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Series Editors’ Note

G iven our nation’s renewed attention to early childhood educa-
tion, this volume represents a timely addition to The Guilford Press 
series Challenges in Language and Literacy. The aim of the series 
is to integrate interdisciplinary perspectives on language and lit-
eracy with empirically based programs and practices for promoting 
effective learning outcomes in diverse students. Past policy debates 
about preschool programs have tended to highlight the potential for 
improvement of early educational success, while discussions about 
the longer-term economic and social impact of less than adequate 
early childhood education programs remained in the background. 
However, there is increasing recognition of the potential for both 
economic and educational outcomes, and this dual focus serves to 
highlight the value of renewed focus on effective preschool pro-
grams. A major virtue of this volume is its presentation of evidence 
regarding key components of effective programs, as well as specific 
recommendations to practitioners regarding promising practices 
for implementing such programs.

Preschool Education: Long-Term Benefits

Long-term data trends show that, across ethnic groups, preschool 
enrollment has surged in the past two decades. In 2005, almost 
66% of 4-year-olds and 40% of 3-year-olds were receiving a pre-
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school education through an uncoordinated mix of public and pri-
vate programs (Barnett, 2008). Furthermore, targeted federal pro-
grams such as Head Start, and state-funded programs combined 
with government subsidies for child care, have been successful in 
providing greater access to 3-year-olds from low-income families 
(Barnett & Yarosz, 2007). However, enhanced access has not neces-
sarily resulted in increased quality of preschool education. Marked 
variations persist in the quality of the educational experiences of 
young children, particularly in publicly funded programs. In the 
public domain, boundaries are often ambiguous between programs 
that primarily provide long hours of child care because of parental 
employment needs and those that chiefly emphasize learning and 
development (Barnett & Yarosz, 2007). 

From an economic perspective, Heckman (2008) offers evi-
dence that enhancing “yields on investment” (p. 312) means social 
policies must be directed to the harnessing of children’s human 
capital throughout their schooling, from preschool through high 
school. A national commitment of this kind requires the economic 
will to invest financially in (1) well-designed and implemented pre-
school programs, in spite of the large costs required initially, and 
(2) follow-up programs during the elementary and secondary years 
that meet standards of excellence. Heckman’s argument is that the 
later intervention is offered, the less likely it is that there will be eco-
nomic returns. In other words, “Investments at different stages of 
the life cycle are complementary and require follow-up to be effec-
tive” (Heckman, 2008, p. 316). 

Instead of relying on economic analysis, meta-analyses of early 
childhood interventions (e.g., Barnett, 2008) are another option. 
Outcomes indicate that “rigorous studies find not only immediate 
gains, but lasting benefits for learning and educational achieve-
ment” (Barnett, 2008, p. 16), including decreases in delinquency 
and crime ( Heckman, 2008). A major issue for resolution is whether 
fiscal investment should be directed to universal prekindergarten or 
targeted programs (e.g., Head Start). Another issue is whether com-
bining child care with preschool programs might better enhance 
economic advantages for families by expanding parental employ-
ment opportunities. Nevertheless, the economic consequences of 
an inadequate literacy education in preschool are motivating poten-
tial revitalizations of federal policy initiatives for early childhood 
education.
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Effective Preschool Programs:  
Integrating Language Learning and Emerging Literacy 

In the end, policy initiatives must be translated into everyday prac-
tices that originate from scientific evidence. This is the challenge 
that Paula M. Rhyner and the contributing authors take on in a com-
prehensive manner in this book. Chapters focus on two interdepen-
dent dimensions: (1) the dynamic aspects of oral language in rela-
tion to emerging literacy, and (2) the role of oral language in young 
children’s developing self-regulation of their own learning.

In the preschool literature, there is consensus across disciplines 
that the roots of becoming a literate learner can be traced to the blos-
soming of young children’s oral language systems (e.g., Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2001; Foorman, Anthony, Seals, & Mouzaki, 2002; National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD] Early 
Child Care Research Network, 2005). However, despite this general 
agreement, less accord exists on the actual roles that specific oral 
language components play in promoting advances in developing 
literacy. For example, in regard to beginning reading, the NICHD 
Early Child Care Research Network (2005) concluded that existing 
assessments of reading readiness with preschool children were pre-
mised on reading models that viewed oral language skills as primar-
ily consisting of vocabulary. In contrast to this discrete view, a more 
comprehensive model would approach oral language along two 
interrelated dimensions: as a synergistic system whose effects on 
emerging literacy cannot be predicted from its parts and as a major 
platform through which young children are launched into learning 
how to learn (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005). 

Rhyner and the contributors assume this all-inclusive voice in 
stitching together potential bidirectional relationships between 
aspects of oral language experience and emerging literacy founda-
tions. Conceptual frameworks are then translated into clear instruc-
tional goals and practices that are equally applicable to three varied 
groups of preschool children: (1) those with typically developing 
oral language systems, (2) those who may have profiles consistent 
with delayed language development, and (3) those whose engage-
ment of oral language for literacy purposes may differ as the prod-
uct of their cultural and linguistic heritages. All professional staff, 
from classroom teachers to speech–language pathologists, who 
are concerned with building preschool programs meeting the dual 
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standards of educational excellence and the promotion of lifelong 
resilience in young children, will find that the current volume pro-
vides a valuable road map for reaching these goals.

ElainE R. Silliman 
C. addiSon StonE
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Introduction

Paula M. RhyneR

A  child’s success in school is strongly influenced by the knowl-
edge and skills that he or she has acquired before entering school 
(Duncan et al., 2007). Thus, a child’s experiences as an infant, tod-
dler, and preschooler are critical to the acquisition of a set of “tools” 
(or knowledge and skills) that the child can draw on to facilitate 
academic success. Literacy is one area examined extensively for con-
nections between knowledge and skills before and after entering 
school (Fritjers, Barron, & Brunello, 2000; Hammill, 2004; Scarbor-
ough & Dobrich, 1994; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

Interest in children’s acquisition of the knowledge and skills that 
pertain to literacy has increased over the last two decades within 
disciplines such as general education, special education, early child-
hood education, psychology, and speech– language pathology. Fol-
lowing Marie Clay’s suggestion in 1966 that children demonstrate 
literacy- related behaviors even when they are not able to read and 
write, investigators in these disciplines turned their attention to 
defining “emergent literacy” (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Their goals 
were to delineate the knowledge and skills that characterized the 
emergent literacy stage and describe the process of emergent lit-
eracy development. As research findings revealed that children’s lit-
eracy development began even before they were exposed to formal 
reading instruction in school (Clay, 1991; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 
1998; Teale & Sulzby, 1986), interest increased in young children’s 
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emergent literacy development and in the relationship between 
emergent and later literacy development. Consequently, there has 
been a surge of information from various disciplines on these two 
goals. Further, there has been growing recognition of the relation-
ship between the acquisition of early oral language and emergent 
literacy knowledge and skills (Snow et al., 1998). In fact, the avail-
able longitudinal research has shown that children who were iden-
tified as having oral language impairments during the preschool 
years were at greater risk for oral and written language impairments 
as they progressed through school, even if their language impair-
ments appeared to have been remediated by the time they began 
kindergarten (Aram, Ekelman, & Nation, 1984; Aram & Nation, 
1980; Bishop & Adams, 1990; Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, 1999).

From a professional perspective, it has been the responsibil-
ity of speech– language pathologists to engage in the prevention of 
communication disorders (American Speech– Language– Hearing 
Association, 1988). Recently, professional responsibility has been 
expanded with respect to reading and writing development (Ameri-
can Speech– Language– Hearing Association, 2001). As a result, it is 
important for speech– language pathologists and other early child-
hood specialists (e.g., teachers, psychologists, and day care provid-
ers) to have an understanding of the emergent literacy stage and 
of the relationship between emergent literacy and early language 
acquisition. Such understanding will increase the effectiveness of 
these specialists in their collaborative efforts with parents to fos-
ter the emergent literacy and early oral language development of 
young children. Thus, the major purpose of this book is to provide 
a framework for understanding the emergent literacy stage and the 
linkages between emergent literacy and early language acquisition.

The focus of this book is on building a bridge to connect our 
knowledge on emergent literacy learning and early oral language 
learning with instruction so that greater effectiveness can be 
achieved by specialists within early childhood educational settings. 
The construction of this bridge draws on the expertise of this book’s 
contributing authors, which include clinical researchers who are 
engaged in the study of emergent literacy and early oral language 
acquisition. Thus, the content of each chapter reflects the expertise 
and specialty areas that the authors emphasize in their research.

Chapter 1 offers an overview of emergent literacy for early child-
hood specialists. The chapter begins with a definition of “emergent 
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literacy” and a discussion of the notion that the emergent literacy 
stage is the beginning of a continuum of literacy development. The 
chapter progresses with descriptions and comparative analyses of 
three main perspectives on, and their corresponding frameworks 
for, understanding the emergent literacy stage, followed by the impli-
cations of the perspectives for fostering children’s emergent literacy 
development. Chapter 2 addresses the importance of book sharing 
for the development of meaning for both children’s emergent lit-
eracy and early oral language acquisition. In Chapter 3, the devel-
opment of children’s phonological awareness and its relationship 
to development in other areas of language and emergent literacy 
are examined. The focus of Chapter 4 is on children’s early writing 
and spelling development and their bidirectional influence on early 
oral language acquisition. The interrelationship of children’s early 
language learning and their early story and expository discourse 
is considered in Chapter 5. In Chapter 6, the connection between 
emergent literacy and cultural and linguistic diversity is discussed 
with regard to assessment and intervention with young children.

Throughout this book, the “supports” for our bridge are pro-
vided in each chapter by the relevant and current evidence on young 
children’s emergent literacy and early oral language development. 
These supports are critical to maintaining and guiding the construc-
tion of the “substructure” of our bridge, which is the assessment of 
young children’s emergent literacy and early oral language acquisi-
tion. The assessment substructure then serves as a basis for the inter-
vention “roadbed” for the bridge that in turn links emergent literacy 
and early oral language acquisition. The “superstructure” of the 
bridge is then created through each chapter with examples and case 
studies specific to early childhood settings. Building sturdy bridges 
between emergent literacy and early oral language acquisition is 
critical to children’s development. This bridge building requires that 
early childhood specialists collaborate with parents to support chil-
dren’s journey along the continuum of literacy and language learn-
ing with the mutual goal of ensuring their success in school.
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C h a P T E r  O n E

Understanding Frameworks 
for the Emergent Literacy Stage

Paula M. RhyneR 
eileen K. haebig 
Kaycee M. West

The study of emergent literacy reflects a somewhat recent change 
in perspective on the reading and writing development of young 
children (Strickland & Morrow, 1988). The change is based on the 
recognition that children acquire knowledge and skills before learn-
ing to read and write, which are related in some way to their later 
reading and writing development. In addition, as the body of knowl-
edge on emergent literacy grows, so does interest in the relation-
ship between early language acquisition and emergent literacy. In 
fact, there is a notable increase in the research on the relationship 
among early language, emergent literacy, and later literacy develop-
ment. This interest arises at least in part from an acknowledgment 
that “reading is a linguistic activity” (Snow, Tabors, & Dickinson, 
2001, p. 3) that requires knowledge about the structure of words. 
Children’s first knowledge about the words of their language is 
acquired through the development of oral language skills. In turn, 
the word knowledge that children acquire via oral language devel-
opment is important to learning about printed words. It even has 
been suggested that “without oral language, it might be impossible 
to develop the ability to read and write” (Glazer, 1989, p. 19).



6 EMERGENT LITERACY AND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

A variety of component areas of children’s early oral language 
development are proposed as essential to emergent literacy devel-
opment. These include semantics (Adams, 2002), syntax (Dickinson, 
McCabe, Anastasopoulos, Peisner- Feinberg, & Poe, 2003; Storch & 
Whitehurst, 2002), phonology (Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1994; 
Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998, 2002), and pragmatics (Owens, 2007; 
Roth, Speece, Cooper, & De La Paz, 1996; Storch & Whitehurst, 
2002). Although the exact ways in which the associated knowledge 
and skills within each component area are related to children’s 
emergent literacy development have not been determined, frame-
works have been offered in an attempt to describe the relationship. 
We begin with an overview of emergent literacy.

To address the relationship between early language acquisition 
and emergent literacy effectively, it is necessary to develop an under-
standing of the available frameworks for the emergent literacy stage. 
Thus, after a brief discussion of the general construct of emergent 
literacy, we examine three emergent literacy perspectives for typi-
cally developing children. As with other areas of child development, 
a universally accepted model that provides comprehensive answers 
to questions about emergent literacy in children does not exist. In 
fact, a search of the literature reveals only a few identified “models” 
of emergent literacy; some researchers have presented viewpoints 
on emergent literacy without providing the structure of a “model.” 
These models and viewpoints serve as a basis for understanding 
emergent literacy. For the purposes of this chapter, the models and 
viewpoints are referred to as “frameworks” for the emergent liter-
acy stage. These frameworks have been organized into three main 
perspectives. Determining similarities and differences among the 
perspectives is important to building an understanding of the emer-
gent literacy stage. In the final section, we discuss the implications 
of the three perspectives for fostering emergent literacy develop-
ment in young children.

An Overview of Emergent Literacy

Defining Emergent Literacy

Descriptions of the available frameworks for the emergent literacy 
stage typically begin with a definition of the term “emergent liter-
acy.” According to Teale and Sulzby (1986), Marie Clay coined the 
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term “emergent literacy” in 1966 to refer to the behaviors of very 
young children which reflected an understanding of reading and 
writing when children were not yet reading and writing in a con-
ventional sense. Teale and Sulzby (1986) further developed Clay’s 
concept of emergent literacy, emphasizing the importance of con-
sidering both reading and writing together as comprising literacy. 
Teale and Sulzby (1986) also recognized that emergent conveyed 
the perspective that children were “in the process of becoming liter-
ate” (p. xix).

In general, what children learn about reading and writing before 
they are considered readers and writers is referred to as emergent 
literacy knowledge and the ways that children demonstrate that 
knowledge (i.e., the observable behavior) is referred to as emergent 
literacy skills. There is consensus that emergent literacy involves 
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that begin to develop before, 
but are related to, conventional reading and writing (McNaughton, 
1995; Reese, Cox, Harte, & McAnally, 2003; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). 
There is a lack of agreement, however, on the exact set of knowl-
edge and skills that characterize emergent literacy and on the pat-
terns of acquisition that can be expected for typically developing 
children (Sénéchal, LeFevre, Smith-Chant, & Colton, 2001). As the 
body of research on emergent literacy grows, it is likely that a better 
understanding of the knowledge and skills and patterns of acquisi-
tion will evolve.

Emergent Literacy Knowledge as a Continuum 
of Development

The difficulty in delineating a widely agreed upon set of knowledge 
and skills seems to offer support for the notion that emergent lit-
eracy represents the beginning of a continuum of literacy devel-
opment in children. Teale and Sulzby (1986) reviewed the early 
reading research and concluded that the findings, which could be 
summarized as follows, supported the concept of a continuum:

1. Literacy development begins early in life and long before 
formal literacy instruction in elementary school.

2. There is an interrelationship between oral language skills 
(listening and speaking) and written language skills (read-
ing and writing) such that the skills develop concurrently 
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and interrelatedly rather than in some sequence (e.g., oral 
language development preceding written language develop-
ment, etc.). In addition, children’s cognitive development 
during early childhood is important to their literacy devel-
opment.

3. The functions of literacy (e.g., ordering a meal from a menu 
at a restaurant, obtaining information on an event, inviting 
friends to a birthday party) are as important as the forms of 
literacy (e.g., letters, words, sentences) to the child’s literacy 
development in early childhood.

4. Children’s active exploration of print within their environ-
ment and their social interactions with adults (particularly 
their parents) within reading and writing contexts (e.g., 
reading books together, making a sign to show support for 
a favorite football team, following a cookie recipe) provide 
important opportunities for adults to model literacy behav-
iors for children to learn.

5. There is variability for typically developing children in the 
age and sequence of acquisition of emergent literacy knowl-
edge and skills across the continuum of literacy develop-
ment.

Timing of the Emergent Literacy Stage

The concept that emergent literacy is the beginning of the contin-
uum of literacy development makes it difficult to delineate a “stage” 
of development as emergent literacy. This difficulty is further com-
plicated by the observation that there are no definitive “endpoints” 
between emergent, early, and conventional literacy development 
in children (Justice, 2006). Although it might be suggested then, 
that emergent literacy development should not be referred to as 
a “stage,” Justice (2006) states that the use of stage terminology 
“allows categorization of skills and an estimation of where children 
are along on a continuum of development” (p. 8). Thus, the phrase 
“emergent literacy stage” is used to refer to the period of time dur-
ing which children acquire a variety of emergent literacy knowledge 
and skills.

Despite the challenges in defining the emergent literacy stage, 
there is considerable agreement on the approximate timing of the 
stage for typically developing children. This agreement appeared to 
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be based on the concept of “reading readiness,” which emerged in 
the 1920s. The readiness concept suggested that there was a period 
of time during the preschool years in which children developed skills 
necessary for reading and writing (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). The exact 
age at which the emergent literacy stage begins for typically devel-
oping children has not been determined but there is general agree-
ment that the stage begins long before children are able to read and 
write (Fields & Spangler, 2000; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Some authors 
suggest that, because of the close relationship between emergent 
literacy and early language acquisition, the emergent literacy stage 
begins at birth (Clay, 1991; Justice, 2006; Neuman & Roskos, 1993; 
Strickland & Morrow, 1988). For typically developing children in 
the United States, the emergent literacy stage is expected to last 
until around age 5 years, when children enter kindergarten (Jus-
tice, 2006). With the beginning of kindergarten, children become 
exposed to formal instruction in reading and writing via the pre-
school curriculum.

Perspectives on the Emergent Literacy Stage

Despite the variability among the available models of and viewpoints 
on the emergent literacy stage, each offers a framework in which to 
consider children’s emergent literacy. In addition, the frameworks 
can be categorized on the basis of their primary perspective. For 
example, some frameworks have a developmental perspective, 
attempting to describe a progression in the acquisition of emergent 
literacy knowledge and skills (e.g., Goodman, 1986; McCormick & 
Mason, 1986; Strommen & Mates, 2000; van Kleeck, 1998); others 
delineate the components of emergent literacy (i.e., knowledge and 
skills) that children acquire (e.g., Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; van 
Kleeck, 1998). Still other frameworks focus on child and environ-
mental influences on emergent literacy acquisition (e.g., McNaugh-
ton, 1995; Wasik & Hendrickson, 2004). Thus, the frameworks for 
the emergent literacy stage can be categorized according to three 
main perspectives: a developmental perspective, a components per-
spective, and a child and environmental influences perspective.

There have been changes over time in the emphases of the 
available frameworks for the emergent literacy stage. The earliest 
frameworks, which provided a developmental perspective, were 



10 EMERGENT LITERACY AND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 

more general in their description of changes in children’s concep-
tual understanding about the reading process and/or emergent lit-
eracy skills. The emphases in the frameworks then shifted to a more 
specific focus with an effort to identify the component knowledge 
and skills associated with emergent literacy. It is possible that the 
shift in perspective reflected increasing knowledge about the emer-
gent literacy stage, which had resulted from increased research.

The most recent frameworks acknowledge the influence of child 
and environmental factors on development during the emergent lit-
eracy stage. This change in perspective reflects a growing belief in 
the child development field that growth in any area results from 
a complex interaction of child and environmental variables. This 
belief is further evidenced in child- centered, holistic approaches in 
early childhood education and intervention.

In the following sections, we discuss the various frameworks 
within each of the three main perspectives: the developmental 
perspective, the components perspective, and the child and envi-
ronmental influences perspective. One qualification is in order: 
Although each framework is categorized according to its primary 
approach to the emergent literacy stage, some frameworks are 
included within multiple perspectives to allow for a more complete 
description.

Developmental Perspective

Among the earliest approaches to describing the emergent literacy 
stage were those with a developmental perspective. These devel-
opmental frameworks provide a general approach to describing 
changes in children’s conceptual knowledge about literacy and/
or emergent literacy skills. Included within this perspective are 
frameworks by Goodman (1986), McCormick and Mason (1986), 
Strommen and Mates (2000), and van Kleeck (1998). A common 
assumption among these frameworks is that the understanding of 
the relationship between print and meaning occurs first, followed 
by an understanding of print form.

The Goodman (1986) Framework

Goodman’s framework (1986) delineates five areas in which chil-
dren’s knowledge and skills progress in their developing the “roots 
of literacy.” These include (1) print awareness in situational contexts, 
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(2) print awareness in discourse, (3) functions and forms of writing, 
(4) oral language to talk about written language, and (5) metacogni-
tive and metalinguistic awareness about written language.

According to Goodman (1986), evidence of a child’s print 
awareness in situational contexts is observed when the child begins 
to learn and recognize print in the environment, such as logos for 
restaurants and food companies. The development of print aware-
ness in discourse is supported as a child is exposed to print within 
the context of books, magazines, video games, computer games, 
websites, and newspapers. Through experiences with different 
print media, the child learns that each serves a particular purpose. 
For example, an individual can read a newspaper or online web-
sites to find out about the weather for the day or for several days, 
events that occurred locally, or events that have occurred around 
the world. After being introduced to these media, the child learns 
how to manipulate them. Learning how to “read” a book by turning 
the pages from the front to the back of the book and reading from 
left to right (in English) are examples of ways to manipulate print 
media.

In the development of the functions and forms of writing, a 
child begins to write by scribbling or drawing lines to represent 
letters or typing strings of letters while using a computer. Use of 
oral language to talk about written language is observed when the 
child begins to understand and talk about the functions of print. 
For example, the child may describe a book as something that tells 
a story using words or pictures. Lastly, metacognitive and meta-
linguistic awareness about written language is observed when the 
child begins to understand the meanings of literacy terms, such 
as “letter” and “page,” and uses words to describe what he or she 
reads. The progression through these “roots of literacy,” according 
to Goodman (1986, p. 6), enables children to acquire emergent lit-
eracy knowledge and skills.

The McCormick and Mason (1986) Framework

Another framework for the emergent literacy stage within the devel-
opmental perspective was offered by McCormick and Mason (1986), 
who suggested that children progress through a “hierarchy” of 
knowledge and skills when learning to read. This hierarchy is com-
prised of three emergent literacy levels: functions of print, form of 
print, and coordination of the form and function of print.
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For the first level, the functions of print, children’s understand-
ing of literacy is context- dependent (i.e., closely connected with the 
environment in which the print occurs). They begin to read envi-
ronmental print such as street signs, yet may not be able to read 
those same words in different situations (McCormick & Mason, 
1986). Within this level, children learn that meaningful words can 
be represented in printed form (i.e., they understand that print has 
a function).

When children learn about grapheme– phoneme correspon-
dences and begin to experiment with this understanding through 
increased reading exposure and invented spelling, they have reached 
the second level of emergent literacy, the form of print (McCormick 
& Mason, 1986). Here they can apply phonetic analysis to printed 
words because their attention to print shifts from function to form; 
hence, children begin to learn about the structure of printed words 
via their letter–sound understanding, rather than relying solely on 
contextual cues provided by pictures or environmental situations 
(e.g., street signs or restaurant logos).

During the final coordination stage of the emergent literacy 
hierarchy, children apply their understanding of print function and 
print form concurrently. Since children develop clearer and more 
efficient ways to decode printed words, such as by noting ortho-
graphic redundancy and phonologic patterns, they are able to give 
more attention to word meanings (McCormick & Mason, 1986). 
In this last stage, children learn to use their skills for both print 
function and form in order to read, just as conventional readers do. 
Although McCormick and Mason (1986) did not explicitly address 
changes in children’s conceptual knowledge about the reading pro-
cess, their hierarchy suggests that the development of the underly-
ing knowledge of the reading process builds from the function of 
print to the form of print to the coordination of the form and func-
tion of print. The child’s success at the higher levels of the hierarchy 
is dependent on successful development of the underlying knowl-
edge at the preceding level or levels.

The Strommen and Mates (2000) Framework

The Strommen and Mates (2000) developmental framework focuses 
directly on a developmental progression of children’s understand-
ing about becoming a reader. The framework evolved from a lon-
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gitudinal study of 18 children from the age of 3 years through the 
completion of kindergarten. Children were met with individually on 
a periodic basis to document their ideas about the nature of reading. 
The study goals were to determine whether children (1) were simi-
lar in their concepts about what readers do, and (2) demonstrated 
a similar sequence in their development of these concepts. The 
results from children’s ideas about the nature of reading revealed 
a uniform sequence in the development of these ideas, although 
there were differences and overlap in the ages at which the concepts 
emerged. A set of six concepts about reading were observed during 
the emergent literacy stage:

1. Reading is one aspect of an interpersonal routine—book 
reading is viewed as a social routine in which the book itself 
has a minor role.

2. Readers focus on the book—book reading is viewed as a 
social routine in which the book is the focus of the routine.

3. Readers construct a sequenced account—they rely on the 
illustrations rather than the print to construct a meaningful 
story.

4. Readers reconstruct a specific account—they recognize that 
the content of a story is unique to each book; in reconstruct-
ing a story, the words can change, but the meaning must stay 
the same.

5. Readers refer to print to reconstruct texts— printed text is 
needed to reconstruct a story; however, the relationship 
between decoding print and reading is not always under-
stood.

6. Readers reconstruct texts by using multiple strategies to 
interpret the language encoded by print—there is the under-
standing that they must accurately interpret written language 
using a variety of language and decoding strategies (e.g., gra-
phophonemic, semantic, and syntactic information), in addi-
tion to the illustrations, in order to be able to read.

This developmental framework for the emergent literacy stage 
(Strommen & Mates, 2000) suggests that children’s understanding 
of the reading process progresses from a notion about the social-
 interactive nature of book sharing to an understanding of the com-
plex interaction among linguistic knowledge, decoding skills, and 
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printed text. The progression reveals an initial focus on observable 
reading behaviors (e.g., turning pages, looking at illustrations, mov-
ing from the front to the back of the book, etc.) and a later focus 
on actual reading skills (e.g., sounding out words, decoding text, 
and extracting meaning from printed text). According to Strommen 
and Mates (2000), “though children expressed their ideas in many 
different ways and reached various conclusions at widely different 
ages, we saw consistent evolution of these ideas as each child slowly 
came to see an accurate interpretation of the language encoded by 
print as the key to reading” (p. 210). The developmental progres-
sion through these different conceptual processes illustrates the 
ways that children learn the functions, content, and purpose of 
print materials.

The van Kleeck (1998) Framework

The framework for the emergent literacy stage that van Kleeck (1998) 
developed explains the knowledge and skills that children acquire 
and is therefore primarily included within the components perspec-
tive (see next section). However, in addition to describing the com-
ponents of emergent literacy, van Kleeck addressed the develop-
mental progression of emergent literacy knowledge and skills, and 
therefore this aspect of her model is included in this discussion of 
the developmental perspective. Specifically, van Kleeck (1998) sug-
gested that there are two general stages of emergent literacy during 
which children acquire the knowledge and skills described in her 
components framework.

During the first stage, which occurs from infancy to approxi-
mately 3 to 4 years of age, children discover that print is meaningful 
through their exposure to print and terms related to book reading 
such as “book” and “page.” Children in the first stage also begin to 
retell stories in their own words while looking at pictures in books and 
may begin to learn to rhyme and name letters. Further, the emphasis 
on the print– meaning relationship is evident in the behavior of both 
the adult and the child during shared book reading. For example, 
adults tend to convey the meanings associated with pictures in the 
books via strategies such as labeling objects and people and describ-
ing objects or events during book sharing with infants and toddlers.

During the second stage, older preschool children begin to 
learn about print form and early form– meaning correspondences 
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while continuing to learn about print meaning across a range of 
literacy environments. Adults make more specific and direct refer-
ences to the form of printed text using print- related terms such as 
“capital” (letter) and “word” during book sharing. During the sec-
ond stage, children also learn how to write letters and match let-
ters with their associated sounds, create more detailed stories, and 
strengthen their ability to predict events in stories that are orally 
read to them. (See Vander Woude, van Kleeck, & Vander Veen, 
Chapter 2, this volume, for an in-depth discussion of book sharing 
and the development of meaning.)

Summary

The frameworks described in this section use different approaches 
to explain the development of emergent literacy. Consistent with 
a developmental perspective, each framework addresses (albeit in 
a somewhat general way) the progression in children’s acquisition 
of knowledge and skills (e.g., print meaning, print form, and the 
coordination of print meaning with print form) that occurs during 
the emergent literacy stage. McCormick and Mason (1986) and van 
Kleeck (1998) describe stages of development within the emergent 
literacy stage, noting the integrated relationship of the stages and the 
increased extent to which children’s literacy development mirrors 
conventional reading through each stage. In contrast, the Goodman 
(1986) and Strommen and Mates (2000) frameworks emphasize a 
progressive change throughout the emergent literacy stage in print-
 related skills and conceptual knowledge about reading, respectively. 
Separate stages are not denoted within the emergent literacy stage. 
A summary of the key elements of the frameworks within the devel-
opmental perspective is provided in Table 1.1.

Components Perspective

Recognition of a preliteracy stage (i.e., the emergent literacy stage) 
caused researchers to further investigate this period and iden-
tify the knowledge and skills developed during it. One result of 
this research emphasis was the development of frameworks that 
attempted to delineate the “components” of the emergent literacy 
stage. In contrast to the developmental frameworks, which describe 
a general sequence in the acquisition of emergent literacy knowl-
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edge and skills, the primary focus of the components frameworks is 
on the specific knowledge and skills that characterize the emergent 
literacy stage. In other words, the components frameworks attempt 
to address the questions (1) “What do children learn about reading 
and writing (knowledge) before they are readers and writers in the 
conventional sense?” and (2) “How do they demonstrate that knowl-
edge (skills)?”

A components perspective on the emergent literacy stage pre-
sents a challenge related to the comprehensiveness of the descrip-
tion; that is, any description of the knowledge and skills associated 

TABLE 1.1. Components of the Four Developmental Frameworks

Goodman (1986)
McCormick and 
Mason (1986)

Strommen and Mates 
(2000) van Kleeck (1998)

Roots of literacy

1. Print 
awareness in 
situational 
contexts

2. Print 
awareness in 
connected 
discourse

3. Functions 
and forms of 
writing

4. Oral language 
to talk about 
written 
language

5. Metacognitive 
and 
metalinguistic 
awareness 
about written 
language

Hierarchy

1. Functions of 
print

2. Print form
3. Coordination 

of print form 
and function

Concepts about reading

1. Reading is one aspect 
of an interpersonal 
routine in which the 
book has a minor role

2. Reading is a social 
routine in which 
readers focus on the 
book

3. Readers construct a 
sequenced account 
(story) by relying 
on the illustrations 
rather than the print

4. In reconstructing a 
story, readers can 
change the words, but 
the meaning must stay 
the same

5. Readers refer to 
printed text  to 
reconstruct a story 
but might not 
understand the 
relationship between 
decoding print and 
reading

6. Readers use multiple 
strategies to interpret 
the language encoded 
by print

Stages

1. Emphasis on 
print–meaning 
relationship

2. Emphasis on print 
form and early 
form–meaning 
correspondences
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with the emergent literacy stage must be neither too broad nor too 
narrow in its focus. According to Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998), 
“recent years have seen an almost unbounded definition of literacy 
that is often extended to any situation in which an individual nego-
tiates or interacts with the environment through the use of a sym-
bolic system” (p. 849). Just as a broad view of the emergent literacy 
stage might include knowledge and skills that are only tangentially 
related to literacy development, a narrow view might result in some 
critical knowledge and skills being overlooked.

The components frameworks for the emergent literacy stage 
include those proposed by Storch and Whitehurst (2002) and van 
Kleeck (1998, 2003). A summary of each framework is presented 
here followed by a comparison of their similarities and differences.

The Storch and Whitehurst (2002) Framework

Storch and Whitehurst (2002) developed a components framework 
for the emergent literacy stage based on the perspective that children 
gain literacy knowledge and skills throughout the stage that influ-
ence later literacy development. This framework evolved from an 
earlier components framework that Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) 
developed, which described inside-out skills (children’s knowledge 
of the rules for translating print into sounds and sounds into print) 
and outside-in skills (children’s understanding of the context in 
which the writing that they are trying to read or write occurs).

The Storch and Whitehurst (2002) framework categorizes chil-
dren’s emergent literacy knowledge and skills as code- related skills 
and oral language skills. Code- related skills are comprised of con-
ventions of print (e.g., directionality of reading), beginning forms of 
writing (e.g., writing one’s name), grapheme knowledge (e.g., identi-
fying letters of the alphabet), grapheme– phoneme correspondence 
(e.g., knowledge that the letter m makes the /m/ sound, and phono-
logical awareness (e.g., knowledge that the word “book” begins with 
the /b/ sound). Oral language skills include semantic knowledge 
(word knowledge, expressive and receptive vocabulary), syntactic 
knowledge (knowledge of word order and grammatical rules), nar-
rative discourse (e.g., telling a story), and conceptual knowledge 
(e.g., knowledge of the world). The oral language and code- related 
skills that are acquired during the emergent literacy stage constitute 
the foundation for conventional literacy.
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The Storch and Whitehurst (2002) framework shows an early 
relationship between code- related skills and oral language skills, 
with these skill areas having a strong reciprocal effect on each other 
and on early reading development during the preschool and kin-
dergarten years. After kindergarten, code- related and oral language 
skills become independent of each other with regard to reading 
development; that is, the code- related skills continue to influence a 
child’s reading development in the first and second grades, but no 
longer influence the child’s oral language skills (Storch & Whitehurst, 
2002). Additionally, Storch and Whitehurst (2002) claim that oral 
language skills have little or no direct influence on reading devel-
opment in the first and second grades and indirectly affect reading 
comprehension in the third and fourth grades. Instead, they state 
that code- related skills learned in kindergarten, such as phonologi-
cal processing and print concepts, heavily affect a child’s ability to 
read (for some contradictory evidence, see van Kleeck & Norlander, 
2008). It is important to emphasize, however, that the early interac-
tion of code- related and oral language skills provides a foundation 
for reading achievement at least in the early grades of school. For 
example, Storch and Whitehurst (2002) found that 38% of kinder-
garten code- related skills were drawn from the code- related skills 
in the preschool period (e.g., phonological processing and ortho-
graphic representation), which also significantly predicted reading 
achievement in the first and second grades. These code- related skills 
enabled children to convert printed words to their spoken counter-
parts, thus driving reading comprehension. Although the influence 
of code- related skills on emergent literacy is apparent, Storch and 
Whitehurst (2002, p. 944) stress that oral language skills and code-
 related skills should not be taught in isolation:

Though improving code- related skills, such as phonological aware-
ness and print knowledge, may necessarily be a focus of intervention 
in those children who have not yet acquired sufficient skill in read-
ing words, we must not wait until children have solved the decoding 
puzzle to begin instruction in oral language skills, such as vocabulary 
and syntax.

Storch and Whitehurst (2002) emphasize the coordination and 
interaction of oral language and code- related skills throughout the 
preschool and kindergarten years. They also explain that these skills 
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continue to develop and influence conventional literacy acquisition. 
Like Storch and Whitehurst (2002), van Kleeck (1998, 2003) offered 
a framework that describes the knowledge and skills that children 
develop throughout the emergent literacy stage.

The van Kleeck (1998, 2003) Framework

The framework that van Kleeck described in 1998 represents another 
early components framework for the emergent literacy stage. This 
framework, which evolved from a model of later reading processes 
first developed by Seidenberg and McClelland (1989) and then elab-
orated on by Adams (1990), illustrates the interrelationship among 
four components: (1) the context processor, (2) the meaning pro-
cessor, (3) the orthographic processor, and (4) the phonological 
processor. The framework, which van Kleeck discussed further in 
2003, specifies the skills that are associated with each processor. 
van Kleeck (1998) also includes a developmental focus within her 
components framework, which is discussed in the section “Devel-
opmental Perspective.”

The context processor enables children to comprehend and 
interpret text that is being read to them before they can read and 
that they will read themselves later on in their literacy development 
(van Kleeck, 1998, 2003). Context processor skills include world 
knowledge (e.g., concept development), syntactic knowledge (e.g., 
knowledge of grammar and word order), narrative development 
(e.g., knowledge of story grammar), book conventions (e.g., knowl-
edge of how to use books), abstract language (e.g., inferential lan-
guage), and functions of print (e.g., to share information).

The meaning processor is important to children’s ability to apply 
lexical knowledge to the meanings of individual words (van Kleeck, 
1998, 2003). The meaning processor skills are comprised of word 
awareness (a form of metalinguistic awareness), which involves the 
understanding that words are units of language and are not part of 
their referents, and vocabulary development (a semantic language 
skill).

The orthographic processor involves the ability to recognize 
individual letter units that enable the child to identify individual 
letters and sequences of letters. Orthographic processor skills are 
those that pertain to print conventions and letter knowledge (van 
Kleeck, 1998, 2003).
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Lastly, the phonological processor enables the child to use pho-
nological awareness skills to convert printed letters to sounds and 
sound sequences (i.e., words). The phonological processor skills 
include syllable segmentation, rhyming, and phoneme segmenta-
tion (van Kleeck, 1998, 2003). Syllable segmentation is the ability to 
divide a word into separate syllables. For example, mother is divided 
into two syllables: moth-er. Rhyming involves the ability to isolate 
and change one consonant or consonant cluster at the beginning of 
a word to create a new word with a similar sound (e.g., isolating and 
changing the first consonant in hat to create rat). Phoneme segmen-
tation occurs when a word is divided into phonemes or sound units. 
For example, bus is divided into three units: b-u-s.

Summary

The components frameworks that are presented in this section 
show similarities and differences in the knowledge and skills (i.e., 
the components) that are viewed as characteristic of the emergent 
literacy stage. For example, both Storch and Whitehurst (2002) and 
van Kleeck (1998, 2003) include letter knowledge, phonological 
awareness, language skills (e.g., semantics, syntax, narrative dis-
course), and conventions of print. The differences in the compo-
nents of the Storch and Whitehurst (2002) and van Kleeck (1998, 
2003) frameworks arise primarily from differences in the level of 
specificity in the general categories and the components included 
within those categories, as illustrated in Table 1.2. The information 
in the table shows greater specificity in both the general categories 
and the components for the van Kleeck (1998, 2003) framework.

Although the Storch and Whitehurst (2002) and van Kleeck 
(1998, 2003) frameworks primarily offer a components perspec-
tive on emergent literacy, both frameworks acknowledge that chil-
dren’s exposure to language and literacy shape their emergent lit-
eracy development. For example, exposure to environmental print 
is important to the early development of sight word knowledge. 
Other factors, such as children’s internal motivation to read, also 
can influence their emergent literacy development. Recognition 
that factors within the child and the environment are significant 
to emergent literacy development resulted in the development of 
frameworks for the emergent literacy stage that are based in this 
recognition.
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Child and Environmental Influences Perspective

The most recent frameworks for the emergent literacy stage reflect 
the growing acknowledgment of child development studies across 
various disciplines that a child’s progression through different 
stages results from the influence of child and environmental fac-
tors either acting separately or in some complex interaction. Frame-
works within this category differ in the extent to which they address 
the child and environmental influences and in the specific child and 
environmental influences that they consider. Child influences can 
include factors within the child that might positively or negatively 
affect emergent literacy development (Wasik & Hendrickson, 2004), 
such as (1) the child’s participation in literacy- related activities, (2) 
language proficiency, (3) cognitive abilities, (4) interest in literacy, 
(5) attention, and (6) overall health. The environment includes (1) 
the physical settings in which the child typically functions (e.g., 
home, day care, preschool), (2) the people with whom the child 
interacts somewhat regularly (e.g., parents, siblings, day care pro-
viders, preschool teachers), (3) the literacy materials to which the 

TABLE 1.2. Elements Included in Each of the Components Frameworks

Storch and Whitehurst (2002) van Kleeck (1998, 2003)

Code- related skills

Conventions of print••
Beginning forms of writing••
Grapheme knowledge••
Knowledge of grapheme–phoneme ••
correspondence
Phonological awareness••

Oral language skills

Semantic knowledge••
Syntactic knowledge••
Narrative discourse••
Conceptual knowledge••

 Context processor

Word knowledge••
Syntactic knowledge••
Narrative development••
Book conventions••
Abstract language••
Functions of print••

Meaning processor

Word awareness••
Vocabulary development••

Orthographic processor

Print conventions••
Letter knowledge••

Phonological processor

Phonological awareness••
Syllable segmentation••
Rhyming/onset and rime••
Phoneme segmentation••
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child is exposed consistently (e.g., books, magazines, signs, cray-
ons, pencils, paper), and (4) the literacy experiences and opportu-
nities that are provided within the child’s environments (e.g., joint 
book reading with an adult, group book reading with a teacher, 
ordering from a menu, drawing a picture of a favorite activity). Two 
frameworks that emphasize the role of child and/or environmental 
influences on the emergent literacy stage are those of McNaughton 
(1995) and Wasik and Hendrickson (2004).

The McNaughton (1995) Framework

McNaughton’s (1995) socialization model of child development pro-
vides a framework for considering the influence of a child’s envi-
ronment on the acquisition of emergent literacy knowledge, skills, 
and processes. According to McNaughton’s (1995) framework, a 
child’s emergent literacy development is structured within initial 
family experiences, built from specific activities, and formed into 
systems of expertise, which then are applicable in some way to all of 
the child’s primary environments. The framework suggests that the 
activities in which the family engages with the child and the result-
ing system of learning and development are based on four distinct 
and identifiable components of family literacy practices. These are 
(1) family practices, (2) activities (child and family), (3) systems for 
learning and development, leading to expertise, and (4) relation-
ships between settings.

Family practices are how children are socialized, thus creat-
ing ways of thinking, acting, and using language that are consid-
ered appropriate by the various cultural and social communities 
with which the family identifies. For example, a general social and 
cultural expectation of families in developed countries is that their 
children will become literate (McNaughton, 1995). As a result, fami-
lies expose their children to a range of functions of written lan-
guage within different contexts. Very young children’s experiences 
range from observing the different uses of written language (e.g., 
watching a sibling read a book) to being directly involved in such 
events (e.g., book sharing with a parent).

A family’s literacy practices can be observed within the reading 
and writing activities that occur routinely for that family. These 
activities have goals and rules that are followed. The child can 
accomplish the activities alone, with siblings, or with the entire 
family. For example, a family might celebrate friends’ and relatives’ 
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birthdays by sending birthday cards that the family members have 
signed (McNaughton, 1995). The goal of the activity is to acknowl-
edge and celebrate someone’s birthday; personal notes might also 
be written that share additional information. As McNaughton notes, 
such an activity requires that certain conventions are followed, such 
as signing the card below the text and writing from left to right and 
top to bottom, including both the mailing and return addresses as 
well as a postage stamp in appropriate locations on the envelope. 
Overall, many of the decisions with regard to the goals and rules 
of each activity are based on the family’s cultural and social rou-
tines.

Systems for learning and development occur within the fam-
ily and interact with the activities that provide learning contexts. 
McNaughton (1995) describes two systems of learning and develop-
ment. The first occurs when the family is directly involved in activi-
ties with the child, such as book sharing. The second occurs when 
the child explores writing and reading alone. Through both systems, 
the child develops expertise in the areas that are being introduced 
through participation in the various activities. For example, through 
book sharing with a parent, the child is becoming an expert on 
what a book is, how it is read, and the purpose of reading. The child 
learns how to turn the pages and begins to understand that the pic-
tures represent the text that is being read. Lastly, literacy practices, 
activities, and systems can be found in settings other than the family 
environment, such as day care centers, preschools, church events, 
playgroups, and other community settings. Thus, there is a rela-
tionship between settings that influences how the child learns and 
develops different areas of expertise when participating in similar 
activities within and across a variety of settings. As just one exam-
ple, if a child learns how to interact with books during book- sharing 
experiences with a parent, he or she then can use the same book-
 sharing knowledge and skills in play with another child and with 
books in a preschool classroom.

The Wasik and Hendrickson (2004) Framework

In studies on family literacy practices with children from infancy 
through preschool, Wasik and Hendrickson (2004) developed a 
framework to “organize an analysis of major variables in family liter-
acy practices” (p. 157) that influences literacy development in very 
young children. Four major variables addressed in the framework 
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are (1) parental characteristics, (2) child characteristics, (3) home 
literacy environment, and (4) parent–child relationships.

