussion taken from transcripts, fieldnotes, and interviews in terms of teacher
and peer support of the literacy uses.

In chapter 5, | shift the setting to focus on the role of the community,
further exploring how adults mediate and hinder transformations to
conventional literacy in terms of the regular classrooms. The analyses focused
on students’ use of literacy across the school settings (e.g., making sense of
literacy experiences, their ability to “transfer” the ideas from one setting to
another). This included more formal communication among the teachers (e.g.,
weekly letters between the teachers). | also expand on information about
literacy transformations by examining the students’ beliefs about their own

literacy activities and definitions.
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In chapter 6, | focus on the home/school communication. Drawing upon
data from parentfteacher conferences and written communication among
parents and teachers, | explore how the school and home community worked to
support students’ literacy learning. Four types of communication that emerged
included bringing the parents into the school community, school
communication to parents, instructional information to parents, and parents
reactions and responses to the communication. In chapter 7, | summarize the
study, address its theoretical and practical implications, and discuss both its

limitations and questions for future research.



CHAPTER 2
VIEWS OF EMERGENT AND CONVENTIONAL LITERACY

This study deals with students who aré experiencing difficulty with school
literacy and details how educators might support their learning of emergent and -
conventional literacy. My questions for the study reflect issues | have
attempted to understand within my own teaching and research experiences.
Throughout my career as a classroom teacher, an educational researcher, and
a teacher educator, | have been concerned about students who have difficulty
learning to read. My concerns focus on how we as educators might help these
students, what kind of instruction might be appropriate, and how to build
community support for them. These concerns led to this study and the
questions reflect both my work within classrooms and my reading of
professional literature.

Three areas influenced the focus of my research questions. First, while
teaching first grade, some of my students began each year having already
“mastered” many of my literacy goals. Yet, others, who became the students
that | “worried about,” appeared to have had little opportunity to interact with
text prior to school.! | wondered how literacy instruction could be shifted to
meet the emergent literacy needs of students. Second, from reading about

sociocultural perspectives on learning and literacy, | learned that such a

1 See Michalove, Allen, Shockley, & West (1991). They use the term
“students we worry about” in place of labels such as “at-risk.”

16
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perspective emphasizes the importance of social interactions that mediate
learning and development and a strong consideration for the cultural and social
influences on knowledge. Our sociocultural backgrounds and interactions
underlie how we “construct” knowledge and make sense of the world around
us. This perspective led me to question the tendency for remedial instruction to
stress isolated language activities, rather than meaning and authentic
communication. | started to make connections between the principles of
sociocultural theory and the transformations that students make in their early
literacy learning. In this review, | discuss how the principles that underlie a
sociocultural perspective can be connected to and support transtormations that
students make to more school-like conventional literacy use.

Third, | wondered about community support for students who are having
difficulty with reading, believing that students should feel safe and positively
progress in their learning. There are many different types of communities (e.g.,
discourse, interpretative, knowledge, language) that attempt to capture the
dynamic range of schooling. For my purposes, | am define community as a
literacy community, one in which the discourse and interactions among the
teachers, parents, and students encourages members to work closely together
as a social unit and share a common interest and responsibility for the literacy
education of all students. | have worked with students in special education
settings, tutored struggling readers, and talked with parents about supporting
their children within school. These interactions with community members have
raised issues related to congruence between instructional settings in the

school (e.g., inclusion versus pullout instruction) and connections between the
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literacy and discourse learned in school versus literacy and discourse acquired
in the home. | address these debates and discussion with regard to
communities in this review.
Review of the Literature
In chapter 1, | described three areas underlying the rationale for my

study: (a) development of emergent and conventional literacy, (b) a
sociocultural perspective on learning, and (c) learning communities that
potentially support Chapter 1 students. In this chapter, | provide a focused
discussion of related research literature detailing those concepts and research
studies foundational to my study.