The three types of parental characteristics that Wasik and Hen-
drickson (2004) identified include culture and ethnicity, parental 
beliefs, and socioeconomic status. Culture and ethnicity affect areas 
such as the expectations for education, the patterns for language 
use in bilingual families (e.g., primary language used at home, lan-
guage of the community, bilingual education), the preferences for 
types of literacy activities (e.g., storytelling, book sharing), and the 
structure of tasks (e.g., question- asking, task routines, and paren-
tal teaching strategies). Parental beliefs include the family’s beliefs 
about the importance and role of the educational system in the lit-
eracy development of their children. The family’s socioeconomic 
status has an effect on factors such as the amount of time spent in 
literacy- related activities, financial resources available for literacy-
 related materials and experiences, the underlying purpose of family 
literacy activities (e.g., literacy to perform functions of daily living, 
literacy to entertain), and other factors that support children’s lit-
eracy development. These variables might include parents’ educa-
tional background and the quality of parent–child interactions. Cul-
ture and ethnicity, parental beliefs, and socioeconomic status are 
especially important to consider because of the variability among 
families in terms of these parental characteristics.

Child characteristics include the child’s level of engagement and 
social interaction in literacy- related activities, as well as language 
proficiency, cognitive abilities, developmental achievements, moti-
vation, attention, and health conditions that might affect language 
and literacy development. According to Wasik and Hendrickson 
(2004), each of the child characteristics can influence the extent to 
which a child can use the support that the environment provides for 
early literacy learning. For example, the substantial body of research 
demonstrating that preschool children with language delays are at a 
significant risk for later difficulties in learning to read (Boudreau & 
Hedberg, 1999; Nathan, Stackhouse, Goulandris, & Snowling, 2004; 
Snowling, Bishop, & Stothard, 2000) indicates that factors within 
the child can influence emergent literacy development.

The home literacy environment includes such aspects as book 
sharing between parents and children, parents reading aloud with 
their children, print materials being available to the children, and 
parents’ positive attitudes toward literacy activities (Wasik & Hen-
drickson, 2004). The home literacy environment is comprised of 
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both direct and indirect literacy- related events. Direct literacy-
 related events are those in which the child engages, such as book 
sharing with a parent or labeling the printed letters of the alpha-
bet. Indirect literacy- related events are those about which the child 
learns through the observation of individuals as they engage in 
those activities (e.g., reading the newspaper, writing notes). Wasik 
and Hendrickson (2004) acknowledge that “the home environment 
is complex, multilayered, and multidimensional, involving both 
physical and interpersonal features” (p. 162). They emphasize that 
the characteristics of the home literacy environment interact with 
the parental and child characteristics in influencing a child’s acqui-
sition of emergent literacy knowledge and skills.

The last aspect concerns social– emotional and interpersonal 
aspects of parent–child relationships that relate to literacy prac-
tices. According to Wasik and Hendrickson (2004), parent–child lit-
eracy interactions are central to fostering a child’s emergent literacy 
skills. Specifically, nurturing parent–child relationships character-
ized by warm, supportive, and compassionate parental interactions 
have been correlated with higher language and literacy achievement. 
Wasik and Hendrickson (2004) further note that although positive 
parent–child relationships do not wholly account for a child’s suc-
cess or failure with achieving emergent literacy skills, the absence of 
such relationships can be a detrimental factor in a child’s emergent 
literacy development.

Despite agreement in the literature that there is an interac-
tion between the home literacy environment, parental and child 
characteristics, and the parent–child relationship, it is difficult to 
determine the exact nature of the interaction in influencing chil-
dren’s emergent literacy development (McNaughton, 1995; Wasik & 
Hendrickson, 2004). Consequently, it is important to consider the 
influence of each variable on emergent literacy development for a 
particular child.

Summary

Ultimately, the parent and child characteristics, the home literacy 
environment, and the parent–child relationships interact to influ-
ence a child’s acquisition of emergent literacy knowledge, skills, and 
processes. Such a multidimensional approach provides a framework 
for understanding how a child acquires different components of 
emergent literacy; however, additional evidence is needed to relate 
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environmental influences to children’s acquisition of specific emer-
gent literacy knowledge and skills.

McNaughton (1995) primarily concentrates on family literacy 
activities that allow children, who are “novices” to reading and writ-
ing, opportunities to learn from others in the family and gain exper-
tise in whatever skills are being modeled. In a different light, Wasik 
and Hendrickson (2004), focus on the influences of family dynam-
ics and how they can affect the development of emergent literacy. 
Despite this difference, there are parallels in their frameworks. 
These two frameworks focus on the social, cultural, and interactive 
influences that comprise children’s literacy environments.

Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) and van Kleeck (1998) also 
consider the importance of a child’s environment on the emergent 
literacy stage, even though the environment is not explicitly listed 
as a component in their respective frameworks. Home literacy envi-
ronments, through direct and indirect input, foster language learn-
ing opportunities in addition to nonlanguage outcomes, such as 
concepts of print and rhyming skills (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 
In a similar vein, McNaughton (1995) and van Kleeck (1998) also 
addressed the influence of joint activities and environmental oppor-
tunities, such as shared book reading, dramatic play, and parental 
modeling of advanced literacy skills on literacy learning. The unify-
ing theme that underlies these frameworks (McNaughton, 1995; van 
Kleeck, 1998; Wasik & Hendrickson, 2004; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 
1998) is that any attempt to describe children’s emergent literacy 
development must take into consideration the literacy environ-
ments in which children participate.

Implications of the Perspectives for Fostering 
Emergent Literacy Development

Children likely develop literacy skills from birth (e.g., Justice, 2006; 
Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Immediately following birth, children are 
exposed to oral language, which, for example, builds vocabulary 
and phonological repertoires that will be important in learning 
to read. In addition, later academic achievement can often be pre-
dicted from the emergent literacy skills children possess when they 
enter kindergarten (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).

Since emergent literacy has important consequences for a child’s 
life (particularly in school), parents, day care providers, educators, 
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and speech– language pathologists may actively seek information on 
ways to aid children’s emergent literacy development. The frame-
works discussed in this chapter fall within three main perspectives 
on the emergent literacy stage. The implications of the perspectives 
for fostering children’s emergent literacy development alone and 
in combination are considered in this section. The focus of the dis-
cussion on implications is general in nature; Chapters 2 through 6 
in this volume provide detailed information on emergent literacy 
assessment and intervention approaches and strategies.

Developmental Perspective

Efforts to aid children’s emergent literacy that are based on the 
developmental perspective emphasize targeting knowledge and 
skills that build upon one another in facilitating the child’s progres-
sion toward conventional literacy. Therefore, such efforts require an 
understanding of how children generally acquire emergent literacy 
knowledge and skills, despite a lack of information on the sequence 
of acquisition. For example, in discussing the hierarchy of devel-
opment during the emergent literacy stage, McCormick and Mason 
(1986) stressed the importance of evaluating each child’s emergent 
literacy development to determine the child’s progress within the 
hierarchy in order to provide appropriate literacy guidance. Hence, 
a child who is working toward developing an understanding of 
the functions of print (a first-level skill) should not be expected to 
understand letter–sound correspondences (a second-level skill). 
McCormick and Mason (1986) suggested the use of “easy-to-read 
little books” to support the development of print functions because 
these books follow a predictable pattern, allowing children to con-
struct meaning from the print. In addition, little books serve as a 
means of fostering positive parent–child literacy activities. While 
reading the little books to a child, the parent or other adult can 
point to words that represent pictures in the book. Adults also can 
facilitate children’s learning the different functions of print by read-
ing and pointing to words that the child sees in the environment 
(e.g., on traffic signs, menus, billboards, packages, and computer 
games).

Strommen and Mates (2000) emphasize the developmental 
changes in children’s understanding of reading. They believe that, 
while providing support for emergent literacy development, profes-
sionals must also:
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Formulate a hypothesis regarding the child’s idea of reading ••
(i.e., level of understanding).
Introduce new skills for and ideas about reading (i.e., identify ••
skills and ideas that build on and are more complex than pre-
viously acquired skills).
Set goals for reading performance that consider the child’s ••
ideas about reading (i.e., specify targets for the identified 
skills and ideas).

These recommendations are consistent with the belief that the 
concepts about reading development that children hold influence 
their actual reading development. By understanding how children 
develop literacy knowledge and skills, parents and professionals 
can determine appropriate strategies to facilitate development dur-
ing the emergent literacy stage.

Components Perspective

Fostering children’s emergent literacy development within a compo-
nents perspective involves identifying and targeting specific knowl-
edge and skills that children acquire during the emergent literacy 
stage. Examples of specific emergent literacy knowledge and skills 
that can be targeted within a components perspective are print 
meaning and print form.

Print Meaning

Assisting children in acquiring print meaning skills centers on the 
understanding that printed text conveys meaning. Knowledge and 
skills that are related to print meaning are important to the devel-
opment of reading comprehension. McCormick and Mason (1986) 
proposed that an important first step in the acquisition of emergent 
literacy knowledge and skills is for children to learn that print has 
a function and carries meaning. They, along with other research-
ers, recommended the incorporation of parent–child shared book-
 reading experiences as a means of promoting development of print 
meaning. Shared book reading and dialogic reading are considered 
effective in promoting print meaning and other emergent literacy 
knowledge and skills, such as print awareness, story schema, and 
plot structure (McCormick & Mason, 1986; Roth & Baden, 2001; 
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van Kleeck, 2003; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Dialogic reading, 
in which the adult uses “What?” questions, open-ended questions, 
and expansions during shared reading to help the child become the 
storyteller (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998), is strongly advocated as a 
strategy to facilitate development of print meaning and other emer-
gent literacy knowledge and skills (e.g., Lonigan, Anthony, Bloom-
field, Dyer, & Samwel, 1999; Morgan & Goldstein, 2004; Roth & 
Baden, 2001; Wasik & Hendrickson, 2004; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 
2002).

Print Form

Another example of an emergent literacy skill that can be targeted 
via approaches that are based on a components perspective is print 
form. The development of decoding abilities is dependent on chil-
dren’s knowledge and skills pertaining to print form (Storch & 
Whitehurst, 2002; van Kleeck, 2003). Approaches that include a focus 
directly on print form knowledge and skills have been referred to 
as bottom-up, parts-to-whole, and explicit approaches to emergent 
literacy (e.g., Justice & Kaderavek, 2004; van Kleeck, 1998). Storch 
and Whitehurst (2002) suggest that phonological awareness training 
facilitates the acquisition of code- related skills to enhance word rec-
ognition. In addition, it can aid development of knowledge and skills 
associated with the phonological and orthographic processors that 
are included in the components framework of van Kleeck (2003).

Child and Environmental Influences Perspective

Approaches to fostering emergent literacy development that fall 
within this perspective emphasize comprehensive family literacy 
practices that eventually enable children to achieve conventional 
literacy (Wasik & Hendrickson, 2004). One example of implemen-
tation is a coaching approach in which parents engage in dialogic 
reading, learn to scaffold children’s literacy learning, and encourage 
children’s active participation to help them learn from adult partners 
and gain expertise about reading. Parents are taught to ask appropri-
ate questions and to prompt children to comment on and ask ques-
tions about books during shared book reading. Lonigan et al. (1999) 
examined the effects of shared book- reading interventions with pre-
school children. Both typical shared- reading and dialogic reading 
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interventions positively affected the emergent literacy skills tested. 
Specifically, the children whose parents used the dialogic reading 
intervention performed better on measures of descriptive language 
use and the children whose parents used the typical shared- reading 
intervention performed better on measures of listening comprehen-
sion and alliteration detection. These results indicate that increased 
exposure to shared- reading experiences enhances children’s acqui-
sition of emergent literacy skills. (See Vander Woude et al., Chapter 
2, this volume, for additional information on the effects of shared 
book reading on emergent literacy development.)

Additional changes within a child’s literacy environment can 
improve emergent literacy skills as well. Wayne, DiCarlo, Burts, and 
Benedict (2007) studied the effects of environmental modifications 
(e.g., including literacy props) and teacher mediation (e.g., model-
ing use of a literacy prop or encouraging the child to use the prop) 
on preschool children’s emergent literacy skills. Results revealed 
that these modifications displayed an increase in the use of literacy 
behaviors (e.g., looking at a book, listening to a book, looking at let-
ters or words in the environment, writing, etc.).

Children’s emergent literacy knowledge and skills can be further 
enhanced through shared book- reading activities if adults gradually 
release their role as the “reader” and allow children to become more 
active participants in book- sharing experiences (van Kleeck, 2003). 
Adults continue to provide necessary support through abstract com-
ments and questions during reading activities that allow children to 
develop emergent literacy skills.

Combined Perspectives

Although approaches that are based on a single perspective can 
effectively promote children’s emergent literacy development, there 
is consensus in the literature that approaches that reflect the use of 
combined perspectives offer a comprehensive approach to interven-
tion (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; van Kleeck, 2003; Whitehurst & 
Lonigan, 1998).

The embedded– explicit approach to emergent literacy that 
Justice and Kaderavek (2004) describe provides an example of a 
combined perspectives approach. The basic goals involve develop-
ment of (1) basic literacy skills linked with reading achievement 
(e.g., phonological awareness, print concepts, letter knowledge) via 
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explicit instruction, and (2) a positive literacy learning attitude in 
children and an understanding of the function and intention of lit-
eracy via literacy- embedded activities. The first goal is consistent 
with a components perspective, whereas the second goal reflects 
the perspective that centers on child and environmental influences. 
Implementation focuses on incorporating well- developed daily oral 
and written opportunities for children that enable natural, mean-
ingful, intentional, and deeply contextualized interactions. (Kader-
avek, Cabell, & Justice, Chapter 4, this volume, presents a case study 
that illustrates application of the embedded– explicit approach.)

General Considerations

The various perspectives on emergent literacy development in chil-
dren can cause confusion when parents, day care providers, edu-
cators, and speech– language pathologists search for ways to teach 
emergent literacy. Decisions about approaches, instructional strate-
gies, literacy materials, and literacy activities can be further com-
plicated by factors associated with the child, such as speech or lan-
guage impairments. Three of the most researched factors affecting 
children’s emergent literacy development that can place children at 
risk for literacy problems include the social effects of low socioeco-
nomic status (Justice, Chow, Capellini, Flanigan, & Colton, 2003; 
Lonigan et al., 1999; Morgan & Goldstein, 2004), language delay/
impairments (Justice et al., 2003), and hearing impairments (Kad-
eravek & Justice, 2002). Even in the case of children without these 
characteristics, it is important to remember that a single model for 
fostering emergent literacy development that serves all children 
does not exist. It is necessary to consider the needs of each child in 
selecting a perspective or combination of perspectives that can be 
used to choose an effective approach to promoting children’s emer-
gent literacy development.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a summary and comparative analysis of 
frameworks within three main perspectives whose purpose is to 
account for the emergent literacy stage. Although there is no single 
framework that represents a comprehensive approach to under-
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standing the emergent literacy stage, consideration of the similarities 
and differences among the available frameworks enables parents, 
educators, day care providers, and speech– language pathologists to 
make better informed decisions about the most effective ways to 
support children’s emergent literacy development. As the body of 
research on the emergent literacy stage increases, it is possible that 
the picture of patterns of acquisition, as well as the connections 
between emergent literacy knowledge and skills associated with the 
stage, will become more clearly identified. Whether this possibility 
becomes a reality, it is essential to keep in mind that the emergent 
literacy stage marks the beginning of a journey on a continuum of 
literacy that has far- reaching effects on children’s lives.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Discuss the strengths and limitations of each perspective on the 
emergent literacy stage.

2. Choose a framework within each perspective on the emergent lit-
eracy stage. Explain how each framework could be applied within 
a preschool classroom to foster the emergent literacy development 
of children with a specific language impairment.

3. Consider the perspectives on the emergent literacy stage. Discuss 
how you might approach the development of a new framework 
for the emergent literacy stage that is consistent with one of the 
perspectives presented in this chapter.

ExErcisEs

1. Prepare a handout for parents of children from birth through 5 years 
of age that describes activities that parents can use to support their 
children’s emergent literacy development at these various ages.

2. Design a preschool classroom environment that will effectively promote 
children’s emergent literacy development. Describe ways to incorporate 
literacy props throughout the environment.

3. Identify three objectives pertaining to emergent literacy knowledge and 
skills for a preschool classroom. Describe an activity that addresses 
each objective and explain how the activity could be implemented via 
collaboration between the classroom teacher and the speech– language 
pathologist.
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Book Sharing and 
the Development of Meaning

Judith VandeR Woude 
anne Van KleecK 
elizabeth VandeR Veen

R epeatedly participating in semantically rich and meaningful early 
literacy activities increases children’s knowledge about their world, 
the language they are learning, and how people communicate 
within those activities (for a review, see Dickinson & McCabe, 2001). 
Shared book reading between children and adults is one such early 
literacy activity that ideally includes discussions about the text and 
pictures that facilitate children’s understanding of essential vocabu-
lary, their development of text inferencing skills, and their ability to 
engage in school-like patterns of discourse, such as learning how to 
verbally display their knowledge. Proficient vocabulary, inferencing, 
and discourse skills are foundational for academic success and are 
particularly related to later skilled reading comprehension.

The nature of adults’ book- sharing discussions is of criti-
cal importance to how well children are able to derive meaning 
from, and participate in, the book- sharing activity. As such, we first 
briefly review evidence on the development of early book- sharing 
discussions. We synthesize key research that illuminates how many 
middle-class adults naturally change their methods for mediating 
print meaning as young children mature cognitively and linguisti-
cally. After summarizing the development of book- sharing conversa-
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tions, we contrast the findings on developmental changes in strate-
gies for reading to children who are typically developing with those 
found in book- sharing interactions with young children who have 
language delays. Finally, we outline book- sharing assessments and 
interventions shown to be effective for fostering children’s literal 
and inferential language skills.

As part of this discussion, we highlight a dimension of print 
meaning that is rarely considered in interventions directly, but 
that nonetheless occurs frequently in book sharing with older pre-
school children from middle-class families— engagement with the 
information of books that requires inferencing. Children’s ability to 
engage in inferencing is increasingly acknowledged to be particu-
larly important to later higher levels of text comprehension that are 
critical for academic success (e.g., Block & Pressley, 2002).

Benefits of Engaging in Early and Frequent 
Shared Book Reading

Early and frequent shared book reading can be important for learn-
ing new vocabulary even before children have learned to speak. In 
mainstream culture families, shared book reading often begins with 
infants even before the age of 7 months (e.g., DeBaryshe, 1993; Rich-
man & Colombo, 2007). Infants potentially derive benefit from such 
early book- sharing routines because around the age of 5 months 
they are able to recognize relatively abstract two- dimensional stimuli 
and discriminate between pictures and objects (DeLoache, Strauss, 
& Maynard, 1979), and by approximately 6 months old, they are able 
to maintain joint attention on objects and pictures during interac-
tions (Rogoff, Malkin, & Gilbride, 1984). Later, around the age of 9 
months, infants begin exploring pictures manually by scratching, 
grasping, or trying to manipulate them in some way; and around 
the age of 15 months, children begin both pointing at and manu-
ally exploring the pictures in books. Finally, at 19 months, toddlers 
begin to show their understanding of the relationship between 
representation and referent by pointing to pictures almost exclu-
sively (DeLoache, Pierroutsakos, Uttal, Rosengren, & Gottlieb, 1998; 
DeLoache et al., 1979; DeLoache, Uttal, & Pierroutsakos, 2000).

If parents read to their infants from the time they have devel-
oped skills of joint attention and the ability to recognize two-
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 dimensional stimuli, their infants are more likely to have better 
oral language skills (DeBaryshe, 1993; Karrass & Braungart- Rieker, 
2005; Raikes et al., 2006) and early literacy skills (Bus, 2003) in 
their preschool years than parents who begin reading to their chil-
dren later in their development. In a study of the book- sharing hab-
its of 2,581 low- income mothers, Raikes and her colleagues (2006) 
found that daily book sharing predicted children’s vocabulary and 
comprehension of language at 14 months of age and their language 
and cognition at 24 and 36 months of age, respectively. Bus, Sulzby, 
and Kaderavek (cited in Bus, 2003) found that children who began 
participating in routine book sharing with their mothers before they 
were 14 months of age exhibited better early literacy skills when 
they were 24 to 36 months of age. These children were able to bet-
ter internalize the story’s content, including actual phrases, events, 
and vocabulary, than children who started sharing books after they 
were 14 months old. Bus (2003) asserted that children do not simply 
memorize the content of stories, but instead the children’s routine 
experiences with books help them to internalize the information in 
books so that they can recognize story structures and vocabulary 
with greater ease.

In addition to the positive effects of very early book sharing, the 
frequency of children’s participation in book sharing is also related 
to greater increases in vocabulary and early literacy skills (Crain-
 Thoreson & Dale, 1992; Vivas, 1996; Wells, 1985). Indeed, simply 
asking parents or day care providers of preschool children to share 
books for at least 15 minutes three times a week and teaching them 
ways to encourage the toddlers to talk more about pictures during 
book sharing appears to significantly increase children’s language 
abilities (e.g., Bus, 2003; Crain- Thoreson & Dale, 1999; DeBaryshe, 
1993; Whitehurst et al., 1988; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001). How-
ever, to be maximally effective, as we discuss next, young children 
need to be engaged in book- sharing conversations in developmen-
tally appropriate ways.

Development of Conversational Strategies

Studies suggest that it is not just the presence or absence of book 
sharing with young children, nor even the amount of book sharing 
that takes place, but rather the interactional book- sharing conversa-
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tions that are most beneficial to children’s language and literacy 
development. Mol, Bus, de Jong, and Smeets (2008) conducted a 
meta- analysis of 16 early literacy studies that compared the relative 
benefits of interactive conversations during book sharing to book 
sharing without conversations for increasing children’s vocabulary. 
They found that interactive conversations during book sharing were 
most effective for increasing children’s vocabulary growth if the 
children were typically developing and between the ages of 2 and 3 
years; conversely, they found reduced effects for children who were 
4 to 5 years old. Mol and colleagues (2008) suggested that older 
children are developmentally more able to independently enjoy and 
understand the stories without much external parental support and 
are better able to initiate conversations if they do not understand 
vocabulary in the text than younger children. Mol and colleagues 
(2008) also found significantly reduced effects of book sharing on 
the vocabulary development of children at risk for language and 
literacy impairments. Children were defined as at risk based on 
families’ low- income or reportedly low maternal educational status. 
In view of the results of Mol and colleagues’ (2008) meta- analysis, 
the content of the book- sharing conversations, the optimal devel-
opmental ages for conversational content, and children’s at-risk sta-
tus differentially influenced children’s learning from book- sharing 
activities. In the following section, we review selective research to 
demonstrate how parents naturally evolve the conversational strate-
gies they use to coconstruct meaning with their maturing children.

Responsive Interactive Strategies

Observations of the different ways parents naturally use conversa-
tional strategies with their infants, toddlers, and preschool children 
provide a framework for constructing developmentally appropriate 
assessments and interventions for children at risk for language and 
early literacy delays. From observational data, we know that par-
ents often use consistent teacher-like labeling routines during book-
 sharing conversations to help their children develop vocabulary and 
to help parents determine what their children have learned (Ninio 
& Bruner, 1978; Sénéchal, Cornell, & Broda, 1995; van Kleeck, 
Vander Woude, & McDonald, 2006). The labeling routine often con-
sists of an “attentional evocative,” defined as an utterance designed 
to get a child’s attention, a “query” or question, then a “label,” given 
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in response to the parent’s question and a “feedback” utterance, 
which is a parent’s evaluation of the child’s labeling response. If the 
child is not yet able to provide the labels, the parent consistently 
takes the child’s turn and models the correct responses; the parent 
therefore uses natural and intuitive adjustments, as needed, to help 
the child participate successfully in the book- sharing conversations 
over time.

To illustrate, van Kleeck, Vander Woude, and McDonald (2006) 
observed the same 10 mother–child dyads over an 18-month period, 
from the time the children were 6 months old until they were 24 
months old. Throughout the 18 months, the mothers focused on 
labeling pictures of nouns on average at least six times more often 
than pictures of verbs. The mothers also appeared to use differ-
ent types of questions over time to help their children participate 
successfully in the book- sharing context. When the children were 
between 6 and 18 months of age, the mothers used many questions 
about specific lexical items in which the answers were embedded in 
the question, such as “Where?” questions (e.g., “Where is the bear?”) 
and yes–no questions (e.g., “Is this a bear?”). When the mothers used 
“Where?” questions and yes–no questions, the children only had to 
respond minimally by simply pointing or indicating “yes” or “no” 
to participate in the book- sharing conversations. After the children 
were 18 months old and had larger expressive vocabularies, the par-
ents began using more questions about specific lexical items with-
out embedding answers (e.g., “What is that?”). Most importantly, 
the parents in the van Kleeck, Vander Woude, & McDonald (2006) 
study focused on helping their children establish meaning from the 
shared book- reading activity through a variety of means that were 
especially appropriate for their children’s different linguistic and 
cognitive developmental stages.

Focus on Developing Comprehension of Meaning

A similar pattern of natural and intuitive conversational adjust-
ments emerged in another longitudinal study on the development 
of 10 mothers’ corrections of children’s errors in responding dur-
ing shared book reading (Vander Woude, van Kleeck, & Bormann, 
2005). In this study, which observed mothers sharing books with 
their young children from the ages of 6 to 48 months, mothers 
began correcting children’s incorrect responses to requests for 
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labels of items in books at about 11 to 12 months of age, which cor-
responded with their children’s development of their first words. 
When the children were between 12 and 20 months old, their moth-
ers focused primarily on correcting semantic (and just a few pho-
netic) errors. When their children were 22 months old, the mothers 
began making more syntactic corrections; however, later at 36 and 
48 months, the mothers made very few syntactic corrections. Syn-
tactic corrections at 22 months were primarily expansions of the 
children’s telegraphic utterances. These expansions focused on the 
developmental “errors” children make before they mastered more 
adult-like grammar, as shown in the following excerpt from a con-
versation between a young boy and his mother while reading a book 
together when the child was 22 months old:

1. Mother: Do you feed Cody? (question)
2. Child: Mouth (answer)
3. Mother: Yes, (feedback and
  and do you feed question)
  her bones?
4. Child: In mouth (answer)
5. Mother: Mhm (agrees) (feedback)
6. Child: Mouth (repeat answer)
7. Mother: In her mouth (corrective expansion)

In the above excerpt, the child’s mother made a connection to his 
real-life experiences by asking him if he feeds his dog, Cody, in line 
1. Even though the child did not answer his mother’s question as 
expected with a “yes” or a “no” answer in line 2, his mother affirmed 
his answer and then continued the dialogue by talking about what 
he specifically feeds his dog in line 3. In his response, the child 
added a preposition to his answer (in) in line 4. Subsequently in 
line 7, his mother expanded his utterance in line 6 (mouth) by add-
ing the pronoun her. Although there was evidence of the mothers 
correcting their children’s syntax more frequently around the age 
of 22 months, they continued to focus overwhelmingly on correct-
ing semantic errors by using, on average, seven times more labeling 
corrections than syntactic and phonetic corrections throughout the 
entire 42 months.

Besides asking questions with embedded lexical information 
and using mostly semantic corrections during book sharing, par-
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ents also seem to naturally modify the text of books to help their 
young children better comprehend the meaning of texts. In one 
study, Martin (1998) found that the mothers of three age groups of 
younger children (6, 12, and 18 month olds) frequently modified the 
text of books to clearly label the items they discussed. In contrast, 
mothers of the two groups of older children (24 and 48 month olds) 
did not modify the texts as frequently. Martin (1998) reasoned that 
parents intuitively knew that their very young children would have 
difficulty understanding the text, so they modified it to match their 
children’s comprehension skills. Results of Martin’s (1998) study 
affirmed the conclusions of Ninio and Bruner (1978), Sénéchal et 
al. (1995), and Vander Woude et al. (2005) that parents’ primary 
focus of early book- sharing conversations is helping children derive 
meaning from the books’ pictures and texts.

Results of studies repeatedly document middle-class parents’ 
finely tuned book- sharing interactions with their young children. 
The fine- tuning involves adjustments that parents make in their 
book- sharing conversations as their children increase their lan-
guage skills over time. Most parents seem to know intuitively the 
amount and levels of linguistic and cognitive adjustments, such as 
the amount of labeling, type of questions, and the type of correc-
tions that children need at a particular point in time to be fully 
engaged in book- sharing conversations. In the next section, we dis-
cuss another dimension of meaning that is increasingly introduced 
by parents from the mainstream culture as their children develop 
into the later preschool years— engaging children in making infer-
ences about information presented in books.

Inferential Language Use during Book Sharing

The importance of inferential language skills to later higher levels 
of reading comprehension is being acknowledged more frequently 
(e.g., Caccamise & Snyder, 2005; Catts & Kamhi, 1999; Kamhi, 2005; 
Westby, 2004). Comprehending inferential language requires rea-
soning abilities and/or background knowledge to determine mean-
ings when not all of the needed information is provided in the text 
or accompanying pictures. In contrast, comprehending literal lan-
guage requires only that children use information provided directly 
in the books’ texts or the pictures.
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To illustrate, discussions at literal levels during book sharing 
involve asking children to point to specific pictures in the book, 
to provide labels for objects and characters, or to describe objects, 
actions, or events directly discussed in the story or directly depicted 
in an illustration. Some examples of literal questions an adult might 
ask during book sharing include “Where is the bear?” (with the bear 
clearly shown in the picture), “What’s the bear doing?” (with the 
bear’s action clearly shown in the picture or directly discussed in 
the text), “What’s that?” (with a pointing gesture to an object clearly 
shown in the picture), or “What color is he?” (with a pointing ges-
ture to a brown bear in the picture). Parents of infants and toddlers 
usually keep the majority of their linguistic input at the literal level 
while parents of typically developing 3- to 5-year-old children tend 
to use more inferential language in book- sharing conversations.

Discussions at inferential levels during book sharing, compared 
to discussions at literal levels, include questions or comments that 
rely at least in part on information that cannot be seen directly in 
the pictures or that is not discussed directly in the text. Some exam-
ples include (1) discussing or asking about characters’ attitudes, 
points of view, or motivations; (2) making predictions or identify-
ing causes for events; (3) defining words; or (4) making connec-
tions among different texts or between the information in the book 
and the child’s or adult’s world knowledge (see van Kleeck, 2006b). 
Some examples of inferential questions an adult might ask during 
book sharing include “Why do you think Bird did that? What do you 
think Bear is going to do next? Do you know what gentle means? 
How do you think Bear feels now?”

One important question regarding the type of adult linguis-
tic input to preschool children pertains to the ratio of literal to 
inferential linguistic input considered most effective for children’s 
learning. Blank, Rose, and Berlin (1978) recommended that adults 
engage preschool children in conversations at less challenging lit-
eral levels 70% of the time and at more challenging inferential levels 
about 30% of the time. Results of observational studies indicate that 
parents seem to intuitively use approximately the same ratio of lit-
eral to inferential information in their book- sharing conversations 
(Hammett & van Kleeck, 2005; Hammett, van Kleeck, & Huberty, 
2003; van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton, & McGrath, 1997). van Kleeck 
and her colleagues (1997) proposed that when adults provide most 
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of their storybook discussions at easier levels that their children 
have already mastered, they create an overall nonthreatening, posi-
tive atmosphere for learning in which they can then challenge their 
children to engage in higher-level, inferential language.

Book Sharing with Children with Language Delays

Children with language delays by definition have poor language 
skills, and as a result are at high risk for reading difficulties (e.g., 
Bishop & Adams, 1990; Catts, Fey, & Proctor- Williams, 2000; Catts, 
Fey, Tomblin, & Zhang, 2002). Not surprisingly, they also have diffi-
culty with language at inferential levels (Bradshaw, Hoffman, & Nor-
ris, 1998; Ford & Milosky, 2005; Lehrer & deBernard, 1987), which 
are important to later higher levels of reading comprehension. Chil-
dren with language delays tend to participate less in book- sharing 
interactions, while also needing greater support from and being less 
challenged by their parents than their typically developing peers (van 
Kleeck & Vander Woude, 1999; Vander Woude, 1998; Vander Woude 
& Koole, 2000). They ask fewer questions, initiate fewer new topics, 
and make fewer comments during book- sharing conversations. Pre-
school children with both expressive and receptive language delays 
seem to engage in book- sharing conversations less frequently than 
do preschool children with expressive-only impairments (Mogford-
Bevan & Summersall, 1997; Vander Woude & Koole, 2000).

In comparison to parents of typically developing children, 
parents of preschool children with language delays talk more fre-
quently than do their children during shared book reading (Evans 
& Schmidt, 1991; Sigel & McGillicuddy- Delisi, 1984; Sulzby & Kad-
eravek, 1996). In addition, parents of children with language delays 
appear to use fewer inferential questions and comments than do the 
parents of typically developing children (e.g., Armstrong & Pruett, 
2000; Evans & Schmidt, 1991; Martin, 1998; Sigel & McGillicuddy-
 Delisi, 1984). Furthermore, as children with language delays improve 
their language skills over time, their parents do not appear to cor-
respondingly increase the percentage of inferencing input in their 
book- sharing conversations as do the parents of children with typi-
cally developing language (Vander Woude & Koole, 2000). These 
tendencies all combine to result in children with language delays 
generally gaining less experience hearing and using language (both 
literal and inferential) during book- sharing interactions.
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Assessment Strategies  
for Book- Sharing Conversations

The research discussed thus far in this chapter highlights the impor-
tance of the amount and nature of book sharing for children with 
and without language delays, and leads rather naturally to recom-
mending interrelated strategies for educational assessments and 
interventions. Recommended assessments include standardized 
language and early literacy evaluations, parent interviews about 
book sharing in the home, and observations of children and parents 
during book- sharing conversations.

Initially, it is important to establish baseline data for preschool 
children’s language skills in general, such as their understanding of 
vocabulary, their use of syntax, their use of inferential language, and 
their development of early literacy skills. Some commonly used stan-
dardized tests available for assessing preschool children’s language 
and literacy skills to determine general areas of difficulty relative 
to their age peers include the Preschool Language Scale–IV (Zim-
merman, Steiner, & Pond, 2002), an overall assessment of young 
children’s language skills; the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test–IV 
(PPVT-4; Dunn & Dunn, 2007), a test of receptive vocabulary; the 
Structured Photographic Expressive Language Test–II (SPELT-II; 
Werner & Kresheck, 1983), a test of expressive syntax; the Preschool 
Language Assessment Instrument–2 (PLAI-2; Blank, Rose, & Berlin, 
2003), an assessment of children’s literal and inferential language 
skills; and the Test of Early Reading Ability–3 (TERA-3; Reid, Hresko, 
& Hammill, 2001), a general assessment of children’s print conven-
tion and letter knowledge. Conducting these assessments before 
recommending intervention strategies provides a general picture of 
children’s overall language skills, while using the following infor-
mal assessment strategies and goals provides important informa-
tion for designing specific intervention strategies parents and other 
adults can use in book- sharing conversations with children.

Parent Interviews

First, assessment of preschool children’s language and early literacy 
development should include a comprehensive parent interview that 
includes questions on the book- sharing routines in the family’s home 
(see Boudreau, 2005, for an example of an early literacy question-



46 EMERGENT LITERACY AND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

naire for parents that includes questions on book- sharing routines). 
Questions should address the literacy habits of the child’s parents 
and/or other significant adults in the child’s life (e.g., “How do the 
adults in your home read books or magazines?”). Questions should 
also address how frequently adults in the home specifically read to 
the child, what types of books are chosen to read to the child, and 
how much the child enjoys sharing books with adults. Results of 
the parent interview provide important information about the fre-
quency and type of literacy experiences in the home, in addition to 
providing possible directions for an intervention.

Observations of Child Book- Sharing Behaviors

In addition to parent interviews, observations of children’s and par-
ents’ book- sharing conversations provide additional assessment data 
useful for planning specific interventions. It is important to observe 
the book- sharing conversations of both the adult and the child while 
reading books. The results of the developmental research on book 
sharing described previously in this chapter provide general guide-
lines for describing parent–child book- sharing behaviors. Three 
general stages of preschool children’s behaviors during book shar-
ing are outlined in Table 2.1: the early, middle, and late stages. It is 
important to note that these stages are estimates of when typically 
developing middle-class children learn to use increasingly complex 
ways of participating in book- sharing conversations; large variations 
exist in how and when children develop their book- sharing knowl-
edge and skills, particularly among children of diverse socioeco-
nomic and cultural backgrounds. (See Battle, Chapter 6, this vol-
ume, and van Kleeck, 2006a, for in-depth discussions of cultural 
influences on emergent literacy development.)

Early Stage

Initially during the early stage of book- sharing development, usually 
when children are between the ages of 6 to 18 months, infants learn 
to recognize pictures and differentiate between pictures and objects 
(DeLoache et al., 1979). Infants usually display their knowledge of 
pictures by looking at specific pictures in books when directed to 
do so by their parents (e.g., when a parent says, “Look! A doggy!” 
the child looks at the picture to which the parent is pointing). Also 
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during the early stage, infants begin exploring or acting upon books 
by physical movements such as hitting pictures, scratching images 
in the book, or turning the pages of books, usually inappropriately, 
throughout the shared book- reading activity (DeLoache & DeMen-
doza, 1987; DeLoache et al., 1979, 1998, 2000; Murphy, 1978). 
Infants make specific vocalizations in the early stage of book shar-
ing that are interpreted by their parents as legitimate responses to 

TABLE 2.1. Developmental Stages of Preschool Children’s Book- Sharing Knowledge 
and Skills

Stage Knowledge and skills

Early 
(6–18 
months)

Recognize pictured objects in books.••
Discriminate between pictures in books and objects.••
Focus jointly with an adult on pictures in books.••
Treat books as manipulative toys (e.g., opening and closing the book ••
indiscriminately).
Explore the pictures in the book by scratching, grasping, or trying to ••
manipulate the pictures (e.g., hits a picture of a ball in the book or licks a 
picture of an ice cream cone).
Turn the pages of the book even though the timing may be ••
inappropriate.
Vocalize when looking at the pictures in the books.••
Vocalize in response to adult’s questions.••
Maintain attention for relatively short periods of time.••

Middle 
(18–36 
months)

Answer adult’s what- questions about pictures with single words first and ••
with longer utterances later during the middle stage.
Complete adult’s sentences with the appropriate words when reading ••
familiar books.
Request book sharing first by bringing favorite books to adults and later ••
by naming specific books.
Point to specific pictures in the book (e.g., Adult asks, “Where is the ••
doggy?” Child points to the picture in the book.); first by both manually 
exploring and pointing and then later by only pointing.
Turn the pages of the books appropriately when assisted by an adult.••
Point to the pictures in the books and ask, “What’s that?”••
Begin to relate the events in the book to real-life events.••

Late 
(36–60 
months)

Ask “Why?” in response to events and characters’ motivations.••
Understand increasingly complex story structures.••
Learn how to predict events in the story.••
Discuss characters’ motivations with increasing complexity.••
Formulate and request formal definitions of the words in the books.••
Retell stories with increasing accuracy and detail.••
Talk about letters and print conventions of books.••

Note. The stages are general estimates of when typically developing children learn to use increas-
ingly complex ways of participating in book- sharing conversations. There is great individual varia-
tion in how and when children develop their book- sharing knowledge and skills.
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questions (Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Sénéchal et al., 1995; van Kleeck, 
Vigil, & Beers, 1998).

Middle Stage

The greatest developmental changes in children’s book- sharing 
behaviors occur during the middle stage, usually when children 
are between the ages of 18 and 36 months. These developmental 
changes closely correspond to the children’s linguistic and cogni-
tive development. Throughout the middle stage, children gradually 
increase their attention spans and verbally respond with specific 
labels more frequently to their parents’ questions. Children begin 
to answer their parents’ “Where?” and “What?” questions appropri-
ately and complete the sentences in familiar books. They move from 
manually exploring pictures to simply pointing to them and vocal-
izing (Troseth, Pierroutsakos, & DeLoache, 2004). By the middle 
stage, the children usually demonstrate more focused page- turning 
behaviors along with pointing to pictures (Bus & van IJzendoorn, 
1997; Murphy, 1978; Sénéchal et al., 1995). Moreover, children at 
the middle stage begin making simple connections to their real-life 
experiences (e.g., Heath, 1982; Snow & Goldfield, 1983). Children 
initiate more conversational topics at the end of this stage, often by 
asking “What’s that?” or even using a simplified version of that ques-
tion (e.g., “Dat?”). In general, children become more responsible for 
a greater percentage of the book- sharing conversations during the 
middle stage (Fletcher & Jean- Francious, 1998; Goodsitt, Raitan, & 
Perlmutter, 1988; Snow & Goldfield, 1983). Finally, by the conclu-
sion of the middle stage, children are beginning to retell the sto-
ries of books that they have read repeatedly (Sulzby, 1985; Sulzby & 
Zecker, 1991).

Late Stage

Most of the book- sharing conversations at the early and middle stages 
consist of literal, rather than inferential, language (van Kleeck, Alex-
ander, Vigil, & Templeton, 1996). During the late stage of preschool 
book- sharing development, when children are approximately 36 to 
60 months of age, children are able to increasingly understand and 
use inferential language in book- sharing conversations (De Temple 
& Snow, 1996; Sigel & McGillicuddy- Delisi, 1984; van Kleeck et al., 
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1997). Throughout the later stage, children learn how to predict 
events in the stories they read with adults. Children’s ability to pre-
dict what may happen next is related to their increased knowledge 
of the structures of stories. Their understanding of how one event 
logically leads to another helps them to reconstruct the plot or cen-
tral theme of a story. By the end of the late stage, children can retell 
the stories, sometimes using actual phrases or vocabulary from the 
book’s text with increasing complexity, including details about the 
setting, the plot, and the characters (e.g., Neuman, 1996). (See Roth, 
Chapter 5, this volume, for another perspective on children’s early 
story development.)

Children also evaluate characters’ motivations and actions, 
such as asking why a character wants to do a particular action. For 
example, while reading the children’s book Mooncake (Asch, 1983), 
a 4-year-old child asked, “Why does Bear want to go to the moon?” 
(The example is from transcripts of unreported data from van 
Kleeck, Vander Woude, & Hammett, 2006.) Furthermore, between 
the ages of 36 and 60 months, children request and make formal 
definitions of words. For example, Jason, who was in the late stage, 
read a book about castles with his mother. While reading about the 
parts of the castle, he asked “What’s a keep? Is that a place they keep 
stuff?” His mother replied, “Yeah, sort of. It’s the strongest part of 
the castle and the lord of the castle usually stays there so he is safe. 
So the keep keeps important people safe.” Then later during the 
same book- sharing conversation, when his mother read the word 
keep again, Jason said, “So that’s the strongest part of the castle, 
right?” (These examples are from transcripts of unreported data 
from Vander Woude, 1998.)

Initiating discussions about vocabulary in books is an impor-
tant high-level inferential discourse skill related to later school suc-
cess. Indeed, children who have larger vocabularies have better 
reading comprehension skills (e.g., Dole, Sloan, & Trathern, 1995); 
and later, as adolescents, children are expected to routinely elabo-
rate on and provide more sophisticated definitions for more liter-
ate vocabulary (see Nippold, 1998). When children ask for formal 
definitions of specific words or phrases, they demonstrate a sophis-
ticated understanding of the importance of learning new vocabu-
lary to fully understand the meaning of the text. Furthermore, like 
Jason’s example above, when children use formal definitions during 
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book- sharing conversations, they demonstrate that they know how 
to display their knowledge during literate activities.

Children in the late stage of preschool book- sharing conversa-
tions begin to talk about the letters and discuss print conventions 
of books. Parents of older preschool children typically talk about 
letters and their associated sounds only when they read alphabet 
books; parents of younger children may treat alphabet books as pic-
ture books. For example, in a longitudinal book- sharing study of 14 
mothers and their children, van Kleeck (1998) found that mothers 
of 24-month-old children treated alphabet books as picture books, 
and focused on the meaning of the text rather than on specific let-
ters. In contrast, the mothers of the 36- to 48-month-old children 
focused mostly on letter knowledge (see van Kleeck, 1998, for a 
summary report of the data). These findings were replicated in 
another study with 28 mothers and their children ages 42 to 49 
months (see van Kleeck, 1998). When the parents and children 
read rhyming books and storybooks, no mention was made of let-
ter names or sounds; however, when reading alphabet books, the 
parents referenced alphabet letters frequently. Thus, a word of cau-
tion is necessary here: The genre of the book, especially alphabet 
books, makes a difference in how frequently parents refer to print. 
To accommodate genre differences, we recommend video record-
ing at least two book- sharing conversations, one of the parent and 
child reading a storybook and another with the parent and child 
reading an alphabet book when observing children in the late stage 
of preschool book sharing. Also, video recording the conversations 
allows the speech– language pathologist and other early childhood 
professionals to first evaluate the child’s behaviors and then to view 
the same book- sharing conversations again to document observa-
tions of the parent’s conversational content.

Finally, during the late stage, children begin to understand con-
ventions or rules for print. They learn that text presents a unique 
experience for learning. They understand and use text- related 
vocabulary, such as page, read, write, letter, and book (e.g., Lomax 
& McGee, 1987; Tumner, Herriman, & Nesdale, 1988). They learn 
about title pages, authors, and illustrators. Some preschool children 
at this stage even ask quite sophisticated questions such as if the 
copyright dates are the books’ “birthdays” and if the ISBN num-
bers are the books’ phone numbers (van Kleeck, 2004). Preschool 
children also learn other print conventions: pages have a top and a 
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bottom, text moves from left to right on the page, the text tells the 
story, and groups of alphabet letters make different words on the 
page (e.g., Badian, 2000; Clay, 1979; Tumner et al., 1988).

Justice and Ezell (2001b) recommended using a “Written Lan-
guage Awareness Checklist” when observing parents sharing books 
with their young children. The list included nine print convention 
skills, such as distinguishing the differences between print and pic-
tures, that parents and preschool children are likely to use dur-
ing book sharing and other early literacy events, such as writing 
or talking about environmental print. Another print convention 
assessment, the Preschool Word and Print Awareness measure, by 
Justice and Ezell (2001a), requires adults to share a specific book, 
Nine Ducks Nine (Hayes, 1990), and ask designated print awareness 
questions while sharing the book (see Justice, Bowles, & Skibbe, 
2006, for a copy of the protocol and description of its psychometric 
properties).

It is important to note, first, that the information provided 
in Table 2.1 does not necessarily include exhaustive lists of chil-
dren’s book- sharing behaviors; the skills listed are those most com-
monly addressed in book- sharing research. Additionally, remember 
that during the later stages preschool children continue to use the 
knowledge and skills they have learned in the earlier stages. For 
example, even though children learn to provide verbal labels for 
“What?” questions as 12 to 18 month olds, they continue to answer 
“What?” questions throughout the preschool years. Therefore, chil-
dren’s book- sharing behaviors should be understood as cumulative 
knowledge and skills, rather than discrete behaviors observed only 
at each specific stage.

Observations of Parent Book- Sharing Behaviors

Observing parent book- sharing behaviors is as important as observ-
ing children’s development of book- sharing skills over time. We 
identify four dimensions of book- sharing conversations listed in 
Table 2.2 as described by van Kleeck (2004): (1) attend to the child’s 
interests and experiences; (2) focus on establishing meaning first 
and then later separately on print form; (3) frame books increas-
ingly as unique contexts; and (4) use progressively more inferential 
language. These four dimensions are present in most typical book-
 sharing conversations.
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Attending to Children’s Interests

When talking with even very young children during book sharing, 
parents can increase their children’s attention and motivation for 
sharing books by attending to their children’s specific interests and 
daily experiences. One way of doing this is to observe what young 
children look at or point to and then name or discuss those pic-
tures (e.g., after the child hits a picture of a ball and says, “Ba!” the 

TABLE 2.2. Content of Parental Book- Sharing Conversations

Type of content Examples

Attend to the 
child’s interests and 
experiences.

Follow the child’s lead by naming or discussing pictures ••
the child notices.
Use attentional evocatives to engage the child.••
Relate information in books to child’s real-life experiences.••

Focus on establishing 
meaning first, then 
later separately on 
print form.

Comment frequently on the pictures and story.••
Modify the book’s text.••
Ask the child to point to specific objects or characters.••
Ask the child to label pictures and events.••
Describe the characteristics of objects and characters.••
Talk about the actions in pictured scenes.••
Ask the child to recall events previously presented in the ••
book.
Refer to letter names and associated sounds.••

Frame books as unique 
contexts.

Use book- related vocabulary.••
Refer to pictures as representations of objects and people.••
Teach children that books are for reading, not for ••
manipulating like other toys.
Teach children that the topics of book- sharing ••
conversations are the same as the books’ topics.
Talk about the books’ special features such as title pages, ••
authors, illustrators, copyright dates, or ISBNs.

Use progressively more 
inferential language.

Summarize events in the story.••
Define the text’s vocabulary.••
Explain a character’s point of view or a motivation for ••
actions.
Identify similarities and difference between the story’s ••
characters and objects and the child’s real-life experiences.
Make personal judgments about the story’s characters or ••
events.
Make predictions about events in the story.••
Problem solve situations in the story.••
Explain the story’s concepts and actions.••

Note. Adapted from van Kleeck (2004, p. 192). Copyright 2004 by The Guilford Press. Adapted with 
permission of the publisher and author.
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parent says, “Oh yes! Ball! That’s a ball!”). Parents can also draw 
their children’s attention to particular pictures in the book by using 
attentional evocatives with enthusiasm (e.g., “Look! A baby! See the 
baby?”). (These examples are from unreported transcriptions from 
Vander Woude et al., 2005.) Finally, parents can relate the events 
and objects in the books to their children’s real-life experiences. 
For example, when Timothy’s mother was reading a book about dif-
ferent occupations when he was 4 years old, she read about what 
a builder does and stated, “Look, a builder. Uncle Tim is a builder. 
He builds houses. He built Grandma’s house.” (This example is 
from unreported transcripts from Vander Woude, 1998.) Looking 
for these three specific behaviors during book sharing documents 
shows how a parent attends to his or her child’s interests, and ulti-
mately helps the child maintain his or her motivation for participat-
ing in early literacy events.

Focusing on Establishing Meaning First 
and Print Separately Later

Recall that middle-class parents first focus overwhelmingly on help-
ing their children understand the meaning of the text, and then 
later as their children become older preschoolers, they focus on 
understanding the form of the text (i.e., letter names and sounds), 
but typically only when sharing alphabet books. Parents help their 
children comprehend the meaning of the text and pictures by mak-
ing comments on specific pictures or events in the book (e.g., “I 
see an ice cream cone. The boy is getting the newspaper.”). (These 
examples were drawn from unreported transcripts for the study by 
Vander Woude et al., 2005.) Also, when children are younger than 
the age of 3 years, parents modify the book’s text and substitute 
vocabulary and simplified sentences that they believe their children 
will understand. Parents use these modifications intuitively and 
naturally when sharing stories with their young children (Martin, 
1998).

Likewise, parents help children learn new vocabulary or how to 
display their known vocabulary by asking their children to point to 
specific objects or characters in the book (e.g., “Where is the ball?” 
“Where is the prince?”). Parents also ask their children to provide 
actual labels for pictures and events (e.g., “What’s this?” “What is 
that boy doing?”), and describe characteristics of those objects and 
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characters (e.g., “That boy is wearing a red shirt and blue jeans.”). 
Parents also help children understand the events of a story by talk-
ing about specific actions in scenes and asking the child to remem-
ber previous events in the book (e.g., “Do you remember where 
the family was going to go next?”). Finally, when their children are 
between 3 and 5 years old, parents may refer to the print in books, 
including the names of the letters and their associated sounds, espe-
cially if they are reading alphabet books (e.g., “Look, your name 
starts with the same letter!”). (These examples were drawn from 
unreported transcripts from Vander Woude, 1998.)

Framing Books as a Unique Context

When parents have book- sharing conversations, even with their very 
young children, they introduce their children to specific vocabulary 
and rules for book sharing. Shared book- reading discussions natu-
rally include vocabulary such as book, story, page, picture, draw, 
write, and read. These basic vocabulary words lead to more com-
plex vocabulary when preschool children are older. For example, 
parents often help their children notice and define special attributes 
of books such as the authors, illustrators, and dedications that are 
defined by unique vocabulary.

When parents help their children realize that books have fea-
tures, children can begin to use this vocabulary competently in 
their book- sharing conversations (Justice & Ezell, 2000a, 2000b, 
2002). Likewise, as infants, children often do not differentiate 
books from other manipulative toys, so parents teach their children 
that books are to look at rather than to manipulate like other toys. 
For instance, parents remind their young preschool children to be 
gentle with the book, to not put the book in their mouth, and to 
turn pages carefully. Parents also remind their children that the top-
ics of book- sharing conversations are restricted to the topics of the 
books they are reading (e.g., Snow & Goldfield, 1983). In addition to 
teaching children how to use books, parents also provide important 
prerequisites for helping their children understand how to converse 
while sharing books. The unique context of book sharing possesses 
its own vocabulary and rules for participating in the routine, rules 
that teachers often assume children already know when they begin 
attending school.
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Using Increasingly More Inferential Language

In addition to helping children frame book reading as a unique 
context, parents also begin to use more inferential language in 
their book- sharing conversations. Recall that inferential language 
requires going beyond what is directly represented in the book’s 
pictures or stated in the text. As shown in Table 2.2, using inferen-
tial language includes summarizing or discussing past events in the 
story (e.g., “Little Bird flew south for the winter, didn’t he? And then 
he came back!”), defining vocabulary in the story (e.g., “A wheelbar-
row helps you carry lots of tools.”), explaining a character’s point of 
view or motivations for actions (e.g., “Do you think the boy did that 
because he was frustrated?”), and stating opinions about the charac-
ters’ motives (e.g., “Do you think that was a nice thing to do?”).

Parents also identify similarities between the story’s characters 
and objects and children’s real-life experiences (e.g., “Doesn’t that 
girl remind you of Katie? She looks just like her.”). Additionally, they 
use higher-level inferential language that teaches their children how 
to predict events (e.g., “Where do you think Bear is going next?”), 
problem solve predicaments or events in the plot (e.g., “What do 
you think Bear should do now? He can’t shoot the arrow far enough, 
can he?”), and explain the story’s concepts and actions (e.g., “When 
the sun moves this way, the Bear’s shadow gets longer.”). Middle-
class parents use inferential language both in their comments and 
in their questions, and do so much more frequently when their chil-
dren are 4 to 5 years old. (These examples are from unreported 
transcripts from van Kleeck et al., 1997.)

Observations of parents’ and children’s behaviors during book 
sharing provide important data for developing appropriate inter-
ventions for children at risk for language and early literacy delays. 
Bear in mind that parents’ and children’s book- sharing behaviors 
influence one another. For example, parents who ask many ques-
tions during book sharing will more than likely have children who 
talk more during book- sharing conversations (Anderson- Yockel & 
Haynes, 1994). Likewise, parents who pay attention to their chil-
dren’s interests and enthusiastically praise their contributions are 
more likely to have children who like participating in book- sharing 
events (McNeill & Fowler, 1999).

Furthermore, parents and their children tend to match the lit-
eral and inferential language levels of each of their contributions to 
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the book- sharing conversations (Danis, Bernard, & Leproux, 2000; 
Hammett, Bradley, & Huberty, 2002). For instance, if a mother 
uses higher-level inferential language in her utterance, it is more 
likely than chance that her child’s subsequent utterances will focus 
on inferential language as well; conversely, if the child uses more 
inferential language, the mother will match the child’s level in her 
subsequent responses. Consequently, an association usually exists 
between the content of the children’s book- sharing behaviors and 
the content of the parents’ conversations. With such assessment data 
gathered, corresponding intervention strategies can be developed. 
In the next section, we describe specific strategies that help parents 
make the most of book- sharing opportunities.

Intervention Strategies  
for Shared Book- Reading Conversations

Recommended intervention strategies include encouraging more 
frequent book sharing with prereaders, beginning in infancy, gen-
eral interactive discussions about the book, and specific discussions 
that include inferential and literal discussion of material presented 
in the book. One relatively straightforward way of providing rich 
early literacy environments is to encourage more frequent book 
sharing along with specific strategies for improving the quality of 
those experiences (e.g., Crain- Thoreson & Dale, 1992; Vivas, 1996; 
Wells, 1985). Recall that children whose parents begin sharing 
books with their children as infants have better language skills 
than do the children of parents who start sharing books later in 
the preschool years (e.g., Bus, 2003; DeBaryshe, 1993). As such, the 
first recommendation is to encourage adults to begin sharing books 
when their children are very young, and to continue sharing books 
on a routine basis.

Evidence from intervention studies that have used “dialogic 
reading” suggests that having discussions about the book, rather 
than simply reading the book without discussion, are associated with 
accelerated language development, at least for vocabulary learning 
(Mol et al., 2008). Thus, a second strategy involves teaching adults 
to use dialogic reading to help their children develop both receptive 
and expressive vocabulary skills, as well as general language skills. 
The dialogic reading program focuses on teaching parents and pre-
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school teachers strategies for encouraging their children to become 
more active participants during shared book reading (see Table 2.3 
for a summary of the strategies, and for a review, see Zevenbergen & 
Whitehurst, 2003). For 2- to 3-year-olds, Whitehurst and colleagues 
(e.g., Arnold, Lonigan, Whitehurst, & Epstein, 1994; Whitehurst et 
al., 1988) recommended that adults ask “What?” questions (such as 
“What is this?”), and then follow children’s answers by repeating 
what the child said and adding related questions (e.g., “Yes, that’s a 
bear. What did the bear do?”). They also recommended that adults 
prompt preschool children with open-ended questions, such as 
“What is this?” or “What is he doing now?” rather than “Is this a 
wheelbarrow?” or “Is he fishing?” In addition to asking open-ended 
questions, Whitehurst and his colleagues also recommend teaching 
parents to expand their children’s utterances by adding descriptive 
words or more adult-like syntax to children’s previous utterances 
(e.g., the child says, “Brown bear!” and the adult expands by saying, 
“Yes, that brown bear is fishing.”). Moreover, adults are taught strat-
egies for keeping the book- sharing routine positive by assisting chil-
dren when they do not know the answers (e.g., if the child answers 
the parent’s question incorrectly, the parent is instructed to say the 
correct answer and then ask the child to repeat the correct answer), 
praising and encouraging children’s interactive attempts, and fol-
lowing the children’s interests in particular parts of the books (e.g., 
when the child looks at or points to a picture, ask open-ended ques-
tions about that picture).

The dialogic reading approach suggests that more challenging 
kinds of questions should be asked of children between the ages of 
4 and 5 years so that children are held to higher levels of account-

TABLE 2.3. Parent Interactional Book- Sharing Strategies

Use imitations and expansions.••
Use semantic extensions.••
Use corrective repairs.••
Request clarification.••
Respond to child’s questions.••
Ask questions.••
Scaffold incorrect answers.••
Hold child accountable.••
Provide praise and encouragement.••

Note. Adapted from van Kleeck (2004, p. 192). Copyright 2004 by The 
Guilford Press. Adapted with permission of the publisher and author.
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ability in responding. Children at this age are asked, for example, 
to recall information from the book, to retell the information from 
a page in their own words, and to relate information in the book 
to their own real-life experiences. When adults learn these dialogic 
reading methods, even preschool children with language delays 
show accelerated growth in their vocabulary skills (e.g., Crain-
 Thoreson & Dale, 1999; Dale, Crain- Thoreson, Notari- Syverson, & 
Cole, 1996; Hargrave & Sénéchal, 2000; McNeill & Fowler, 1999; 
Whitehurst et al., 1988).

Since dialogic reading primarily improves children’s literal 
language abilities (i.e., vocabulary needed to label and describe), a 
third recommendation is to encourage adults to focus increasingly 
on inferencing as preschool children mature in order to develop 
foundational knowledge for later higher-level reading comprehen-
sion skills (see van Kleeck, 2008). Explicitly teaching inferencing 
skills (such as predicting, summarizing, and connecting background 
information to interpret information in the book) constitutes the 
bulk of reading comprehension strategy instruction used with older 
school-age children (see Pressley & Hilden, 2004, for a discussion 
of comprehension strategies for older school-age children). If we 
reinterpret research on older school-age children using the lens 
of literal versus inferential language, such as the studies discussed 
by Pressley and Hilden (2004), and a study of preschoolers by van 
Kleeck et al. (1997), we find that many middle-class parents provide 
their preschool children with a great deal of implicit comprehen-
sion strategy instruction via comments and questions that require 
inferencing. Furthermore, three recent intervention studies have 
shown that providing deliberate, structured input at both literal and 
inferential levels can improve the inferential language abilities of 
preschoolers with language delays (Bradshaw et al., 1998; Horst-
man & Vander Woude, 2007; van Kleeck, Vander Woude, & Ham-
mett, 2006).

Although more evidence is needed with larger groups of chil-
dren to support the benefits of using inferential questions with 
children during book sharing, initial results indicate that purpose-
fully using inferential questions and scaffolding children’s incor-
rect answers to those questions is a promising intervention. One 
study that focused on improving the inferential language of pre-
school children with language delays was that of Bradshaw et al. 
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(1998). Their study, which included two children, was designed to 
examine the relative effectiveness of two styles of sharing books on 
the children’s inferential language skills. One style was an expan-
sion condition based on a previous study by Yoder, Spruytenburg, 
Edwards, and Davies (1995). For this condition, children’s answers 
first were expanded to more syntactically correct utterances, and 
“descriptions” then were requested. Descriptions were utterances 
that provided more information about the characters and objects 
in the books. Following descriptions, cloze procedures were used 
to request “interpretations,” which involved talking about the char-
acters’ emotional states, motives or plans, and talking about the 
causes and effects among events. Thus, for the expansion condition, 
adults helped the children with language delays to move naturally 
from repeatedly using literal language to using inferential language, 
while expanding children’s utterances, as in the following example 
adapted from Bradshaw et al. (1998, p. 88):

adult: Who is this? (request for label; literal language)

Child: A cow

adult: That is a cow. (expansion)
And what is she doing? (request to describe an action; literal lan-
guage)

Child: take bath

adult: The cow is taking a bath (expansion)
because . . . (cloze requesting an interpretation of the cow’s 
motive for taking a bath; inferential language)

Child: him dirty

adult: because she is dirty. (expansion)

The other condition incorporated literal and inferential content into 
the questions and modeled answers of the conversations, but did 
not include syntactic expansions and cloze procedures, as shown in 
the following example adapted from Bradshaw et al. (1998, p. 88):

adult: What’s this? (request to label; literal language)

Child: caterpillar

adult: What’s the caterpillar doing? (request to describe an action; 
literal language)
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Child: eat rose

adult: Why will he eat the rose? (request to interpret inner state; 
inferential language)

Child: [No response]

adult: He will eat the rose because he is hungry. (modeled answer)

The findings showed that expansion and cloze procedures were 
more effective than the questions and modeled answers in increas-
ing the preschool children’s use of inferential language during the 
conversations. In fact, for the expansion condition, the children 
used 25% more utterances and 77% more interpretations than they 
did in the question and modeled answer condition.

In another study by van Kleeck, Vander Woude, and Hammett 
(2006), both of the conditions used in the Bradshaw et al. (1998) 
study were combined because earlier research by van Kleeck et 
al. (1997) showed that parents naturally use all of these conver-
sational strategies (expansions, cloze procedures, questioning, 
and modeling answers) when sharing books with their preschool 
children who have typical language development. For this study, 
30 preschool children between the ages of 3 years, 10 months to 
5 years, 0 months with specific language impairments from low-
 income families were randomly assigned to either a control group 
that received no book- sharing intervention or to a treatment group 
that received twice- weekly 15-minute sessions for 8 weeks, in addi-
tion to their regularly scheduled speech– language treatment. Dur-
ing the 15-minute sessions, adults asked both literal and inferential 
questions by using scripts that were embedded throughout the text 
of the books (see Appendix 2.1 for an example). Two books with 
three different versions of scripted questions were used for the 8 
weeks; additionally, approximately 70% of the questions were at lit-
eral levels and approximately 30% of the questions were at infer-
ential levels. Results suggested that adult input at both literal and 
inferential levels increased the literal and inferential language skills 
of the children with specific language impairments.

In a small intervention study with children identified as at risk 
for reading failure (based on their alphabet knowledge), Horstman 
and Vander Woude (2007) used the same intervention materials as 
van Kleeck, Vander Woude, and Hammett (2006). Seven children 
who attended kindergarten in the morning received treatment for 
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16 weeks, while another seven children who attended in the after-
noon received treatment for 8 weeks.

After 8 weeks of treatment, results demonstrated increases that 
moved children’s scores into the average range of functioning on 
expressive vocabulary using the Expressive One-Word Picture Vocab-
ulary Test (Gardener, 1990) and on early literacy skills measured by 
the TERA-3 (Reid et al., 2001). For the group that received 16 weeks 
of treatment, however, no further significant increases were noted 
at 16 weeks beyond those noted at 8 weeks. On inferential language 
skills, as measured by the PLAI-2 (Blank et al., 2003), increases in 
scores did not appear to be associated with the treatment.

Even though we need to learn more about how we can help 
at-risk children develop language and early literacy skills, research 
on the frequency of book sharing, dialogic reading, and the use of 
inferential language input in book- sharing conversations provides 
an important framework for interventions that use book sharing. 
Although simply increasing the frequency of book sharing at a very 
young age ensures that children will be exposed to more literate 
talk over the preschool years, it is important to also pay attention to 
how books are shared with young children. Adding dialogic read-
ing provides children with additional practice with vocabulary or 
literal language development via encouraging them to participate 
more fully in book- sharing conversations. Using both literal and 
inferential language in book- sharing conversations provides impor-
tant exposure to and practice with the type of inferencing strategies 
important for later reading comprehension. As a whole, these strat-
egies provide a semantically rich and meaningful environment for 
the knowledge needed for later literacy development.

Case Study

Given the above discussion, in this section we present a case study 
of a preschool child, Joseph (not his real name), to illustrate early 
literacy and language assessment and intervention procedures, and 
the associated benefits of book- sharing activities for young chil-
dren with language impairments. Joseph represents a typical pre-
schooler with a specific language impairment from a low- income 
family. As reported by his teachers and his mother, Joseph has a 
relatively short attention span and does not enjoy engaging in early 
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literacy activities. Given previous research on predictors for literacy 
achievement, we know that he is at risk for academic failure with-
out early intervention. The following description presents Joseph’s 
background information, the results of his language and literacy 
assessment, and his growth in language and literacy after 8 weeks 
of carefully designed shared book- reading sessions.

Background Information

Joseph, a 4-year, 2-month-old White boy whose family speaks only 
English, was enrolled in a Head Start preschool in a relatively large 
Midwestern city. Joseph had attended this Head Start preschool for 
approximately 1 year and had participated as a subject in the book-
 sharing intervention study conducted by van Kleeck, Vander Woude, 
and Hammett (2006), as described earlier in this chapter. Joseph 
had no history of otitis media and he passed a pure tone- hearing 
screening evaluation. His mother reported that she reads children’s 
books to him and his two younger brothers more than three times 
a week. His mother also reported that Joseph often does not pay 
attention long enough to complete one storybook.

Language and Early Literacy Assessment

Before Joseph participated in the book- sharing intervention, assess-
ments of his expressive and receptive language skills, his early lit-
eracy skills, and his nonverbal cognitive ability were administered. 
Results of the initial assessment indicated that Joseph had significant 
deficits in both expressive and receptive language skills; however, 
his nonverbal cognition and early literacy skills were within the 
average range. Specifically, on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test–
III (PPVT-III; Dunn & Dunn, 1997), a test of receptive vocabulary, 
his standard score of 42 was almost four standard deviations (SDs) 
below the mean for his age (X = 100; SD = 15). Joseph also scored 
2.7 SDs below the mean (X = 100; SD = 15), with only 12% correct, 
on the Structured Photographic Expressive Language Test–II (SPELT-
II; Werner & Kresheck, 1983). For the SPELT-II, children answer the 
examiner’s questions while looking at photographic stimuli designed 
to elicit specific syntax structures. Selected examples of some of 
Joseph’s responses on the SPELT-II included: “She all gone” for the 
correct answer “She drank it”; “He go fall the bike” for “She rode the 
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bike”; “He going the tree” for “He wants to climb the tree”; and “He 
combed them my hair” for “They are combing their hair.”

To further assess Joseph’s expressive language skills, a con-
versational language sample was video recorded while Joseph and 
an adult played with a toy house and barn. Joseph’s mean length 
of utterance in morphemes (MLU) for the 100-utterance language 
sample was 3.84. From British norms obtained from 65 children 
who were 4 years, 3 months of age (Joseph was 4 years, 2 months), 
the average MLU was 3.7, so Joseph’s MLU is actually a bit above the 
mean (Wells, 1985). Miller and Chapman (1981), from data of only 
five American children, estimated the MLU of a child age 4 years, 3 
months to be 4.71, with an SD of 1.0. In both cases, Joseph’s MLU is 
within the average range. Although his MLU was normal for his age, 
an analysis of Joseph’s utterances during the play conversation indi-
cated similar errors to those errors identified on the SPELT-II that 
were indicative of a language impairment, as shown in the following 
conversational sequences from the language sample:

(a) adult: He just fell over, didn’t he?

 JoSEph: Make a over.

 JoSEph: Make a new over.

 adult: Make a new over?

 JoSEph: Make him over.

(b) adult: What else do you see in here?

 JoSEph: I see the this, a this.

 adult: This and this? (Points to a couch and dresser.)

 JoSEph: Mhm. (Agrees.)

The Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAI; Blank 
et al., 1978), an assessment of children’s literal and inferential lan-
guage skills, was also administered. The first two levels (Levels 
I and II) of the PLAI correspond to literal language because they 
refer to information that is perceptually present and less cognitively 
challenging. Examples of Levels I and II questions include “Point to 
your      ,” “What is this?,” and “What is happening in this 
picture?” The second two levels (Levels III and IV) of the PLAI cor-
respond to inferential language because the questions at this level 
ask for information about objects, actions, or events that are not 
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directly available from the perceptual scene. Examples include “Tell 
me what a car is,” and “What will happen to the man if he closes 
the umbrella?”

To score the test, each of the 15 items at each of the four levels 
were scored according to the guidelines in the original PLAI, which 
gave 3 points for fully adequate, 2 points for acceptable, 1 point for 
ambiguous, or 0 points for inadequate (i.e., invalid, irrelevant, no 
response, or child says, “I don’t know.”). As such, an average score of 
3 is the highest possible at each level. Joseph scored in comparison 
to his age peers, as follows: “moderately strong” for literal language 
at Level I (M = 1.5), “weak” for literal language at Level II (M = 0.7), 
and “weak” for inferential language at Levels III (M = 0.5) and IV (M 
= 0.5). Before intervention began, Joseph had 16 answers that were 
classified as adequate—only seven of those were fully adequate—
and 29 of his answers were classified as inadequate—five of those 
were invalid and 15 of those were irrelevant.

The Test of Early Reading Ability–2 (Reid, Hresko, & Hammill, 
1991) was also administered to assess Joseph’s general early literacy 
skills. He achieved a standard score of 92, which placed him in the 
average range in comparison to his age peers. He was able to accu-
rately identify the McDonald’s logo, identify chocolate candy given a 
picture of the wrapper, identify the word fork when presented with 
both the word and the picture of a fork, say where street signs may 
be found when presented with pictures of different types, and iden-
tify which logo represents Jell-O. Joseph was not able to identify any 
letters, numbers, or simple words.

Finally, as part of the assessment, a student clinician read the 
book Bear Shadow (Asch, 1985) to Joseph. Two books similar to 
Bear Shadow were used during the intervention; Mooncake (Asch, 
1983) and Skyfire (Asch, 1984). While reading Bear Shadow with 
Joseph, the student clinician asked 20 questions that used literal 
or inferential language, five at each of four levels. Joseph was able 
to correctly answer four out of five literal questions at Level I (e.g., 
“Where’s the fish?, “What is Bear’s shadow on now?”), but only one 
out five literal questions at Level II (e.g., “What is Bear doing?”). He 
was not able to correctly answer any of the five inferential questions 
at Level III (e.g., “Where did all this dirt come from?”) or any of 
the five inferential questions at Level IV (e.g., “Bear looks like he’s 
thinking. What do you think he’s gonna do?”). Joseph also report-
edly had difficulty paying attention for the entire book- sharing time, 
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which may have adversely affected his answers to the questions. He 
asked, “All done?” three times while sharing the book. He also made 
four comments unrelated to the book’s topic.

Book- Sharing Intervention

For the book- sharing intervention, Joseph and a student clinician 
read one of two books, twice a week for 15 minutes. Following the 
protocol of the intervention, the clinician asked Joseph questions 
that were either literal or inferential. If Joseph did not answer a 
question correctly, the clinician then provided a subsequent ques-
tion to help him answer the first question correctly or she provided 
the correct answer (see Appendix 2.1 for examples). Both the ques-
tions and the responses were scripted and embedded in the books 
at exactly the point in the story that the clinician was to ask them, 
and, if necessary, help the child respond to them. The clinician also 
expanded and extended any of Joseph’s questions or comments 
that were related to the book’s topic; and in an effort to increase 
Joseph’s attention span, the clinician asked Joseph to turn the pages 
of the book and praised him when he was paying attention or asked 
“good” questions.

After sharing books twice a week for 8 weeks for 15 minutes, 
Joseph showed gains in his vocabulary skills, his literal language 
use, and his early literacy skills in general. He achieved a standard 
score of 78 on the PPVT-III, which was still below average in com-
parison to his age peers, being 1.5 SDs below the mean; however, he 
was able to correctly identify 30 words in comparison to five words 
8 weeks earlier. Note that Joseph’s standard score improved from 
–3.9 SD to –1.5 SD below the mean, a gain of 2.4 SDs. Given that 
there were just four total hours of intervention, it is very unlikely 
that this dramatic score improvement was due to actual leaps and 
bounds in Joseph’s receptive vocabulary abilities. Indeed, we have 
some evidence that his initial vocabulary may not have been as 
depressed as a test score of almost 4 SDs below the mean would 
indicate. This evidence comes from looking at the number of dif-
ferent words (NDW) Joseph produced spontaneously during the 
half-hour language sample collected before the intervention began. 
Joseph’s NDW in the nontest conversational context was 75. Para-
dise et al. (2003) found that the mean NDW for 234 children who 
were 48 months old (Joseph was 51 months old) was 161, with an 
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SD of 35. This puts Joseph –2.5 SDs below these children 3 months 
younger than him. While this is still very low, it is not nearly as 
low as Joseph’s preintervention score on the standardized test, the 
PPVT-III. Other factors may have been impacting Joseph’s perfor-
mance on the pretest PPVT-III.

It may be that Joseph’s poor preintervention standard score 
on the PPVT-III was due in part to his short attention span. It is 
also possible that, as a result of the intervention, Joseph became 
much more comfortable with the testing context, in which the 
child’s task is to display his or her knowledge to the examiner. van 
Kleeck (2006a) discusses how many children receive very little 
practice at home in answering questions adults ask that they know 
the answer to (“known- information” questions), and are therefore 
at great disadvantage when they get to school, where such ques-
tions abound (e.g., Reid, 2000). In middle-class families, by con-
trast, known- information questions are common, particularly when 
children are engaged in book sharing. Having little practice with 
known- information questions may also be why Joseph’s productive 
language as measured by his MLU obtained during the preinterven-
tion language sample was within the average range (at the mean), 
while his preintervention score on the SPELT-II, a test of expres-
sive syntax, was –2.7 SDs below the mean. Children becoming more 
comfortable with displaying their knowledge for adults may be a 
“side” benefit of book- sharing interventions for children from non-
mainstream backgrounds.

Whatever the case may be, in addition to better receptive vocab-
ulary skills, Joseph demonstrated significantly better literal language 
use on Levels I and II on the PLAI; he now scored in comparison to 
his age peers, as follows: “strong” for literal language at Level I (M 
= 2.0), “moderately strong” for literal language at Level II (M = 1.4), 
and remained “weak” for inferential language at Levels III (M = 0.7) 
and IV (M = 0.5). Even so, a comparison of the number of adequate 
versus inadequate answers revealed substantial progress in the 8 
weeks. He now had a total of 20 adequate answers, 13 of which 
were fully adequate, and a total of 25 inadequate answers, 12 of 
which were irrelevant answers. When reading Bear Shadow (Asch, 
1985) with the same clinician again after the 8-week intervention, 
Joseph was able to answer four of the five Level I literal questions 
correctly, three of the five Level II literal questions correctly, one 
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of the five Level III inferential questions correctly, and two of the 
Level IV questions correctly. Most importantly, perhaps, Joseph’s 
behavior during the book sharing improved substantially. Although 
he still needed to be reminded to stay on task occasionally, after 
the 8 weeks of book sharing, he was able to pay attention most of 
the time, seldom asking when he would be finished. He was able 
to turn the pages of the book appropriately and use unique book 
vocabulary correctly, such as story, writing, letters, page, authors, 
and title. Also, as Joseph became more familiar with the books, he 
liked retelling the story after they finished reading. When he retold 
the stories, he would pretend to read the text and would often use 
the same vocabulary and phrases he had heard previously.

Although Joseph still showed room for improvement, he 
increased his language skills during the 8 weeks of book- sharing 
intervention, and he also seemed to become much more comfort-
able with displaying his knowledge. His receptive vocabulary and 
use of literal language improved, as well as his ability to answer 
some questions with inferential language content. After the 8 weeks, 
it was recommended that Joseph continue to participate in book-
 sharing conversations twice a week with an increased focus on his 
inferential language use and a continued focus on his vocabulary 
skills.

To summarize, Joseph’s case study illustrates one method for 
assessing the needs of and providing intervention for children at risk 
for later academic failure. The book- sharing intervention described 
above included controlled, age- appropriate dialogic conversations 
during repeated book- sharing opportunities that ultimately facili-
tated growth in Joseph’s language and early literacy skills and per-
haps more importantly, in his enjoyment of literacy activities and 
the kinds of “school-like” discourse that accompany such activities 
(including displaying one’s knowledge). If adults can help children 
truly enjoy early literacy activities, they have begun to make an 
important difference in their future academic lives.

Summary

Shared book reading is one key early literacy routine for improving 
young children’s literal and inferential language development. In 
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addition, it provides a positive environment for socializing young 
children in how to participate in literacy activities, an experience 
that can begin as young as infancy. These early language and lit-
eracy skills are important for later literacy achievement, especially 
in the development of reading comprehension skills. Although 
much research on the characteristics and short- and long-term ben-
efits of shared book reading has been completed in the past few 
years, more intervention studies with larger groups of children are 
needed. Additional research is needed on the early literacy devel-
opment of infants and toddlers, especially with those identified as 
being at risk for language delays. Such research may lead to further 
identification of specific conversational strategies that work best for 
developing young children’s language and early literacy skills at dif-
ferent developmental stages. Finally, although there is a large body 
of evidence-based interventions that have focused on phonological 
awareness skills for children, there continues to be a need for stud-
ies on young children’s inferential language development and its 
relationship with later reading comprehension development.

Findings of recent longitudinal research suggest that 5–10% of 
school-age children are known as “poor comprehenders”; that is, 
children who do not demonstrate decoding deficits, but do show 
significant reading comprehension deficits later in elementary 
school (Leach, Scarborough, & Rescorla, 2003; Nation, Clarke, Mar-
shall, & Durand, 2004; Nation & Snowling, 2004; Yuill & Oakh-
ill, 1991). Many of these children meet the diagnostic criteria for 
significant language delays (Nation et al., 2004), or at least exhibit 
lower language comprehension skills than their age mates (Catts, 
Adlof, & Weismer, 2006). As Catts and his colleagues (2006) indi-
cated, there is a need to identify children who have poor language 
comprehension skills before they begin formal reading instruction 
and then to teach them the language and strategies needed for suc-
cessful oral language comprehension and reading comprehension. 
In this chapter we have reviewed what the evidence to date suggests 
are the best ways to teach children the language skills they need to 
become proficient at reading comprehension, and we await further 
evidence that will help us refine ways of talking and sharing books 
with young children so that we can offer ever more effective early 
literacy experiences to young prereaders who are at risk for later 
reading and academic difficulties.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Discuss some of the special properties of sharing books with 
infants and why sharing books with this age group is important for 
language and early literacy development.

2. Why should adults include inferential language in book- sharing 
conversations?

3. Describe the differences between sharing books with preschool 
children with language delays and preschool children with typical 
language development.

4. Discuss two strategies for assessing book- sharing conversations. 
Why are these methods of assessment important?

ExErcisEs

1. Choose three different narrative books for the early, middle, and late 
stages of preschool book- sharing behaviors. Develop appropriate 
questions and comments for at least three of the pages in each book.

2. Interview parents of 3- or 4-year-old children with language delays. Use 
the interview prompts in Table 2.1 as a guide. How do they perceive the 
importance of book sharing with their children? What does their child 
enjoy or dislike about book sharing? What suggestions for improving the 
book- sharing conversations would be helpful for them?

3. Video record several different children who are approximately the same 
age, as they share an alphabet book and a storybook with a parent. Code 
the children and the parent’s book- sharing behaviors as outlined in Tables 
2.2 and 2.3. What behaviors were you able to observe? Describe the 
similarities and differences in how each of the parents and children shared 
the two different genres of books.
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APPENDIX 2.1. Example of Scripted Questions and Book Sharing

Excerpt of text: “Bear thought for a moment. Then he went inside and got his bow and 
arrow. With a piece of string, he attached a spoon to the arrow” (Asch, 1983, p. 4). The 
scripted questions and scaffolds for this text and accompanying picture are listed below.

Language 
levels Adult’s questions

Child’s possible 
responses Adult’s scaffolds

Literal 
language

What’s this? 
(point to the 
house)

1. A house. 1. Yeah, it’s a pretty, brick 
house, isn’t it?

2. A building. 2. Yeah, it’s a building. 
Maybe the building is 
Bear’s house.

3. Inappropriate 
response, no 
response, I don’t 
know.

3. Do you think maybe that’s 
Bear’s house? I think it 
might be. Looks like a 
house made out of brick 
to me.

Literal 
language

What’s this part 
of the house 
called?

1. Window 1. Yeah, it’s a window.
2. Inappropriate 

response, no 
response, I don’t 
know.
a. “-dow”
b. Inappropriate 

response, no 
response, I don’t 
know.

2. I think that’s a win    .
a. Yes, that’s a window.
b. It’s a window.

Literal 
language

What’s Bear doing 
here?

1. Putting the spoon 
on there (on the 
arrow).

1. Yeah, he’s attaching the 
spoon on the arrow with a 
string, isn’t he?

2. Inappropriate 
response, no 
response, I don’t 
know.
a. String
b. Inappropriate 

response, no 
response, I don’t 
know.

2. He’s attaching the spoon 
on the arrow with 
the (pointing to the 
string)    .
a. Yeah, he’s attaching the 

spoon on the arrow 
with a string, isn’t he?

b. String. He’s attaching 
the spoon on the arrow 
with the string, isn’t 
he?

Inferential 
language

What do you 
think Bear could 
use to attach the 
spoon onto the 
arrow?

1. Maybe glue, tape, 
or a rubber band.

1. Yes, he could maybe use 
(fill in child’s response, if 
appropriate), couldn’t he?

2. Inappropriate 
response.

2. Well, I’m not sure that 
would work, but maybe 
he could use glue or tape 
or something like that.

3. No response, I 
don’t know.

3. Maybe he could use glue 
or tape. Do you think that 
might work?
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C h a P T E r  T h r E E

Metaphonological Awareness
EnhAncinG LiTERAcy SkiLLS

elizabeth hesteR 
baRbaRa W. hodson

When Isabelle Liberman (1973) showed that an awareness of the 
sound structure or phonology of language was closely tied with 
learning to read, the tide began to turn in reading research. The 
connection of phonological awareness with reading has come to be 
regarded as the most important discovery in the field in our time 
(Stanovich, 2000; Vellutino & Scanlon, 1991), leaving, for all but a 
few (see Paris, 2005), only questions on measuring and tracking 
the development of phonological abilities. What does it mean to be 
aware? How do we become aware and remain aware? Does aware-
ness imply consciousness? The question of consciousness seems to 
be at the very heart of what it means to be human. Are animals 
conscious? Can machines be programmed to be conscious? The race 
to answer these questions is driving research today in philosophy, 
biology, the computational sciences (Dennett, 1991, 1998; Morin, 
2006), and, yes, speech and language. We do not have clear answers 
and must proceed with all due scientific caution in approaching and 
applying a concept as deep and enticing as awareness.

Most of the time, we give little thought to the sound struc-
ture of language. As speaker and listener, we focus on the com-
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munication—the meaning of the message. But deep in our evolu-
tionary history, sensitivity to slight differences in sound permitted 
us as a species to develop a complex communication system that 
contributed to our survival (Hester, 2005; Lieberman, 1991). The 
phonological systems of languages are made up of subtle contrasts 
in sounds embedded in words. The child must discover the con-
trasts that are meaningful in the surrounding sea of speech sounds 
in order to use language to communicate efficiently. The typical 
2-year-old understands that giving him or her a pat is not the same 
as giving him or her a bat. To use written language, an awareness 
of these contrasts is necessary for breaking this continuous stream 
into discrete units and mapping them onto printed symbols. 
Speech developed at least 30,000 years before written language 
(Moats, 1998). The phonological awareness that is needed to use 
written language successfully is necessarily more highly developed 
than that required for speech (Treiman & Zukowski, 1991). In this 
chapter, we explore the development of this relationship: how a 
child’s phonology develops in tandem with the other components 
of language, specifically the lexical and syntactic components, and 
how the child maintains an awareness of the connection between 
sound and meaning. But first we must look more closely at the 
terms involved and the concepts implied.

What’s in a Name: Metaphonological 
or Phonological? Sensitivity or Awareness?

Terminology

The term “awareness” is broad, complex, and, ultimately, ambigu-
ous. At what point does subtle attention become conscious aware-
ness? This question leads to additional questions regarding the 
nature of attention. Stanovich (2000) suggested using the term 
“phonological sensitivity” in place of “phonological awareness” 
because of the connection of the notion of awareness with the more 
problematic concepts of consciousness and attention. He acknowl-
edged, however, that the term “phonological awareness” is now 
deeply entrenched in both writing about and thinking about the 
speech sound system and reading, and that it is difficult to discuss 
the literature without using this term (see Kaderavek, Cabell, & 
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Justice, Chapter 4, this volume, for an in-depth discussion of early 
writing development).

Metaphonology, metaphonological skill, and metaphonologi-
cal awareness may be more appropriate terms than sensitivity or 
awareness. The meta- prefix ironically has an established role in 
the description of consciousness in such terms as “metacognition,” 
“metaknowledge,” and “metalinguistics” (Dennett, 1991). Meta- 
means beyond or behind (Merriam- Webster, 2006), as in standing 
behind or above phonology or cognition and examining it. Cogni-
tion, knowledge, and linguistics, in common with phonology, are 
the very tools we use to think and talk. The meta- perspective con-
notes an observational stance of sorts. So, metaphonological aware-
ness, then, is the sensitivity to the speech-sound structure of a lan-
guage in order to analyze, store, and manipulate it when acquiring 
a lexicon or mapping to written symbols.

The term “metaphonology” also implies an analytic, as opposed 
to holistic, processing stance (Byrne, 1998; Stanovich, 2000). Meta-
phonological skill or phonological awareness involves the ability to 
identify and isolate the subunits that make up words and sentences. 
It is a metalinguistic skill that goes beyond the ability to hear or 
auditorily discriminate the differences among sounds and requires 
an explicit analysis of the sound structure of words (Brady, 1991). 
The analysis from larger to smaller sound units appears to follow a 
developmental pattern; that is, awareness of smaller units of speech 
sound with more complex and precise analysis tends to become 
more prominent as children progress through the preschool and 
early school years. We next discuss these levels of analysis in more 
detail when we look at development of metaphonology but first we 
must consider the bigger picture.

The analytic stance required for developing sufficient metapho-
nological awareness in order to decode print and access meaning 
comes naturally and easily for only a small percentage of children. 
Most children require specific guidance; some find decoding to be 
extremely difficult. Weaknesses in metaphonology have been shown 
to be closely tied to deficits in other aspects of language, particularly 
those related to the organization and representation of the lexicon 
(Edwards & Lahey, 1998). We next examine the progression toward 
full metaphonological awareness in light of phonological develop-
ment and its role in the acquisition of a lexicon.
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From Whole to Part to Whole: Language Development, 
Phonology, and Metaphonology

Children do not develop phonology or metaphonology in a vac-
uum. They acquire the sound system of a language while learning 
to understand and use words. Phonology is the vehicle or form that 
carries meaning of a language. Language form, grounded in speech 
sounds, and its content or meaning are inextricably bound. Exten-
sive research (Edwards, Beckman, & Munson, 2004; Luce, 2000; 
Luce & Lyons, 1999) recently has focused on understanding the 
relationship of words and their component sounds to the organiza-
tion, representation, and acquisition of the lexicon.

Much of the research on the lexicon stemmed from Jusczyk’s 
(2000) pioneering work with infants. Jusczyk’s work starts with the 
challenging two-sided dilemma: How do infants learn words with-
out familiarity with the sounds of a language and how do they learn 
the sounds, or the phonology, of a language without knowing the 
words? He and others (see Vihman, 1996, for a summary) found 
that infants appear to track phonological patterns with the aid of 
the prosody of infant- directed speech. The exaggerated fluctuations 
in pitch and timing in speech directed toward infants help focus 
their attention on sentence boundaries, clauses, phrases, words, 
and even parts of words. The infant acts as an observant scientist 
and an obsessive statistician who carefully notes sounds and sound 
combinations (see the discussion of phonotactics below) and keeps 
track of where these sounds occur in an utterance (Gopnik, Melt-
zoff, & Kuhl, 1999; Kuhl, 2000; Saffran, Werker, & Werner, 2006). 
The infant attends to vowel differences, common word stress pat-
terns (i.e., strong–weak and weak– strong), and specific features of 
consonants (e.g., stop versus continuant) during the first 6 months 
of life and begins to connect sound with meaning in the second 
half of the first year. A landmark in the development of that sound-
 meaning association comes with the recognition of the sound pat-
tern that is the child’s own name, which occurs around the age of 
4½ months (Jusczyk, 2000). The 9-month-old infant has accrued an 
extensive store of data that will enable him or her to predict that 
a particular sound sequence indicates the end as opposed to the 
beginning of a word (Saffran et al., 2006). In English, for example, 
the likelihood that the sound sequence nts signals the beginning of 
the word is just about nil (i.e., zero). The infant uses such phonot-
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actic cues to attend to meaningfully recurring sound sequences or 
words. The child’s developing vocabulary and phonological systems 
are closely intertwined.