Emergent and Conventional Literacy Within the Larger

Instructional Views
In the past decade, researchers have described and documented cases

of emergent literacy. These descriptions of the types of literacy in which
students engage prior to formal schooling and during their kindergarten and
first-grade year have created a shift from previous perspectives about early
reading and writing. This shift acknowledges the many contributions to literacy
development that extend beyond the walls of a school and into the home and
community. The shift also reflects different perspectives about learning and
development than in earlier years. In the following description of a shift to an
emergent literacy perspective, | show how educators views of literacy have
changed, reflected in the underlying views of learning, literacy and related

instruction.
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The shift in literacy perspectives and instruction is critical to this study for
two reasons. First, these shifts suggest that emergent literacy is a relatively
recent view of literacy. As such, we still have much to understand. The concept
of emergent literacy raises many questions about the literacy students bring to
school, especially for students who enter school without early experiences with
text, which prepare them for the school experience. Second, the newer
perspective of emergent literacy is in sharp contrast to some of the earlier views
of literacy. This contrast raises questions about how we might change
instructional activities to draw upon students’ entering literacy abilities or to
introduce them to simple literacy concepts to further their transformations
toward more conventional uses of literacy.

A Historical Perspective on Early Literacy Instruction

Definitions and views of literacy and literacy instruction have changed in
many ways within this century. One way that we, as educators, can have an
impact on the future is to understand the past better. Emergent literacy
represents one perspective that differs radically from the developmental
perspectives of earlier decades. Table 1 provides a chronological sequence of
thoughts and beliefs drawn from the work of major researchers of early literacy.
In this section, | explore the ideas displayed in the table.

A review of these ideas from a historical perspective reveals four major
changes in emphases: (a) reading has shifted from a developmental
perspective in which at a certain age students were deemed “ready” to learn
reading to one in which learning experiences lead to developmental changes;

(b) early descriptions which focused specifically on reading, over time have
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Table 1

Historical Views of Early Literacy

Edmund Huey, 1908

at least as an exercise entirely incidental to other activities
and interests, should usually be deferred until the age of
eight, or as some put it, until the age of nine or ten.

Such expressions have been made by many
representative educators and scientists....” (p. 303).

“Such views take form in assertions that reading, except l

Mabel Morphett & Carleton
Washburne, 1931

“Consequently, it seems safe to state that, by postponing
the teaching of reading until children reach a mental level
of six and a half years, teachers can greatly decrease the
chance of failure and discouragement and can
correspondingly increase their efficiency” (p. 503).

Arthur Gates, 1937

“Representative data gathered by the writer indicate rather
clearly that statements concerning the necessary mental
age at which a pupil can be intrusted to learn to read are
essentially meaningless. The age for learning to read
under one program or teaching method may be entirely |
different from that required under other circumstances.
The crucial mental age will vary with the materials; the
type of instruction; the skill of the teacher; the size of the
class; the amount of preceding preparatory work; the
frequency and the treatment of special difficulties, such
as visual defects, and other factors” (p. 42).

[Marie Clay, 1966

In her doctoral dissertation, Marie Clay first used the
term “emergent reading”

Jeanne Chall, 1967

“My analysis of the existing experimental comparisons of
a meaning emphasis versus a code emphasis tends to
support Bloomfield’s definition that the first step in
learning toread in one’s native language is essentially
learning a printed code for the speech we possess. It
does not support the prevailing view that sees the
beginning reader as a miniature adult who should, from
the start, engage in mature reading. Early stress on code
learning, these studies indicate, not only produces better
word recognition and spelling, but also makes it easier
for the child eventually to read with understanding....”

(p- 83).
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Table 1 (cont.)
William Teale & Conclusions in regard to early childhood literacy
Elizabeth Sulzby, 1986 development: “1) literacy development begins long

before children start formal instruction, 2) literacy
development is the appropriate way to describe
what was called reading readiness: the child
develops as a write/reader. Listening, speaking,
reading and writing abilities develop concurrently
andinterrelatedly, rather than sequentially, 3)
literacy develops in real-life settings for real-life
activities in order to “get things done.”, 4) children
are doing critical cognitive work in literacy
development during the years from birth to six, 5)
children learn written language through active
engagement with their world, and 6) although
children’s learning about literacy can be described
in terms of generalized stages, children can pass
through these stages in a variety of way and at
different ages” (p. xviii).