Vocabulary Growth and the Developing 
Phonological Representation

When Waterson (1971) first suggested that very young children do 
not necessarily represent speech sounds cognitively in the same way 
adults do, the idea seemed radical. It indeed ran counter to the pre-
vailing notion that children’s representations matched those of the 
adult speakers around them (Vihman, 2004). Research since that 
time has supported Waterson’s (1971) idea. Young children grasp the 
prosodic framework of whole utterances. Short, frequent phrases 
such as “All gone,” “Bad dog,” or “Don’t touch that,” are represented 
as whole units at this point. The phonological representation is 
the mental information an individual holds about speech sounds 
and their organization in words (Scarborough & Brady, 2002). This 
information is intimately linked with a child’s vocabulary growth.

Development of Phonological Awareness

As the child gains experience with language and opportunities for 
linking sounds with meaning increase, the child’s phonological 
representation becomes increasingly segmental (Brady 1991; Trei-
man & Zukowski, 1991; Walley, 1993). Phonological representation 
in typically developing children appears to move generally from 
larger units, such as phrases and words, to smaller units including 
syllables and, eventually, phonemes. This progression is evident in 
their performance on tasks probing levels of phonological aware-
ness. The relationship of phonological awareness to phonological 
representation is that of process to product: Awareness is the pro-
cess of attending to aspects of the representation. Tasks probing 
phonological awareness, which we describe in more detail in the 
section “Assessing and Enhancing Metaphonological Skills,” include 
identifying and producing rhyming words and words that start with 
the same sounds (alliteration), and counting words and syllables.

The development of phonological awareness is not simplistic, 
quick, or unilateral. Very young infants appear to actually have 
more global or open-ended linguistic perceptual abilities than older 
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infants. They are better able than their older peers to detect subtle 
phonetic contrasts, such as dental and retroflex alveolar stops and 
aspiration variations, which are not meaningful in their own lan-
guage (see Vihman, 1996, for a summary). With increased exposure 
to a particular language, they begin to map the phonemic boundar-
ies of that language and lose the ability to distinguish other subtle 
differences. The development of a segmental phonological repre-
sentation is protracted (Walley, 1993); that is, it does not occur all at 
once in a single child nor does it happen evenly across all children. 
The variation in the development of segmental phonological repre-
sentation is thought to be due to the child’s individual experience 
with words and the types of relations among the words that are 
noticed by that child. Bloom and Lahey (1978) classically described 
this as the linking of linguistic form and experience. This linking at 
first may be overly narrow, as when a child regards only his or her 
own pet as a “dog,” or it may be applied too widely, as when the 
term “dog” is applied to all four- legged animals.

Phonological Awareness and Vocabulary Development

It is theorized that pressure to develop a more phonemic level of 
phonological organization, at least at an implicit level, begins with 
the word spurt, the burst of vocabulary growth that typically is seen 
in children around the age of 2 years (Walley, 1993). Children who 
maintain the infantile holistic representation and do not begin the 
transition toward segmentation are at grave risk for delayed lan-
guage acquisition, affecting further vocabulary growth as well as 
syntactic development both receptively and expressively (Edwards 
& Lahey, 1998; Scarborough, 1990).

Even very young children (between 1 and 2 years of age), how-
ever, understand and use as many as six different words that differ 
by only one sound (Dollaghan, 1994; Fisher, Hunt, Chambers, & 
Church, 2001). The word be, for example, has at least eight other 
close neighbors familiar to young children, including he, key, me, 
knee, see, she, tea, and we (Dollaghan, 1994). It would thus seem 
that phonological organization and some level of speech-sound 
sensitivity are important in lexical acquisition from the earliest 
stages. The development of a child’s phonological representation 
in relation to vocabulary growth has been tracked by examining 
word frequency, neighborhood density, and phonotactic probability 
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(Charles-Luce & Luce, 1990). Word frequency refers to how com-
monly a word occurs in the lexicon. The neighborhood density is a 
calculation of the number of words in the lexicon that differ from a 
given word, most simply a word with a consonant–vowel– consonant 
(CVC) structure, by only one sound. So, as in the case of the word 
be, there are many neighbors, but the word work would have few 
neighbors. Phonotactic probability is a measure of the likelihood 
that certain sounds will occur together and is more of a sound-
based or phonological measure than a lexical measure. In English, 
it is likely that the common blends or clusters, such as bl-, pl-, br-, 
tr-, st-, sp-, and -ts and -ps occur together, but unlikely that combina-
tions such as bk, ln, or tb will occur together unless they meet at 
word or syllable boundaries. The concepts upon which the terms 
“word frequency,” “neighborhood density,” and “phonotactic prob-
ability” are based are somewhat problematic or relative because 
they all depend on the lexicon in question (Dollaghan, 1994). Even 
among adults, there is a big difference between describing the “lexi-
con” as including the contents of a dictionary and calling it a list of 
the words in spoken conversation.

The changes in the lexicon and in phonological representation 
are reciprocal for both children and adults. In learning new words 
and new sound sequences, the robustness of the phonological rep-
resentation is enhanced. The meaningful differences or phonemic 
contrasts between the sounds that make up words are strengthened 
and become ever more important as more words are acquired. The 
growing lexicon also flourishes if there is an awareness of these 
sound differences. If children are aware that, for example, pit and 
bit sound subtly different but mean something very different, they 
will more likely understand and use these words correctly, and they 
will more easily acquire other phonological neighbors such as hit, 
mitt, knit, and so on. This reciprocal development of the lexicon 
and phonological representation is the basis of the metaphonologi-
cal skill needed to develop fluent reading decoding. Next, we look 
briefly at the development of this skill.

The Development of Metaphonological Skills

The emergence of language in the growing child has held the fasci-
nation of philosophers and scientists as well as fathers and mothers. 
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Despite differences in individual experiences, most of us learn to 
communicate with each other. And most of us, with guidance, can 
develop intricate skills in both oral and written language— skills 
we use to tell a story, to deceive, and to dream. It should begin to 
be clear from the preceding discussion that the linguistic skill that 
surrounds the development of metaphonological awareness is com-
plex. Not all people develop this awareness in the same way or in 
the exact same stages, but certain trends are apparent.

Origins of Metaphonological Awareness

The Tacit Level of Metaphonological Awareness

At the earliest or most simplistic level, “awareness” is quite subtle 
and may truly be more like sensitivity. Stackhouse (1997) regarded 
this basic level of awareness as one end of a continuum (see Figure 
3.1) from tacit (or unspoken) to explicit awareness. Fully developed, 
explicit awareness emerges through the accumulation of sensory 
experience with the phonological system: by hearing the sounds, 
by seeing or “lip- reading” how the sounds look when other people 
produce them, and by writing the symbols linked to the sounds. Syl-

FEEDBACK Auditory  Articulatory  Orthographic

   Lip-reading

LEVEL OF Syllable
ANALYSIS Segmentation

  Rhyme

   Blending

    Sound Segmentation

     Sound Manipulation

      Cluster Segmentation

LEVEL OF          Tacit      Explicit
AWARENESS

FIGURE 3.1. Metaphonological skill and level of awareness. From Stackhouse 
(1997, p. 161). Copyright by Joy Stackhouse. Reprinted by permission.
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lable segmentation and rhyming reflect a tacit level, whereas sound 
segmentation and manipulation indicate an explicit level of aware-
ness. Preschool children without knowledge of the alphabet can 
reliably match syllable counts and can identify and sometimes pro-
duce rhymes. The tacit level of awareness reflects a dawning under-
standing of the form of words as distinct from their meaning. This is 
evident even in 2- and 3-year-old children. The child may comment 
on rhyming words as being “the same” or on long words or funny 
sounding words. The 2-year-old child of a friend chimed in with 
“Minnehaha” when long words were mentioned in her presence. 
The fact that the child comments on speech form reflects metalin-
guistic abilities and indicates a level of analysis beyond mere dis-
crimination of the differences in sounds.

Transition to More Sophisticated Metaphonological Awareness

The ability to detect and produce rhyming sequences develops dur-
ing the preschool years. Consistent performance on phonological 
awareness tasks such as syllable segmentation and rhyme and allit-
eration identification is evident after 4 years of age (Gillon, 2004). 
Four-year-olds have an affinity for word-form jokes or puns, and 
both 4- and 5-year-old children spontaneously produce rhymes 
in play. Names are the particular object of rhyming (e.g., Charlie– 
farlie, Lizzie– dizzie), and the penchant for puns is seen in the end-
less variations of knock–knock jokes, the humor of which is often 
lost on adults. Table 3.1 provides a summary of metaphonological 

TABLE 3.1. Typical Metaphonological Development

3–5 years 5–7 years

Rhyming Onset and rime blending

Alliteration

Words/syllables Phonemes
 Segmentation  Segmentation
 Blending  Blending
 Manipulation  Manipulation

Grapheme– phoneme awareness Grapheme– phoneme correspondence

Note. From Hodson (2005, p. 23). Copyright 2005 by the American Speech– Language– Hearing 
Association. Reprinted by permission.
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development in typically developing children between the ages of 
3 and 7 years.

More Explicit Metaphonological Awareness

As a child gains experience with the alphabetic principle—the 
notion that letters or graphemes stand for speech sounds— 
metaphonological awareness becomes more explicit. Phoneme 
awareness allows the child to break down a word into its compo-
nent sounds, or phonemes, and move or change these sounds while 
holding the original word in memory. Given the word bat, for exam-
ple, the child is asked to change the /b/ to /k/, resulting in the new 
word, cat. It generally requires familiarity with the alphabet and the 
reading decoding process (Gillon, 2004). But mere familiarity does 
not guarantee a phonological representation robust enough for flu-
ent sound manipulation or reading decoding (Hester & Hodson, 
2004). Young children, especially children with speech and lan-
guage delays, benefit from repeated and explicit instruction in met-
aphonological awareness (Cunningham, 1990; Rvachew, Nowak, & 
Cloutier, 2004). Explicit instruction in metaphonological awareness 
does not mean all other aspects of language should be neglected. 
Instruction should take place within the context of meaningful lan-
guage and literature that are rich with stimulating vocabulary and 
interesting sentence and narrative structure.

Metaphonological Awareness Beyond the Preschool Years

The development of metaphonological awareness continues well 
beyond the preschool years. The nature of phonological represen-
tation in adults is not fully understood. With the move from a tacit 
to explicit level of awareness, the phonological representation does 
not simply move from an unanalyzable whole to an alphabet soup 
of loose pieces. The fluent, mature language user most likely holds 
representations at multiple levels simultaneously and uses the one 
that is most efficient as needed (Storkel & Morrisette, 2002; Velle-
man & Vihman, 2002; Vihman, 1996). For fluent reading and for 
comprehension of a spoken sentence, adults and older children may 
use a more holistic representation rather than relying on sound-by-
sound decoding (Levelt, 1998; Torgesen, 2003). So, when decoding 
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a string of familiar words within a sentence, the skilled reader relies 
on lexical orthographic representations— essentially, sight words 
(Torgesen, 2003), which are closely linked to the visual representa-
tions also drawn on in spelling—only new or less familiar words 
must be analyzed phonetically or sounded out. The skilled reader 
may also draw on strategies that fall between these two extremes, 
such as decoding by analogy (referring to a word that rhymes with or 
looks very similar to the target) or by derivation (using morphologic 
knowledge of word roots and endings). For the adult or the skilled 
reader, these words to be sounded out often include the names of 
people or places or technical terms, such as those encountered in a 
neuroanatomy class. (Indeed, transcription of neuroanatomy terms 
such as “suprachiasmatic nucleus” or “brachium conjunctivum” 
is a challenging exercise for advanced students of phonetics that 
requires strong metaphonological skills.) The level of segmental 
representation needed to be a fluent reader is not fully understood. 
It is clear that not all adults attain and maintain a high level of seg-
mental awareness. This is evident to both the teacher and student 
in an entry level college phonetics class; some “sail right through” 
and truly enjoy phonetic transcription whereas others study and 
struggle and are glad when the course is over (see Moran & Fitch, 
2001).

The Biology of Metaphonological Awareness 
and Emergent Literacy

Reading is a complex skill that involves genes, the brain, and behav-
ior at multiple levels. It is a skill unique to humans that can only 
be learned from others in a social context and yet it has deep bio-
logical roots (Grigorenko, 2003). These roots or biologically based 
aptitudes, for the most part, are common to the various linguistic 
systems and to the learning process in general. The neurophysi-
ological systems recruited to comprehend language and produce 
spoken utterances form the biological basis of reading (Grigorenko, 
2003). It is thus difficult, if not inappropriate, to look for a gene for 
reading, although both reading and language disorders commonly 
seem to run in families.

The relationship of reading and language disorders is complex 
and is at the core of the controversy surrounding the concept of 



Metaphonological Awareness 89

dyslexia. Most simply, dyslexia is a serious reading difficulty in the 
absence of other evident deficits in sensory, motor, cognitive, or 
socioeconomic development (Berninger, 2001; Vellutino, Fletcher, 
Snowling, & Scanlon, 2004). The controversy stems from the inter-
pretation of the reading, which may be broken down into multi-
ple subskills including decoding, comprehension, and inferenc-
ing. Decoding alone encompasses more basic skills including the 
full phonological awareness continuum (as described above) and 
sound– symbol association; that is, the linking of visual and auditory 
images represented by the printed letters or graphemes. Research-
ers in the investigations described below strive to isolate these vari-
ous components of reading in order to document the breakdown 
that occurs in the individual with dyslexia.

Genetic Investigations

Both dyslexia and spoken language disorder are studied using the 
same techniques, which involve a combination of cytogenetics and 
family and population genetics (Gilger, Ho, Whipple, & Spitz, 2001; 
Grigorenko, 2003; Plomin & DeFries, 1998). Several chromosomes 
and genes have been implicated within the family groups studied, 
but cautions remain on broader interpretation. The identified genes 
may actually be related to broader areas of language learning and 
learning in general. This notion is supported by the high degree 
of comorbidity with other neuropsychological deficits in reading, 
including weaknesses in spoken language, writing, math, and atten-
tion (Grigorenko, 2003).

Neuroimaging Investigations

Attempts to locate the neurobiological basis of reading also must 
deal with the complex nature of the skill. This is done by fractionat-
ing the process into components, including visual, semantic, lexi-
cal, and sublexical phonetic and phonological encoding. Activity 
in the nervous system is assessed using positron emission tomog-
raphy (PET), functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), and 
to a lesser extent, event- related potentials (ERPs) and magnetoen-
cephalography (MEG). At the level of lexical phonology, which typi-
cally is measured by rhyme judgments, activity has been reported in 
many cortical regions but most commonly in the posterior superior 
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temporal gyrus, left insula, and the inferior frontal cortex (Joseph, 
Noble, & Eden, 2001; Shaywitz, 2003).

Sublexical phonology, which primarily involves the phonemic 
level, is further removed from semantic processing (this becomes 
less certain when strings of sounds or syllables that begin to sound 
word-like are assessed). Activation is evident in the left inferior fron-
tal area, the premotor cortex, and the left orbital frontal area. In 
addition to areas implicated in lexical activity, sublexical tasks also 
involve the insula, the middle temporal gyri of the occipitotempo-
ral junction, and extensive lateral and medial frontal lobe activa-
tion (Joseph et al., 2001). Individuals with dyslexia show relatively 
reduced activation in posterior regions including Wernicke’s area, 
the angular gyrus, and the striate cortex, with increased anterior 
activation in the inferior frontal gyrus (Shaywitz, 2003; Shaywitz et 
al., 1998).

Some argue that the components of reading can never be frac-
tionated or separated entirely from other environmental factors 
(see Gilger et al., 2001), and thus, all attempts to measure activity 
associated with a particular task may be unrealistic. Although this 
argument is part of a larger debate on the nature of language itself, 
the study of reading using neuroimaging continues to contribute 
to both our understanding of the reading process and of the neu-
robiology of language. As research on the neurobiological basis of 
language and reading proceeds, it is hoped that the fruits of this 
inquiry can be used to further inform the assessment and enhance-
ment of metaphonological skills in young children.

Assessing and Enhancing Metaphonological Skills

Metaphonological assessment typically involves evaluating a child’s 
knowledge and skills in one or more of the following: (1) rhym-
ing, (2) alliteration or onset, (3) segmenting, (4) blending, and (5) 
manipulation. The term “onset” refers to the consonant(s) preced-
ing the rime in a syllable (e.g., sl in sleep), whereas alliteration refers 
to the first sound (e.g., s in sleep). Thus, onset can be a consonant 
cluster as well as an initial consonant. The rime, which is obligatory, 
consists of a vocalic element and refers to the part of the syllable/
word from the vowel to the end. The tasks that are used commonly 
to assess rhyming and alliteration/onset include (1) judgment, (2) 
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matching, (3) oddity, (4) supply/generation, and (5) categorization. 
Tasks assessing the segmental level include segmentation, blending, 
and manipulation.

Assessment of Emerging Metaphonological Awareness

Judgment and Matching

Judgment, which involves a “yes” or “no” type of response regard-
ing whether the words rhyme or begin with the same sound, is the 
least satisfactory of the tasks because of the “chance” factor. That 
is, a child could guess “yes” or “no” and have a 50% chance of scor-
ing correctly. Matching, which involves determining whether words 
rhyme with (or begin with the same sound as) the designated word, 
can be used with preschool children if pictures of the words are pro-
vided. Matching is generally a more satisfactory assessment measure 
than judgment because the simple 50–50 chance factor is reduced, 
and it provides the examiner with an opportunity to observe how 
the child is reasoning (e.g., are the child’s choices phonologically or 
semantically related to the target or do they appear to be random 
guesses?).

Oddity

Oddity tasks, which were the mainstay of studies by Bradley and 
Bryant (1983) in England, are more difficult than matching tasks. 
The child must decide which word is different (e.g., “Which begin-
ning sound is not like the others for dog, boy, bat, ball?”). Oddity 
tasks seem to place more demand on working memory.

Generation of Words

The fourth major type of task, in which the child is asked to sup-
ply words that rhyme with (or that begin with) the same sound 
as the specified word, has been found to be the most difficult for 
preschool children (Keller, 2000). To supply a rhyming word on 
demand requires word retrieval that is supported only by the con-
text of the target word. This is often particularly challenging for 
children with phonologically weak lexical representations, as we 
described in the earlier section on language development, phonol-
ogy, and metaphonology.
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Categorization

The fifth type of task, categorization, involves both matching and 
oddity. Children typically sort the pictures of words that match and 
place the matching words in one pile and the nonmatching word(s) 
in a separate place. It is especially helpful to use manipulatives for 
preschool children (e.g., two or three blocks of the same color for 
pictures of words that match, with a block of a different color for the 
nonmatching words).

Segmentation and Blending

Segmentation and blending tasks should involve larger units before 
smaller units. Most preschool children can segment and blend at the 
word/syllable level (e.g., “How many parts are in ice cream cone?”). 
Segmenting and blending at the phoneme level is considerably more 
difficult. Typically developing children are not able to segment and 
blend phonemes until the age of 5 or 6 years. Two intermediary lev-
els for segmentation and blending include (1) onset and rime (e.g., 
sh + eep) and (2) body and coda (e.g., shee + p).

Manipulation

These tasks include (1) deletion (e.g., take /m/ away from mice), (2) 
addition (e.g., add /m/ to ice), (3) substitution (e.g., substitute /b/ 
for /m/ in mat), and (4) transposition (e.g., switch /t/ and /p/ in pat). 
Preschool children enjoy manipulating phonemes in songs (e.g., 
“Apples and Bananas”), and syllable/word-level units are appropri-
ate tasks for preschool children (e.g., cowboy, take away cow, what 
is left?). It should be noted, however, that phoneme manipulation 
tasks generally require some experience in reading.

Performance on phoneme manipulation tasks has been found 
to be highly correlated with literacy scores. Hester and Hodson 
(2004) found that performances of third graders on pig Latin tasks 
(e.g., silly → “illy-sa”) predicted reading scores, and Strattman and 
Hodson (2005) found that scores of second graders on spoonerism 
tasks (e.g., switching the beginning sounds of bow and coy to obtain 
cowboy) were highly predictive of their reading and spelling abili-
ties (see Kaderavek et al., Chapter 4, this volume, for an in-depth 
discussion of early spelling development).
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Enhancing Metaphonological Skills in Preliterate Children

All of the tasks mentioned in the preceding section on assessment 
can also be used as instructional tasks. Findings from treatment 
research studies (e.g., Hatcher, Hulme, & Ellis, 1994) indicate, how-
ever, that results are improved when the tasks are “linked to lit-
eracy.” Another major finding has been that the instruction needs 
to be direct, explicit, and systematic (Lyon & Moats, 1997), but also 
“fun” (Torgesen & Mathes, 2000). Additionally, graphemes need to 
be incorporated (Ball & Blachman, 1988), and our clinical experi-
ence has shown that it is useful to explain and demonstrate articula-
tory characteristics (e.g., place and manner of production for con-
sonants).

Task Complexity

Levels of task complexity also need to be considered. For example, 
it is easier for a preschool child to begin with identification (e.g., 
point to a picture) rather than production (i.e., naming). Word/syl-
lable-level tasks (e.g., “How many words/syllables are in hotdog?”) 
are easier than onset and rime tasks (e.g., “What’s the first sound in 
dog?”), which, in turn, are easier than phoneme tasks (e.g., “How 
many sounds are in dog?” or “What are the sounds in dog?”). In 
terms of numbers, incorporating two items, that is, two syllables 
or sounds as the case may be, is easier than three, and three would 
be easier than four, and so on. Continuous phonemes (e.g., /f/) are 
usually easier for children to identify than stops (e.g., /p/). Another 
consideration is that children typically are able to identify word-
 initial sounds before word- ending phonemes and word endings 
before word- medial sounds.

Generally, metaphonological awareness activities for preschool 
children may include any number of word play variations (i.e., activ-
ities that focus on the form rather than the meaning of a word), but 
these all should enhance “foundation” skills (e.g., rhyming, syllable 
segmentation). Although there has been some controversy regard-
ing the importance of rhyming (see Muter, Hulme, Snowling, & Tay-
lor, 1997), the consensus seems to be that rhyming and word play 
appear to “set the stage” for later phonemic awareness skill develop-
ment. In addition, awareness of letter–sound relationships should 
be facilitated at the preschool level.
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Sample Programs for Enhancing Metaphonological 
Awareness Skills

A number of publications are available, including computer soft-
ware (e.g., Earobics, Wasowicz, 1997), that can be used to enhance 
metaphonological skills of preschool and kindergarten children. 
Three programs that have been developed for use with kindergar-
ten children are discussed in this section to provide information 
about methods and activities that can be used in the learning envi-
ronment.

Road to the Code

Road to the Code: A Phonological Awareness Program for Young 
Children (Blachman, Ball, Black, & Tangel, 2000) provides 44 les-
sons that are to be taught in 20-minute sessions to small groups 
of children in kindergarten. The program includes a “Say-It-and-
Move-It” activity, in which children move tiles to boxes from left to 
right under a picture as they pronounce each sound. The “Letter 
Name and Sound Instruction” activity involves teaching names and 
sounds of six consonants and two short vowels. The third compo-
nent, “Phonological Awareness Practice,” involves activities that vary 
from rhyming words to comparing words with similar beginning 
sounds and blending sounds to make words. Blachman et al. (2000) 
found that children who participated in this program in kindergar-
ten were better readers in grades 1 and 2 than their peers who 
did not receive the instruction. Blachman and Tangel published 
“follow-up” lessons in Road to Reading: A Program for Preventing 
and Remediating Reading Difficulties (Blachman & Tangel, 2008) 
for students in grades 1 to 3.

Gillon Phonological Awareness Tracking Programme

The Gillon Phonological Awareness Training Programme (Gillon, 
2000) involves direct, systematic phonological awareness instruc-
tion in the context of positive language interactions (Gillon, 2004). 
The kit contains activities for (1) rhyming, (2) phoneme analysis and 
manipulation, (3) phoneme identity, (4) phoneme segmentation, (5) 
phoneme blending, (6) sound– symbol associations, and (7) track-
ing speech sounds (first without letters and then with letters). Treat-
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ment study results indicated that performances of children with 
expressive phonological impairment between the ages of 5 and 7 
years who participated in this program for 20 hours were signifi-
cantly better than control groups on measures of reading accuracy, 
reading comprehension, and nonword decoding ability (Gillon, 
2000).

Animated Literacy

Animated Literacy (Stone, 2004) is a comprehensive multisensory 
language-based early literacy classroom program that includes (1) 
pattern songs for phoneme manipulation (e.g., “Bay a Bay”); (2) 
phoneme stories, characters, and gestures (e.g., Polly Panda paint-
ing purple P’s); (3) a guided drawing– writing component (e.g., 
instructions and demonstration for drawing pup and then writing 
the word). The lessons focus on prediction, comprehension, associ-
ation with prior knowledge, and the enjoyment of language. Forty-
three “Animated Alphabet” stories, characters, gestures, and songs 
are included to introduce phonemes and graphemes.

Whiting (2006) provided several types of treatment to two 
groups of children who were enrolled in a Head Start program. One 
class received large-group phonological awareness and small-group 
alphabet knowledge instruction (e.g., Road to the Code, Animated 
Literacy) biweekly for 15 weeks. A second group participated in 
small-group shared book- reading activities for equivalent amounts 
of time. A control group participated in the regular Head Start 
program curriculum activities, but received no specialized inter-
vention. Analysis of variance results indicated that posttreatment 
scores on the Assessment of Primary Literacy Skills (Hodson, 2006) 
for the first group were significantly better than those of the other 
two groups (p = .005) on overall primary literacy measures and for 
the phonological awareness component but not for alphabet knowl-
edge. Differences between the shared book- reading group and the 
control group were not significant for any measures.

Depending on their comfort level with metaphonology and 
their clinical resources, speech– language pathologists may choose 
to follow a single program fairly closely, or they may decide to inte-
grate parts of various programs within the larger framework of their 
remediation plans. This is what was done in the case we describe 
next.
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Case Study

The following case study is included to illustrate how the informa-
tion presented in this chapter on assessing and enhancing metapho-
nological awareness can be applied with a child with a phonological 
disorder. The case study demonstrates the use of various activities 
within the context of individual and group settings.

The child reported in this section, Michael (not his real name), 
entered our university phonology clinic at the age of 3 years, 6 
months because his speech was extremely difficult for others to 
understand (Hodson, 1994, 1997). His medical history reports indi-
cated that he had recurrent episodes of otitis media, accompanied 
by fluctuating hearing loss. Michael attended the university phonol-
ogy clinic for six terms, including one summer session. Treatment 
for his intelligibility difficulties was based on the Cycles Phonologi-
cal Remediation Approach (Hodson, 2007; Hodson & Paden, 1991). 
His early phonological production target patterns included “sylla-
bleness,” final consonants, /s/ clusters, velars, and liquids.

We had become aware that children with highly unintelligible 
speech often experience difficulties in the domain of phonologi-
cal awareness (e.g., Webster & Plante, 1992) and ultimately literacy. 
Michael’s metaphonological awareness skills were generally poor, 
with rhyming skills particularly being deficient. We began incorpo-
rating metaphonological awareness tasks for a few minutes during 
each treatment session. For example, four-line rhymes (e.g., “Jack 
and Jill”), which were printed on file folders, were read to Michael at 
the end of each session and then sent home for his parents to read 
to him each night. They were instructed that they were to pause 
after a couple of readings and let Michael “fill in” the appropriate 
rhyme word. New rhyme folders were exchanged for prior folders 
every 2 or 3 weeks.

During the semester prior to entering kindergarten, Michael 
participated in a research project involving 11 individual 30-min-
ute instructional sessions (Domnick, Hodson, Coffman, & Wynne, 
1993). Nursery rhymes and Dr. Seuss books were used to develop 
awareness of beginning sounds and rhymes, which were pointed 
out and discussed. In addition, matching tasks incorporating pic-
tures were used for both rhyming and alliteration (e.g., “Which two 
words begin with the same sound: bat, car, boy?”). Segmentation 
skills were enhanced by having Michael jump for each syllable. 
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Michael also was taught to identify the first and last sounds in words 
with three phonemes. Plastic letters were incorporated during this 
identification activity for graphemes (e.g., c . . . a . . . t) followed by 
discussion of the names of the letters and identification of the begin-
ning and ending sounds.

During his final semester at the university phonology clinic (his 
spring semester of kindergarten), Michael participated in a second 
metaphonological skill- enhancement research project (Hodson, 
Buckendorf, Conrad, & Swanson, 1994) along with four other kin-
dergarten children for six 2-hour sessions. Michael’s mother had 
reported during the fall semester that his kindergarten teacher had 
expressed concern regarding his early literacy skills, stating that 
he was performing at the bottom of his class on preliteracy tasks. 
Stories, gestures, and songs from Animated Alphabet (Stone, 1992) 
were incorporated for 18 phonemes. Blending was emphasized, first 
at the onset and rime level and then at the phoneme level. Phoneme 
manipulation was taught via songs (e.g., “Apples and Bananas,” 
“Eeples and Baneenas”). Activities from Stone’s drawing/writing 
book were presented during the last three sessions. Each child 
drew a top, a mop, and a jet and then printed the word above the 
picture. Michael evidenced substantial gains on clinician- generated 
posttreatment measures of metaphonological skills. In addition, his 
kindergarten teacher reported during the year-end parent confer-
ence that Michael had shown considerable improvement; she indi-
cated that during the final month of his kindergarten year he was 
performing in the middle of his class.

The case study shows the interrelationship among language, 
phonology, and metaphonology in a young child and that interven-
tion that addresses these skill areas effectively facilitated Michael’s 
development in language and emergent literacy. The involvement 
of his parents in the intervention ensured the generalization of the 
gains that Michael made in language in emergent literacy to the 
home and school settings.

Summary

Two major challenges in a young person’s life are learning to com-
municate verbally and unlocking the mystery of printed language. 
Both of these skills are closely connected with metaphonological 
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awareness, the ability to attend to and analyze the sound structure 
of language. This analysis of the phonological representation is ini-
tially gross or holistic and gradually becomes more fine- grained or 
segmental. Metalinguistic skill develops as the child grows and gains 
experience with language. During the early school years, this seg-
mental phonological representation is further developed when the 
child learns the alphabet. All individuals do not acquire this phono-
logical foundation in the same way or with equal robustness. Many 
require explicit instruction in order to develop a level of awareness 
necessary for fluent reading and further language growth.

A series of tasks involving breaking words into their constitu-
ent sounds, putting these sounds together, and manipulating the 
parts of these words is used to assess metaphonological awareness. 
Programs to enhance this skill focus on fortifying the individual’s 
phonological representation and making it salient and accessible 
(that is, easily accessed in fluent reading decoding) to the would-be 
reader. The goal of metaphonological awareness instruction is to 
strengthen the link between the speech-sound system and printed 
symbols in order to lead ultimately to fluent reading.

Recognition of the bond between awareness of the phonologi-
cal system and reading was a milestone in the study of language 
acquisition and in the teaching of decoding. We can use this analytic 
approach to reading to break down the process and to try to trace 
its activity in the nervous system in both skilled and less skilled 
readers. We then come full circle, using reading in a metacogni-
tive way to teach us more about the way we think and the way we 
process language. We have come a long way in recent years; the 
road ahead beckons with further understanding of the links among 
language, literacy, and our neurobiology, and the application of this 
knowledge to the development of optimal methods of instruction.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What does the term “metaphonological awareness” mean? How 
does it compare with the terms “phonological sensitivity” and 
“phonological awareness”?

2. Describe the relationship of phonological representation to lit-
eracy.

3. What brain areas have been associated most closely with reading in 
general and metaphonology in particular?
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4. Describe typical metaphonological development in the preschool 
years.

5. Describe metaphonological assessment tasks and note age expecta-
tions.

ExErcisEs

1. Develop a rhyme- matching task for a preschool child. Include six target 
words. Be sure to list your alternate nonmatches and describe your 
stimuli.

2. Briefly describe two appropriate phonological awareness tasks for third 
graders. Be sure to cite justification for your selection.

3. Suppose that you are working in a large urban school district. Your 
superintendent is concerned about the number of kindergarten children at 
risk for delays in literacy development. She asks you to design a suitable 
program. What tasks would you choose and how would you justify your 
selection?
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The bidirectional relationship between oral language and written 
language development has been discussed frequently in the litera-
ture on early reading development (e.g., Berninger et al., 2006; Fey, 
Catts, & Larrivee, 1995; Scott, 2005; Sulzby, 1985; Tannen, 1982). 
Oral language plays a unique and special role in children’s writ-
ing development; reciprocally, early writing development may also 
enhance children’s oral language achievements. Children’s earliest 
writing efforts typically are translated for others within the con-
text of oral discourse as children interpret and explain their writing 
to others, as demonstrated in the following example of 3-year-old 
Abby, showing her mother a paper with scribbling on it:

abby: Look, Mommy, I wrote a letter to Grandma.

mothER: What does it say?

abby: It says “I love you very much.”

Children’s early scribbles and apparently random marks on paper 
may appear unsophisticated (and even uninterpretable) to the naive 
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adult. Such early experiences in children’s attempts to write words, 
letters, and other symbols provide a foundation for later develop-
ments in writing (Casbergue & Plauché, 2005), including spelling 
and writing for communication or composition.

In this chapter, we discuss the early foundations of writ-
ing development, which have been viewed historically as a major 
accomplishment of elementary language arts instruction. Research 
of the last several decades has shown, however, that writing devel-
opment starts well before elementary school and for many children 
emerges without formal instruction. As speech– language patholo-
gists (SLPs) and other early childhood professionals (e.g., teach-
ers, psychologists, and day care providers) become increasingly 
aware of the importance of literacy development to support oral 
language achievements, and vice versa, they recognize the need to 
incorporate writing and reading activities into their interventions 
with young children. These early childhood specialists can foster 
children’s development as writers through the use of a variety of 
contextually relevant, meaningful, child- focused interventions that 
provide a set of tools to improve children’s emergent literacy and 
oral language achievements simultaneously.

Writing Development: Preschool to Second Grade

Children’s writing development is a multidimensional construct that 
includes spelling, composition, and handwriting. Spelling develop-
ment refers to children’s increasingly complex knowledge of the 
sound, pattern, and meaning layers of the writing system (Bear, 
Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2008). That is, children draw 
upon their knowledge of phonology, orthography, and morphology 
when spelling words and these processes work in increasing syn-
chrony as children’s spelling develops (Cassar & Treiman, 2004). 
Composition development refers to children’s representation of lin-
guistic meaning through their writing; it draws upon their language 
skills in pragmatics, syntax, and semantics (Berninger et al., 2006). 
Handwriting development refers to children’s increasing abilities to 
navigate the motoric aspects of writing, and corresponds to the con-
cept of “penmanship” (Berninger et al., 2006; Mäki, Voeten, Vauras, 
& Poskiparta, 2001). While spelling, composition, and handwriting 
represent key elements of writing development, they are best con-
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sidered as separate constructs that emerge concurrently. Of particu-
lar relevance to the early childhood specialist is the fact that devel-
opment in both spelling and composition also correlate with other 
aspects of the child’s literacy development, such as phonological 
awareness, reading ability, and oral language, including syntax and 
vocabulary (see Hester and Hodson, Chapter 3, this volume, for a 
discussion of the relationship between phonological awareness and 
emergent literacy development).

Like many other areas of language and literacy development, 
children’s achievements in writing appear to follow a general devel-
opmental trajectory of increasingly sophisticated accomplishments. 
This trajectory is best viewed as quasi- linear rather than strictly 
linear. A linear model describes development whereupon children 
master a skill at one level prior to moving on to subsequent lev-
els. A quasi- linear trajectory, in contrast, describes developmental 
phenomenon whereupon children’s skills are developing simulta-
neously so that children refine skills of varying complexity concur-
rently rather than sequentially (Anthony, Lonigan, Driscoll, Phillips, 
& Burgess, 2003). Thus, within the quasi- linear trajectory model, 
professionals need not be concerned that a child has mastered a 
particular skill or competency in writing development (e.g., repre-
senting the initial sounds of words when writing) before moving 
on to seemingly more difficult tasks (e.g., composing a letter to a 
friend).

In the next sections, we present four levels corresponding to 
children’s early developments as writers. Table 4.1 includes a sum-
mary of the levels of writing development. It is important to note 
that the levels presented in this chapter are intended to assist inter-
vention efforts and do not imply that development is strictly lin-
ear or stage-like; readers should recognize that although each level 
builds on the previous one, achievements in each level may overlap 
with achievements in other levels. With regard to the spelling lev-
els presented, even the researchers who developed the framework 
acknowledge the overlap among sound, pattern, and meaning lay-
ers, implying a quasi- linear nature of spelling development (Bear 
et al., 2008). Furthermore, it is likely that the mechanism underly-
ing spelling development changes as children’s spellings grow in 
sophistication and that children use multiple sources of linguistic 
information at all levels, with children relying more heavily on cer-
tain types of knowledge during different levels (Pollo, Treiman, & 
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Kessler, 2008; Treiman, 2000). We also encourage readers to recog-
nize that the age and grade levels provided here are only general 
yardsticks, as children’s development as writers is strongly associ-
ated with their direct and mediated experiences with books and 
other forms of writing.

Level 1

Level I characteristics are typically seen in preschool children up 
to 4 years of age (Bear et al., 2008; Nicholls et al., 1989). Children 
learn that (1) writing consists of marks arranged horizontally on 
paper from left to right and from top to bottom on a page; (2) writ-
ing is made up of discrete symbols consisting of “words” and “let-
ters”; (3) there is a finite set of symbols that reoccur in writing; the 
symbols are formed in a particular fashion and have specific names; 
and (4) symbols can be grouped together to form words that can be 
held in memory and reproduced as needed (Nicholls et al., 1989; 
Schickedanz & Casbergue, 2004). Children’s writing at Level I may 
include scribbles, seemingly random marks, letter-like forms, draw-
ing with or without the inclusion of letters, letter strings and num-
bers, and inclusion of environmental print (Bear et al., 2008; Pollo 
et al., 2008). Children’s spelling at this stage does not mirror con-
ventional writing in that they may use letter-like forms and strings 
of letters but are not yet producing words that look “adult-like” in 
any conventional sense. For this reason, children are often called 
emergent spellers at this level (Bear et al., 2008). Children who have 
considerable exposure to print at an early age have been observed 
to begin to make scribble marks as early as 12 to 18 months of age 
(Sulzby, 1990).

One of the watershed events of Level I occurs when children 
come to differentiate writing from drawings, reflecting their aware-
ness of the functionality of the written form (Treiman, 2000). For 
some children, such awareness occurs well before the third birth-
day. The ability to differentiate writing from drawing is an impor-
tant event, as experts contend that children learn the function of 
print before they can come to understand the symbolic use of print 
form, such that form follows function (Bromley, 2003; Justice & 
Ezell, 2004; Martlew & Sorsby, 1995). With an awareness of print 
function, children begin to differentiate their writing from their 
drawings. Before this awareness emerges, a child’s writing and pic-
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tures are intertwined and undifferentiated; once a child represents 
the unique nature of print, he or she will differentiate print from 
pictures, for instance, by “signing” his or her name to a picture with 
the signature clearly separated from the illustration. By differentiat-
ing their writing from their drawings, children are demonstrating 
an awareness of print function. As adults, we assume that we write 
to say something; however, this is not necessarily true for young 
children. Children may not associate any specific meaning with the 
written form initially, but when they do come to do so, they have 
reached an important writing milestone (Nicholls et al., 1989).

Children’s early writing experiences typically occur within 
meaningful situations that take place in the home, classroom, and 
community (Ritchie, James- Szanton, & Howes, 2003). Especially 
important to writing development is children’s writing discoveries 
during play, in which they begin to explore the symbolic uses of 
literacy that they see every day. Within their play, children may prac-
tice making lists, writing and sending cards, writing directions, and 
“reading” books; these activities illustrate everyday use of written 
language that children see around them, and helps them to recog-
nize and represent the myriad purposes of print (Morrow, 2005).

Children’s achievements within Level I are fostered by adult 
mediation as adults help children connect meaning with their print. 
At first, children may not be interested in explaining or emergently 
reading their writing (Sulzby, 1986, 1990). Through exposure to 
parents and teachers who are interested in what they have to say, 
children begin to link meaning to their written forms. With medi-
ated support, children begin to link their drawings to oral language 
accounts and to be more specific in their written language inten-
tions. Children have been observed to use oral language to narrate 
a drawing as it “unfolds” or, after the fact, to explain and describe 
their illustration (Dyson, 2001).

Toward the end of Level I some children will produce mock 
words—words that look like real words but have no correspondence 
to letter–sound relationships. It has been noted that some children 
repeatedly use the familiar letters in their names or copy letters 
from the classroom environment (Treiman, Kessler, & Bourassa, 
2001). This is the nonphonemic letter string produced by a child in 
the prealphabetic phase of development (Ehri, 2005). Indeed, this 
seemingly random string of letters is likely not random, as children 
employ orthographic knowledge by using meaningful patterns to 



Early Writing and Spelling Development 111

which they have been exposed (Pollo et al., 2008). Orthographic 
knowledge includes children’s understandings of the conventions of 
written language (e.g., knowledge of valid letter sequences, spaces, 
capitalization of letters; Cassar & Treiman, 2004). In this way, chil-
dren are testing their hypotheses about how writing works and revis-
ing their hypotheses as their knowledge of orthography grows.

Children’s name writing is of particular importance in writ-
ing development and is often the first stable letter sequence seen 
in emergent writing (Ferreiro, 1986; Sulzby, 1986). Name pro-
duction and letter knowledge appear to be closely intertwined, 
with children first writing the letters in their names even prior to 
 letter–sound awareness (Bloodgood, 1996). Evidence suggests that 
children do not use a phonological strategy when writing their 
names, rather they remember their names as a logogram and use 
their orthographic knowledge (Cabell, Justice, Zucker, & McGinty, 
2009; Welsch, Sullivan, & Justice, 2003). Thus, they are often able to 
write their names at a higher level than other words (Levin, Both-De 
Vries, Aram, & Bus, 2005).

Associated Areas of Development

Children’s fine motor skills at Level I develop to the point that a 
child is able to hold a pencil or crayon and make marks on paper. 
Progressively, children are able to make more purposeful marks 
to make circles or lines and then, ultimately, make some letter-like 
shapes. Drawing is an activity that integrates the motor, cognitive, 
and social purposes of emergent writing. The child must use eye–
hand coordination and fine motor skills to at first scribble, but later 
visually represent important objects and events (Craig, Kermis, & 
Digdon, 2001).

Children’s fine motor development is demonstrated simultane-
ously in other developmental domains. For example, at 1 to 2 years 
old, children are able to pull off their shoes and socks and turn the 
pages of a book. Between 2 and 3 years of age, children learn to 
open simple containers, fold paper, and snip with scissors. Between 
4 and 6 years of age, children’s fine motor skills are such that they 
can manipulate clay by rolling balls and snakes, cut on line continu-
ously, and dress themselves without assistance (Lerner, Lowenthal, 
& Egan, 2003). Handwriting development corresponds to these 
more general motor achievements in that a child who has difficulty 
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using scissors, zipping, and buttoning is likely to need more support 
to develop penmanship skills.

Level II

Level II encompasses late preschool to midkindergarten, between 
4 and 5 years of age. At Level II and beyond, children come to use 
widely different writing forms to communicate meaning. Some 
children may use many different forms of writing at one time (e.g., 
scribble, drawing, letter strings, invented spelling) while other chil-
dren will demonstrate only one or two forms of writing (Sulzby, 
1990). An interesting component of Level II is that children will 
move between writing forms depending on the goal or purpose of 
writing. For example, children may continue to use scribble during 
dramatic play when they sense the writing form “doesn’t matter” 
but may use more conventional writing when generating a wish list 
of birthday gifts (Schickedanz & Casbergue, 2004).

In the kindergarten year, children learn to write for real audi-
ences and for real purposes (Hansen, 1998). Children’s writing is 
advanced by their desire to solve problems; they want to express 
what they think and know. However, different children solve prob-
lems in varying ways. One child may “write a letter” by copying 
familiar words from classroom print. His or her words are spelled 
correctly but he or she is nonchalant about the letter’s meaning. 
Another child appears interested in communicating meaning in his 
or her letter; the child carefully draws a picture and accompanies 
his or her illustration with one or two words using invented spell-
ing.

A critical juncture in writing development is children’s aware-
ness of the nonrandom connection between words as they are pro-
nounced and the letters used to represent these sounds. Children 
begin to rely heavily on phonological knowledge to spell. Phono-
logical knowledge involves the awareness of the sound structure 
of language that helps children to grasp the alphabetic principle, 
which is the understanding that spoken and written language cor-
respond in a systematic way. They begin to represent these connec-
tions at Level II, during which they move from no representation 
of sounds in their writings to representation of salient sounds. It is 
clear that children are not simply memorizing the way a word looks 
and reproducing it; rather they are relying on phonological infor-
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mation to represent spoken language (Treiman, 2000). For exam-
ple, these late emergent spellers may write VN for The End (Bear et 
al., 2008). When children begin to consistently represent sounds in 
words and demonstrate an understanding of the concept of word 
in text, they are called early- letter name spellers. Children at this 
stage typically will not represent all phonemes in a word (e.g., spell-
ing tip as TP or back as BK; see Bear et al., 2008).

The importance of children’s transition to letter-name spelling 
is an important milestone in developmental spelling. Read’s (1971, 
1975) seminal work on invented spelling instituted a dramatic shift 
in the evaluation of children’s beginning writing (Richgels, 2001). 
Rather than seeing early writing efforts as “misspellings,” educators 
recognized children’s efforts at constructing letter–sound relation-
ships and came to view Level II achievements as an important, if not 
critical, stage in spelling development. Through these early spelling 
attempts, children actively try to make sense of the spelling sys-
tem, relying heavily on the names of the letters. Treiman (1994) 
found that young children wrote the nonwords zef and gar as F 
and R, respectively. As children’s understanding grows, they may 
write the same nonwords as ZF and GR, respectively (Cassar & Trei-
man, 2004). Children’s reliance on letter names may help them to 
more readily learn letter sounds, thus aiding their reading develop-
ment (Justice, Pence, Bowles, & Wiggins, 2006; Treiman, Tincoff, & 
Richmond-Welty, 1996). It is important to note that children’s spell-
ing patterns may not be completely consistent during a level; for 
instance some letter-name spellings are more prevalent than others 
due to the phonological properties inherent to the letter names. 
A child may spell beet as BET while continuing to spell car as CR, 
because the sound /ar/ is phonologically difficult to separate (see 
Treiman, 2000).

Often, at this stage, only beginning and final sounds are 
included (e.g., KT for cat), or children may use the first letter as 
a representation of the entire word (e.g., T for team). Children’s 
attention to phonology is increasingly evident in this level, as they 
attempt to produce letters corresponding to the sounds they hear. 
For example, a child may write jam as DN. The choice of D instead 
of J corresponds to phonological aspects of the initial sound in jam. 
The child substitutes N for M as the final letter because of phonolog-
ical similarities between /m/ and /n/ (i.e., both sounds are nasals). 
Children represent the sounds that they are able to most capture via 
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spoken language. Consequently, very few vowels will be produced 
at Level II. Children at Level II may write cup as CP and light as LT. 
Consonants are more likely to be salient than vowels and therefore, 
will be used predominately at this level (Schickedanz & Casbergue, 
2004).

As the child begins to explore letter–sound relationships at Level 
II, his or her efforts often will be written as isolated words rather 
than in connected text (Sulzby, 1990). In other words, children are 
more likely to practice writing a series of words rather than attempt-
ing to produce composition. Children may ask an adult, however, 
for help in writing simple messages, as in “I love mommy,” in which 
they represent the letters that are dictated to them. Their writing, 
even with help, looks anything but conventional: they may omit the 
spaces between words and they may continue a long word from the 
end of a line to the start of the next line:

ILVMO 
MMY

It is interesting that at Level II, children’s left-to-right print ori-
entation may change as they attempt to problem solve complex tasks 
associated with spelling and writing (Sulzby, 1986). A Level I reader/
writer easily may readily demonstrate a Level II left-to-right finger 
sweep when emergently reading a book. Now, as a Level II writer, 
the child is faced with a more challenging task as he or she attempts 
to follow these conventions with his or her own writing. Focusing 
on the letter–sound relationships, and running out of room on the 
page for his or her writing, letters may be placed above or below his 
or her starting point.

Writing development is characterized by a series of cognitive 
“leaps” and an active problem- solving process. When faced with a 
writing challenge, children may creatively solve a problem in a way 
that is inconsistent with their perceived ability (Bus et al., 2001). For 
example, one preschool child consistently was observed to write 
left to right using invented spelling. Then, on one occasion, she 
asked for help from her father to write a date on a picture she had 
just created. As her father dictated, she wrote the date right to left. 
When her father commented that she was writing the date back-
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wards, she said that she wanted it backwards and continued writing 
right to left. As Figure 4.1 shows, this “mirror-image writing” is as 
intact as if she had written from left to right and seemed to require 
no additional effort on her part (I. Mykel, personal communication, 
August 15, 2006). This is an example of the quasi- linear trajectory, 
in which children’s achievements overlap and recycle in varying 
iterations as they refine and develop writing skill. It should be noted 
that although the writing sample in Figure 4.1 is presented as an 
example of left-to-right confusion (frequently occurring at Level II), 

FIGURE 4.1. Example of a 3-year-old child’s writing of “Kitty is dead, Bye-bye 
Kitty” with mirror writing of date (August 14, 2006).
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overall it is an example of Level III writing because most or all of the 
sounds are represented.

Associated Areas of Development

Children’s phonological development is strongly linked to their 
writing and spelling development at Level II. Learning to spell helps 
children learn to segment and blend the sounds in words, both of 
which are important achievements in phonological awareness. Con-
versely, as children’s phonological awareness abilities develop and 
they become increasingly sensitive to the phonological segments of 
spoken language (e.g., the initial and final sounds in words), the 
phonological segments become well represented in their spelling. 
Importantly, both phonological awareness and spelling develop-
ment support children’s simultaneous achievements in decoding 
(Lonigan, 2006). Ehri (2005) refers to Level II as the partial alpha-
betic phase, because children are unable to segment words fully 
into their phonemes and therefore, rely on partial letter–sound cues 
to decode words. For example, children at Level II may read the 
word brother as beaver, using the first and last letters as cues (Ehri, 
1997).

Whereas Level I writing attempts are often accompanied by oral 
language discourse, at Level II children may experiment with letter 
forms completely divorced from discourse in which they explain or 
explore their own writings. In other words, children at this level 
begin to write on their own. Children copy letters they observe 
in the environment or label pictures with salient sounds. With a 
heightened attention to exploring and analyzing their own writing, 
children may seem less concerned with the meaning of what they 
write than at earlier developmental levels (Schickedanz & Casber-
gue, 2004).

Level III

Level III describes children in midkindergarten to mid-first grade. 
During Level III, children begin to clearly demonstrate an under-
standing of how to represent speech in a form able to be read 
by others, and increasingly refine their skills in composition and 
expression of meaning. These Level III skills are often evidenced by 
children’s use of captioning to explain a drawing and their prepa-
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ration of short written personal or fictional narratives (see Roth, 
Chapter 5, this volume, for a discussion on the development of early 
stories and expository discourse). At this level, children will attempt 
to make their sentences more complex and descriptive (Nicholls et 
al., 1989) and demonstrate an awareness of the mechanics of the 
writing task. For instance, the child at Level III may slow down the 
rate of speech while dictating to an adult who is writing down the 
child’s words (Sulzby, 1990).

Children’s print concepts should be well developed by Level 
III. Print concepts include children’s awareness of the vocabulary 
used to talk about sound and print, such as word, letter, rhyme, 
and beginning/ending sound. It also includes children’s knowledge 
of literacy conventions such as “we read and write print from left to 
right,” “we start writing and reading from the top of the page,” and 
their understanding of words such as title and author. Print concept 
learning begins very early in literacy development (see Table 4.1), 
and by Level III, sophisticated knowledge of print concepts enable 
the writer to organize words into sentences, to leave spaces between 
the words, and to write for a variety of different genres (e.g., making 
lists, writing stories).

Children’s spellings during Level III show a number of devel-
opmental errors in which they “use but confuse” some patterns 
(Invernizzi, Abouzeid, & Gill, 1994). For example, a Level III writer 
might spell float as FLOT and bright as BRIT. Children at this level 
are moving through the mid-to-late letter-name stage (Bear et al., 
2008). Spellers will begin to incorporate vowels more regularly 
into their written words, typically using short vowels in simple CVC 
(consonant–vowel– consonant) words. Thus, a major accomplish-
ment for those in the letter-name stage is representation of vowels. 
However, children make logical substitutions (e.g., a for short e, e for 
short i, i for short o) by using the letter name closest in articulation 
to the short vowel they are trying to represent. Although children 
in Level III primarily use phonological knowledge, orthographic 
knowledge continues to influence spellings; this can be seen when 
a child writes PTE for pot. From exposure, the child knows a word 
contains a vowel, but he or she does not know which one or where 
to place it (Treiman, 2000). In addition, kindergarteners and first 
graders are beginning to distinguish between unacceptable and 
acceptable letter sequences (e.g., ckun vs. nuck; nnus vs. nuss), and 
their spelling errors often mirror the rules of English orthography 
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(e.g., not beginning a word with ck; Cassar & Treiman, 1997; Trei-
man, 1993).

As the letter-name stage progresses, children will begin to iden-
tify blends (e.g., fl, gr, sn), digraphs (e.g., sh, th), and preconsonantal 
nasals (e.g., bump, went; Bear et al., 2008). Although Level III writ-
ers are continuing to figure out precise orthographic patterns for 
spelling an increasing array of complicated words, they do have a 
core written vocabulary of grammatical functional words (e.g., a, 
the, to, on, is) and sight words (e.g., their own names, names of 
parents and friends).

Associated Areas of Development

Children’s decoding ability at Level III aligns with their writing 
and spelling abilities. Children decode in a word-by-word fashion, 
slowly sounding out each word. This dysfluent reading mirrors their 
labored writing; children often vocalize during both their decoding 
and encoding attempts. Children at Level III are able to fully seg-
ment words into phonemes and become full alphabetic phase read-
ers (Ehri, 2005). Repeated encounters with words in written text 
help children develop phonological connections between a word 
and its conventional spelling pattern and pronunciation, which in 
turn supports children’s development of a corpus of sight words (i.e., 
words read automatically) (Lombardino, Bedford, Fortier, Carter, 
& Brandi, 1997). As children gain exposure to words, connections 
among phonology, orthography, and morphology are increasingly 
unified and solidified in memory (Ehri, 2005).

Another important associated area of development at Level III 
is the beginning reader’s/writer’s ability to comprehend and pro-
duce oral and written narratives. Children begin to produce more 
elaborate narratives at this time, which include an initiating event, 
a consequence, and a resolution of the event. Narrative story struc-
ture can be elicited by asking children to tell personal or fictional 
narratives; younger children and children with language impair-
ment tend to tell more complete personal narratives as compared to 
fictional narratives (McCabe, Bliss, Barra, & Bennett, 2008). During 
a personal narrative, a child relays a past experience; when telling a 
fictional narrative the child recalls a previously heard or read story. 
(As children’s narrative development emerges in oral language, a 
corresponding accomplishment is the ability to produce more com-
plex narratives in writing.)
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Narratives require that children use literate-like language forms 
(Curenton & Justice, 2004). During narrative production, children 
must supply the supporting context and not rely on clarifying ques-
tions from the listener. Literate language involves using language 
in a deliberate and metacognitive fashion to reflect on experiences, 
reason about, plan, and predict experiences (Westby, 1985). Literate 
language deficits negatively impact academic achievement (Green-
halgh & Strong, 2001; Lyon, 1999). Children who have difficulty in 
the narrative oral genre also are likely to have difficulty in writ-
ten narrative production (Fey, Catts, Proctor- Williams, Tomblin, & 
Zhang, 2004; McFadden & Gillam, 1996). Facilitating children’s pro-
ficiency in oral narrative production can be a useful foundation for 
facilitating written narrative development.

An additional associated area of development for children at 
Level III is increased sensitivity to various text genres (Nicholls et 
al., 1989). For example, children at Level III demonstrate beginning 
understandings of the varying writing styles needed for a story com-
pared to a report. Awareness of text genre is a high-level skill devel-
oping from early stages of print awareness. At Level I, children have 
learned that print is used to make lists and can be observed in envi-
ronmental print. At Level II, children develop awareness of several 
more genres (e.g., producing a simple story), and at Level III, chil-
dren begin to experiment with writing different genres. They learn 
to use writing to share experiences (i.e., the personal narrative), to 
demonstrate and share knowledge (i.e., the report, newspapers), 
and to organize and prepare for larger or more complex writing 
tasks (i.e., semantic maps, journal writing). Writing for varying pur-
poses facilitates connections between writing, reading, knowledge 
seeking, and the sharing of personal perspectives.

Level IV

Level IV describes children in late first grade to second grade. 
At Level IV, young writers are increasingly sophisticated in their 
independent writing and ability to express their thoughts and 
 feelings through writing. Consequently, Level IV writing still is 
heavily dependent upon a child’s oral language abilities, such as 
his or her use of cohesive devices for organizing written narratives. 
Children at this level may write many sentences beginning with 
and because it is difficult to break oral language into independent 
sentences.
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As children progress in Level IV, they develop an awareness 
of “within-word” orthographic patterns, such as representing the 
silent e at the end of words (e.g., cake). Spellers at this stage are 
referred to as within-word pattern spellers (Bear et al., 2008) as they 
begin to represent long-vowel patterns, diphthongs, and consonant-
 influenced vowels. Importantly, during Level IV, children are better 
able to differentiate different written vowel patterns. For example, 
vowel combinations (e.g., CAKE, SOAP) are used to represent long-
vowel patterns, while one vowel in isolation is used to represent 
short-vowel sounds (e.g., SUN, CAT). However, Level IV writers con-
tinue to make a number of consistent spelling errors as they sort out 
the many ways in which phonology is represented in print (e.g., they 
may spell seat as SETE, and rope as ROAP; see Bear et al., 2008).

Although children at this level rely primarily on phonologi-
cal (sound) and orthographic (pattern) knowledge, it is important 
to note that young children also exhibit morphological (meaning) 
understandings in relation to spelling. For instance, children are 
more likely to spell brand as BRAD than rained as RAD, despite 
the similar phonological information (i.e., preconsonantal nasal). 
In addition, children may use morphological information to spell 
the word dirty correctly rather than writing DIRDY (i.e., represent-
ing the flap with the letter D; see Cassar & Treiman, 2004; Treiman, 
2000).

Associated Areas of Development

As children’s writing continues to develop, so do their phonemic 
awareness and decoding abilities. Examination of first- and second-
 graders’ writing skills, particularly their spelling, can illuminate their 
word- attack strategies, internalized rules for spelling words, and 
other phonological awareness and decoding abilities. For example, 
a child with an understanding of onset–rime patterns will problem 
solve word spelling based on familiar patterns. The child is likely to 
write the words here, tier, cheer, and year with similar spelling con-
structions. Later, with vocabulary development and well- developed 
“sight word” proficiency, the writer can begin to employ an ortho-
graphic strategy rather than relying solely on phonological aware-
ness. Reading, writing, and spelling opportunities reciprocally influ-
ence children’s decoding and encoding problem solving. Children in 
Level IV have entered the consolidated alphabetic phase of reading 
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development (Ehri, 2005). They are able to consolidate the individ-
ual grapheme– phoneme connections into larger chunks (e.g., rimes) 
and therefore read with greater ease and fluency.

An interesting area of associated development is children’s use 
of technology and computers as tools for writing. Early literacy 
instruction and exposure is impacted by the use of technology and 
computers. It has been suggested that children are now exposed to 
multiple literacies (Gee, 2000; Karchmer, Mallette, & Leu, 2003). 
Rather than assume that computer software is just another avenue 
to learn traditional literacy, educators should consider that technol-
ogy requires an elaborate set of skills, problem- solving strategies, 
and modes of literacy. Now as independent literacy users, children 
must learn to choose linked data on a Web page. In addition to read-
ing written text, children must select between hyperlinks, graphic, 
audio, and video information. Educators should encourage explora-
tion of the linkages between literacy and technology and provide 
multiple opportunities for children to use technology as another 
literacy tool to present and elaborate their written productions.

Writing Assessment

Early in this chapter, we indicated that writing is a multidimensional 
construct that includes spelling, composition, and handwriting. For 
children who show clear deficits in handwriting performance (e.g., 
difficulty with holding a pencil), the occupational therapist typically 
conducts the assessment and intervention. In contrast, assessment 
and intervention for the spelling and composition aspects of writ-
ing, as important factors in literacy and language growth, are within 
the professional roles and responsibilities of the SLP and other early 
childhood specialists who work with children who have difficulties 
in spelling and composition.

Assessment typically is used to identify specific ways to pro-
mote children’s skills in spelling and composition; that is, to iden-
tify intervention targets and approaches. Rather than focus on 
assessments used to diagnose problems in spelling and composi-
tion, we discuss specific tools that can provide information regard-
ing intervention targets and approaches with a given child. Thus, 
in using any of these or other writing assessments, it is important 
to consider the purposes of the writing and spelling assessments. 
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Although assessment might be viewed as simply evaluative (i.e., 
measuring an outcome against a preset benchmark for the purpose 
of problem identification), the most important reason to examine a 
young child’s writing and spelling is to determine areas in which to 
provide appropriate instruction. Ongoing assessments help monitor 
each child’s progress and ensure that instruction targets are appro-
priate.

Assessment of Spelling

A variety of spelling inventories are available to evaluate children’s 
progress in developmental spelling. The goal of these inventories is 
to determine children’s developmental levels in spelling by examin-
ing orthographic patterns and error types present in their spelling 
attempts (Bear et al., 2008; Gankse, 2000). Spelling analysis is simi-
lar to conducting a phonological analysis of children’s expressive 
phonology to identify the types of errors present (e.g., final con-
sonant deletion, cluster reduction). As early childhood profession-
als are well aware, analysis of error patterns using developmental 
assessments is important for identifying not only a child’s current 
level of development, but also for determining appropriate inter-
vention targets and approaches.

For young writers, a simple five-item spelling inventory can 
provide useful information about children’s early spellings. The 
Spelling task of the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening: Kin-
dergarten (Invernizzi, Juel, Swank, & Meier, 2004) consists of five 
simple words, following the consonant–vowel– consonant (CVC) 
pattern (e.g., cat, nut, pit, mop, bet). The examiner models the sam-
ple word, mat, for children by saying the word slowly, stretching out 
the sounds, and writing the word. Next, the examiner dictates the 
five words, without elongating the sounds, for the children to write 
down. The children are encouraged to use an alphabet strip located 
at the top of their papers and to write down all the sounds they hear 
in each word. Children receive a point for each letter spelled con-
ventionally or for each phonetically acceptable letter. For example, 
for the e in bet, children receive a point for e, a, or i, because these 
are acceptable letter–sound matches for this level. Children receive 
an additional bonus point for each word spelled conventionally, 
for a total of 20 points possible. Professionals can use this spelling 
inventory as one piece of a broader profile to determine whether 
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children are representing initial sounds, initial and final sounds, or 
all phonemes in a simple word. The measure demonstrates adequate 
inter-rater reliability, test– retest reliability, and internal consistency 
(r = .99, r = .89, > .90, respectively; Invernizzi, Justice, Landrum, 
& Booker, 2004).

The Developmental Spelling Analysis (DSA; Ganske, 1999) 
involves presenting children with a list of words that are organized 
in their orthographic complexity. Typically, an overall screening is 
conducted first that presents children with a relatively small list of 
words to spell. The words are ordered for orthographic complexity, 
based on developments in emergent spelling, letter-name spelling, 
within-word spelling, and so on. The spelling screening first iden-
tifies a general level for a child (e.g., letter-name spelling). A more 
comprehensive analysis, called a Feature Inventory, is then con-
ducted using specific word lists that correspond to the child’s identi-
fied stage. For instance, Ganske’s DSA (1999) includes two alternate 
forms, and each form includes four separate lists corresponding to 
the different stages of spelling development. The list for children 
at the letter-name spelling level examines children’s use of five dif-
ferent spelling features acquired in this level, including (1) use of 
initial and final consonants, (2) use of initial consonant blends and 
digraphs, (3) use of short vowels, (4) use of affricates, and (5) use 
of final consonant blends and digraphs. Analysis of how the child 
spells each word on the list is conducted to determine those fea-
tures that are present, those that are used but confused (i.e., not 
quite stable), and those that are absent. The DSA has demonstrated 
adequate inter-rater reliability (r = .97–.99), test– retest reliability (r 
= .94), and internal consistency (alpha = .91). In addition, concur-
rent and predictive validity has been established with standardized 
measures of spelling and reading skill. Importantly, teachers using 
the DSA have rated the tool as easy to use, raising their awareness of 
children’s abilities and helping to guide instruction (Ganske, 1999).

Similar to Ganske’s (2000) DSA published in the text Word 
Journeys: Assessment- Guided Phonics, Spelling, and Vocabulary 
Instruction are the spelling inventories provided in Words Their 
Way: Word Study for Phonics, Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruc-
tion (Bear et al., 2008). This practical text provides a number of 
key tools for the educator, including a qualitative spelling checklist 
that provides a quick analysis of the features contained in children’s 
spelling; five separate inventories that examine spelling features 
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from emergent to advanced levels; and Spanish versions of spell-
ing inventories. For the SLP or other professionals who might have 
little background in spelling analysis, both works not only provide 
practical and usable guides to the theories behind spelling analysis 
and explicit guidance in using DSA, but also carefully link children’s 
spelling outcomes to specific intervention approaches that can be 
used to foster ongoing spelling growth. (It is important to note that 
these assessments tend to overlook certain aspects of orthographic 
knowledge, in that conventions of writing are not measured [e.g., 
spaces between words, orientation of writing, acceptable vs. unac-
ceptable letter patterns in words].)

Assessment of Composition

Children’s composition can be assessed in much the same way that 
their spoken language is assessed; that is, through language sample 
analysis. Rather than analyzing an oral language sample, assessment 
of composition uses a written language sample. Written language 
samples can be collected from the classroom teacher, drawing upon 
authentic artifacts developed by the child in the classroom, or elic-
ited directly during the assessment. A combination of both is desir-
able, in that classroom work samples provide a curriculum- relevant 
tool for analysis, whereas elicited samples allow for control over the 
length, topic, and demands of the task (Nelson, Bahr, & Van Meter, 
2004).

A number of tools are available to analyze a child’s composi-
tion skill, ranging from standardized norm- referenced tests (e.g., 
the Oral and Written Language Scales; Carrow- Woolfolk, 1996) to 
informal checklists and rubrics (e.g., Nelson et al., 2004). Informal 
checklists and rubrics can be particularly desirable for an in-depth 
examination of various aspects of composition, including discourse-
level analysis, productivity, narrative macrostructure, narrative 
microstructure, word choice, and writing process (Nelson et al., 
2004). Discourse-level analysis examines the overall “gestalt” of 
the work, including whether the sample makes sense, is interesting, 
and meets the intended goals. Productivity analysis examines the 
overall length of the sample and includes the total number of words 
and sentences that the child produces in a narrative. Narrative mac-
rostructure analysis considers the complexity and coherence of the 
sample; macrostructure analysis typically documents the number of 
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traditional story grammar components that are included in a narra-
tive (e.g., setting, characters, complicating event, and resolution). In 
contrast, narrative microstructure analysis examines the internal 
grammatical structure of the sample, such as clause density, con-
junction use, sentence types, and verb tenses. Word choice analysis 
examines both the number of different words contained in a narra-
tive as well as the sophistication of word choices. For instance, the 
word choice analysis may consider whether the sample contains any 
second-tier words (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002). Second-tier 
words reflect words that may not be used in daily conversation but 
are used by mature language users when they read and write (Pear-
son, Hiebert, & Kamil, 2007). Second-tier words are differentiated 
from first-tier words; first-tier words are used with high frequency 
and typically do not need to be taught to children developing typi-
cally (e.g., happy, house, drive). In contrast, third-tier words reflect 
vocabulary that refers to particular domains (e.g., velopharyngeal). 
Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2008) suggest that vocabulary instruc-
tion should focus on second-tier words. Writing process analysis 
considers the process children go through as they write, including 
planning strategies and revising strategies. The Writing Process and 
Product Worksheet available in The Writing Lab Approach (Nelson 
et al., 2004) provides an example of a comprehensive tool for exam-
ining written composition. (This tool may be most useful for chil-
dren performing in Levels III and above.)

Writing Intervention

To support early writing development, Morrow (2005) suggests the 
following principles: (1) maximize children’s exposure to many 
types of print, (2) facilitate print and writing as a source of pleasure 
and engagement, (3) provide opportunities for children to observe 
adults reading and writing for work and leisure, (4) provide many 
different opportunities and materials for writing, and (5) respond 
to children’s writing with interest and mediated adult support 
regardless of the child’s level of writing. A variety of activities are 
described that may be used to support writers across the various 
levels of development. Table 4.2 provides an overview of specific 
goals that link to each of the four levels of development. The activi-
ties presented can help to address the goals.
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TABLE 4.2. Goals for Writing by Developmental Level

Level
Area of writing 
development Goals

I Spelling  1. Use scribbles with some marks (e.g., letter-like forms, 
random symbols, some letters) to “write” when working 
independently; writing is differentiated from pictures

 2. Copy some letters and simple words
 3. Write own name (albeit not always correctly) in isolation 

and on works (e.g., drawings)
 4. Hold writing utensil independently

Composition  1. Use a variety of writing materials (e.g., crayons, markers, 
colored pencils)

 2. Use writing for different purposes (e.g., to make a list 
during dramatic play, to sign name to art works)

 3. Read own writing and attempt to explain one’s writing to 
others

 4. Write/scribble with a left-to-right directionality

II Spelling  1. Know many letter names and some letter sounds
 2. Write all uppercase letters independently
 3. Write own name correctly and independently
 4. Use letters for attempting to write novel or less- familiar 

words using uppercase letters or interchanging uppercase 
and lowercase letters

 5. Use invented spelling, although words may omit all but 
most salient sounds (e.g., DN for down)

 6. Use appropriate spacing between words; develop a 
rudimentary concept of word in text

 7. Have a small store of words that can write independently 
(e.g., and, mom, etc.)

 8. Use some lowercase letters in writing
 9. Form uppercase and lowercase letters legibly

Composition  1. Write for a variety of different purposes (e.g., a personal 
story, instructions to others, letters to others)

 2. Use some punctuation units— periods, exclamation 
points, commas— albeit not consistently or not always 
correctly

 3. Read for others what has been written
 4. Have own ideas for what to write
 5. Follow models to write (e.g., copying sentences and short 

stories from books or posters)
 6. Dictate stories to others
 7. Collaborate with others in writing activities (e.g., teachers, 

specialists, peers)

III Spelling  1. Know all letter names and letter sounds
 2. Independently produce all lowercase and uppercase 

letters in writing
 3. Use invented spelling for novel or less- familiar words

(cont.)
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TABLE 4.2. (cont.)

Level
Area of writing 
development Goals

 4. Represent most salient consonant and vowel sounds in 
words, albeit with some errors in vowel patterns (e.g., BIN 
for been) and consonant clusters/digraphs (e.g., SPAT for 
splat; DAT for that)

 5. Place spaces between words consistently
 6. Use capital letters appropriately in words (e.g., at start of 

new sentences, proper names)

Composition  1. Plan before writing
 2. Revise writing with feedback
 3. Use writing for several different genres (e.g., story, poem, 

exposition)
 4. Use several different sentence types (e.g., simple and 

compound sentences; declarative and interrogative 
sentences)

IV Spelling  1. Write CVC and other simple word patterns with high levels 
of accuracy

 2. Use long-vowel patterns with increasing accuracy (e.g., 
silent e, ee, ea)

 3. Differentiate between some homophones (e.g., bear and 
bare) when writing

Composition  1. Use a variety of sentence patterns to include sentence 
types (e.g., simple, complex, compound) and modalities 
(e.g., declarative, interrogative)

 2. Use organizers to plan for writing
 3. Revise writing with feedback: add text, delete text, 

rearrange text
 4. Understand difference between revising and editing own 

writing
 5. Proofread writing for accuracy
 6. Use writing for many different genres (e.g., news story, 

play, fictional story, personal experience, poetry, songs, 
book report)

 7. Use writing aids when composing (e.g., word walls, 
dictionary)

 8. Review and correct own writing
 9. Edit structural aspects of composition, such as errors in 

spelling, capitalization, grammar
10. Write stories that contain major story grammar units: 

setting, characters, and plot (i.e., initiating event, 
complication, resolution)

11. Write expository texts of different structures: compare/
contrast, sequence, cause and effect, description

12. Use connectives (i.e., conjunctions, adverbs) to link 
together sentences in fictional and expository writing

Note. Data from Bear et al. (2008); Fiderer (1993); Morrow (2005); and Stiggins (1997).
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Many of the activities presented overlap across levels and are 
easily adapted for use with other levels. The level of support and 
expectations for each task will depend on the children’s abilities. 
For example, journals are appropriate at any level. Level I children 
might be scribbling, developing the understanding that print carries 
meaning. Level II and Level III children might be using invented 
spelling, sounding out each word carefully, and practicing letter–
sound correspondences. Level IV children might be working on 
developing coherent stories. Similarly, word study, a powerful 
approach to spelling instruction, is appropriate across levels (Bear 
et al., 2008). The features studied increase in complexity as children 
progress in their writing development.

An additional point that warrants note is that some children 
are much more concerned with correct spelling than are others. 
A common question is “How do you spell       ?” When 
working with children who are overly concerned with correct spell-
ing, professionals may not know how to respond to such a question. 
For instance, should they tell the child to “sound it out” or should 
they dictate the correct spelling to the child? As a general rule of 
thumb, professionals should recognize that providing the spelling 
of every word for children to copy probably will not be helpful in 
the long-term, as it does not actively recruit a child to problem solve 
through the writing task. When young children write, they engage 
in a powerful phoneme segmentation activity, trying to invent spell-
ings based on their existing orthographic knowledge. For this rea-
son, professionals should encourage invented spelling and children 
should feel safe as they take the risk of spelling words their own 
way. The professional’s responsibility is to help children take the 
next step in their knowledge of the writing system, gradually mov-
ing children toward more conventional spelling.

Principles and Practices: Level I

At Level I, children experiment with the forms and functions of 
print through their early writings. Although they do not yet repre-
sent letter–sound correspondences, their writings are windows into 
their understandings of print knowledge and symbolic represen-
tations. As children develop their writing during Level I, they are 
able to explore a variety of print concepts, including the functions 
of print and the various units of print (e.g., letters, words, num-
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bers). Thus, encouraging children’s writing development from tod-
dlerhood through the preschool years is important for supporting 
emergent literacy development.

Dramatic Play

Play is likely one of the most important tools for supporting emer-
gent literacy development. Through dramatic play, children natu-
rally explore their environments, thus, simply enriching an exist-
ing play environment (e.g., office, library, restaurant) with literacy 
objects can have a dramatic increase on the amount of spontaneous 
engagement in writing for preschool children (Neuman & Roskos, 
1992). Literacy objects include but are not limited to pens, pen-
cils, stationary, notepads, calendars, notebooks, and appointment 
books. SLPs can work closely with classroom teachers to infuse lit-
eracy objects into each play area that will facilitate authentic writing 
experiences. Additionally, rotating dramatic play themes (e.g., post 
office, library, grocery store, doctor’s office) and the literacy props 
associated with them may motivate children to not only engage 
in literacy- enriched play but to explore a broader range of writing 
functions and conventions.

Adult mediation during play enriches literacy learning for 
children, including their ability to read environmental print and 
interact with literacy tools (Neuman & Roskos, 1993). Adults pro-
vide an important scaffold to children’s writing development when 
they join into the play situation and help children to incorporate 
writing into their play (Roskos, Christie, & Richgels, 2003; Roskos, 
Tabors, & Lenhart, 2004). To provide structure to dramatic play, 
SLPs and teachers can use a “before, during, and after” sequence. 
Before guided play, professionals determine literacy goals, consider 
play situations related to the goals, and invite students to plan the 
play setting. During play, professionals join in and scaffold learn-
ing through responsive interaction. After play, small-group activities 
explicitly connect the objectives with the play situation (Roskos et 
al., 2004). For example, the teacher or SLP can encourage writing in 
a restaurant center by playing the role of a waitperson and writing 
down an order. After this is modeled for children, the ownership 
of the task is gradually relinquished to the children. Other ideas 
of ways to encourage writing in dramatic play centers include writ-
ing a prescription (doctor theme), making a list (shopping theme), 
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and taking a telephone message (office theme) (Neuman & Roskos, 
1993).

Name Writing

Names hold special importance for children and are often the first 
words children attempt to write. During Level I, the use of names 
may be an important motivational tool to encourage children’s writ-
ing of the specific letters. Indeed, children’s names could have a 
powerful effect on the initial learning of letter sounds, helping chil-
dren to grasp the beginnings of the alphabetic principle (Blood-
good, 1996). Before children are able to form letters, they should 
be encouraged to “write” using letter tiles. Children can match 
uppercase letter tiles to the letters in their name. After mastering 
an uppercase match to uppercase letters, children can move to low-
ercase letters, and finally match uppercase and lowercase letters 
(Johnston, Invernizzi, & Juel, 1998).

Sign-in procedures for attendance also encourage children 
to write their names, whether the writing is a scribble, letter-like 
forms, or random letters. This approach can be used as part of an 
emergent literacy intervention for preschool children with language 
impairments (Justice, Chow, Capellini, Flanigan, & Colton, 2003). 
Some SLPs and teachers may prefer children to trace their names by 
providing dots for children to follow with a pencil, thus reinforcing 
correct letter formation and fine motor skills (Ritchie et al., 2003). 
To make this procedure more difficult (for more advanced levels), 
children can write a sentence after their names. In addition to daily 
sign in, children can sign their names on notes sent home to parents 
(Roskos et al., 2004). Making their “mark” on paper helps children 
to recognize writing as a means of communication, distinct from 
drawings.

Journal Writing

Many practitioners do not consider journal writing for children 
at Level I because their writings bear no letter–sound correspon-
dences. However, journal writing is appropriate for these emergent 
writers because it is a place for experimentation with the concepts 
and functions of print. Through journal writing, children express 
their ideas freely on paper in the form of pictures, scribbles, and 
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strings of letters (Invernizzi, Sullivan, Meier, & Swank, 2004). Chil-
dren who are comfortable telling stories orally should be encour-
aged to scribble–write their stories. After writing, children then 
share their stories with classmates, perhaps “reading” the story dif-
ferently each time it is shared (Klein, 1985). Why encourage chil-
dren to write before they use letter–sound correspondences? These 
types of activities potentially help students understand that writing 
is a valuable way to communicate with others.

Story Dictation

Writing down children’s dictated words is an important way for 
children to make the connection that writing, at the very basic 
level, consists of spoken words written down. Using the Language– 
Experience Approach (LEA; Stauffer, 1970), children have a shared 
experience, such as a field trip or activity. The SLP or teacher writes 
down the children’s words just as they are spoken to create a story 
about the shared experience. The professional models reading the 
story for the children, pointing to each word while reading aloud. 
The text then is made available for students to “reread.” Through 
this approach, children understand that their ideas can be written 
down and shared with others through print. Because oral language 
facilitates the transition into written language (Klein, 1985), LEA is a 
powerful method for reinforcing the relationship between oral and 
written language.

Principles and Practices: Level II

At Level II, children begin to represent speech sounds in their writ-
ing. At first, children may represent a word by writing only the first 
letter of the word. Writing often lacks spaces between words, some-
times making sentences difficult for the adult to translate (e.g., ILJS 
for I like juice). Bear and colleagues (2008) classify these children as 
late emergent spellers. As children become aware of word boundar-
ies, they develop the ability to match spoken words to written words 
while “reading” memorized text. Their writing demonstrates aware-
ness of the concept of word in text with spaces between words and 
beginning and ending sounds of words represented. These children 
are in the early letter-name stage of spelling development (Bear et 
al., 2008). Concept of word in text (i.e., the child’s metalinguistic 
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understanding that spoken words are represented by individual 
units in text) is an important attainment as it likely facilitates the 
child’s ability to segment words into individual phonemes (Morris, 
Bloodgood, Lomax, & Perney, 2003).

Fingerpointing Text

Fingerpointing to short memorized stories or poems helps emer-
gent writers develop an understanding of concept of word in text, 
which enables them to represent words as distinct units in their 
writing. Professionals can point to each word on a sentence strip 
depicting a short story or poem, and then cut up the sentence strip 
as each word is said aloud. Children practice matching each cut-up 
word to an intact sentence strip or recreate a line of text without 
the support of the original text (Bear et al., 2008). This activity also 
can be used with songs and chants. SLPs and teachers can introduce 
children to a song while writing the words to the song on sentence 
strips, saying each word aloud as it is written. Children then can 
practice pointing to each word while singing and reassembling the 
song line by line or word by word (Roskos et al., 2004).

Story Dictation

At Level II, late emergent writers also benefit from the Language– 
Experience Approach (Stauffer, 1970). Now that children are writing 
down salient sounds, professionals can call attention to the begin-
ning and ending sounds in words when writing down children’s 
dictated stories. Reinforcing the concept of word in text, the profes-
sional points to each word as it is read. When children recognize 
word boundaries through beginning and ending sounds, they are 
able to freeze-frame the word in their minds to examine the inter-
nal structure of the word, particularly the vowels that are included 
in the word. After reading the story, children can explore the writ-
ten characteristics of a story, for instance, by circling all of the B’s 
in the story or by underlining specific words (Roskos et al., 2004). 
A teacher or SLP can easily adapt the LEA for working with children 
individually (Morris, 2005). A child first attempts to write a sentence 
on his or her own. As the child writes, he or she audibly says each 
word slowly to hear the sound and feel the point of articulation. The 
child is encouraged to write initial sounds of words. If the child is 
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comfortably writing initial sounds, the teacher or SLP may probe for 
final sounds. Similarly, if the child is writing initial and final sounds, 
inclusion of the vowel sound should be encouraged. The profes-
sional then rewrites the child’s sentence on a sentence strip using 
standard spelling. The sentence strip can be cut up and reassembled 
by the child to promote concept of word in text development.

Word Sorts

Given the strong correspondence between phonological awareness 
and orthographic awareness, supporting children’s phonological 
awareness can also support writing development. Picture sorting is 
a powerful method for improving children’s phonological awareness 
(Bear et al., 2008). In a picture sort of initial sounds, children sort 
pictures of words based on their beginning sounds, such as b and m 
words. With modeling and guidance, children place pictures under 
one of two columns (B and M). The professional supplies the cat-
egory headers (i.e., target features) and exemplars (i.e., key words). 
For example, a picture of a boat is placed under the B and a picture 
of a mouse is placed under the M. After children independently sort 
pictures under the appropriate columns, they glue the sorted pic-
tures onto paper and write down the picture names. Late emergent 
spellers most likely will label initial sounds only. The professional 
can guide the students into stretching out the sounds in a word, 
such as boat. If the child writes B for boat, the professional can lead 
him or her toward the final sound in the word by emphasizing the 
/t/ sound. BT is an acceptable spelling for boat for late emergent or 
early letter-name spellers. If a child is already representing initial 
and final sounds of words, he or she most likely would no longer 
need to sort pictures of initial sounds. Rather, early word sorts call 
their attention to the need for a vowel in the medial position. The 
study of same-vowel word families uses the phonological awareness 
skill of onset and rime to provide a way to help children under-
stand the necessity of a medial sound. Initially children may study 
only one word family, such as the -at family (e.g., cat, mat, hat), 
matching each picture with a word. Not only does this serve as a 
review of initial consonants, it also reinforces the idea that rhyming 
words often look the same at the end (Johnston, 1999). Push It Say 
It is also an effective technique for reinforcing beginning sounds in 
word families (Johnston et al., 1998). The onsets (e.g., c, m, h) are 
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written on letter cards and the rime (e.g., -at) is written on another 
card. Children form a word by pushing the appropriate letter cards 
while saying the sounds /c/ and /at/. The initial sound is changed to 
make new words.

After children are comfortable with one word family, they can 
begin to contrast two families with the same vowel sound (e.g., -at 
versus -an). Pictures as well as words are sorted into these catego-
ries. The contrast of same-vowel word families directs attention to 
the ending sounds in words. It should be noted that same-vowel 
word families are not designed for instruction in vowel sounds. 
Rather, word families are useful because the vowel sound is con-
sistent within a family. The short a sound is effective to use as the 
starting point because that vowel is least often confused with other 
vowels (Johnston, 1999). Gluing and labeling is also appropriate 
with the pictures used in word family sorts.

Word Boxes

To help children become aware of the existence of medial vowels, 
word boxes are useful. Word boxes help children visualize the num-
ber of sounds in a word (Clay, 1993). On a paper, children see a rect-
angular box divided into sections (e.g., three sections for the word 
cat). Children then move blank tokens into each box, saying one 
sound at a time (e.g., /c/ . . . /a/ . . . /t/). The children then replace each 
token by writing a letter into the box. To adapt this activity, profes-
sionals can simply use words with different numbers of phonemes.

Interactive Writing

Interactive writing is similar to the LEA (Stauffer, 1970), with a few 
important exceptions. In interactive writing (Boroski, 2004), chil-
dren share the pen with the professional and therefore, actively 
engage with the creation of the text. In addition, the professional 
and children negotiate each sentence instead of the professional act-
ing solely as a scribe. The professional may even choose the topic, 
thus having greater control over the highlighted skills. For example, 
if the professional wants to reinforce how to write a friendly letter, 
he or she can choose this as the joint writing topic. The steps that 
are followed in an interactive writing session (Boroski, 2004) are 
(1) deciding on a sentence to write, (2) counting the number of 
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words in the sentence before writing, (3) stretching out the sounds 
in the first word, (4) sharing the pen with the students, (5) reading 
the word as it is written, and (6) recalling the sentence and starting 
the process over with the next word. During interactive writing, 
professionals scaffold children’s work by providing enough support 
to make the task successful. For example, to reinforce the concept 
of word in text, professionals may want to draw a line to represent 
each word. If a student makes a mistake, white correction tape eas-
ily allows the child to try again. To further actively involve students, 
children can copy the text onto whiteboards as each word is written 
(Morrow, 2005).

Writing for Sounds

Writing for sounds is a method that gives practitioners even more 
control over the skills reinforced (Johnston et al., 1998). Profes-
sionals connect this method with the phonics and spelling features 
explicitly taught and encourage students to write down all the 
sounds they hear and feel. For example, if students are studying 
the short-vowel word families -at and -an, the adult may dictate the 
following sentence for a child to write: “The man can pat the cat.” 
To reinforce the concept of word in text, children can be instructed 
to place a finger between words when writing (Casbergue & Plau-
ché, 2005). A sound board with letter names paired with pictures 
of beginning sounds is an appropriate support for children (Bear et 
al., 2008). For example, if a child forgets which letter makes the /p/ 
sound, he or she can look for the picture of the pig coupled with the 
letter p. The purpose of writing for sounds is to practice the phonics 
and spelling features under study. Writing for sounds takes approxi-
mately 5 minutes and works well as part of a one-on-one tutorial.

Principles and Practices: Level III

At Level III, children usually represent most of the sounds they hear 
in words and are in the mid-to-late stage of letter-name spelling 
(Bear et al., 2008). Instead of representing beginning and ending 
sounds of words only, they include medial vowels in their invented 
spelling. However, the medial vowels may be confused (e.g., MAT 
for met, SEK for sick). Using a linear strategy for matching letter–
sound correspondences, phonetic spellers rely on letter names 
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to spell (e.g., BOT for boat, MIT for might), and therefore do not 
yet realize the conventional method for representing long vowels. 
Their writing, which is similar to their reading at this level, remains 
dysfluent because they are sounding out each word; however, they 
are improving their ability to produce connected discourse to relay 
their thoughts and ideas through writing.

Word Sorts

There are many variations on word sorting. At Level II, we dis-
cussed the closed sort, in which the professional directed the sort 
and introduced the category headers and key words. In addition 
to closed sorts, children in Level III are likely to benefit from an 
open sort. During an open sort, the SLP does not provide category 
headers and children are encouraged to create their own catego-
ries. Open sorts are only appropriate once children have had much 
practice sorting words and comparing features. Word bank words 
(i.e., words that are targeted and practiced so as to become instantly 
recognizable sight words) are an ideal source for words for an open 
sort. A no- peeking sort encourages students to attend to the sounds 
in words. In this type of paired sorting activity, two children place 
only the headers and key words. Then, one partner reads a word 
aloud, without showing it to the second child. The second child 
points to the category under which the word should be sorted. The 
first child displays the word and the two children then decide if the 
correct decision has been made. A no- peeking sort is an appropri-
ate activity after children have worked with their target features for 
several days. Appropriate word sorts at this level should contrast 
medial-vowel sounds, beginning with word families with mixed 
vowels (e.g., -ip, -ap, -op) and moving toward different short-vowel 
words not in families (Bear et al., 2008).