Yetta Goodman, 1986 *“ Labels such as ‘early reading and writing’ or
‘beginning reading and writing’ have been
unsatisfactory to explain the complexity of the
development of literacy in children. Such terms
have allowed teachers and curriculum developers to
believe that the beginnings of reading and writing
can be stated as a specific point in time that is
visible and measurable... ..no one has ever been
able to pinpoint the exact moment when a child
begins to talk or listen. In the same way, no one
know when a child begins to write or read” (p. 2).

Leslie Mandel Morrow, 1989 “Emergent literacy assumes that the child acquires
some knowledge about languages before coming to
school. Literacy development begins early in life
and is ongoing. There is a dynamic relationship
between the communication skills; each influences
the other in the course of development.
Development occurs in everyday contexts of home
and community “ (p. 72).

Elizabeth Sulzby & Emergent literacy is described as “the reading and
William Teale, 1991 writing behaviors that precede and develop into
conventional literacy * (p. 728). Emergent literacy
is concerned with the earliest phases of literacy
development, the period between birth and the time
when children read and write conventionally.
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Table 1 (cont.)

Marilyn Adams, 1990

“Skillful reading is not a unitary skill. Itisa
whole complex system of skills and
knowledge. Within this system, the knowledge
and activities involved in visually recognizing
individual printed words are useless in and of
themselves. They are valuable, and in a strong
sense, possible only as they are guided and
received by complementary knowledge and
activities of language comprehension. On the
other hand, unless the processes involved in
individual word recognition operate properly,
nothing else in the system can either (p. 3)”

Jana Mason &
Shobha Sinha, 1993

Four areas associated with a shifting
perspective from reading readiness to emergent
literacy: “1) literacy emerges before children are
formally taught to read, 2) literacy is defined to
encompass the whole act of reading, not merely
decoding, 3) the child’s point of view and
active involvement with emerging literacy
constructs is featured, and 4) the social setting
for literacy learning is not ignored (p. 141).”

Carol Lyons, Gay Su Pinnell, &
Dianne DeFord, 1993

Emergent literacy research “indicates that the
social setting is an important factor in literacy
learning. In every interactions surround literacy
events, parent, caregivers, and teachers are
demonstrating or telling children something
about the complex actions that make up reading
(p- 89).”

Richard Allington &
Patricia Cunningham, 1994

Seven signs of emergent literacy: 1) pretend
reading, 2) write and read what they wrote even
if no one else can, 3) track print in left/right and
top/bottom, 4) know critical jargon (e.g., word,
letter, sentence), 5) recognize concrete words
(e.g., names, poems), 6) recognize if words
rhyme and can make up rhymes, and 7) can
name many letters and tell words that begin
with common initial sounds.
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changed to include writing, and eventually, speaking and listening; (c) models
associated with early literacy learning shifted from reading readinessto
beginning reading and then added emergent literacy, and (d) the context in
which early literacy takes place has shifted from the classroom primarily to
include the home and community, with a related increase in appreciating the
importance of social settings and activities. | discuss these changes in the
following chronology of early literacy instruction.

The assertions by Huey (1908) and the research by Morphett &
Washburne (1931) focused on developmental ages at which reading
instruction should start. Huey believed that children should not start reading
until age eight or older, basing his opinion on his reading and interactions with
scholars such as John Dewey (1898). The physician Gesell (1925) also
advocated waiting to teach children to read until they were more physically
mature. Morphett & Washburne (1931) supported this developmental
perspective by conducting a research study in which they proclaimed that six
and a half was the ideal age to start reading instruction. In summary, during the
first few decades of the 1900s the early literacy debate focused on the age at
which students were ready to read.