After children have had practice sorting the words into the 
appropriate columns, they then write the sort into appropriate col-
umns, referred to as a writing sort (Bear et al., 2008). A no- peeking 
writing sort is the same as a writing sort with one exception. In a 
no- peeking writing sort, the child does not view the word when it is 
read. The child divides his or her paper into the appropriate num-
ber of columns (i.e., the number of contrasted features), the profes-
sional reads a word aloud, and the student decides where to write 
the word. The no- peeking writing sort is an appropriate assessment 



Early Writing and Spelling Development 137

tool for a spelling check at the end of the week for Levels III and IV. 
Professionals award one point for correct spelling and one point for 
correct placement.

Patterned Writing

Children at Level III benefit from patterned writing activities (Bear 
& Barone, 1998). Due to the labored nature of their writing at this 
level, providing children with a patterned story is an appropriate 
scaffold. For example, children use a familiar book such as Brown 
Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? (Martin & Carle, 1996) and 
create their own books. Instead of copying from the book, children 
may substitute their own words and create a new book based on 
the same pattern. Instead of writing “Brown bear, brown bear, what 
do you see?” children may write “Little girl, little girl, what do you 
smell?” Other simple predictable or rhyming books may inspire chil-
dren to create books of their own and increase their writing produc-
tion. Professionals can lead students through the writing process 
(see Level IV practices) from prewriting to publication. In addition 
to individual books, professionals should encourage class books 
based on patterns, where each child writes a page for the book. 
Professionals often place class- created books in a reading center for 
children to reread. Not surprisingly, these are popular choices as 
children are motivated to reread their own work and that of their 
peers. The patterned writing activity can easily be adapted to meet 
the needs of Level II and IV learners. For Level II, children may ben-
efit from a more structured, sentence-frame writing activity, in which 
they need only to fill in a blank (e.g., “I see        looking at 
me.”). With Level IV children, professionals could easily incorporate 
more difficult patterned text, such as poetry.

Classroom Writing Center

A classroom writing center is very important for the early writer and 
is appropriate at any level. The center should be an attractive and 
comfortable space for writing, with supports such as an alphabet 
chart and a list of children’s names in the class (Morrow, 2005). The 
center should contain a portfolio for each child in the classroom 
that he or she can regularly access. It should also provide a variety 
of written models, such as sample letters (e.g., “To Grandma”) and 
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pictures with printed words on them for children to copy if they 
wish. For Level III writers, professionals should encourage children 
to engage in a variety of writing tasks in the writing center, such as 
creating picture stories with captions (Klein, 1985). Professionals 
may want to provide a comic-strip template with blank word bal-
loons over the characters. Children can also create the comic strips 
by using animal stickers. These activities help children with dysflu-
ent writing skills engage in the writing of a larger story. Children 
should also be encouraged to create their own stories, little books, 
and illustrations. There is clearly a multitude of options for tasks 
and materials within a writing center. However, amidst the sea of 
activities, it is crucial for professionals to remember that in order 
for the writing center to be effective for students, professionals must 
first model tasks with students and allow for guided practice before 
placing tasks at a writing center. Students should be able to complete 
center tasks independently, devoting their attention to honing their 
writing skills. While classroom management is outside the scope of 
this chapter, it is important to note that a good management plan 
must be in place for a writing center to be effective.

Classroom Mailboxes

A mailbox area encourages children to write to their peers for real 
purposes. In addition to a variety of tasks, materials can include 
assorted paper, envelopes, note cards, a variety of writing tools, 
mailboxes for each student, files for works in progress, displays of 
student work, and clipboards (Vukelich & Christie, 2004). Many 
classrooms, even those containing primarily Level I and II writers, 
have successfully incorporated mailboxes so that children can reg-
ularly write to one another. As children progress in their writing 
skills, their letters to one another mirror their development and 
become more sophisticated. SLPs and classroom teachers can pro-
vide regular time for children to write to their classmates and can 
also provide prompts for specific writing topics.

Principles and Practices: Level IV

Children at Level IV are typically within-word pattern spellers (Bear 
et al., 2008). They have progressed beyond the linear sound-by-
sound spelling attempts and begin to realize that long vowels are 
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marked in a special way. They begin using but confusing long-vowel 
patterns (e.g., ROEP for rope, COTE for coat). Note that this is dif-
ferent from letter-name spellers, who do not mark the long vow-
els (e.g., ROP for rope, COT for coat). The word-study sequence for 
children in the within-word pattern stage consists of the study of 
patterns within single- syllable words: (1) long-vowel patterns (e.g., 
silent e, ee, ea), (2) r-controlled vowels (e.g., ar, ir, or), (3) complex 
consonant clusters (e.g., shr, thr, scr), and (4) diphthongs and other 
vowels (e.g., oy, oi, aw, au).

Word Sorts

As children sort words at Level IV, they are contrasting the known 
with the unknown. For example, they have mastered short-vowel 
patterns but are now comparing these mastered patterns with long-
vowel patterns (e.g., short a CVC vs. aCe). In this way, word sorts 
are recursive, as children revisit previously studied concepts and 
examine them in new ways. For example, when examining short e 
(CVC) versus long e (ee, ea) children first sort the words into two 
columns based on two basic patterns: short e versus long e. The 
students then separate the long e column by pattern, sorting the 
words into words spelled with ee and words spelled with ea. A com-
prehensive list of word- sorting activities appropriate for children at 
this level is provided in Bear et al. (2008).

Composition Processes

The educational task at Level IV in terms of writing composition is 
to help children develop a conscious awareness of the planning, 
organizing, and editing steps required for good writing. Many class-
rooms adopt the Writer’s Workshop (Graves, 1983) to build chil-
dren’s independence and peer collaboration in the writing process. 
During the writing process, children practice planning their stories 
in advance, writing and reading stories to a peer audience, and then 
editing and modifying their stories in response to feedback. Writing 
for interested audiences for real purposes is a fundamental prin-
ciple at this level.

The Writer’s Workshop (Graves, 1983) typically consists of three 
components: (1) a whole-group mini- lesson from the professional 
(teacher or SLP), (2) independent writing time and adult– student 
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conferences, and (3) sharing time. These components can be read-
ily adapted for intervention. The mini- lesson allows the professional 
to focus on particular skills pertaining to most of the students. For 
example, if the professional notices that students are not using 
question marks correctly in their writing, he or she can teach a brief 
10-minute lesson about the use of question marks, perhaps hav-
ing children choose which unpunctuated sentences need question 
marks. Through a “think-aloud” professionals make their thought 
processes available to the children. A think-aloud is a metacogni-
tive strategy frequently used in Writer’s Workshop lessons (Graves, 
1983). The professional verbalizes the problem- solving strategy to 
heighten students’ meta- awareness of underlying literacy skill.

During the independent writing time, children work on indi-
vidual writing pieces. Ideas for the pieces may be generated through 
expanding journal entries or through brainstorming lists of topics. 
While children are writing, professionals can conference individu-
ally with students, rereading the children’s writing aloud to them 
to focus on meaning (Nicholls et al., 1989). To help children revise 
their work, the professional may ask questions such as, “Is this what 
you meant to say?” or “Are there any important points you left out?” 
Professionals use the conference to scaffold children’s learning and 
help them take the next appropriate step. Children should also be 
encouraged to collaborate with peers, helping with the revision and 
editing of each other’s work. Children place work “in progress” in 
an editing box; peers read other students’ papers and comment on 
others’ written work. Finally, during a short sharing time, children 
may share works in progress or finished products with their peers. 
It is important to note that sharing should be encouraged but vol-
untary. Most children enjoy taking the “author’s chair,” reading their 
finished work and answering questions about their compositions.

During the Writer’s Workshop (Graves, 1983), children work on 
individual pieces and are at different points in the writing process. 
The writing process consists of five steps: prewriting, writing, revis-
ing, editing, and publishing (Bear & Barone, 1998). These steps 
mirror the authentic processes of adult authors. During prewriting, 
children actively plan what they will write through activities such as 
webbing. During webbing, the children graphically organize their 
thoughts, creating what is often called a “semantic map” or “seman-
tic web” (Norris & Huffman, 1993). As they begin the second step, 
writing, students compose their first draft. The third step, revising, 
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is often the most difficult part of the process, and therefore the 
focus of most conferences between the professional and the child. 
During the editing process, children identify and correct misspell-
ings and incorporate other mechanics such as punctuation. Finally, 
a finished draft is published and shared with the class. Handwrit-
ing practice can easily be incorporated as part of the publishing 
process. A child’s written work, in its finished form, needs to be 
written neatly to be read by others. It is important to note that even 
within a level, a range of development exists. While some children 
will quickly advance as independent writers, others will need many 
collaborative and mediated writing experiences to develop as writ-
ers.

Journals

Journals continue to play an important role with Level IV children. 
A dialogue journal is a way for professionals and students to have 
an ongoing written conversation (Klein, 1985). The professional’s 
responses should focus on responding to the content of the writing 
rather than the mechanics (i.e., spelling). Since children at Level 
IV are reading increasingly complex texts, including early chapter 
books, reading- response journals are appropriate tools to encour-
age children to respond to their independent reading (Bear & Bar-
one, 1998). Students may respond to a prompt, write a summary, or 
provide an independent response. These journals can also be used 
with Level III children.

Computers

Most educators feel that children’s use of independent time spent 
on the computer should not supplant interactive reading and writ-
ing because mediated writing experiences facilitate children’s lit-
eracy abilities (Aram & Biron, 2004). In addition, the motor activ-
ity of forming letters by hand has been found to solidify children’s 
early mental representation of letters (Longcamp, Zerbato- Poudou, 
& Velay, 2005). Longcamp and colleagues (2005) found that 4- and 
5-year-old children who were trained to copy letters by hand learned 
to visually discriminate among forms more accurately than those 
who learned by typing the letters. Educators and SLPs who suggest 
more interactive writing opportunities may run counter to parents 
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who may view children’s participation in computer programs very 
positively. Rather than discounting computer activities, educators 
may want to encourage parents to seek a balance between book 
reading and writing interactions along with computer activities, and 
to interact with their children when they are using the computer at 
the early stages of writing development (Schickedanz & Casbergue, 
2004). An appropriate use of the computer for Level IV writers is at 
the publishing stage of the writing process. After editing their work, 
children can be encouraged to use a word processing program to 
display the writing in its final form.

Case Study

The following case study is included to illustrate the application 
of the information presented in this chapter on early writing and 
spelling in assessment and intervention for a preschool child with a 
language delay. The case study demonstrates the use of the assess-
ment results in planning and implementing an intervention plan 
that addressed the child’s needs in early writing and spelling using 
various activities and instructional strategies.

Colton (4 years, 6 months) resides in a small, rural community 
situated deep within the Appalachian Mountains. Characteristic of 
many families in the community, Colton lives in a home that is lower 
socioeconomic status, with an annual household income of $14,000 
for a family of four. Colton’s father works full-time as a coal miner 
and his mother works half-time at a local convenience store. Both 
parents completed high school but did not complete any additional 
schooling.

Colton was a late talker— producing his first word at 22 months 
and producing two-word combinations at 31 months—and received 
early intervention from 24 to 36 months in the home environment. 
Early intervention focused solely on communication development 
and quality of parent–child interaction. With intervention, Colton’s 
family began to expect and wait for Colton to communicate and 
provide more language expansion and scaffolding. However, Col-
ton’s language development continued to lag behind his peers.

At 3 years, Colton began to attend the local Head Start program 
4 days weekly for 6-hour days, and he is now in his second year of 
the program. At the time of enrollment in preschool, his standard 
score for expressive language was 80 and his receptive language 
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standard score was 85 on the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fun-
damentals: Preschool (Wiig, Secord, & Semel, 2004); confirming a 
mild– moderate language delay. He qualified for speech– language 
therapy in the classroom two times per week in small groups (four 
children) for a total of 60 minutes weekly.

Development of emergent literacy skills, including writing and 
prereading, is an increasing focus in Colton’s Head Start program, 
as the program recently received an Early Reading First (ERF) grant. 
ERF is a federally funded program providing money to establish 
model preschool sites throughout the United States. ERF-funded 
programs (1) provide extended teacher training in theory and 
research aimed at facilitating children’s language and literacy devel-
opment, and (2) must include explicit instructional opportunities 
for language and literacy development embedded within a literacy-
rich classroom environment. As part of these grant activities, Col-
ton was screened for four areas of emergent literacy skill in the fall 
of the year, including rhyme awareness, alphabet knowledge, print 
concepts, and name writing. The measure the program used for 
screening was the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening: Pre-
 Kindergarten (PALS-PreK; Invernizzi et al., 2004). Colton received 
low scores on all aspects of the screening: He received a score of 0 
on the rhyming task, a score of 2 on the alphabet task (correspond-
ing to knowledge of 2 of 26 uppercase letters), a score of 1 on the 
print concepts task (corresponding to knowledge of the front vs. the 
back of a book), and a score of 0 on the name- writing task. For the 
final task, when asked to draw a picture of himself and “sign” it with 
his name, Colton drew a fairly detailed portrait of himself, but when 
asked where his name was located on the picture, he pointed to the 
portrait and said, “Right there.”

With these results in hand, the classroom teacher, teaching 
assistant, and SLP developed a comprehensive intervention plan to 
improve Colton’s emergent literacy skills in all areas examined. Fol-
lowing the principles of embedded– explicit emergent literacy inter-
vention (Justice & Kaderavek, 2004; Kaderavek & Justice, 2004), the 
team decided to target these literacy areas across the day in a variety 
of child- centered activities (an embedded approach) and within two 
structured adult-led small-group sessions each week (an explicit 
approach). The team would work collaboratively to implement the 
embedded approach, and the SLP would deliver the small-group 
sessions. The small-group sessions would supplement rather than 
replace Colton’s language intervention.
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In the embedded approach, the team first structured the class-
room environment to improve children’s regular, incidental interac-
tions with print. A sign-in procedure was implemented for all chil-
dren, in which they signed their names on sign-in cards and placed 
the cards in pockets on a poster each morning. The team developed 
a writing center that contained a variety of writing utensils (e.g., 
crayons, markers, colored pencils), numerous writing media (e.g., 
construction paper, typing paper, sentence strips), samples of writ-
ing (e.g., list of alphabet letters, list of common sight words), and a 
journal for each child in the classroom. A range of literacy materials 
was incorporated into the dramatic play center to correspond to the 
weekly theme, and print- related displays were placed throughout 
the classroom. The team worked together to ensure that Colton, 
as well as his peers, signed in and participated in the writing and 
dramatic play centers each day. Members of the team also worked 
individually with him during the center activities to model writing 
and to scaffold his own attempts.

In the explicit approach, the SLP led two small-group literacy 
sessions each week in the afternoon for 20 minutes. Colton and 
four other children in the classroom (only one of whom also had a 
speech– language Individualized Education Plan) participated. The 
SLP used the following protocol for lesson planning (see Justice et 
al., 2003):

1. Name- writing activity: children sign in to the session by writ-
ing their name with support by the SLP.

2. Phonological awareness activity: activity focused on rhyme 
or beginning sound awareness.

3. Storybook reading: SLP reads a storybook, pointing out spe-
cific words and letters; after the reading, the children dictate 
the story to the SLP who writes it on sentence strips. Each 
child then receives one sentence strip and the children retell 
the story from print.

4. Alphabet activity: activity focused on alphabet letters.

At the end of the year, Colton’s emergent literacy skills were 
reexamined using PALS-PreK. His performance was quite different 
from the fall: he received a score of 9/10 on the rhyming task, a 
score of 11 on the alphabet task (corresponding to knowledge of 11 
of 26 uppercase letters), a score of 7/10 on the print concepts task, 
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and a score of 7/7 on the name- writing task. When asked to draw a 
picture of himself and sign his name, Colton drew his portrait and 
then wrote his name legibly with all six letters right next to it! When 
asked by the examiner to point to his name, Colton proudly pointed 
to his name and said, “It’s right there! C-O-L-T-O-N, Colton!” In addi-
tion to his development in early literacy skills, Colton’s language 
development also continued to improve. His receptive and expres-
sive language was at the low– average level of performance at the 
end of the school year.

Because of Colton’s slower-than- typical early development and 
socioeconomic risk factor, he is likely to need continued support to 
maintain his reading development as he enters kindergarten and 
primary grades. However, at this early stage, focused language/lit-
eracy intervention has set Colton on the right path for success.

This case study shows the importance of the collaborative efforts 
of the classroom teacher, teaching assistant, and SLP in addressing 
Colton’s needs in oral and written language using embedded and 
explicit intervention within an educational setting. Communication 
among the professionals and his parents ensured the meaningful 
incorporation of Colton’s intervention goals within a literacy-rich 
classroom environment.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Describe the four levels of writing development. For each level, 
discuss the associated areas (e.g., fine motor development, read-
ing, oral language). How should this knowledge impact classroom 
instruction? How would you use this knowledge to differentiate 
instruction for children?

2. Discuss the purposes of various writing assessments. Compare/
contrast two writing assessments (e.g., Oral and Written Language 
Scales; analyzing writing samples with a rubric). Consider how 
a practitioner would use information from each assessment to 
inform instruction. Compare the strengths and weaknesses of each 
assessment. Describe a situation for which each assessment would 
provide useful information.

3. A preschool classroom teacher asks for your help in creating an 
environment more conducive to writing development. Based on 
research, what advice would you offer? What advice would you 
offer to a kindergarten teacher? A first-grade teacher? A second-
grade teacher?
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ExErcisEs

1. Collect three writing samples from a child or group of children. In addition, 
observe these children over the course of a week during different times in 
the day in the classroom setting. Determine each child’s level of writing 
development. Provide evidence of the level of development based on your 
observations and informal examination of writing samples.

2. To analyze spelling development, administer a spelling inventory (e.g., 
DSA). Be sure to note the spelling features the students are using but 
confusing. Determine the level of spelling development indicated by the 
inventory. Examine children’s spelling errors in writing samples to provide 
confirmatory evidence. Plan appropriate word-study instruction.

3. Elicit a writing sample from a child (Levels III and IV). In addition, 
obtain written samples from the classroom teacher. Assess the child’s 
composition using an informal tool (e.g., The Writing Process and Product 
Worksheet).

4. Prepare a case study for a child or group of children, modeled after the 
case study presented in this chapter. Be sure to include assessment 
results, observational notes, and writing interventions. Justify your 
recommendations based on your knowledge of writing development.
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C h a P T E r  F i v E

Children’s Early Narratives

FRoMa P. Roth

This chapter addresses the development of narration during the 
preschool years (prior to first grade) and discusses assessment and 
intervention/instructional considerations for children who dem-
onstrate difficulties acquiring or using this discourse form. Oral 
narration is a type of discourse that involves the comprehension, 
production, and recall of extended units of speech. Stories and 
oral exposition (or explanatory discourse) are two major genres of 
narration. Stories involve characters that engage in goal- directed 
actions to resolve problems or complications. Early developing oral 
expository text consists mainly of scripts and personal narratives 
that informally describe or recount one’s experiences.

According to Halliday and Hasan (1976), narratives are a major 
form of text/discourse because they are linguistic passages of varying 
lengths that create a unified whole. A more sophisticated discourse 
form than conversation, narration requires macro- organization of 
discourse units involving the ability to sequence events, understand 
cause–event relationships and structures, and create a unified text. 
Specifically, narratives require the production of multiple linguistic 
propositions. They are expected to contain an introduction and an 
organized sequence of events that lead to a logical conclusion, and 
they require the narrator to carry on a monologue (versus a dia-
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logue) during which the listener assumes a relatively passive role. 
Thus, it is the narrator’s responsibility to present information in an 
organized, complete, and coherent manner without the expectation 
of substantial informational or extra- linguistic support from the lis-
tener (Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Roth & Spekman, 1986).

Why Is the Narrative an Important Linguistic Form?

The study of narratives is motivated by both conceptual and practi-
cal considerations. Conceptually, the narrative is considered a pri-
mary mode of human thought that is learned and used by children 
to organize and make sense of the world (Bruner, 1985). It also is a 
universal linguistic vehicle for constructing and transmitting mean-
ing, and for acquiring knowledge. Further, narratives reflect the 
integration of an individual’s linguistic knowledge, world knowl-
edge, and sociocultural background, and provide a mechanism 
for language socialization—the means by which children become 
members of their linguistic and cultural communities (Hardy, 1978; 
Sutton-Smith, 1986).

From a practical perspective, several factors are important for 
our understanding of narrative development. This set of factors 
includes both language and background variables.

Oral Narrative as a Major Transition between Oral 
and Literate Language Styles

Like written text, oral narratives (1) are more formal (contain fewer 
pauses, false starts, and repetitions); (2) involve more concise and 
complex syntax; (3) contain more sophisticated and unfamiliar 
vocabulary; (4) comprise topics that are frequently unfamiliar and 
abstract; and (5) represent a decontextualized language form involv-
ing past or made-up events that are removed from the immediate 
context (Dickinson & Snow, 1987; Snow, 1983; Snow & Ninio, 1986; 
Westby, 1991). The decontextualized nature of narratives is thought 
to promote children’s transition from talking in the “here and now” 
to a capacity to use language for talking in the “there and then,” 
which is increasingly required in school as children encounter writ-
ten text and other types of instructional discourse.
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Associations between Background and Language Factors 
and Narrative Proficiency during the Emergent Literacy Period 
(Birth–5 Years)

Children who are from economically disadvantaged families, sparse 
home literacy environments, English language learners (ELLs), and 
those who are at risk for or have identified language disabilities often 
perform more poorly than matched peers on various types of narra-
tive tasks (Manhardt & Rescorla, 2002; Neuman & Dickinson, 2001; 
Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Snow, Tabors, & Dickinson, 2001). It 
is important to note, however, that most studies documenting sig-
nificant positive connections between narrative performance and 
background variables are correlational in nature. Thus, the specific 
nature of the reported associations between background variables 
and their relative impact on language and literacy development 
are not definitive. Background variables that have been examined 
include the child’s socioeconomic status (SES), home literacy envi-
ronment, cultural/linguistic background, and history of language 
impairment.

Socioeconomic Status

Economic disadvantage is a risk factor associated with the acquisi-
tion of many aspects of emergent literacy, including narrative dis-
course. Findings of some studies indicate that when asked to pro-
duce stories in the language of instruction, 3- to 5-year-old children 
reared in poverty produce stories with less sophisticated episodic 
(i.e., plot) structure than those of higher- income peers (Fazio, Nare-
more, & Connell, 1996; Heath, 1989, 1990; Karweit & Wasik, 1996; 
Neuman, 2006; Rogoff & Mistry, 1990). It is important to consider 
the findings of such studies in light of the influences of culture on 
the home literacy environment. Although children from low-SES 
backgrounds are at a greater risk for delayed development of literacy 
skills (including narrative discourse), there are studies that illustrate 
that book- sharing interventions with low- income parents have been 
effective in facilitating the children’s development of more complex 
narratives. Peterson, Jesso, and McCabe (1999), for example, ran-
domly assigned low-SES preschool children (mean age = 3 years, 
7 months) to experimental or control groups. Mothers of children 
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in the experimental group were instructed to ask open-ended and 
context- eliciting questions during book reading. Open-ended ques-
tions were queries and directions that prompted open-ended infor-
mation about events (e.g., “What happened then?”). Context- eliciting 
questions were those that requested specific pieces of information 
(e.g., “Who chased the bunny?”). At the end of the 1-year interven-
tion program and again on follow-up testing 1 year later, children in 
the experimental group produced longer narratives, achieved higher 
receptive vocabulary scores, and provided more setting information 
than control-group children whose mothers used their usual read-
ing style. Although the findings of Peterson et al. (1999) revealed 
better developed narratives for the low- income children whose 
mothers received the book- sharing intervention, the study did not 
establish a strong direct correlation between low SES and narrative 
complexity. (Battle, Chapter 6, this volume, addresses cultural influ-
ences on emergent literacy and early literacy development.)

Home Literacy Environment

Children with limited access to and infrequent experiences with 
literacy activities and materials have been found to display lower 
levels of early literacy development than do children with more 
frequent exposure and experiences (Frijters, Barron, & Brunello, 
2000; Snow et al., 1998; Sulzy & Teale, 1991). Shared book reading 
is one aspect of the home literacy environment that contributes to 
children’s oral language development and provides a rich source for 
the acquisition of other emergent literacy skills. It most commonly 
involves a reading experience between a child and parent (or other 
caring adult) in which the pair share the content, language, and 
images of children’s books (Ninio & Bruner, 1978). Frequent, regu-
lar storybook reading that begins at an early age is a factor that dis-
tinguishes children who go on to perform well on reading and writ-
ing tasks (e.g., Whitehurst et al., 1994). Moreover, it is a context that 
prompts verbalizations and adult–child verbal interactions. Ninio 
and Bruner (1978), for example, reported that the most frequent 
situation in which mothers labeled objects in the environment was 
during shared book reading, whereas Wells (1985) found that about 
5% of the day-to-day speech of 2-year-old children occurred during 
story time with an adult.
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Cultural/Linguistic Background

Like any aspect of language acquisition, narrative development occurs 
within a cultural context. Narratives are culture specific and reflect 
the values of the society that are absorbed by children through their 
family socialization experiences and the cultural milieu to which 
they are exposed (Price, Roberts, & Jackson, 2006; Wang & Leicht-
man, 2000). Children in schools today are more and more diverse 
in their backgrounds than in years past. Because of these between-
 culture variations, it is common to find wide ranges of narrative skills 
among children within the same age range (Demorest & Alexander, 
1992; Sperry & Sperry, 1996). Moreover, cross- cultural differences 
exist regarding what constitutes a well- formed narrative, and these 
variations affect narrative performance. For instance, most narra-
tives encountered by children in American public schools are based 
in the European North American tradition. Children from Hispanic, 
African American, and Asian backgrounds are reared in different 
narrative traditions and may struggle with narratives presented in 
the preschool curriculum (Burt & McCabe, 1996; Pritchard, 1990). 
For example, personal narratives in the European North American 
tradition generally concern single experiences, contain a number 
of specific actions that occur in the past tense, and are in chrono-
logical sequence (Champion, 1998). In contrast, the narratives in 
some Hispanic cultures deemphasize event sequencing and instead 
emphasize maintaining a conversational flow of information (Silva 
& McCabe, 1996).

History of Language Impairment

Compared to preschool children with typical language develop-
ment, youngsters with language deficits have difficulty producing 
and recalling both structure and content aspects of narratives. 
Structurally, their narratives include fewer story components, fewer 
pieces of relevant information (e.g., Paul & Smith, 1993), and fewer 
elaborative comments (Manhardt & Rescorla, 2002), the latter of 
which contribute to the richness and texture of narratives and can 
affect the overall perception of story quality. The content of their 
narratives is marked by a shorter mean length of utterance, fewer 
sentences per narrative, and reduced grammatical accuracy (e.g., 
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Norbury & Bishop, 2003; Paul & Smith, 1993). Further, Bishop and 
Edmondson (1987) showed that narrative recall at 4 years of age 
was the best single predictor of the successful resolution of pre-
school language impairment. Longitudinal work also suggests that 
narrative structure deficits (i.e., story grammar) are often indepen-
dent of SES and of performance on traditional measures of linguis-
tic knowledge such as expressive vocabulary, word retrieval, and 
sentence formulation (Allen, Kertoy, Sherblom, & Pettit, 1994; Man-
hardt & Rescorla, 2002; Paul, Hernandez, Taylor, & Johnson, 1996; 
Paul & Smith, 1993). Data such as these suggest that some children 
with language impairments have specific difficulty internalizing 
the linguistic structure (i.e., semantics and syntax) of the narrative, 
while others achieve age- appropriate performance on semantic 
and syntactic measures of language, but continue to perform more 
poorly than do normal- language peers on measures of narrative dis-
course.

Importantly, these deficits frequently persist into the school 
years. Research demonstrates that many mid- elementary school-
age students with language and learning deficits do not possess the 
narrative skills of typically developing 4- and 5-year-old children 
(Fey, Catts, Proctor- Williams, Tomblin, & Zhang, 2004; Manhardt 
& Rescorla, 2002; Paul et al., 1996; Roth & Spekman, 1986). Even 
those with age- appropriate language performance at the single-
 sentence level may have difficulties with the more advanced ability 
to structure extended discourse units required by narration. Thus, 
narrative knowledge may be an important index of risk for language 
and literacy learning problems.

Association of Narrative Knowledge 
with Literacy Development

The nature of this association is unclear as most studies have incor-
porated group designs, have used correlation analyses, or have 
shown that narrative tasks contribute very small or no significant 
amounts of unique variance in the prediction of literacy skills. How-
ever, some prospective data do exist. Tabors, Snow, and Dickinson 
(2001) followed children enrolled in Head Start programs from 
3 years of age over a 10-year period, periodically administering a 
comprehensive battery of language and literacy measures, includ-
ing measures of narrative production. Their findings showed that 
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a measure of narrative production in kindergarten was one of four 
measures to correlate significantly with reading comprehension and 
receptive vocabulary in both fourth and seventh grades. Paris and 
Paris (2003) demonstrated that macrostructure features such as 
number of narrative elements were more closely related to begin-
ning reading than micro-level features such as syntactic complexity 
for children between kindergarten and fourth grade. From another 
perspective, Griffin, Hemphill, Camp, and Palmer (2004) showed 
that children’s oral expositions (i.e., descriptions) at 5 years of age 
predicted the amount of informational context provided in written 
narratives at the age of 8 years, whereas fictional story narratives 
did not predict 8-year-old performance on any of the administered 
reading or writing measures. (See Kaderavek, Cabell, & Justice, 
Chapter 4, this volume, for another perspective on early writing and 
spelling development.)

Development of Early Narrative Abilities

In literate cultures, children develop a “sense of story” naturally 
during their preschool years through experiences with various 
forms of narration (Westby, 1991). These incidental learning experi-
ences include engaging in shared storybook reading, hearing and 
listening to stories and anecdotes told by others, observing stories 
through media, participating in storytelling and retelling, role play-
ing daily activities, and participating in activities such as sharing 
time and show-and-tell.

The study of narrative development has centered on both text 
content and text structure features. Text content analyses, or micro-
analyses, typically analyze narratives at the word, phrase, or sen-
tence level and identify surface features of texts, including measures 
of productivity (e.g., total number of words, utterance length) and 
measures of grammatical organization (i.e., grammatical complex-
ity, grammaticality accuracy, and linguistic cohesion). Macroanalysis 
is a more global approach that examines underlying text meaning 
and text structure at the level of connected discourse. It typically 
utilizes text grammar approaches (e.g., story grammar, high-point 
analysis) that represent theories of the internal structure of stories. 
Such approaches focus on the identification of the basic components 
of a story, event sequences, and episodic structure of stories.
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Both microanalytic and macroanalytic approaches have been 
used to study the development of expository and story narratives. 
Available research centers mainly on narrative production acquisi-
tion; little information exists that documents the development of 
narrative comprehension skills, either from longitudinal or cross-
 sectional perspectives (McCabe & Bliss, 2003; Tabors et al., 2001). 
Consequently, the information presented in this chapter concen-
trates on the emergence of children’s narrative production abili-
ties.

Microanalysis/Text Content Approaches

Our understanding of content development of narratives is rela-
tively general, but it shows a progression of linguistic sophistica-
tion. Between 1 and 3 years of age, children use a great deal of 
prosodic elements to carry the story line (e.g., intonation, repeti-
tion of sounds and words), presumably because they have greater 
mastery over the phonological system than the semantic and syn-
tactic systems (Sutton-Smith, 1986). Narratives are related in the 
first person, rather than in the conventional third person. Between 
the ages of 3 and 5 years, children’s narratives increase in semantic 
complexity and diversity (Berman & Slobin, 1994) and length (Allen 
et al., 1994). For example, prosody is replaced by content events 
(i.e., prose) to carry the story line, and story markers (e.g., “Once 
upon a time,” “The end”) begin to signal the beginning and ending 
points of stories. Stories also become longer and contain a greater 
number of story elements (Berman, 1988; Hudson & Shapiro, 1991). 
Advancements in syntactic complexity (Gillam & Johnston, 1992; 
Paul & Smith, 1993) also occur during this period. Conjunctions are 
used more frequently to link events together, an increase in prepo-
sitions is notable, and events are sequenced in a logical chronol-
ogy. Narratives increasingly take place in the past tense, reflecting 
children’s growing ability to decontextualize or distance linguistic 
events from the constraints of everyday reality.

Macroanalysis/Structure Approaches

More extensive study has been conducted at the macroanalytic level. 
Children’s earliest narratives emerge at about 2 to 3 years of age with 
the appearance of scripts, which are event sequences that recount 
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very familiar routine experiences such as going to a birthday party 
or taking a trip to the zoo. Scripts are considered a type of narra-
tive schemata because they reflect an organized representation of a 
child’s experiences and knowledge about narratives (Kintsch, 1974). 
These narrative sequences begin to become regular parts of adult–
child conversational interactions as early as 2 years of age (Eisen-
berg, 1984; Miller & Sperry, 1988; Sachs, 1983). At first, these scripts 
are constructed largely by adults, who provide scaffolding through 
prompting and the provision of content (Beals, 2001). The follow-
ing examples illustrate the type and degree of scaffolding provided 
by adults:

mothER: Did you like the kitty?

Child: She lick my hand.

mothER: He licked your hand?

Child: Then he chase me.

mothER: He chased you into the kitchen?

Child: Yeah. And I fall down.

mothER: What happened at school?

Child: Make mud pies.

mothER: You made pies. I bet they taste good. Where are they?

Child: School.

mothER: You put them away for snack tomorrow?

Child: Yes, in the pantry.

mothER: (laughing) I hope nobody eats them.

Scripts are relatively easy for children to construct because the 
order of events is predictable, only one tense is required, and they 
pose limited cognitive challenges to the child (Hudson & Shapiro, 
1991).

Personal event narratives (PENs) emerge somewhat later than, 
and may overlap with, scripts. PENs entail recounts of past events 
that have been experienced by the child or someone else. This form 
is cognitively more complex because it requires some planning 
and sequencing of events without an a priori- provided structure. 
It also entails a degree of perspective taking to determine what a 
listener already knows and needs to know (McCabe & Peterson, 
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1991; McCabe & Rollins, 1994). These early narrative forms provide 
the basis on which children acquire the ability to construct fictional 
narratives, or imaginary stories.

Story narratives emerge by about 5 years of age. Children 
acquire the basic structure of stories, referred to as the “story 
schema,” which involves knowledge that a story has a beginning, 
middle, and end with a theme or plot that ties events together. This 
knowledge gives rise to fictional narratives, and children begin to 
understand and produce stories about made-up experiences that 
are not part of the immediate context. By the time children enter 
school, their stories contain physical descriptions of the charac-
ters and have simple but well- developed plot structures with story 
events logically connected to one another and linked to a central 
theme (see Table 5.1; Applebee, 1978; Botvin & Sutton-Smith, 1977; 
McCabe & Rollins, 1994; Peterson, 1990; Stein & Glenn, 1979).

Cross- sectional and longitudinal studies from a variety of devel-
opmental disciplines have contributed to our understanding of 
story structure development (Applebee, 1978; Berman & Slobin, 
1994; Botvin & Sutton-Smith, 1977; Stein, 1986; Sutton-Smith, 1986; 
Trabasso, Stein, Rodkin, Munger, & Baughn, 1992). Based on this 
work, and particularly that of Applebee (1978) and Stein and Glenn 
(1979), five stages that characterize children’s early story develop-
ment have been described and are outlined in Table 5.1.

The information in the table illustrates that at first, children’s 
stories (2–3 years) are “heaps” or strings of unrelated events that are 
enumerated in no particular order (prenarratives). In an intermedi-
ate stage, between 3 and 4 years of age, children begin to chain events 
together that are sequenced temporally, but the event sequences are 
not anchored to or motivated by a central theme. Frequently, chil-
dren at this stage describe a series of events in an additive fashion. 
At about 5 years of age, a qualitative shift occurs in children’s narra-
tives, and their stories now reflect knowledge of basic plot structure. 
These true/classic narratives contain a clearly demarcated begin-
ning, middle, and end, and the events are goal- oriented, or linked 
to a central theme or character. Moreover, causation is evident; story 
events are linked to events that precede or follow in true tempo-
ral relationships. While story knowledge continues to develop into 
more complex narrative forms, it is at this point that children are 
said to have internalized knowledge of the story form, and use this 
knowledge to understand, remember, and construct stories.
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During the later preschool years, typically developing children’s 
stories also reflect increased understanding of intentionality (Tra-
basso et al., 1992), and their plot lines begin to include the internal 
states (i.e., mental, physical, and emotional) of characters that moti-
vate characters to act (e.g., anger, injuries, death, fear). By the age of 
6 years, these causal and purposeful features are common elements 
of children’s narrative constructions (Kemper & Edwards, 1986).

Presumably, children bring their basic knowledge of story struc-
ture to literacy learning tasks, and apply this knowledge in their 

TABLE 5.1. Stages of Story Development

Stage Definition and example

1. Heap (2–3 years) Simple listing of ideas in no particular order.
Example: The cat is climbing on the tree. It’s raining 
and the children are there and the cats. The sky is all 
blue and the clouds.

2. Description Contains information about the personality and 
physical characteristics of the main character.
Example: Once there was a big black cat who lived in 
a house.
He was mean and scary. He had giant black eyes and 
big claws and scratched people in the face. And he 
chased dogs. The end.

3. Action sequence Story events are connected through temporal 
relationships but not causally.
Example: Once there was a big black cat. Every day, he 
came out and chased dogs. Then he played with his 
friends. Then he found some lunch. Then he purred 
and licked his fur. Then he went home and went to 
sleep. The end.

4. Primitive/abbreviated 
narrative: (3–4 years)

Events are linked temporally and causally, but there is 
no goal-based action.
Example: Once there was a boy named Bob who lived 
by the train tracks. Bob was playing by the tracks, 
hopping over the rails, when along came a train, and 
Poosh, that was the end of Bob. The end.

5. True/classic narrative 
(5 years)

Events are chained logically to one another and to a 
central character or theme.
Example: Once there was a big black cat who lived in 
the city.
One day he decided he was very hungry and that he 
needed to get something for dinner. So he went into 
the alley and spotted a little bird, caught him, and had 
him for dinner. The end.
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efforts to decipher, understand, recall/retell, and compose writ-
ten text. Although the logic of this thinking is sound, the precise 
relationship between a well- developed sense of story and literacy 
acquisition remains unclear (Roth, Speece, & Cooper, 2002; Roth, 
Speece, Cooper, & De La Paz, 1996). However, it has been repeat-
edly demonstrated that children (and adolescents) with reading and 
writing deficits have difficulty understanding stories, producing 
stories of their own, and retelling stories told or written by oth-
ers (Newcomer & Barenbaum, 1991; Roth & Spekman, 1986; Roth, 
Spekman, & Fye, 1995; Vallecorsa & Garriss, 1990). Thus, narrative 
discourse is an emergent literacy skill that demonstrates the inter-
relatedness among the domains of speaking, listening, reading, and 
writing (Roth, 2000).

Prevention, Assessment, and Intervention

The challenges for practitioners and researchers are to reduce the 
probability that narrative deficits will occur (prevention), identify 
potential problems early (assessment), and provide effective narra-
tive discourse intervention/instruction to promote the development 
of narrative skills as an important aspect of emergent literacy acqui-
sition (intervention). Early childhood specialists assume a variety of 
service delivery roles in these instructional/clinical process areas 
that extend beyond the provision of direct services, including pro-
fessional staff development; collaborative consultation with teach-
ers and resource professionals; parent and community education; 
and dissemination of information about narrative development and 
its relationship to other emergent literacy acquisitions (American 
Speech– Language– Hearing Association, 2001).

The Prevention Process

The main goal of prevention is to promote opportunities for chil-
dren to have meaningful and successful interactions with narra-
tive forms. Prevention involves collaboration among early child-
hood specialists (e.g., preschool teachers and speech– language 
pathologists [SLPs]) and parents to ensure that young children have 
opportunities to participate in narrative activities, both at home 
and in preschool/day care environments. Prevention also involves 
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providing access to such experiences for older children or those 
with developmental delays who have missed such opportunities. 
Further, prevention programs reflect the increased attention being 
paid to the early identification of children who are vulnerable to 
language and literacy learning difficulties. Once identified, children 
can be referred for further assessment. Early interventions can then 
be implemented to foster growth in areas of potential or identi-
fied deficit and reduce the likelihood or magnitude of continued 
difficulties. Adoption of a preventative model means taking a pro-
active stance to identify problems before kindergarten and first 
grade, when children are propelled into formal literacy instruction 
and may not be equipped to maintain the pace of instruction and 
increasing demands for story and expository knowledge (Justice, 
Invernizzi, & Meier, 2002).

Principles of Assessment and Intervention/Instruction

The evaluation and treatment of narrative discourse problems are 
guided by a number of general principles:

1. Assessment and intervention/instructional activities must 
be developmentally appropriate and supportive, based on a child’s 
age, level of cognitive and linguistic functioning, and stage of narra-
tive development. Further, different tasks require differing levels of 
processing; for example, story recall tasks are generally easier than 
spontaneous story construction tasks, so that performance varia-
tion across tasks is likely to occur. To apply this principle, all early 
childhood specialists must be familiar with the stages of narrative 
growth and with performance expectations at different ages/stages 
of acquisition.

2. Instructional procedures must be sensitive to children’s 
cultural and linguistic background as these variables directly influ-
ence all aspects of the assessment and intervention processes. Yet, 
instructional tools and procedures are inherently culture bound; 
they reflect the linguistic and social beliefs, and values and interac-
tion styles of a given society (Johnston & Rogers, 2001). In some cul-
tures, emphasis is placed on what a child can learn independently, 
whereas others focus on what a learner can accomplish in collabo-
ration with peers (Barrs, Ellis, Hester, & Thomas, 1989). Therefore, 
children’s different learning styles necessitate different assessment 
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and intervention strategies. Children (and individuals, in general) 
comprehend and remember more information from narratives that 
conform to the kinds of narratives heard at home. As a result, their 
sense of story may not be aligned with the types of stories encoun-
tered at school (Gutierrez- Clennen, 1996; Pritchard, 1990). Further, 
different cultures have different expectations for narrative perfor-
mance. In the Western European tradition, children are expected 
to be able to construct narratives independently by about 5 years 
of age, whereas, in some Hispanic cultures, narratives are viewed 
as collaborative efforts between an adult and child. In still other 
cultures, such as Asian Japanese, narratives are expected to be 
concise and absent of repeated references and elaboration. Thus, 
depressed narrative task performance may reflect unfamiliarity with 
expectations rather than a narrative deficiency (Gutierrez- Clennen, 
1996; Gutierrez- Clennen & Peña, 2002). For these reasons, narra-
tive assessment and intervention for children from diverse cultures 
requires knowledge of the narrative structures of their cultures as 
well as their cultural values. McCabe and Bliss (2003) suggest sev-
eral questions to pose when assessing the narrative performance of 
children from different linguistic or cultural backgrounds:

a. What is the child’s home language background?
b. Who spends a lot of time with the child at home? In day 

care? And what language(s) is (are) used?
c. How long has the family been in the United States?
d. Does the child have siblings or extended family for whom 

English is the dominant language?
e. Is there someone familiar with the child who can elicit a 

representative narrative sample?

Responses to these questions can provide early childhood special-
ists with an ecologically valid context within which to interpret nar-
rative assessment findings with respect to the overall quality, coher-
ence, and adequacy of a child’s narrative performance. (See Battle, 
Chapter 6, this volume, for a detailed perspective on cultural con-
siderations in emergent literacy assessment and intervention.)

3. Assessment and intervention practices should be based on 
scientific evidence. Evidenced-based practice necessitates incorpo-
rating and translating the highest quality and most recent research 
information on narrative development and disorders in conjunction 



Children’s Early Narratives 167

with informed clinical judgment and expertise of an early childhood 
specialist acquired through professional experience (e.g., American 
Speech– Language– Hearing Association, 2005). Strict adherence 
to published levels of evidence is problematic in the area of nar-
rative discourse. There are few large-scale, replicated studies with 
randomized controlled trials. Therefore, to evaluate the efficacy 
and effectiveness of assessment results and treatment procedures, 
early childhood specialists, including speech– language pathologists 
(SLPs) and preschool teachers, must establish specific short- and 
long-term objectives and rely on session-to- session data collection 
procedures to monitor progress and inform program modifica-
tions.

4. Instruction should occur in authentic and natural (i.e., eco-
logically valid) contexts. Authentic environments increase the likeli-
hood of obtaining representative appraisals of children’s narrative 
abilities and maximizing young children’s acquisition of functional 
narrative communication skills (Norris & Hoffman, 1990).

5. No one assessment tool or teaching approach is likely to be 
effective for all children or for all aspects of narrative development. 
Assessment and intervention must be individualized based on the 
nature of each child’s needs and learning style. Therefore, both pro-
cesses need to be accomplished through a range of activities imple-
mented in multiple authentic contexts (e.g., Dollaghan, 2004; Neis-
worth & Bagnato, 2004).

6. Assessment and intervention often are most fruitful when 
conducted in collaborative relationships among professionals and 
family members. Collaborative efforts enhance the quality and gen-
eralizability of assessment results and intervention gains because 
each partner possesses specialized knowledge and skills (Paul, 
Blosser, & Jakubowitz, 2006; Roth & Troia, 2006). For example, SLPs 
have a deep understanding of the linguistic underpinnings of liter-
acy in both typically developing children and children with learning 
problems. Classroom teachers and special educators, on the other 
hand, have expertise in varied strategies, materials, and standards 
for implementing classroom-based instruction. Rather than work-
ing on common goals in isolation, professionals and families can 
coordinate their expertise more efficiently to target mutually shared 
narrative learning objectives (Peña & Quinn, 2003; Silliman, Ford, 
Beasman, & Evans, 1999).
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The Assessment Process

For early childhood specialists, such as SLPs and classroom teach-
ers, the goals of assessment are to (1) determine whether a child 
has a deficit in narrative discourse; (2) identify the nature and 
dimensions of the deficit; and (3) gather enough information to 
make informed and appropriate recommendations about the man-
agement of the deficit (i.e., referral for additional testing, type and 
structure of intervention). It is important to sample both story and 
expository genres because intrachild narrative differences exist, and 
different narrative forms are related to different aspects of literacy 
development (e.g., Allen et al., 1994). Ideally, multiple narratives of 
any given type should be collected (the rule of thumb is three) to 
increase the likelihood that the sample obtained reflects a fair esti-
mate of a child’s ability.

Narrative assessment necessitates administration of informal 
and criterion- referenced measures because norm- referenced and 
standardized tests are not available to evaluate this dimension of 
linguistic knowledge in young children. Fortunately, an advan-
tage of nonstandardized measures is that they can be tailored to 
the needs of individual children. Moreover, narrative samples pro-
vide an index of a child’s higher-level language functioning and are 
relatively easy to elicit from young children in everyday contexts, 
thereby serving as a valuable, early risk indicator for language and 
learning disabilities in the preschool years. Finally, narrative sam-
pling tends to be less biased than traditional measures of expressive 
language, and therefore may yield more reliable and valid informa-
tion for ELL children (Fazio et al., 1996; Muñoz, Gillam, Peña, & 
Gulley- Faehnle, 2003).

In the absence of formal, standardized tests, a framework for 
narrative evaluation is guided by the developmental literature on 
narrative acquisition in children with typical language develop-
ment. This body of literature suggests the use of several elicitation 
procedures for different narrative forms at different points in devel-
opment.

Elicitation Procedures

Different types of narratives can be elicited depending on the age or 
developmental stage of the child, the child’s verbal abilities, and the 
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goals of assessment. For young (and lower- functioning) children, 
the three most common narrative genres are scripts, personal event 
narratives, and story narratives.

Scripts, or everyday event sequences, can be solicited from pre-
school children by posing a question about a familiar activity (e.g., 
“What do you do when . . . you go to the zoo?”; “ . . . you go to a 
birthday party?”). PENs are most well suited for slightly older pre-
school children and can be gathered with prompts such as “Tell me 
what you did this summer”; “Tell me about your family.” Story nar-
ratives most often involve two main tasks: story recall and fictional 
story construction. Story recall is a highly structured task in which 
a child is asked to repeat a story to an adult. Several presentation 
formats can be used including video recorded sequences, picture 
series, wordless books, and oral story telling. A variation of a recall 
task involves asking a child to tell about a favorite TV show or other 
familiar event. Fictional stories are generally elicited in two ways: 
(1) asking a child to make up a story of his or her own; or (2) provid-
ing a story stem or prompt such as “Once upon a time, there was a 
bear who lived in the forest. . . . ” (McCabe & Rollins, 1994).

Narrative Analysis Strategies

If feasible, it is best to analyze all of the narrative samples elicited. 
McCabe and Peterson (1991) found that the narrative length was 
a gross indicator of its complexity, and therefore suggested scor-
ing the longest story. It is important to remember, however, that a 
child’s most advanced narrative might not be the longest one.

Oral stories and expositions can be examined at both the mac-
rostructure and microstructure levels. Macrostructure analyses 
involve evaluation of the overall construction of narratives and 
examine variables such as story components, number of subplots/
episodes, completeness of subplots/episodes, and number of rele-
vant pieces of information (Berman & Slobin, 1994; Paul & Smith, 
1993; Trabasso et al., 1992; Van Dongen & Westby, 1986). Various 
approaches to macrostructure analysis can be used. Regardless of 
the approach(es) selected, stage assignment for the child’s level of 
narrative development should be based on the dominant pattern 
of story organization that the child exhibited. It also is possible to 
categorize a child’s performance level as transitional/emergent; that 
is, between two different levels of story organization.
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One approach involves categorization of a story narrative into 
one of the five developmental stages based on Applebee’s (1978) 
study of 2- to 5-year-old children described earlier in this chap-
ter (i.e., heap, description, action sequence, primitive/abbreviated 
narrative, true/classic narrative). To facilitate decision making, an 
adaptation of Westby’s (1991) story structure decision- making tree 
can be helpful (see Figure 5.1). This binary decision- making tree is 
intended as a screening measure to quickly establish a general level 
of story development. The teacher or SLP reads through a story and 
then systematically asks the questions detailed in the tree.

Another approach to the assessment of story organization is 
completion of a high-point analysis, which focuses on a determina-
tion of whether the narrative has a climax and whether the climax 
is followed by a resolution (i.e., logical conclusion). A climax is a 
decisive moment or turning point in a narrative sequence. Labov 
(1972) developed the high-point analysis as a means of appraising 
PENs and anecdotes. It has been adapted for use with story narra-
tives by McCabe and Rollins (1994), whose scoring guidelines for 
preschool children consist of a series of questions and answers, as 
summarized in Figure 5.2. Answers to these questions can assist in 
the determination of overall narrative structure through an exami-
nation of the basic components of a narrative. First, the child’s dis-
course sample is assigned a narrative structure level. Then a narra-
tive profile is developed that includes specific strengths and areas 

Does the story consist of a simple listing of events in no particular order?

If Yes →•Heap

If No, Does the story have a temporally related sequence of events?

If No•→•Descriptive Sequence

If Yes, Does the story have a causally related sequence of events?

If No•→•Action Sequence

If Yes, Does the story imply goal- directed behavior?

If No•→•Primitive/Abbreviated Narrative

If Yes, Does the story contain events that are logically related to one another and 
to a central theme?

If Yes•→•True/Classic Narrative

FIGURE 5.1. Story structure decision tree. Based on Westby (1991).
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of need. This profile serves as a basis for developing intervention 
goals and strategies. For example, if the answer to the first three 
questions is “yes,” and the answer to question 4 is “no,” then the 
child’s narrative likely represents a leapfrog structure (i.e., events 
that are in no particular sequence with the omission of important 
information or with the inclusion of contradictory information). An 
example of a leapfrogging narrative is “I got hair. I got braids in my 
hair. I like them. My mom helped me and she washed them. But the 
water was hot. When I cry, she stopped. The end.”

Finally, the macrostructure of stories can be examined for inclu-
sion of story structure elements, or episodic structure. A story can 
contain one or more episodes or subplots. An episode consists of 
one or more story grammar components and can be complete or 
incomplete. An episode is considered complete if it contains a mini-
mum of three specific story components: initiating event/problem, 
attempt, and consequence. Episodes that omit one of these elements 
are considered incomplete. From a story grammar perspective, these 
elements or components represent the internal structure of classic 
narratives, called the “story schema,” and are outlined in Table 5.2. 

1. Are there two past events (actions)?

If No•→•One-Event Narrative

2. If Yes, Are there more than two past-tense events?

If No•→•Two-Event Narrative

3. If Yes, Is there a logical or causal sequence to these events?

If No•→•Miscellaneous Narrative (a narrative that cannot be categorized 
elsewhere)

4. If Yes, Are the events ordered in the same way as they must have occurred 
logically?

If No•→•Leapfrog Narrative (more than two events conveyed in random order)

5. If Yes, Is there a high point?

If No•→•Chronological Narrative (series of actions that are not causally related)

6. If Yes, Is there a resolution following the climax?

If No•→•End-at-High-Point Narrative (contains all narrative elements except for 
resolution)

If Yes•→•Classic Narrative

FIGURE 5.2. High-point scoring guidelines. Based on McCabe and Rollins 
(1994).
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A story grammar analysis also can include coding the presence and 
absence of story markers that introduce and end a story.

Microstructure analyses focus on the content aspects of nar-
ratives, examining variables such as story length and grammatical 
organization. Story length can be calculated as the total number of 
words and/or total number of propositions (usually main clauses). 
Grammatical organization involves analysis of grammatical com-
plexity and grammatical accuracy. Measures of grammatical com-
plexity include (1) mean length of utterance (MLU); (2) average 
T-unit length (main clause plus any subordinate clauses or non-
clausal units); (3) use of cohesive ties such as pronominal reference 
(pronouns that refer to another element in the discourse for its 
interpretation, e.g., he for the man; she for the woman), conjunc-
tion (logical relationships between clauses, e.g., so, but, and, next), 
and ellipsis (omission of redundant information, e.g., Q: “Have you 
been swimming?” A: “Yes, I have” [omitting “been swimming.”]); (4) 
number of different words and number of different word roots; and 
(5) clause density (average number of clauses per T-unit). Measures 
of grammatical accuracy include calculations of percent of gram-
matical T-units and percent of correctly used cohesive ties.

The combination of macrostructure and microstructure analy-
ses permits the identification of a profile of strengths and needs 
for a particular child, which then can be used for intervention pro-
gramming and planning. This information also can guide the selec-
tion of target areas for collaborative efforts with significant others 

TABLE 5.2. Story Grammar Components

Category Definition

Setting Information about character description and story context 
(social, physical, temporal)

Initiating event/
problem

Occurrence that influences character to act

Response A character’s reaction to the initiating event/problem

Plan A character’s strategy for attaining the goal

Attempt A character’s actions to attain the goal

Consequence A character’s success or failure to attain the goal

Resolution A character’s thoughts or feelings regarding the consequence

Note. Based on Stein and Glenn (1979).
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in the child’s daily environment (e.g., preschool teacher, SLP, day 
care personnel, family members). Children with narrative deficits 
present with different areas of need, and thus require different 
intervention foci. For example, one child may produce adequate 
utterance- length output but have difficulty ordering events in a logi-
cal sequence. Another child may show proficiency with simple PENs, 
but struggle to comprehend and generate story narratives. This vari-
ability is supported by research. For example, late talkers with per-
sistent language deficit show continued difficulties in story coher-
ence and cohesion with normal growth trajectories for narrative 
content and form (Paul et al., 1996; Paul & Smith, 1993). In other 
words, their stories may contain substantive and plausible informa-
tion that is encoded in relatively grammatical utterances. Yet, the 
interutterance connections are omitted, ambiguous, or incorrect. 
In contrast, expression of themes in PENs by children with specific 
language impairment (SLI) is delayed in comparison to same-age 
peers (Liles, Duffy, Merritt, & Purcell, 1995).

The Intervention/Instruction Process

Narrative discourse instruction is important for all young children, 
and particularly those at risk for or with language learning impair-
ments. The primary aim of the instruction is to maximize children’s 
receptive and expressive narrative discourse skills. Narrative devel-
opment needs to begin early in the preschool period to prepare 
children for literacy instruction and access to the educational cur-
riculum. For example, the written texts used in first grade for begin-
ning reading instruction are in the narrative discourse genre and 
contain simple, chronologically ordered events that are linked to 
one another by causal and temporal connectors. Promoting narra-
tive development, however, is not confined to young children. Older 
children, particularly those with communication impairments, may 
be functioning developmentally in the emergent literacy stage and 
require intervention aimed at establishing and solidifying early 
developing narrative comprehension and production skills.

The three-stage instructional model of Snow, Burns, and Grif-
fin (1998) is ideal for narrative intervention with young children. 
The three stages include (1) explicit instruction, during which mod-
els of correct performance are provided, elicited, and reinforced; 
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(2) guided practice, where children try out their newly learned 
behaviors with scaffolding from an adult (e.g., teacher, SLP, parent); 
and (3) independent practice, during which children work on their 
own.

Intervention Principles and Guidelines

Narrative discourse instruction and intervention are informed by 
several “best- practice” principles and guidelines. For the purposes 
of this chapter, the term “best practices” refers to our current 
knowledge base on early narrative discourse and development that 
has been garnered through a combination of experimental research 
studies and expertise of seasoned early childhood educators.

1. Implement and embed strategies in natural, authentic envi-
ronments and interactive activities, including preschool curricula. 
Young children learn best through active exploration, meaningful 
experiences, and interactive participation with materials that sus-
tain their interest. They benefit from regular opportunities to talk 
about what is read; active use of their narrative knowledge helps 
them transfer what they know to new situations. This is especially 
important for young children, who need to be engaged in experi-
ences that make narration meaningful and which build on prior 
learning (i.e., what children already know and can do). Children 
can be asked to share their own experiences with the character’s 
dilemma/problem or talk about what they would do in the protag-
onist’s situation. Role playing story lines also helps to concretize 
information gained from narrative text. Further, small peer group-
ings can be given the task of predicting what would happen next if 
the story were to continue or what would happen if the story were 
set in another climate/location.

2. Expose children to developmentally appropriate, high-
 quality literature with respect to both content and complexity. For 
example, children under the age of 5 years benefit most from simple 
linear stories that follow the activities of one main character over 
time (e.g., The Snowy Day; Keats, 1962), whereas older children can 
follow the simultaneous actions of two main characters (e.g., Two 
Good Friends; Delton, 1974). In The Snowy Day, a little boy goes 
out to play in the snow and comes home with a snowball in his 
jacket pocket. The following morning there is only a wet spot in his 
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pocket. The plot line of Two Good Friends involves two characters, 
Bear and Duck, who each do a chore for the other as a surprise.

3. Consider the emotional content of books. Children as young 
as 5 years differentiate between positive and negative emotions such 
as happiness and sadness, respectively, but cannot yet recognize the 
emotions of others, especially when the feelings are different from 
their own. They also have difficulty integrating more than one emo-
tion at a time. Many books for young children, however, do not 
explicitly state characters’ emotions, assuming that youngsters will 
recognize the emotion portrayed based on the situation or attri-
butes of the character. This assumption cannot be made for young 
children, especially those with language impairments (Westby, Mag-
gart, & Van Dongen, 1984). Rather, books should be selected that 
make emotions explicit throughout the story line (e.g., the Care 
Bear series and the Berenstain Bears series).

4. Use discourse hierarchies. This organizational approach 
involves progressing from simple to more complex genres (e.g., 
scripts →•personal narratives → fictional narratives). It also includes 
a gradual increase in the length of narratives introduced, addition 
of more actions and participants into narrative sequences, increas-
ing the displacement of narratives in time and location, and gradu-
ally introducing mental states and motivations of characters (Norris 
& Hoffman, 1990).

5. Use recounts of true, familiar events. As children become 
more comfortable with the event sequence, scaffold the youngsters 
to gradually take over parts of the narrative, and then encourage 
elaboration (e.g., include new incidents, add other characters). In 
preschool classrooms, the teacher, SLP, or other early childhood 
specialist can begin with well-known folktales or familiar stories 
from books into which variations in story line can be introduced 
gradually.

6. Introduce a variety of narrative genres, including fictional 
and informational books. Different genres stimulate conversations 
about different ideas and concepts beyond everyday experiences. 
Genres provide interesting and diverse content to talk and think 
about, increasing children’s funds of background world knowl-
edge. Moschovaki and Meadows (2005) studied shared book read-
ing between teachers and kindergarten classes and showed that 
information books (e.g., The Four Elements: Fire; Rius & Parramon, 
1992—describing features of fire and different uses of fire) elicited 
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more comments about personal experiences, whereas fiction books 
elicited more prediction responses. Further, familiar fiction books 
prompted more predictive and analytical comments than unfamil-
iar fiction books, which encouraged more labeling responses.

7. Choose books that maintain interesting language patterns, 
a sense of cadence, and rhyme and alliterative sequences. Sound 
patterns rather than words may attract and sustain children’s atten-
tion to the printed page. Suggestions include Each Peach Pear Plum 
(Ahlberg, 1979); Pass the Fritters, Critters (Chapman, 1993); Mouse 
Mess (Riley, 1997); and Noisy Nora (Wells, 1973).

8. Read aloud to children on a daily basis using shared book 
reading and/or dialogic reading. These reading strategies promote 
the development of story knowledge. It is through repeated expo-
sure to stories that children begin to internalize a framework for 
understanding and generating narrative sequences (Westby, 1991). 
Shared book reading fosters social and affective aspects of literacy, 
expands children’s understanding of story structure, and helps 
them form connections between speech and print. It also enhances 
their perception of the value of text and increases their enthusi-
asm for the narrative literate form. Dialogic reading is a specific 
form of shared book reading. Children actively participate through-
out the book- reading experience as an adult poses different types 
of questions. Evidence indicates that children’s understanding of 
story content and vocabulary increases through this interactive 
adult–child format (Morrow, 1988; Sénéchal, LeFevre, Thomas, & 
Daley, 1998; Snow, 1983; Thomas, 1985). Appropriate questions for 
younger preschool children (2–3 years) focus on individual pages 
and ask children to describe objects, events, and actions (e.g., “What 
is this?”; “What is the hen doing?”; “What color is Barney?”). For 
older preschool children (4–5 years), questions can focus on the 
narrative as a whole or the relationship between the story line and 
the child’s own experiences (e.g., “Have you ever seen a dog swim-
ming?”). Burns, Griffin, and Snow (1999) refer to these latter query 
types as “distancing questions” because these interrogatives move 
the story line to children’s own experiences, and in so doing, pro-
mote decontextualized language. Whitehurst et al. (1988) showed 
that 2- to 3-year-old children whose mothers deliberately posed 
increased numbers of open-ended and wh- questions during shared 
book reading attained higher receptive and expressive vocabulary 
scores at the end of a 4-week intervention than the children whose 
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mothers read in their typical fashion. Some of the differences were 
maintained at follow-up testing 9 months later. Many other stud-
ies (e.g., Fivush, 1991; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993) have shown 
similar results. Parents who asked more questions and prompted 
for contextualizing information (i.e., where and when events took 
place) had children who produced more complex narratives.

9. Embed vocabulary instruction in narrative activities. The 
narrative context provides natural opportunities to introduce new 
vocabulary words and strengthen familiar lexical items (e.g., Akhtar, 
Jipson, & Callanan, 2001; Hart & Risley, 1995, 1999; Tabors, Beals, 
& Weizman, 2001; Whitehurst et al., 1994). For example, a book 
about airplanes can be used to introduce less familiar synonyms 
(e.g., jet, 747) as well as serve as a basis for discussion about other 
things that fly but are not categorized as airplanes. This strategy 
can be particularly beneficial for young children who have difficulty 
learning new words and retaining the meaning of newly learned 
words. (See Vander Woude, van Kleeck, & Vander Veen, Chapter 2, 
this volume, on book sharing and the development of meaning.)

10. Select books with well- developed plot structures. Such 
books have logical event sequences that culminate in a clear resolu-
tion (e.g., Frog, Where Are You?; Mayer, 1969). This type of literature 
can be used to introduce and reinforce the traditional concept of 
“story”; that is, a story has beginning, middle, and end portions with 
logically connected event sequences.

11. Use predictable pattern books. The repetitive themes in 
these stories foster both comprehension and apprehension skills. 
Comprehension involves understanding what you have just heard; 
apprehension entails predicting what’s coming next (e.g., Polar 
Bear, Polar Bear; Martin & Carle, 1991; If You Give a Mouse a 
Cookie; Numeroff, 1985).

12. Direct children’s attention to the printed word rather than 
just pictures. This strategy supports the connection between spo-
ken words and print forms. Introduce and reinforce book conven-
tions including title, author, and left-to-right, top-to- bottom, and 
front-to-back orientations.

13. Engage in storytelling in addition to story reading. Story-
telling brings children into the act of story making, thereby permit-
ting the creation of stories with children, not just for or to children 
(Trousdale, 1990). Through reading, children learn about story 
structure; through storytelling, children learn to actively manipu-
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late and control these structures. This cooperative enterprise helps 
children learn what a story is “from the inside out.”

14. Engage in repeated readings/tellings of the same book/sto-
ries rather than single readings of different books. This rereading 
strategy increases participation, language output, and quality of 
contribution (Eller, Pappas, & Brown, 1998; Morrow, 1988; National 
Reading Panel, 2000; Pappas, 1991; Sénéchal et al., 1998; Teale & 
Sulzby, 1987).

15. Choose the appropriate reading style. Different styles are 
more conducive to different language levels. For example, children 
with strong receptive vocabularies benefit from a higher demanding 
“performance- oriented” style, in which the reader provides plentiful 
commentary before and after an uninterrupted story reading. Chil-
dren with sparser receptive vocabularies profit from a “describer 
style,” a less demanding mode that involves labeling and describ-
ing pictures during book sharing. The alignment of reading style 
with linguistic/cognitive level conforms to a fundamental tenet of 
effective instruction: scaffolding. Based on Vygotsky’s (1986) zone 
of proximal development, interventions should be designed to 
advance a child’s knowledge one step beyond his or her current 
level of functioning.

16. Use a variety of scaffolding techniques to provide chil-
dren with predictable verbal and nonverbal narrative language 
and instructional feedback. Two specific examples are PEER and 
CROWD.

PEER is based on Ninio and Bruner’s (1978) storybook reading 
routine and involves the following sequence of activities:

P = Parent/adult initiates exchange about book
E = Evaluates child’s response
E = Expands child’s response
R = Repeats initial question to check comprehension

Example

Parent initiates = “What is Mrs. Bear doing?” (standing on 
her toes)

Evaluate and Expand = “Yes, she is standing on her toes, 
and picking apples.”

Repeat initial question = “What is Mrs. Bear doing? Do you 
remember?”
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CROWD (Burns et al., 1999) consists of five types of questions 
or prompts that occur during book reading, each serving a different 
function:

C = Completion questions: focus on linguistic structure
R = Recall questions: focus on story content
O = Open-ended questions: focus on increasing amount of 

talk about book
W = Wh- questions: focus on teaching new vocabulary
D = Distancing questions: focus on linking book events to 

child’s own experiences

Example

Completion = When Choco talked with Penguin, he cried. 
“You have (wings) just like me!” Child completes by say-
ing, “wings.”

Recall = “Do you remember how this book ended?”
Open Ended = “What is happening on this page?”
Wh = “What is a search”?
Distancing = “Does everyone in your family look the 

same?”
Wh- and open-ended questions are most appropriate with 

children who are from 2 to 3 years of age or function-
ing at this level developmentally, whereas the remaining 
three types are best suited for older preschool children 
(between 4 and 5 years of age).

17. Provide specific suggestions to parents and other family 
members. Sharing information with parents and caregivers can 
 reinforce adult–child interactions and offer school-based profes-
sionals opportunities to scaffold these interactions. Examples 
include:

Encouraging children to recount experiences at school, ••
playgroup, or day care
Rereading favorite stories••
Providing daily reading experiences••
Reading a variety of different book genres, including pre-••
dictable pattern books, folktales, and nursery rhymes
Engaging children in conversation and showing interest in ••
what they say
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Elaborating on children’s comments with descriptive and ••
explanatory language
Using a dialogic book- reading strategy••
Encouraging children to draw or recount a familiar story••
Demonstrating and reinforcing book conventions (e.g., ••
left-to-right and top-to- bottom orientation)
Talking about a child’s favorite book or recent excursion ••
activity during mealtime conversations
Taking regular trips to library and community center story ••
hours

Case Study

The following case study provides an illustration of how the infor-
mation presented in this chapter on narrative development, assess-
ment, and intervention can be applied in real-world educational 
settings. It emphasizes the importance and value of meaningful col-
laboration among early childhood professionals (e.g., general edu-
cation teachers, special education teachers, and SLPs) in the design 
and implementation of instructional goals and strategies that are 
integrated into educational curricula.

Steven is a 4-year-old child who attends a Head Start program. 
The preschool curriculum contains specific learning objectives that 
are designed to promote various aspects of emergent literacy includ-
ing narrative knowledge. For example, classroom activities encour-
age understanding the basic structure of stories, vocabulary devel-
opment, appreciation of the functions and conventions of print, 
and “writing” stories and personal event narratives using invented 
spelling. Steven has not been formally identified with a language 
impairment, but the Head Start teacher is concerned about Steven’s 
progress for a number of reasons. First, he demonstrates difficulty 
learning and retaining new vocabulary. For example, Steven does 
not remember word meanings contained in storybooks even after 
repeated readings of the same book during story time across sev-
eral days. Second, while he recalls the events of a simple story or 
personal event narrative, he does not maintain the sequential order 
of the event sequences. Third, Steven does not exhibit the ability 
to convey a personal narrative when, for example, he is asked to 
describe a familiar event that he has experienced. Finally, Steven 
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demonstrates difficulties in other areas of emergent literacy, includ-
ing phonological awareness and letter-name knowledge.

Based on Steven’s profile, the classroom teacher consulted with 
the SLP, and they decided to develop and implement a collaborative 
model to enhance the narrative discourse skills of Steven as well 
as his classmates. They selected a demonstration lesson, in which 
one professional teaches a lesson or lessons to target specific learn-
ing objectives, while the other professional initially observes and 
gradually assumes responsibility for lesson implementation. Like 
other evidence-based professional partnership models, demonstra-
tion lessons emphasize the critical role that early childhood pro-
fessionals play in the education of young children (Roth & Troia, 
2006).

Demonstration Lesson

The SLP and the teacher talked about the importance of narrative 
knowledge to emergent literacy development. The SLP offered to 
model a classroom lesson that targeted enhancing knowledge of the 
story form and development of expressive and receptive vocabulary. 
Dialogic reading, an interactive style of shared book reading, was 
selected as the instructional approach because it seemed an ideal 
instructional strategy for the classroom context. The SLP and the 
teacher agreed that, as an interactive model of storybook reading, 
dialogic reading provides natural opportunities to embed vocabu-
lary teaching into an authentic reading experience. It also builds 
and reinforces children’s knowledge of story structure, and may 
help Steven and his classmates to gradually internalize a framework 
for understanding and generating narrative sequences.

With the teacher’s guidance, the SLP selected a book from the 
existing curriculum corresponding to a thematic unit and read the 
book with expression. Using this book, the SLP explicitly identified 
the main elements of the story, emphasizing the initiating event, the 
action, and the resolution. Another book was then selected with the 
same theme, and the dialogic reading technique of CROWD was 
implemented, in which the SLP asked five different kinds of instruc-
tional questions and prompts throughout the book reading. While 
reading the book, the clinician solicited information from the stu-
dents and provided feedback about their responses to the questions 
posed in CROWD.
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The SLP began with wh- and open-ended questions, as these 
are easier for young children and tend to engage them more readily. 
After finishing the story, the children were prompted to recap the 
main events of the book and were asked to identify the beginning 
(i.e., initiating event), middle (i.e., action sequence), and ending 
(i.e., resolution) parts of the story. To facilitate the children’s recall, 
the SLP introduced the “Dinastory,” a visual scaffold of a large dino-
saur with three clearly demarcated parts, each representing a por-
tion of the story. The SLP explained that the dinosaur’s head is on 
top because it signifies the beginning of the story; the body is the 
biggest part because the middle is the largest part of a story; and 
the tail tapers off to indicate that a story needs an ending. The SLP 
deliberately selected Steven to respond to some of the questions 
and to contribute to the story recap. The SLP then reread the book, 
as repeated readings have been shown to increase children’s degree 
of participation, amount of verbal output, and linguistic sophistica-
tion of their contributions (Teale & Sulzby, 1987).

New vocabulary words were taught as they were encountered 
within the context of the story line. The SLP identified the new words 
(e.g., “What is roaring?”) and provided simple definitions for each 
word. Short descriptions and synonyms were presented to scaffold 
and strengthen vocabulary knowledge (e.g., “He built a cocoon—
a warm comfy blanket”). The SLP focused on teaching both com-
mon words (e.g., roaring) and rare words (e.g., cocoon) because 
exposure to both kinds of words is associated with increased vocab-
ulary size even in young children (Tabors et al., 2001). The class 
then engaged in constructing a semantic map for the target word 
lion that involved three sequential activities: brainstorming a list 
of words from the story; categorizing the words into groups (i.e., 
actions, foods, colors, body parts) using pictures; and then draw-
ing lines to connect each category with the center node (i.e., lion). 
Steven and a more accomplished peer worked together to complete 
their own version of the semantic map with feedback from the SLP 
and the teacher. This helped provide a visual representation of the 
thematic vocabulary and their relationships and highlighted the 
semantic categorical organization of these words. After the SLP had 
modeled the dialogic storybook reading technique on several occa-
sions, the teacher implemented the techniques on days when the 
SLP was not scheduled in the classroom, first with the same book 
and then with new books.
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The SLP and the teacher consulted on a regular basis to moni-
tor Steven’s progress. Steven gradually began to participate more 
fully and spontaneously in the shared book- reading activities and 
began to use some of the new vocabulary in sociodramatic play situ-
ations during center time.

The intent of this case study was to highlight the importance 
of narrative discourse to the acquisition of language and emergent 
literacy and how narrative discourse difficulties may manifest them-
selves in the preschool years. It also focused on specific ways that 
early childhood professionals can work in tandem to help young chil-
dren develop the language skills necessary to gird their narrative dis-
course abilities in natural contextualized learning environments.

Summary

Oral narrative discourse is an aspect of language that has its devel-
opmental onset during the preschool years and constitutes a chief 
component of emergent literacy. This chapter described story and 
expository discourse acquisition in typical language learners and 
those at risk for or with identified language impairments. A cen-
tral theme of this chapter was the relationship between oral nar-
rative development and other emergent literacy factors that affect 
language and literacy acquisitions and outcomes. Several key points 
were underscored:

1. All professionals working with young children must be 
knowledgeable about the developmental connections 
between narration, other language skills, literacy, and asso-
ciated risk factors.

2. Preschool experiences must include developmentally sensi-
tive and systematic instructional opportunities for children 
to learn and practice narrative discourse forms.

3. The early identification of children who require additional 
supports and/or intervention is critical to ensure appropri-
ate referral for assessment and timely provision of needed 
intervention/instructional services.

To this end, the concluding section addressed “best- practice” 
approaches to narrative prevention, assessment, and intervention, 
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as well as the variety of roles that early childhood professionals play 
in the effective and successful implementation of these clinical pro-
cesses.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Given that conversation and narrative are both forms of discourse, 
why is narration considered a more difficult discourse form for 
young children to learn?

2. How would a child’s semantic and syntactic difficulties reflect 
themselves in a narrative discourse task such as storytelling?

3. Why is early oral narrative development thought to be important 
for the acquisition of literacy skills?

4. What factors require consideration by an SLP in the assessment 
of narrative discourse of a child whose dominant language is not 
English?

ExErcisEs

1. Identify the types of narrative samples and the microstructure and 
macrostructure features that an early childhood professional (e.g., SLP) 
may want to obtain and analyze in the evaluation of a 4-year-old child’s 
narrative discourse skills.

2. Design two developmentally appropriate learning objectives for a 3½-year-
old child with a language impairment that would focus on the overall goal 
of improved oral narrative discourse skills. Describe the factors that went 
into making your decision.

3. Hypothetical situation: You are an SPL or other early childhood 
professional working in an elementary school that has an all-day 
preschool program. Ms. Smith, the principal, is dissatisfied with the 
“story-time” component of the curriculum for both the preschool and 
kindergarten levels. She has asked you to review it and make suggestions 
for improving it. What would you look for in this review?
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C h a P T E r  S i x

Multiculturalism, Language, 
and Emergent Literacy

doloRes e. battle

L iteracy is a right for all Americans, including the typically develop-
ing, people living in urban/rural communities, individuals who are 
gifted and those with developmental delays, persons with severe 
disabilities, and the socioeconomically and culturally/linguistically 
diverse. Environmental factors, such as parenting, family income 
level, and the education of the mother play an important role in the 
development of literacy for all children. These factors often over-
shadow and challenge traditional literacy learning objectives, includ-
ing literacy socialization, vocabulary development, and phonologi-
cal awareness. For culturally and linguistically diverse children, 
other factors confound the process of learning to read and write 
(Rickford, 1999) beyond what is explainable by socioeconomic and 
racial/ethnic issues. Geneticists and neurobiologists are also raising 
questions about the role of genetics in the development of literacy, 
particularly as answers are sought to explain the process of emer-
gent literacy among culturally and linguistically diverse children. 
This chapter explores the relationship between emergent literacy 
and cultural and linguistic diversity. It attempts to answer several 
questions, such as What roles do culture and language play in the 
development of literacy? What are the major sources of variation in 
children’s exposure to social, intellectual, and material resources 
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that are directly related to emergent literacy and language develop-
ment? How important are genetics in the development of literacy? 
What are the appropriate assessment and intervention programs for 
culturally and linguistically diverse children?

There are a number of children in America who have difficulty 
learning to read. This chapter shows that children from low- income 
homes perform less well in the development of literacy than those 
from middle- and upper- income households. In the United States, 
there is a disproportionate representation of persons from certain 
racial and ethnic minority groups in low- income households. There-
fore, it is easy to conclude that there is a higher degree of difficulty 
in learning to read among those from racial and ethnic minority 
groups. However, most research does not disaggregate the factors 
that contribute to literacy development, particularly among racial 
and ethnic minority groups. This chapter also seeks to separate lan-
guage, literacy, race, and culture in the attempt to reach an under-
standing of the relative impact of each factor on emergent literacy.

In any discussion of emergent literacy, language, and culture 
it is important to ensure that the characteristics of the child are 
considered. Emergent literacy in culturally and linguistically diverse 
children must also consider that the children have speech, language, 
and hearing abilities within the normal range. Speech, language, 
or hearing impairment will most likely increase the complexity of 
emergent literacy related to cultural and linguistic diversity. Thus, it 
is important to ensure that the children with cultural and linguistic 
diversity be articulate and competent in the language of their home 
and community. The discussion of emergent literacy in culturally 
and linguistically diverse children in this chapter continues with 
this general assumption.

Defining Culture

What is culture? “Culture is a framework that guides and bounds 
life practices” (Lynch & Hanson, 2004, p. 4). It is a combination of 
knowledge, experiences, values, beliefs, and attitudes that affects 
the behaviors of individuals in social contexts. Culture is an orga-
nizing construct, not a prescription for categorizing people, indi-
viduals, or groups. Just as all families, children, and individuals are 
unique, no classification of ethnic, racial, or language descriptors 
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can fully define or describe individuals. An understanding of cul-
tural and linguistic differences should enhance our understanding 
of individuals rather than form or reinforce stereotypes of groups 
identified by race and ethnicity.

One’s culture is continually evolving as it is influenced by new 
information, new experiences, and new interactions. Children are 
socialized or taught within a social context such that particular acts 
have particular meaning and certain behaviors are appropriate and 
others are not. These behaviors are governed by many factors includ-
ing, but not limited to, socioeconomic status, gender, age, length 
of residence in a community, acculturation, assimilation, languages 
spoken, and education of the family members, especially that of the 
mother. Culture influences how parents rear their children; what 
parents understand about their role in the education and develop-
ment of their children; and how their children present themselves, 
understand the world, and interpret experiences. Culture affects 
people’s shared understandings about what children need to know, 
how they learn, and how best to teach them. It is the prism through 
which all experiences are filtered. It affects the experiences through 
which children’s earliest knowledge about literacy and numbers are 
acquired.

Connecting Culture and Emergent Literacy

Emergent literacy is a social practice that is closely related to social 
constructs including variables such as the family’s socioeconomic 
status, social and political relations, beliefs, and relationships to the 
environment (Delgado- Gaitan, 1990, 1994). Important variables in 
emergent literacy are the cultural values related to education and 
literacy. The cultural values of a family will influence family literacy 
practices, such as the types of reading material found in the home, 
the emphasis placed on the importance of reading, and the types 
of reading activities. Family literacy practices, in turn, are related 
to income level and the education of the parents, especially the 
mother. It is important to look at parenting behaviors to understand 
the ways that they impact the literacy development of culturally and 
linguistically diverse children.

It is also important then to define the meaning of “family” as 
it is used in this chapter. The “family” includes any form of what 
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naturally occurs in the child’s home, whether it be one generation, 
multiple generational, or intergenerational, and includes whomever 
provides “parenting” in the home without concern for the biology, 
except in the discussion of the influence of genetics on emergent 
literacy.

Parenting and the Development of Literacy

Parents’ attitudes and beliefs about early learning have an effect on 
their children’s literacy development. Literacy and numeracy inter-
actions in the home directly reflect parents’ views about how chil-
dren learn to read, write, use numbers, and acquire other compe-
tencies. Parents have “theories” about their role in the development 
of literacy and learning before children enter school. Their beliefs 
manifest themselves in their behavior at home and the expectations 
of teachers. The nature and extent of parent–child interactions that 
support learning and literacy and social conventions affect the ways 
knowledge and skills pertinent to early learning are communicated 
among and used by family members. If parents believe that literacy 
development is a school activity, they may not engage in emergent 
literacy activities with their preschool children. If they believe that 
it is their role to prepare the children for school, they may provide 
emergent literacy activities for the children at an early age.

Parenting encompasses a host of activities used in rearing chil-
dren. The Home Observation Measurement Environment (HOME) 
Inventory (Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Cabrera, 2004) includes several 
items that focus on the foundation of literacy in the home environ-
ment. The HOME inventory includes seven categories of parenting 
behavior: (1) nurturing or expressing love, affection, and care; (2) 
disciplining or responding to inappropriate behavior; (3) teaching or 
conveying information or skills to the child; (4) teaching language; 
(5) providing literacy materials; (6) monitoring development; and 
(7) managing home-life activities. Of these categories, teaching lan-
guage, providing literacy materials, monitoring development, and 
managing home-life activities have been shown to have the greatest 
impact on literacy.

The teaching language section of the HOME inventory focuses 
on the availability of books for children in the home; whether the 
family buys and reads the newspaper and whether the child has two 
or more books of his or her own. The providing literacy materials 
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section focuses on whether there are materials other than books 
in the home that are indicative of literacy, including educational 
toys and other resources for learning numbers, the alphabet, and 
learning to draw, as well as other materials that are cognitively and 
linguistically stimulating. The monitoring development section 
focuses on whether the parents engage in activities that enhance the 
child’s development, such as providing language- enriching activi-
ties (e.g., trips to the zoo and involvement in play groups or library 
reading groups). The managing home-life activities section of the 
inventory refers to the rhythm of the household, including bedtime 
routines with story reading, family mealtime, and the importance of 
television as family entertainment. The underlying premise is that 
children who are exposed to more books, reading, and educational 
materials at home, and whose parents engage them in educational 
activities, are likely to spend more time being read to by their par-
ents than children who do not have these advantages.

A recent longitudinal study using the HOME inventory showed 
that after controlling for maternal education, maternal reading skills, 
and the child’s gender, the HOME global measure of the home envi-
ronment was the most consistent predictor of children’s language 
and literacy skills (Roberts, Jurgens, & Burchinal, 2005). The HOME 
inventory predicted receptive vocabulary at 3 years of age and at 
entry to kindergarten, and receptive and expressive language at 4 
years of age and at entry to kindergarten. It also predicted early 
literacy skills at 4 years of age and at entry to kindergarten. The 
HOME global measure of overall responsiveness and support in the 
home environment contributed over and above the specific literacy 
practices in predicting children’s early language and literacy skills. 
These results underscore the importance of considering the educa-
tion of the mother and the general home environment in any study 
of emergent literacy.

Language and Culture

Just as children learn language within the culture of the home and 
family, the development of literacy is formed in a full array of cog-
nitive, social, cultural, institutional, and historical contexts within 
the home (Gee, 2001). People from different cultures adopt differ-
ent perspectives of “literacy” with different purposes and functions. 
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Thus, culture and ethnicity can be expected to influence literacy 
development.

Although there is much research on the importance of vari-
ous factors in the development of literacy, it is not known whether 
the behaviors are causal or the result of other interacting variables. 
What can be safely said is that at least four factors influence liter-
acy development, none of which can be isolated from the others 
regardless of cultural and linguistic differences. These factors are: 
(1) family social, educational, and economic conditions; (2) genetic 
similarities between parent and child; (3) child characteristics; and 
(4) other immeasurable characteristics.

Socioeconomics and Emergent Literacy

The culture of the home and family are of critical importance in 
the way a child develops literacy. Culture is the foundation for the 
skills, attitudes, and behaviors that the child brings to the task of 
learning to read and write. The family influences the development 
of language and literacy through a complex interaction of social, 
economic, and political forces within their community (García & 
Beltran, 2001). Children bring an individualized inventory of cul-
tural and linguistic experiences from home to school for reading 
and writing instruction. Their experiences are continually embel-
lished as they develop through the school years. Family support 
for literacy, especially opportunities for book reading and letter 
knowledge, is a predictor of later success in reading comprehension 
(Craig, Connor, & Washington, 2003).

Socioeconomic Effects on Emergent Literacy

Most studies of the development of literacy have focused on literacy 
development in White families that provided numerous opportuni-
ties for children to be exposed to reading materials (Westby, 1994). 
The works of Heath (1983) and Anderson- Yockel and Haynes (1994) 
underscore the differences in the importance of reading and writing 
in culturally different families. Heath’s (1983) study of early literacy 
in the Piedmont Carolinas was among the earliest studies of the 
effects of cultural differences and income level on literacy develop-
ment. Heath (1983) used a sample of Black families from Trackton 
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and White families from Readville in the Piedmont Carolinas, includ-
ing 13 high- income White professional families, 23 middle- income 
White working-class families, and six low- income African American 
families. The low- income families had fewer books to read, read 
less often to their children, placed less emphasis on literacy- related 
activities, and used a different style of interacting with their children 
during book- reading activities than the other families. According to 
Heath (1983), sociocultural practices are intractably intertwined 
with “ways” of talking, thinking, believing, knowing, acting, inter-
acting, valuing, and feeling. These practices apply to both oral and 
printed words because the understanding and use of words and 
print are developed in and governed by their use in a sociocultural 
context.

Hart and Risley (1995) reported differences in literacy and book-
 reading practices in low- and middle- income families. They found 
that children in middle- income homes had 1,000 to 1,700 hours of 
one-on-one book reading at home prior to entering school, whereas 
children from low- income families had fewer than 25 hours of book 
reading, and often there were few books in the home other than the 
telephone book and a few magazines. There was also a significant 
difference by family income level in the vocabulary and amount of 
language directed at the children by their parents. In low- income 
families, parents directed an average of 616 words to their chil-
dren ages birth to 3 years compared to an average of 1,251 words 
that parents of middle- income families directed to their children, 
a number that was nearly doubled in upper- income professional 
families, where parents directed an average of 2,153 words to their 
children. The trend continued in the preschool years, where par-
ents in low- income families directed only an average of 1,840 words 
toward their children per hour and parents in middle- income fami-
lies directed an average of more than 2,383 words per hour toward 
their children.

Coley (2002) reported similar results in a longitudinal study of 
family literacy practices for children entering kindergarten. In the 
study, 46% of all of the parents reported that they read to their chil-
dren every day; however, there was a significant difference in the 
frequency of reading by the parents based on income level. Whereas 
63% of parents from high income levels reported that they read to 
their children every day, only 36% of parents with low income levels 
reported reading to their children every day. Denton, Hasbrouck, 
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Weaver, and Riccio (2000) followed children through the second 
grade and found that children from upper- income levels who were 
read to at least three times a week by a family member were almost 
twice as likely to score in the top 25% of their class in reading as 
children from lower- income families who were read to fewer than 
three times a week. These patterns are consistent with other stud-
ies. For example, Lonigan et al. (1999) found that preschool chil-
dren from middle- income households had significantly higher levels 
of skills across all print awareness tasks than children from low-
 income households.

Questionable Socioeconomic Effects on Emergent Literacy

The available research does not clearly support the notion that dif-
ferences in literacy readiness are dependent on family income; in 
fact, not all low- income children show low achievement in emergent 
literacy. The Abecedarian Project in Piedmont, North Carolina (Fea-
gans & Haskins, 1986; Vernon- Feagans, Emanuel, & Blood, 1997) 
replicated the work of Heath (1983) and found that low- income 
rural African American children had excellent oral language, includ-
ing vocabulary and narrative skills, compared to middle-class White 
children. African American kindergarten males were more profi-
cient at telling stories, had more words, and had better storytelling 
skills than White males or Black females. However, their storytell-
ing scores were not related to school literacy and achievement and 
the skills did not transfer to the classroom. Others (e.g., Pelligrini, 
Perlmutter, Galda, & Brody, 1990) reported that when low- income 
mothers of children enrolled in a Head Start program used strat-
egies similar to those of middle-class mothers during joint book 
reading, there was little difference in the achievement of the low-
 income children. (Roth, Chapter 5, this volume, also addresses cul-
tural influences on narrative development.)