While Gates (1937) challenged those developmental age markers,
consistent with others of that time period, he appeared to believe that literacy
learning occurred within the school setting, with teachers as the agents of
instruction. Gates was among the first to emphasize that there was more to the
success of a child’s reading than simply the child, raising issues related to

instruction, materials, and settings. In this sense, he moved away from a view
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of the development as a static period of time to give greater consideration to the
tools and methods that could assist children’s learning.

Moving into the 1960s, the emphasis on reading readiness started to be
integrated with a beginning reader concept. Chall (1967) recognized the many
debates that were occurring within the reading field at the time. She noted in
regard to the age to start reading, “There has also been a swing toward an
earlier start in reading instruction, whereas just a few years ago most educators
were convinced that the later the child began learning, the better” (p. 2). In her
research, Chall compared various methods of instruction. Based on her study,
she offered five recommendations: (a) a code emphasis to start children on
reading, (b) a reading content preference for folktales and fairy tales for first and
second grade, (c) a reevaluation of grade levels and associated vocabulary in
reading materials, (d) new tests that provide measurements in each component
of reading, and (e) research that focused on definitive answers rather than
repeating studies on the same issues. Chall’'s recommendations were similar
to Gate’s suggestion that we need to look at the materials and instruction in
relation to students’ progress in reading. However, the focus was still on
reading rather than the other language arts, grade levels and testing seemed
closely tied to developmental levels, and literacy learning seemed to remain
situated within the school setting.

While Downing & Thackray (1971) still advocated a reading readiness
approach, their definition shifted the focus a little more in terms of the factors
that influence this readiness. They argued that, “reading readiness is defined

as the stage in development when either through maturation or though
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previous learning, or both, the individual child can learn to read easily and
profitably” (p. 10). The authors were quite adamant about readiness being the
result of learning and that there were many stages of readiness through the
period when one learns to read. Downing & Thackray focused on additional
factors that influenced readiness, including physiological, environmental,
emotional, and intellectual factors. Acknowledging these factors was an
important contribution to broadening early reading beyond school instruction.
While Marie Clay (1966) first used the term “emergent reading” in her
dissertation to describe children’s initial play with literacy practices, it was
several years before a shift to an emergent literacy perspective within the
United States. The publication of Teale and Sulzby’s (1986) Emergent
Literacy: Writing and Reading led to several changes in views about literacy
instruction. This included a greater emphasis on all of the language arts as
connected and supporting each other, rather than a focus primarily on reading.
In addition, researchers gave more significance to the literacy learning that
precedes formal schooling. They argued that learning led to developmental
changes, rather than reading abilities starting at a certain developmental age.
Later publications further emphasized the importance of the social settings
(e.g., Lyons, Pinnell, & DeFord, 1993) and began to detail signs of emergent
literacy (e.g., pretend reading, tracking print; see Clay, 1982; Goodman, 1980).
Mason and Sinha (1993) advanced theoretical ties to emergent literacy,
suggesting that prior early reading instruction had often been atheoretical.
They drew on work by Vygotsky to apply what they termed as a “Vygotsky

model of learning and development” (p. 137). Within this model, Mason and
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Sinha suggested that the instructional tools of scaffolding, modeling, and
mediating learners would help to support their learning of early literacy.

Even with this emphasis toward the valuing emergent literacy, it is
important to note that beginning reading is still an prominent conceptual
framework for many educators. For example, the Handbook of Reading
Research (Barr, Kamil, Mosenthal, & Pearson, 1991) contains chapters for both
emergent literacy (Sulzby and Teale, 1991) and beginning reading (Juel,
1991). Other educators suggest that emergent literacy is chronologically
associated with the time period before school and beginning reading starts in
first grade. For example, Templeton (1995) argued that emergent literacy
occurs prior to school and beginning conventional reading starts during the
first-grade year. In this manner, he combined beginning reading with
conventional literacy and attached characteristics such as developing sight
words, reading out loud, and being aware of print in word segments. Further,
Templeton suggests that readers enter a transitional phase for second and third
grade in which they focus more directly on meaning and maintain a balance
between word identification and comprehension.

Within schools, teachers use the basic principles of reading readiness,
beginning reading, emergent literacy, or some combination of these models to
develop their reading programs. As a result, reading instruction takes on many
forms. This is likely due to the many positions argued by these earlier reading

educators. Cunningham (1991) noted,
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Throughout the years, these four major approaches--phonics, basal,
literature, language experience/writing-- have been in and out of favor.
Generally, one approach has predominated for just long enough for
people to recognize its shortcomings, and then it has been abandoned
in favor of a different approach with different shortcomings. The question
of which method is best cannot be answered because it is the wrong
question. Each method has undeniable strengths. (p. 579)

These changing perspectives about reading readiness, beginning reading and

emergent literacy are directly related to the instructional practices within

schools.

This brief historical perspective of early literacy shows many changes
over the past several decades. Currently, the concept of emergent literacy is
becoming a predominant way to understand early literacy learning and plan for
instruction. With this emphasis on emergent literacy come two questions: (a) If
we assume an emergent perspective on early learning, then what are the
processes and language used within these social settings that serve to mediate
students' learning more conventional uses of literacy? (b) How can we build
on the initial work by Mason and Sinha to ensure that our early literacy
practices are strongly tied to theoretical foundations and principles? Within the
perspective of emergent literacy, several researchers had made substantial
contributions to our understanding of early literacy.

Studies of Emergent Literacy

Sulzby and Teale (1991) have been a primary force behind moves

toward valuing children’s emergent literacy skills and appreciating the many

literate activities that promote their development toward more conventional

reading and writing. As noted in chapter 1, Sulzby and Teale (1991) defined
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emergent literacy as “the reading and writing behaviors that precede and
develop into conventional literacy” and that “it is concerned with the earliest
phases of literacy development, the period between birth and the time when
children read and write conventionally” (p. 728).

A review of key articles and books on emergent literacy suggest that
there are several critical aspects or behaviors that represent children’s
emergent reading and writing.2 Emergent literacy (a) usually refers to reading
and writing ability children learn in the home and community during the ages of
1-7; (b) includes the interrelationship among reading, writing, and oral
language for young children; (c) overwhelmingly emphasizes the parent role,
showing the importance of parents engaging children in a wide variety of
literate acts; (d) focuses on the specific characteristics of awareness of print
and book handling; and (e) stresses that an enriched social setting is critical to
children’s learning.

In the last decade, educational researchers have documented these
aspects of emergent literacy including beneficial types of early experiences and
children’s development in literacy prior to school. Along with these studies, the
concept of emergent literacy has grown tremendously in its use among
researchers and teachers. These studies have informed us in many ways,

including what home literacy may include, how home literacy is similar to or

2 Books and articles used to document emergent literacy activities and
principles for this summary include Clay, 1982; Farr, 1985; Glazer & Burke,
1994, Gundlach, 1982; Hiebert & Taylor, 1994; Kawakami-Arakaki, Oshiro, &
Farran 1988; McGee & Richgels, 1990; Ollila & Mayfield, 1992; Routman, 1988;
Teale & Martinez, 1987; Teale & Sulzby, 1986; Temple, Nathan, Temple &
Burris, 1993.
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different from literacy practices within schools, and how we can value the many
literacy home experiences children have prior to and during school. The
following studies explored these issues, prior to and during the past decade.
Denny Taylor (1983) contributed a detailed ethnography of six families in
her book Family Literacy. In this study, she observed young children, all
considered to be successfully learning to read and write during their family
activities. She documented the various kinds of literacy which the families used
(e.g., messages to each other, birthday cards, homework, storytime). Taylor
argued that, “somehow we need to bridge the gap between home and school
so that reading in the one is reading in the other” (p. 95). Her concern was that
while the children were actively engaged in many literacy actions at home,
these type of literacy experiences were much different from those encountered
within school. Taylor's work played an important role in emphasizing the
importance of the home environment in terms of supporting early literacy.
Gordon Wells (1986), although he did not label his work as researching
emergent literacy, provided extensive information about the activities and
language learning of young children in The Meaning-Makers. He conducted a
longitudinal study of 32 children from just after their first birthday until the end of
elementary school. He observed the children within a university setting once
every three months and interviewed their parents. Wells focused on the
manner in which the children learned to talk and subsequently how the talk
helped them learn about the world. His findings centered on the role and
responsibility that parents and teachers have to help “foster and enrich their

[children’s] meaning making” (p. 222). This work, while not directly about
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emergent literacy, also strengthened conceptions about the critical and
influential role of parent interaction and language use with children.

Yetta Goodman (1980; 1986) described the roots of literacy, asserting
the significance of initial literacy for young children. She suggests the roots of
literacy reflect the “complexity of the interaction of functions, forms, and
conceptualizations that become part of children’s knowledge about literacy as
they develop” (1986, p. 2). Goodman stressed that early reading begins when
children realize that they can make sense out of print. Through their
exploration with written language, Goodman outlined five roots that were
critical: (a) print awareness in situational contexts, (b) print awareness in
connected discourse, (c) functions and forms of writing, (d) oral language about
written language, and (e) metalinguistic and metacognitive awareness about
written language. Within these categories, Goodman found that children under
six are generally learning many aspects of literacy such as how to hold books
and that the text moves from left to right. They also may read contextualized
environmental print and understand that print carries a message.

Like Goodman, McCormick and Mason (1986) suggested the importance
of children’s interactions with text and a growing awareness of print. They
designed a kindergarten intervention in which they purposely brought
emergent literacy activities into the classroom. In their study, McCormick and
Mason (1986) defined three levels in a hierarchy that were prereading

concepts:
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First, children must learn that particular and meaningful words and
messages have printed counterparts (functional knowledge). When they
have understood this concept (or set of concepts), they will be able to
learn the letter-sound characteristics of the language (form and
conventional rules). Further, we suggest that this hierarchy is not
closely related to traditional views about maturational reading for school
instruction and is practically acquired by many children prior to formal
reading instruction in first grade. ( p. 91)

In this statement, McCormick and Mason are suggesting that both form and

functions of print are important beginning concepts for children and that

learning these will lead to learning of conventional rules.

In their chapter on emergent literacy in the Handbook of Reading
Research, Sulzby and Teale (1991) completed a comprehensive review of
research on emergent literacy. They captured the main characteristics of
emergent literacy: (a) storybook reading as an emergent phenomenon, (b)
emergent writing, (c) emergent literacy and the home, and (d) metalinguistic
awareness. These characteristics involved children’s engagement with
storybook reading and writing in relation to such areas as their ability to “read”
the books in a nonconventional manner, their interactions around text as they
became more familiar with it, and their use of discourse patterns during
interactions with parents. Sulzby and Teale's review further stressed the
importance of social interactions around text and the importance of literacy in
many settings.

Together, these studies and reviews have brought greater attention to

the concepts and characteristics associated with emergent literacy.3 They have

provided a solid foundation to support current assertions about emergent

3 See also, Bissex, 1980; Dyson, 1985; Sulzby, 1985; Teale, 1986
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literacy, particularly related to students' experiences prior to formal schooling
and formal reading instruction. With such understandings, it becomes critical to
connect children's preschool experiences to the type of instruction that occurs
within the elementary school.

Researchers are now suggesting that the transitions students make from
emergent to conventional literacy warrant the same careful study that emergent
literacy has experienced over the past decades (e,g,. Dahl, 1994; Sulzby
1992). For example, Elizabeth Sulzby (1994) responded to a question about
research priorities, stating,

Even though we think of literacy as changing, there is still a very

important unanswered question in early literacy development. Given our

new knowledge about emergent literacy, how do children shift from
being "emergently literate" to being conventionally literate--able to read

other people's texts written conventionally in a given script (for the U.S.,

alphabetic script) with understanding--| have been phrasing this as the

transition into conventional literacy? (One will assume that | am rejecting

the "just add decoding to everything else" position.)
Thus, with the information available about emergent literacy, we need to
understand better how children use that knowledge to become more
conventional readers and writers. In addition, we need to understand how
school settings can support the development of emergent literacy for young
children, prior to formal schooling, who have not acquired many of the literacy
characteristics of their peers.

In this study, my intent is to examine what Sulzby termed “the transitions”
into conventional literacy. The growing history of emergent literacy was critical

for providing a research foundation that outlined key characteristics of

children’s use of literacy, rather than agreeing to the assumption that children
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are nonreaders until entering formal schooling. This background in emergent
literacy raises many questions about what does happen for students once they
enter school, particularly for those who have not experienced school-related
forms of literacy at home. In comparison to emergent literacy, we do not have a
broad research foundation about conventional literacy or the transitions. As
such, one theoretical problem is educators who link emergent literacy prior to
school to beginning reading associated with the early primary grades. The
underlying principles of the two models seems to conflict in terms of
development, role of out-of-school contexts, and language areas (e.g. reading
versus reading and writing).

The use of the word transition seems to be related to this problem. A
transition is often attached to movement or shift between two stages (e.g.,
emergent and conventional). | find the notion of the two types of literacy as
stages to be problematic because children more often seem to be moving
along a continuum that is not easily definable as emergent or conventional. In
this sense, they are regularly making changes in their thoughts about and uses
of literacy to transform what they are learning as they acquire new knowledge
and literacy strategies.

One way to gain better access to these transformations and supportive
environments is to examine the relationship of theory to emergent literacy,
conventional literacy, and literacy transformations. Mason and Sinha (1993)
asserted the need for a theoretical perspective to support the concepts
associated with emergent literacy. In contrast to the reading readiness and

beginning reading models, an emergent literacy perspective gives greater
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precedence to areas such as the social setting, the role of learning in leading to
development, and the interconnected nature of written and oral language. In
this manner, the reading field seems to be moving closer to a sociocultural
perspective of emergent literacy. However, the emergent literacy framework
needs to be explored theoretically, particularly with regard to the social and
cultural dynamics of learning. In addition, the principles associated with a
sociocultural perspective suggest a need to redefine conventional literacy and
to account for students’ processes or transformations while they engage in
literacy acts. The perspective shows promise for helping us to understand the
types of mediated language opportunities that might support students’
transformations during early learning acquisition. | explore these ideas in the
following section.
A _Sociocultural Pergspective on Literacy

A sociocultural perspective on literacy learning has strong implications
tor how we view early literacy acquisition and associated instruction. It has the
potential to inform us not only about how learning occurs for young children
prior to formal schooling, but also for those in early elementary school as they
interact with and use language as a tool that leads them to acquire a standard,
or school-like, usage of written language. My review of the assumptions
associated with a sociocultural perspective come primarily from the work of
Vygotsky (1962; 1978) and from Wertsch's (1985) writings about Vygotsky.
The complex nature of Vygotsky's work has informed numerous areas of
educational research (e.g., Moll, 1990) and literacy perspectives (Scribner &
Cole, 1981).
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In this review, | explore three themes within a sociocultural perspective,
focusing on areas critical to understanding early literacy learning and
definitions of emergent and conventional literacy. First, | discuss Vygotsky's
genetic analysis and associated assertions about elementary and higher
mental functions. Next, | examine the social and cultural influences on
learning. Finally, | explore semiotic mediation critical to students’ growth.
These three themes are interconnected and closely tied to one another.
However, | discuss each of them briefly to highlight the unique factors that
potentially inform emergent and conventional literacy transtormations.
Genetic _Analysis

In this study, my primary interest is on the transformations or processes
that underlie learning and students’ continued development of higher mental
functions. Within schools, educators have the responsibility for providing ways
for students to increase their use of higher mental functions, as well as assisting
in the formation of these processes. As Vygotsky (1978) noted, “We need to
concentrate not on the product of development but on the very process by
which higher forms are established” (p. 64). Vygotsky's theory of genetic
analysis is his attempt to understand the origins and genetic relationships
between individual and social processes and the qualitative shifts or
transformations in human mental functioning and development that result.

Vygotsky's genetic analysis involved genetic domains including
phylogenesis (i.e., evolutionary changes in development) , sociocultural history
(i.e., historical changes), ontogenesis (i.e., overlapping forces influencing

development), and microgenesis (see Wertsch, 1985, for a complete
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description of genetic domains). Of these domains, microgenesis was the least
explored by Vygotsky but seems particularly relevant to understanding the
processes associated with emergent and conventional literacy transformations.
Vygotsky argued for the need to study these microgenisis processes, that is, the
short-term developmental formations and what Wertsch (1985) called, “the
unfolding of an individual perceptual or conceptual act” (p. 55). To this end, |
focused my study on the activities and acts associated with microgenesis. As
such, the methodological framework, which focused on discussion transcripts
and students’ comments and questions, provides a means to examine the
microlevel processes and purposes of activities particularly related to students’
literacy development.

Elementary and Higher Mental Functions. One core distinction of

Vygotsky's work is the notion of elementary and higher mental functions.
Vygotsky suggested that mental functions (e.g., memory, thought) start in an
elementary form and are reorganized into higher mental functions through
social interactions (see Wertsch, 1985). Even early forms of literacy involve a
move away from elementary to higher mental functioning with qualitative shifts
occurring in the higher level processes. Vygotsky maintained that natural
development leads to elementary forms, while social and cultural influences
lead to changes toward higher forms.

The distinction between elementary and higher mental processing
applies to early literacy practices. Once children engage in characteristics
associated with emergent literacy, they have made a shift from elementary

processes to a potential long-term engagement with higher mental functioning.
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Vygotsky further clarified the higher mental functions as involving two extreme
poles, which he labeled as rudimentary and advanced higher; that is, after the
shift from elementary to higher mental processing, there are also shifts within
higher processes. Similarly, the higher mental processes associated with
literacy have qualitative shifts, those which we might view as emergent and
various forms of conventional literacy.

Vygotsky'’s criteria for distinguishing between elementary and higher
mental functioning informs us about influential factors contributing to changes
in processes. The natural development associated with elementary forms is
different from the social and cultural influences on higher mental processes. |t
is this social and cultural aspect that leads us to question the natural
development of literacy, with Vygotsky suggesting that it is the social and
cultural influences that lead people to develop literacy.

Criteria to distinguish mental functions. In relation to the changes
between elementary and higher mental functions, Wertsch (1985) summarized
Vygotsky as follows:

Vygotsky touched on four main criteria that he used to distinguish

between elementary and higher mental functions: (1) the shift of

control from environment to the individual, that is, the emergence

of voluntary regulation; (2) the emergence of conscious realization

of mental processes; (3) the social origin and social nature of

higher mental functions; and (4) the use of signs to mediate higher
mental functions

(p. 25).
The four areas have the potential to help us understand the higher mental
functions associated with emergent and conventional literacy and the

qualitative shifts in development that associated transformations might involve.
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First, one way to describe conventional literacy is to focus on students’
ability to self-regulate their own learning and literacy activities. Students’
conventional use of literacy is related plausibly to their ability to regulate their
use of literacy and the processes associated with it. A conventional use of
literacy might entail students' use of literacy to regulate activities within their
environment rather than only reacting to environmental events. Students’ self-
regulation may take different forms depending on the context in which they are
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