Walter (1994) observed a group of Native American preschool 
children in a Head Start program on a reservation for over a year. He 
observed that there were three levels of literacy engagement among 
the children. Twenty-two percent of the children had high literacy 
engagement, as evidenced by their attempts to read and their ability 
to tell and retell stories. Thirty-nine percent of the children showed 
little literacy engagement, as evidenced by their lack of interest in 
or ability to tell and retell stories. The remaining 39% comprised a 
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mild- literacy engagement group that fell between the low- and high-
 literacy engagement groups. Although it was assumed that the chil-
dren were homogeneous because they were all from the same tribe 
and lived on the same reservation, their home literacy experiences 
prepared them differently for the literacy expectations of school.

Explaining the Gap in Emergent Literacy Preparation

Although there are differences in the influence that the preschool 
classroom can have on the development of literacy among children 
from low- income homes, it is more often that the quality of the pre-
school program is also impacted by social and economic factors in 
the community. Children in low- income communities have fewer 
independent experiences with books than children from middle-
 income communities (Marvin & Miranda, 1993). The libraries have 
fewer resources to supplement the availability of literacy materials 
in the homes, and families may not have the ability to access the 
libraries. Schools in poorer neighborhoods may have more disci-
pline problems, lower academic expectations, fewer instances of 
positive reinforcement, fewer resources in the classroom, and fewer 
opportunities to explore the world beyond the immediate commu-
nity through field trips to zoos and museums, and fewer opportuni-
ties for other enriching activities.

Long-term poverty has a lasting effect on families, even after 
the parents have entered the middle class. Ladson- Billings (1999) 
reported for first- generation college- educated parents, the roots of 
their academic and economic success may not be as firmly estab-
lished in their families as in families where education has a long er 
tradition. Because these parents may not have been socialized to 
support literacy activities in their own lives, they may limit the expo-
sure to literacy activities and experiences for their children.

Despite the abundance of evidence that shows a relationship 
between family income and academic achievement in reading, there 
is limited evidence to show that the relationship is causal. A lon-
gitudinal study compared the achievement of children in families 
whose average income fell below the poverty level when the chil-
dren were between birth and age 5 years with that of children in 
families whose average income stayed above the poverty level for 
the 5-year period (Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & 
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Klebanov, 1997). Control variables included the mother’s educa-
tion level, the child’s birth weight, and family structure. The income 
level of the family accounted for only 0.30 standard deviation of the 
gap in achievement between the two groups of children. Fryer and 
Levitt (2004) reported that investigations of several socioeconomic 
status measures indicate that socioeconomic status can account for 
no more than half a standard deviation in Black–White achievement 
scores regardless of the assessments used or the population tested.

Parents from low- income families want their children to suc-
ceed in school and will respond to direction and guidance on how 
to improve literacy and preparation for reading by their young chil-
dren when given the opportunity and resources. Morrow and Young 
(1997) focused on improving literacy achievement (reading and 
writing) by involving inner-city parents in a year-long family literacy 
program. The parents in the program valued literacy and expected 
achievement in their children. By involving the parents in the liter-
acy program, the achievement level of their children increased. The 
teachers in the program had not previously realized how important 
parent involvement in the program was in working toward literacy 
development of children.

Race/Ethnicity and Literacy Practices

There is considerable data to support the notion that children from 
racial minority groups perform less well in reading when compared 
to majority groups. Much of the research has focused on the differ-
ences between African American children from low- income families 
and White children from middle-class families in emergent literacy 
in the preschool years (Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999; Byrd & Weitz-
man, 1994; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Patterson, 1997). There has been 
no research on the relationship between ethnicity and race as disag-
gregated from socioeconomic factors such as income level and the 
factors previously discussed. There is a relationship between income 
level and reading achievement. There is also a relationship between 
income level and racial/ethnic diversity. These relationships do not 
mean, however, that there is a direct relationship between race/eth-
nicity and literacy levels. All reports of low achievement of racial/
ethnic groups must be considered with these facts in mind.
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Race/Ethnicity, Poverty, and Reading

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2006), families with low 
incomes or living below the poverty level are more likely to be from 
racial/ethnic minority groups. While only 8.0% of White families live 
below the poverty level, 22.1% of African American families, 19.7% 
of Hispanic families of any race, and 9.0% of Asian American fami-
lies live below the poverty level. Although race and ethnicity appear 
to be related to income level, most research does not separate the 
data; that is, when the report speaks of African Americans, infor-
mation on interactions of family income levels with other cultural 
variables usually is not provided.

The report from the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES; 1999) on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(Lee, Grigg, & Donahue, 2007) provides average scores and achieve-
ment levels for children in grades 4 and 8 on reading assessment. 
According to the report, children from racial/ethnic minority fami-
lies have lower scores on the assessment than children from non-
minority families. The report also gives the achievement in reading 
for children who are eligible for free and reduced lunch according 
to the standards established by the National School Lunch Program 
(2004), which is based on family income level. As shown in Table 
6.1, White children showed greater achievement in reading at grade 
4 than Black, Hispanic, or Native American/Alaskan Native children. 
The report indicates that when the data are analyzed by race, all 
children made significant gains in reading over their achievement 

TABLE 6.1. Average Scale Scores and Achievement Levels in NAEP Reading 
for Fourth-Grade Public School Students, by Race/Ethnicity: 2007

National 
average 
score

% at or 
below 
basic

% at or 
above 
basic

% at or 
above 

proficient
% 

advanced

White 230 23 77 42 10

Black 203 54 46 14 2

Hispanic 204 51 49 17 3

Asian/Pacific 
Islander

231 24 76 45 14

Native American/
Alaskan Native

206 49 51 20 4

Note. Data from Lee, Grigg, and Donahue (2007, Table A-9).
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in 2005. However, children who were eligible for free or reduced 
lunch made no measurable gain since 2005, regardless of their 
ethnic group. As shown in Table 6.2, children eligible for free or 
reduced lunch achieved at a level below the national average with 
nearly 50% scoring at or below the basic level established for chil-
dren in grade 4. The data in Tables 6.1 and 6.2 show that although 
the reading scores of racial/ethnic minority children improved from 
2005, the reading scores of Hispanic and African American children 
consistently fall behind that of European American children. Chil-
dren from Asian families consistently achieve at higher levels than 
their European American peers.

Home Literacy Experiences in Ethnic- Minority Families

Results from the School Readiness Survey of the National House-
hold Education Survey Program (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 1999) reported on family involvement in home literacy 
activities between 1993 and 1999. Family members were asked to 
report whether they read to their children three or more times in a 
week, told them a story, taught them letters or numbers, or visited a 
library with them within the last month. There was little difference 
in the family reports. The percentages ranged from 39% for White 
families to 30% and 31% of the Hispanic and Black families, respec-
tively. Different results were obtained, however, when children’s 
actual school- readiness skills were assessed. School- readiness skills 
involving the ability to recognize all letters, count to 20 or higher, 

TABLE 6.2. Average Scale Score and Achievement Level Results in NAEP 
Reading for Fourth-Grade Public School Students by Eligibility for Free/
Reduced School Lunch: 2007

National 
average 
score

% at or 
below 
basic

% at or 
above 
basic

% at or 
above 

proficient
% 

advanced

Eligible for free/
reduced school 
lunch

205 50 50 17 2

Not eligible for 
free/reduced 
school lunch

232 21 79 44 12

Note. Data from Lee, Grigg, and Donahue (2007, Table A-11).
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write one’s name, and read or pretend to read storybooks were 
tracked for children between the ages of 3 to 5 years. At least 43% 
of the White children, 35% of the Black children, and 22% of the 
Hispanic children had at least three of the four skills.

Similar findings were reported by Hammer, Miccio, and Wag-
staff (2003) in a study of the availability of reading materials in low-
 income Hispanic families, who often are learning English and may 
have a low level of education even in their home language. Low-
 income Hispanic families had fewer types of reading materials and 
fewer books in the home. They also read less frequently to their 
children than did the parents in the White families. In 46% of the 
low- income Hispanic families, parents read to their children every 
day, whereas parents in 64% of the White families read to their chil-
dren every day. The Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family 
Statistics (2005) also reported that in contrast to the middle- income 
families, the low- income Hispanic families did not press their chil-
dren for achievement by taking children to the library or teaching 
colors, shapes, letter sounds, and numbers. They spent less time 
helping their children with homework and believed that children 
should not be given an opportunity to write, “scribble,” or talk about 
books. Many believed their efforts to encourage young children to 
read or write before they entered school were inappropriate and 
could interfere with school learning. Families kept books outside 
the reach of children until they were 3 to 5 years of age, believing 
that children could not understand storybook content until age 5 
years (Madding, 2002; Reese & Gallimore, 2000). According to Kar-
rass, VanDeventer, and Braungart- Ricker (2003), while 67% of mid-
dle-class families report sharing books with infants under the age 
of 12 months, only 22% of Hispanic parents report sharing books 
with children under 12 months of age. As a result, there are reports 
that 60–70% of low- income children cannot recognize letter names 
at kindergarten entry (Goldenberg, 1989).

Turning to the effects of recent immigration, Auerbach’s (1995) 
review of family literacy refutes statements that poor, minority, and 
immigrant families do not value or support literacy development. 
Many low- income new immigrant families see literacy and school-
ing as the key to changing their lives and preventing their children 
from having the difficulties they had. According to Auerbach (1995), 
Southeast Asian families view school rather than home as having a 
greater influence on student attitudes and abilities in literacy. His-
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panic families also are very trusting of schools to educate and work 
in the best interest of their children. Similarly, African American, 
Asian American, and Native American parents desire a quality edu-
cation for their children.

Literacy and Language Differences

If reading is a function of language, then it can be assumed that 
variation in language can play a role in the ability of children to read 
(Silliman, Bahr, Wilkinson, & Turner, 2002). The process of reading 
shares phonological, lexical, and morphological knowledge with 
oral language. Language dialects of English such as Black English 
(BE) or African American English (AAE) differ in phonological, mor-
phological, lexical, and syntactic variables from Standard American 
English (SAE). However, the degree to which variations in language 
and dialect contribute to beginning reading and spelling has not 
been systematically explored.

African American Children and Literacy

The gap between the performances of African American children 
and White children (see Tables 6.1 and 6.2) is evident at entry to 
school and widens through grade 12 (Phillips, Crouse, & Ralph, 
1998). Numerous reports show that African American students also 
perform significantly lower than White students in vocabulary, writ-
ing, science, math, and geography (e.g., Donahue, Voelkl, Campbell, 
& Mazzeo, 2001). There have been numerous attempts to explain 
this disparity, some of which related the disparity to differences in 
the language system used by African American children. Given that 
reading success is related to vocabulary development, phonologi-
cal awareness, and letter–sound knowledge, it is hypothesized that 
because African American children use the sound system of AAE, 
they have difficulty matching their sound system to that of SAE, 
which is used in most emergent literacy programs. In the 1970s, 
it was believed that African American children should be taught to 
read using texts that were written using AAE, sparking the Ebonics 
discussion in the 1990s of the use of AAE in schools as a founda-
tion for teaching reading (O’Malley, 1997). (See Hester and Hodson, 
Chapter 3, this volume, for a discussion of the relationship between 
phonological awareness and emergent literacy development.)
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Some researchers (e.g., Manning & Baruth, 2000) attribute 
the low achievement of African American students in literacy and 
other academic areas to the influence of speaking AAE on language 
activities for literacy. They hypothesize that the use of AAE slows 
the development of the grammatical rules of SAE, which are neces-
sary for reading and writing in the SAE that is necessary for school 
success. Craig, Thompson, Washington, and Potter (2003) stress 
the importance of understanding the phonology of AAE speakers 
because of its relationship to reading, particularly to phonological 
awareness and other phonological skills essential to early reading. 
Craig and Washington (2002) showed that students who were con-
sidered “low- density” AAE users out- performed “high- density” AAE 
users on standardized reading and vocabulary tests, thus lending 
support to the idea that the density of AAE use is related to literacy 
development. The density of AAE is also related to income level, 
social environment, and education of the family (Craig et al., 2003; 
Washington & Craig, 2000).

Recent research deemphasizes the connection between acquir-
ing SAE and developing skills in print recognition in favor of the 
family literacy beliefs and values as primary factors in the reading 
competence of children in families (Adger, Wolfram, & Christian, 
2007). Earlier research (Craig et al., 2003) showed that low- income 
African American children who were exposed to an enriched lit-
eracy program in the early school grades could reach and exceed 
the reading levels of more economically advantaged groups by the 
end of third grade. Thus, an enriched literacy preschool environ-
ment can mediate the effects of prior environments and family 
practices on literacy development. Craig and Washington (2006) 
showed, however, that the deficits may persist through fifth grade 
and beyond despite enriched early preschool experiences.

Attempts to identify predictors of later reading skills exam-
ined variables such as letter knowledge, phonological awareness, 
and family literacy practices (especially opportunities for storybook 
reading at home for African American children) (Bus, van IJzen-
doorn, & Pellegrini, 1995). Craig et al. (2003) and Hammer and Mic-
cio (2001) cautioned, however, that there is little known about the 
development of phonological awareness in African American chil-
dren, particularly because research typically has not disaggregated 
the African American children who used AAE from those who used 
SAE. Recent research has shown that dialect density measures based 
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solely on the use of the phonological features of AAE explained few 
differences in phonological processing scores (Craig & Washington, 
2006; Kohler et al., 2007). The research indicated that children with 
higher dialect densities produced more nonword spelling errors 
influenced by AAE, an effect most evident in grade 3. Heath (1983, 
1989) suggested home literacy practices might differ for families in 
frequency and style as a function of income rather than race.

There has been a variety of attempts to explain the degree to 
which language variations impact on reading. For example, Labov 
(1970) discussed the cultural conflict hypothesis, which held that 
the difficulty that children who used nonmainstream dialects had 
in learning to read was because of the beliefs and values of their ver-
nacular culture rather than in the linguistic aspects of their dialect. 
Recent hypotheses deemphasize the connections between dialect 
or language variation in learning to read, and attribute more of the 
discrepancy between speakers of dialect and SAE to cultural factors 
such as insufficient phonological awareness, insufficient knowledge 
of letter names, and insufficient knowledge of letter–sound corre-
spondence (Adger et al., 2007; Delpit, 1998).

Phonological Awareness: Grapheme– Phoneme Association

Several theories attempt to explain the role of dialect variations in 
the development of the ability to read (Butler & Silliman, 2002; Terry, 
2006). The general belief is that because children who use language 
variations or dialects other than SAE receive language input from 
SAE and their dialect, they must incorporate both systems into their 
phonological system. Dialect creates more variants, thus making the 
task of learning letter–sound relationships more difficult. In learn-
ing to read, children that use dialects other than SAE must learn all 
of the possible variations that SAE speakers use and then incorpo-
rate any phonological variations that interfere with their produc-
tion or ability to read a word (Silliman et al., 2002). This specula-
tion places a special burden on the children in accounting for the 
difficulty they have in developing literacy skills. The hypothesis is 
counter to the studies that essentially show that the spoken lan-
guage development of African American children in the preschool 
years is virtually the same as that of children exposed to SAE (e.g., 
Steffensen, 1974). According to Stockman’s (1996) extensive review 
of African American phonology, African American children who use 
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AAE dialect produce the same phonetic inventory as speakers of 
SAE dialects with few exceptions. The differences are primarily in 
the distribution of phonemes and frequency of phoneme use. There 
are fewer differences in the initial position of words, which are usu-
ally the focus of sound– letter relationships in early literacy, than in 
the medial and final positions.

If there is to be an answer to the question of the relationship 
between dialect variation and reading, perhaps it lies in the study of 
children learning a language other than English as a first language. 
If a child who has no literacy difficulty in the first language strug-
gles with literacy in English, the difficulty may be related to phono-
logical differences between the first and the second language. For 
example, grapheme– phoneme relationships in Spanish are regular; 
however, the relationships in English may be irregular, such as sug/
sugar. In addition, graphemes in Spanish may have different rep-
resentations such as ball versus tortilla, or n versus ñ. They thus 
have a more difficult task to form relationships between phonologi-
cal systems and the critical distinctions necessary for letter–sound 
relationships.

Unfortunately, the theory has not been investigated in stud-
ies that controlled for the effects of income level, dialect usage, or 
other factors that were controlled. Silliman et al. (2002) reported 
that studies of phonological processing and other factors related 
to reading often do not consider dialect in their design. Only nine 
studies in 23 years included African American students along with 
some statement on their socioeconomic status. Others identified 
the families as African American or “inner city” with no other demo-
graphic characteristics; none of the studies addressed dialect issues 
either directly or indirectly.

Without systematic research on the relationship between dia-
lect use and reading ability, it must be left that the reading diffi-
culties of children who do not use SAE may be related to factors 
such as home literacy experiences, motivation to read, opportuni-
ties to analyze SAE as a written form, book- reading experiences, 
and other exposure to print (Silliman et al., 2002; Washington & 
Craig, 2000). Children who have no exposure to the excitement of 
reading books are apt to be unenthusiastic about learning to read 
and write, regardless of the dialect or language used. Those who 
experience reading failure are less likely to enjoy reading and will 
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read less. Thus, they do not undertake the most important means of 
improving the ability to read; that is, reading more (Snow, Barnes, 
Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991).

Bilingualism and Literacy

This country is becoming a nation where English is not the first 
language of an increasing number of residents. According to the 
2000 U.S. Census, nearly 18% (21.5 million) of the population over 
the age of 5 years speaks a language other than English at home 
and 8% (21 million) speak English less than very well. Nearly 9 mil-
lion children between the ages of 5 and 17 years speak English as 
a second language. Less than half of all students who are English 
language learners (ELLs) are foreign born. The majority of the ELL 
students were born in the United States and many are children of 
U.S.-born parents (Capps et al., 2005). One in every five children in 
the United States has an immigrant parent and 72% of children in 
immigrant families do not speak English at home. Twenty-six per-
cent of the children of immigrants live in households where no one 
age 14 years or older speaks English very well (Capps et al., 2005).

Most ELLs have Spanish as their first language (79%), however, 
more than 400 other languages, including Haitian Creole, Arabic, 
Russian, French, German, Hindi, Vietnamese, Hmong, Chinese 
(Cantonese), Japanese, Korean, Tagalong (Philippines), and Navajo, 
are spoken by the remaining 21% of children in school. There are 
increasing numbers of children who use languages of the Middle 
East and Africa. Reportedly, 42% of teachers in the United States 
have at least one ELL student in their classroom (Moss & Puma, 
1995); two- thirds of ELLs are from low- income families (Capps et 
al., 2005).

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Public Law 107-110; 
2002) defines an English language learner (ELL) as a person ages 3 
to 21 years who has a first, home, primary, or native language other 
than English; who either was not born in the United States; is a 
Native American or Native Alaskan; or comes from an environment 
where a language other than English has had a significant impact on 
the individual’s level of English proficiency and whose difficulties in 
speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English language 
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may be sufficient to deny the individual the ability to successfully 
achieve in classrooms where English is the language of instruction. 
The primary challenge of ELL children is to acquire concepts and 
skills for literacy in a language they have not mastered orally. While 
some have mastered oral language in their first language, they must 
transfer those skills to a language that differs in vocabulary, sound 
system, and grammar.

Complex Relationships

In a study of language and literacy development of Puerto Rican 
Head Start children, 19% of the mothers reported using English 
only or more English than Spanish at home; 41% used both English 
only or more English than Spanish; and 34% used only Spanish at 
home (Hammer & Miccio, 2001; Hammer et al., 2003). The studies 
did not account for the relative English language use by the children 
who spoke a language in addition to English. According to the moth-
ers, 41% of the children used English only or used more English 
than Spanish; 39% used equal amounts of Spanish and English; and 
20% used Spanish only. The mothers reported that 53% of the chil-
dren were simultaneous bilinguals (learning two languages simul-
taneously) and 47% sequential bilinguals (learning two languages 
sequentially) with considerable variation in the children’s ability 
to comprehend and express themselves in English and/or Spanish. 
The findings indicted that there was a critical level of home literacy 
activity during the early school years that could result in improved 
literacy in young children learning English as a second language. 
The preliminary results illustrated the complexity of understanding 
the relationship between literacy and cultural and linguistic diver-
sity. What is known is that literacy and language development are 
related. What is not known is the relationship between the develop-
ment of languages other than English and literacy, and the effects 
of factors in the home environment where English is not the first 
language (e.g., maternal education and home support for literacy) 
that have been shown to influence literacy development in Ameri-
can families.

This complexity extends to Native American families as well. 
Nieto (1999) reported that home cultures and native languages get 
in the way of student learning, not because of the nature of the 
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home cultures or native languages themselves, but because they do 
not conform to the way the schools define learning. Cleary and Pea-
cock (1998) cited numerous differences between Native American 
and non- Native American worlds. For example, people from oral 
traditions, such as Native Americans, contextualize their articula-
tion of thought, depend on shared knowledge, and do not neces-
sarily articulate what others already know. Cultural conflict arises 
when children from the Native American homes function in settings 
with American cultural expectations.

The findings described here indicate that parents who speak 
a language other than English at home have little access to books 
and reading materials in English and cannot assist their children 
who are learning English for school tasks such as reading and writ-
ing. With the growing number of ELL children in the schools, there 
is increased interest in understanding literacy development among 
children for whom English is not their first language.

Literacy development is a complex multifaceted process that 
becomes more complex when the child’s primary language differs 
from the language used in the school. The challenge of developing 
literacy in English is even greater for those learning English as a 
second or third language. ELL children may acquire literacy skills in 
English in a manner similar to mono- English children, dependent 
on their level of alphabetic knowledge, phonological awareness, 
and phonological processing skills in their first language. The chal-
lenges are different for those who are bilingual; that is, they have at 
least conversational ability in two or more languages. Their alpha-
betic knowledge may precede and actually facilitate the acquisition 
of phonological awareness in English (Chiappe, Siegel, & Gottardo, 
2002).

According to Gutièrrez- Clellan (1999), children from different 
linguistic backgrounds who are learning English as a second lan-
guage may face challenges that are independent of their familiarity 
with the written code of their first language. Some written codes, 
such as English, Spanish, and other western languages, are alpha-
betic such that a written letter matches a particular sound, which 
serves as a guide to word pronunciation. In contrast, codes such as 
Chinese, Japanese, or Korean are logographic, requiring the reader 
to associate the meaning of a specific logogram with its phonologi-
cal form. Writing in these codes involves ideas and words or mean-
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ings. Reading fluency depends more on the frequency and, thus, 
familiarity of the logogram, than on its phonological component. 
Young children who are familiar with reading logograms may have a 
greater challenge in transferring to a system that is more alphabetic 
than do children who are transferring from one alphabetic system 
to another. However, older children who have developed phono-
logical awareness in their first language can transfer the skills to the 
second language with little difficulty. It appears to be an easier task, 
however, when the grapheme– phoneme relationship between the 
languages is predictable and transparent, as between English and 
Spanish or Italian than when the relationship is less apparent, as 
between English and Arabic, Chinese, or Japanese.

In addition to differences in the written code, the phonology of 
languages differs. According to the National Reading Panel (2000), 
children learning English must be able to distinguish between the 
phonemes of English. ELLs also must be able to match sounds to 
letters and letter combinations. When the sound systems of the 
first language (L1) and the second language (L2) differ, children 
may have difficulty distinguishing between the sounds of the two 
systems, making the process of decoding the sound system more 
challenging. For example, speakers of Japanese may have difficulty 
distinguishing between /l/ and /r/; /v/ and /b/ may be indistinguish-
able to Spanish speakers. Another consideration in decoding words 
in a language is the degree of transparency of the code. Spanish 
and Italian, for example, are highly transparent; that is, there is 
a close letter–sound correspondence so that a child can readily 
decode unfamiliar words. In opaque languages, such as English, 
the letter–sound correspondence is not always direct, making it 
more challenging for children in decoding written words. However, 
cross- language transfer has been found for children ages 9 to 12 
years with well- developed phonological awareness abilities in their 
L1 even when the languages differ in orthographies, such as English 
and Arabic (Abu-Rabia & Siegel, 2002). The grapheme– phoneme 
conversions are more difficult because of the number of irregulari-
ties in pronunciations. For example, in English, words such as meet 
and meat are pronounced the same. Words such as Christmas and 
choose appear to have the same initial sound and the same final 
sounds, but do not. Children using decoding skills will have diffi-
culty when they apply regular decoding rules to words with irregu-
larities.
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Other Influential Variables

Not only must the children distinguish the sound systems, they also 
must have a basic vocabulary and understand the multiple mean-
ings of words and homophones (such as to, too, and two), and dif-
ferences in syntax and discourse styles. They must accomplish this 
all within a context of rapidly produced speech and in a context that 
may be unfamiliar. In addition, persons who are learning English as 
a second language have cultural experiences that affect their adjust-
ment to American classrooms and teacher– student relationships. 
They must bring these challenges to developing literacy in a context 
where they may also be learning spoken English while adjusting to 
a new environment, a new lifestyle, and different expectations of 
school.

Educational researchers generally agree that the child’s primary 
language should play a role in literacy development of ELLs. When 
a child’s home language differs from the language that is used in 
school to teach literacy, the likelihood of reading difficulty increases 
for the child, particularly if reading instruction begins before the 
child has acquired oral proficiency in English (August & Hakuta, 
1997; Fillmore & Snow, 2000; Fitzgerald, García, Jiménez, & Bar-
rera, 2000; Gersten & Baker, 2000; Goldenberg, 2001; Strickland, 
2001; Tharp, 1997). The problem is compounded when the children 
are from lower- income families in poorer neighborhoods. The com-
pounding of the negative factors makes the task of having language 
experiences that enrich literacy an even greater challenge.

Research related to the reading achievement of children who 
are bilingual or ELLs is inconclusive because of the many com-
pounding circumstances such as the level of language competence 
in English, instruction in literacy in the first language, and other 
social and cultural factors that influence the ability to read. Stud-
ies of older children with literacy skills in their first language of 
Arabic (Abu-Rabia & Siegel, 2002), Turkish (Durgunoglu & Oney, 
1999), Italian (D’Angiulli, Siegel, & Serra, 2001), Cantonese (Got-
tardo, Yan, Siegel, & Wade- Wolley, 2001), Hebrew (Geva & Siegel, 
2000), Spanish (Denton et al., 2000), and Portuguese (Dafontoura 
& Siegel, 1995) suggest that bilingualism does not negatively affect 
beginning reading development in either language if a child has 
acquired phonological awareness and an understanding of reading 
in L1 and oral language proficiency in L2. To the contrary, bilingual-
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ism may enhance the child’s ability to develop literacy in L2 because 
of transferable skills. However, if a child has difficulty with or has 
not acquired phonological processing and awareness skills in L1, it 
will be more difficult to close the gap in literacy skills between the 
child and monolingual English learners or those ELLs with a strong 
basis in L1.

Slavin and Cheung (2003) conducted an evidence-based meta-
 analysis of effective reading programs for ELLs. They reported that 
although the number of high- quality studies is small, the evidence 
does support bilingual reading approaches that teach reading in the 
native language and English at the same time. They reported that 
whether taught in English or the native language, ELLs have been 
found to benefit from direct systematic instruction in phonics in 
small-group tutorial programs.

Levels of Proficiency

The theory of Cummins regarding the level of proficiency in the 
primary language that is necessary for a child to be successful in 
language-based academic tasks is well published (Cummins, 1984, 
1991, 1992; Cummins & McNeely, 1987). According to Cummins 
(2000), knowledge of two types of language proficiency or registers 
is important to understanding the language needs of ELLs. Basic 
interpersonal communication skills (BICS) include social skills used 
to communicate with peers and other native speakers in conversa-
tions or social situations. Cognitive academic language proficiency 
(CALP) or academic register refers to skills that are necessary for the 
child to handle the language and cognitive demands of the academic 
environment. According to the theory, it takes a normally develop-
ing second- language learner approximately 2 years after immersion 
in L2 to develop proficiency in the social or conversational register. 
ELLs are able to use cues in a context- embedded learning environ-
ment that is enriched with pictures and other present visual and oral 
cues to comprehend and express themselves in social situations. 
However, it is believed that it will take approximately 5 to 7 years to 
develop the CALP sufficient to be successful in academic tasks with 
a high cognitive demand in context- reduced environments where 
cues are less available to aid comprehension.

According to the theory, it is essential that students develop-
ing literacy in their L2 continue to develop L1 while developing the 
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skills necessary for success in L2, and this may take several years. It 
is also important to embed literacy instruction in contexts with low 
cognitive demands until the child has sufficient language skills in 
L2 to handle literacy tasks in context- reduced cognitively demand-
ing environments. Cummins (2000) advanced the theory of the 
differences between social and academic language demands as a 
guard against moving children from language supports in bilin-
gual education before they have developed proficiency in academic 
language skills necessary to support comprehension and expres-
sion in English. The supports may be necessary through middle 
school and beyond as the linguistic demands of the curriculum 
increase. The recent findings of August, Shanahan, and Shanahan 
(2006) indicate that ELLs at the elementary and secondary levels 
who receive instruction in their L1 perform better on English read-
ing measures than children instructed only in English. August et al. 
(2006) reported, “there is no basis in research findings to suggest 
that bilingual programs are in any way disadvantageous to English 
academic outcomes” (p. 639).

Summary

The National Literacy Panel on Language- Minority Children and 
Youth (August et al., 2006) reviewed the quantitative and qualitative 
research on literacy development of language- minority children. 
The panel concluded that oral proficiency in English is linked to 
English reading comprehension skills. The evidence suggested that 
English vocabulary knowledge, listening comprehension, syntactic 
skills, and the ability to handle the metalinguistic aspects of lan-
guage, such as providing definitions of words, are linked to Eng-
lish reading and writing proficiency. The panel also concluded that 
successful literacy instruction must incorporate extensive oral lan-
guage skills; programs that focus only on reading are insufficient to 
result in academic achievement in school.

Although additional research is needed on literacy development 
in language- minority children, the literature generally supports the 
following conclusions:

1. Gaps in reading comprehension between English- and 
Spanish- speaking children are associated with gaps in vocabu-
lary knowledge (Tabors & Snow, 2001). Teaching word analysis 
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and explicit vocabulary can lead to significant gains in reading. To 
increase success in reading, children should encounter new words 
in meaningful texts in L1. Introduction of new words in multiple 
contexts builds a fuller understanding of word meanings, multiple 
meanings, and better reading comprehension (Hess & Halloway, 
1984; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

2. Many children who learn English as a second language are 
taught to read in L2 (English) when they are in the initial stages of 
learning oral English. Initiating reading instruction in L1 reduces 
the risk of reading problems for students facing the additional chal-
lenge of learning to read in a second language (Snow et al., 1998).

3. Teaching a child who is learning English as a second lan-
guage to read in L1 while learning L2 increases the possibility of 
producing a student who is biliterate; that is, has the ability to read 
in both languages.

4. Children whose first language is Spanish are at risk for poor 
literacy outcomes in the United States. They are twice as likely as 
non- Hispanic Whites to read below grade level (Snow et al., 1998).

5. ELLs can benefit from reading instruction focused on four 
components— phonemic awareness, reading fluency, vocabulary, 
and reading comprehension—if instruction is adjusted to meet 
the student’s specific needs. However, programs that do not also 
include support for English language development, including 
speaking, reading, listening, and writing, are insufficient to support 
the student’s academic success (Callahan, 2006). If children receive 
effective instruction with appropriate scaffolding in language, they 
are able to master early reading skills in English.

6. ELL students who are instructed in their L1, in addition to 
English at both the elementary and secondary levels, perform better 
on English reading measures than students instructed only in Eng-
lish. Instruction must include development of oral language skills in 
addition to reading or written language skills.

McCardle (2001), in collaboration with Hammer and Miccio 
(2001) and Hammer et al. (2003) have been engaged in a multi-
year project sponsored by the National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development and the U.S. Department of Education’s Office 
of Educational Research and Improvement to address three unan-
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swered questions related to bilingual children and the development 
of literacy:

1. How do children whose first language is Spanish learn to 
read and write in English?

2. Why do some Spanish- speaking children have difficulties 
acquiring English- language reading and writing skills?

3. For children whose first language is Spanish, which instruc-
tional approaches and strategies are most beneficial at which 
stages for reading and writing development and under what 
conditions?

The hope is that the study will shed light not only on how 
Spanish- speaking children develop literacy in English, but more 
broadly, on how children with linguistic and cultural backgrounds 
that differ from that of mainstream American schools develop lit-
eracy in English for success in school.

Genetics and Literacy

Is it all about culture? Do biology and genetics play a role in shaping 
literacy? In this chapter it has been shown that literacy development 
has a strong relationship to sociocultural and socioeconomic factors 
including family income level, family education level (especially the 
mother), and other language and linguistic factors. Which of these 
factors can be attributed to genetics?

The Human Genome Project (2009) has attempted to decipher 
the more than 3 billion units of DNA that make up human beings. 
Recent research attempting to find the gene that regulates language 
has found that genes play a causal role in the development of neu-
ral brain activity that underlies speech and language. Recent study 
of a family with a history of speech– language disorders has lead 
to the identification of FOXP2 as the gene that has some relation-
ship to the evolutionary origins of speech and language (Bishop, 
2002; Fisher, 2007). Recent advances in understanding the genetics 
of reading and spelling (Gërd, 2001; Wagner, 2005) indicate that 
reading and spelling are complex behaviors strongly influenced by 
genetic factors. There is some evidence that a single gene, such as 
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FOXP2, may be responsible for language/learning both for language 
and reading. However, the role of influences in the environment, 
such as shared reading and book sharing, also should be considered 
significant in the development of reading and spelling (van Kleeck, 
2006). (See Vander Woude, van Kleeck, & vander Veen, Chapter 2, 
this volume, on book sharing and the development of meaning.) 
Given the rapid expansion of research into the genetic influences 
in both language and reading, the answers to the questions about 
this relationship will open more doors and raise more questions in 
the future.

The relationship between literacy development and the compe-
tency in literacy of members of the family, especially the mother, has 
been shown in this chapter. What has not been shown is whether 
the education of the family members is related to a genetic disposi-
tion or to environmental effects that persist over generations.

A recent study of behavioral genetics attempts to separate 
genetic effects from environmental effects in literacy and language. 
Gilger (1995) reported that chromosome 3 is linked to reading and 
cognition; chromosome 7 is linked to grammar and the effect on 
single-word reading, phonological awareness, sight vocabulary, 
rapid naming, intelligence quotient, and language- related skills, 
such as reading. Chromosome 15 is related to reading. Although the 
genetic structures have been identified, research also shows that 
the genes related to language and reading interact with other genes 
and the environment to form and operate the systems required for 
human behavior (Gilger, 1995). Based on indirect evidence from 
recent research, it is believed that the human genome might hold 
some answers to the relationship between language and reading. 
Recent research confirms the discovery of specific genetic changes 
that appear sufficient to derail speech and language development. 
According to Fisher (2007), researchers are already using informa-
tion from genetic studies to aid early diagnosis and to shed light on 
the neural pathways that are perturbed in these inherited forms of 
speech and language disorder.

Attempts have been made to relate difficulty in literacy to genetic 
differences between racial groups. According to Wagner (2005), 50% 
or more in most language areas including reading is attributable 
to genetic variation. However, none of the traits related to literacy 
development within racial and ethnic groups have a heritability of 
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100% or 1.0. The environment also makes a contribution. Risk is a 
problematic statement that refers to chance and varies as a function 
of both environmental and genetic factors. If a child is genetically 
predisposed to having difficulty with literacy, and if negative envi-
ronmental factors are added to genetic factors, the risk of having a 
reading disorder may increase. Family risk studies (e.g., Dickens, 
2005) have shown that there is a 5–10% risk of a reading disorder 
in the general population. The risk increases to 20–60% if a first-
 degree relative has a history of reading difficulty. If a parent has a 
reading disorder, the risk increases that the child will have a reading 
disorder. Males are five times more likely to have a reading disorder 
when there is at least one parent with a reading disorder. Females 
are four times more likely to have reading difficulty when there is 
one parent with a reading disorder. Despite the apparent relation-
ship between genetics and reading disorders, environmental factors 
such as parenting, exposure to print and reading resources, and 
family literacy practices explain most, if not all of the differences 
between racial/ethnic groups in literacy development (Dickens, 
2005). Research into the role that genetics plays in the development 
of language and reading will influence our thinking for many years 
to come.

Assessment of Language and Literacy  
in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Children

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 
2004 (IDEA) requires that the assessment of children who are ELLs 
be provided in their native language to the extent feasible or with 
language accommodations. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002) mandates that assessment 
methods and materials used with culturally and linguistically differ-
ent children be nonbiased and nondiscriminatory. This is to ensure 
that the underlying language ability of the child is appropriate for 
the development of literacy. Because the assessment of language 
and emergent literacy must be nonbiased, the assessment process 
must not rely on standardized or normative measures because of 
their inherent bias against culturally and linguistically different 
children (Wyatt, 2002).
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Preevaluation and Nonstandardized Assessments

The assessment of emergent literacy in young ELLs must include a 
preevaluation process, as well as nonstandardized assessment. The 
preevaluation process is intended to develop a thorough under-
standing of the language and literacy history of the child, usually 
obtained from information provided by the parent or person with 
knowledge of the child’s background. The language history should 
include information such as the language used by the family in 
addressing the child, the language of the home, and the opportuni-
ties that the child has had to be exposed to other languages. Given 
the importance of the home environment for emergent literacy 
development, the language history must include questions about 
the parents’ involvement in literacy activities with the child such as 
the availability of books in the home; book- reading practices; story-
telling experiences and expectations; beliefs and practices related 
to teaching the alphabet, numbers, and words; and visits to the 
library.

The speech– language pathologist (SLP) and other professionals 
involved in literacy assessment must have knowledge of dynamic 
assessment techniques and how to reduce bias when assessing 
the reading and writing abilities of students, including those with 
cultural and linguistic differences, emotional or behavioral issues, 
cognitive limitations, severe physical impairments, or multiple dis-
abilities. Every effort should be made to eliminate any effects of dia-
lectal, linguistic, or cultural factors on the assessment of the child’s 
language and literacy status. Assessment must include an analysis of 
the family’s role in literacy development, the language of the home, 
access to literacy materials at home, and home literacy practices that 
influence literacy development.

ELL Assessment

The assessment of emergent literacy in ELLs must not only address 
the cultural issues, but must also include an assessment of phonemic 
awareness and other phonological skills. Standardized assessments 
in languages other than English are not readily available. Caution 
must be used in any attempt to use assessments standardized on the 
development of phonological awareness in English when assessing 
phonological awareness in a language other than English.
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Peinado (2001) investigated the effects of eight variables on the 
reading achievement of 68 first-grade ELLs from Spanish- speaking 
homes. The variables included intelligence level, oral language skills, 
initial early literacy skills, initial reading skills, the method used by 
the teacher to teach reading, family income, education of the par-
ents, and the occupation of the parents. The results indicated that 
the educational variables accounted for 64% of the variance in pre-
dicting reading achievement in English. Family variables accounted 
for 30% of the variance and student variables accounted for 35% of 
the variance. Peinado (2001) concluded that, for first-grade ELLs, 
educational variables were most important in predicting later read-
ing achievement in English; family and child variables were equally 
important in the assessment of reading achievement.

Phonological awareness appears to be the best indicator of later 
reading skills among ELLs (Licata, 2002; Smith, 2005), as is the case 
for monolingual children. The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS) (Kaminski & Cummings, 2007; Kaminski & 
Good, 1996, 1998) has been used to measure knowledge of letter 
names and sounds and the ability to identify phonemes in Spanish-
 speaking children who are learning to read. Smith (2005) evaluated 
alliteration identification and the relative contributions of phone-
mic awareness and syllabic awareness in predicting early literacy 
skills. The results indicated that phonological awareness in children 
who spoke Spanish was a predictor of later success in reading. Pho-
nological awareness appeared to be a stronger predictor of success 
than syllabic awareness for young ELLs. Phonological awareness, as 
a basic skill, should be assessed in both English and Spanish.

Oral language proficiency in English appears to be a poor 
predictor of subsequent ability to decode words, but does play an 
important role in discourse comprehension (Geva & Wade- Woolley, 
2004). Licata (2002) monitored and contrasted the reading develop-
ment of first-grade bilingual Spanish- speaking children and mono-
lingual English- speaking children with the Nonsense Word Fluency 
and Curriculum-Based Measurement Reading components of the 
DIBELS. After phonological awareness remediation, the groups 
were not significantly different in the rate at which the children 
learned to read nonsense words or the curriculum-based words 
and both appeared to read equally well. Thus, the recent research 
indicates that there is no need to wait until a child has good oral 
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language proficiency before teaching reading. Reading instruction 
with ELLs can begin by focusing on phonological skills while build-
ing oral language proficiency.

ELL Intervention

Intervention strategies for supporting emerging literacy develop-
ment with children who are not considered ELLs are discussed 
elsewhere in this volume (see Chapters 1 through 5). Intervention 
strategies for children from culturally and linguistically different 
families have the added dimension of the complexities of learning 
to read according to the expectations of mainstream cultures while 
being reared in a family that may have cultural values and language 
use that differ from the mainstream. Intervention for culturally and 
linguistically diverse children and adolescents must also be cultur-
ally appropriate, nonbiased, and culturally sensitive to the needs 
of the children and their families (American Speech— Language– 
Hearing Association, 2001; Gutièrrez- Clellan, 1999). Otherwise, the 
intervention may be perceived as patronizing, demeaning, or unin-
tentionally alienating, resulting in implicit or explicit rejection (van 
Kleeck, 2006).

Some General Principles

Several researchers have developed principles from successful pre-
vention and intervention programs with culturally and linguistically 
diverse children. (Duffy- Hester, 1999; Pikulski, 1994; Snow et al., 
1998; van Kleeck, 2006; Wasik, 1998). Based on a review of several 
successful programs, the researchers drew the following conclu-
sions:

1. Intensive, systematic early intervention is preferable to 
extended remediation.

2. A systematic program of home support is essential. Family 
culture, beliefs, and practices must be considered in any interven-
tion effort. Intervention should involve the parents where they are, 
and with consideration of their literacy level. Parents must be given 
opportunities to interact with their children in the development 
of literacy through joint interactions with print, picture books, or 
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other emergent literacy activities to strengthen family literacy in the 
social context.

3. Children considered at risk require more time than do oth-
ers. They require multiple and redundant exposures to text material 
to establish a firm basis for comprehension and vocabulary develop-
ment.

4. ELLs should be given twice the time devoted to beginning 
literacy because many of them must learn to read English at the 
same time they are still learning oral English.

5. Students must be given culturally appropriate materials they 
can handle successfully and that are relevant to their homes and 
communities. Reading materials should relate to the experiences 
that the child and family have had while expanding their exposure 
to new, but appropriate areas that will be encountered in school. 
Building on what the children and families know helps them relate 
the reading material to their lives.

6. ELLs should be taught using a systematic phonics and pho-
nological awareness approach with emphasis on the sound– symbol 
relationships in English, especially where they contrast with the 
relationships of their first language.

7. Children should be given print materials to share with their 
parents, such as worksheets, picture stories, and other messages to 
involve the parents in the literacy development of the children.

8. Children should be encouraged to involve their parents in 
story reading and storytelling at the level appropriate for the par-
ents. Using books without words encourages children to engage the 
parents in book sharing regardless of the literacy level or language 
of the parents.

9. Attention must be given to providing enriched language 
learning experiences that allow the children to relate the content 
and context in text to their reality.

10. Individual progress must be monitored in a regular, ongo-
ing basis to ensure that skills are emerging in an efficient manner to 
foster development.

11. Professionals (e.g., educators and SLPs) must continually 
develop their understanding of the cultural and language systems 
of the family so they can foster literacy development in all children 
who bring to the learning situation their individual and unique 
selves.
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Selecting the Language of Instruction

According to the Five Standards for Excellence in pedagogy devel-
oped by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excel-
lence (CREDE; 2002; Dalton, 1998), the primary language use is 
essential and must be included in the literacy instruction for all 
ELLs. Native language or primary language use supports literacy 
development. Educators must recognize the value of initial instruc-
tion in the native or home language and acknowledge that educa-
tion in the official language and the home language are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Cummins (1981) stressed the principle that literacy 
instruction for ELLs must begin with L1 instead of L2.

There is much research to support the notion that extensive 
use of L1 throughout the elementary grades will increase the stu-
dent’s English reading performance and lead to greater academic 
success (Ramirez, Pasta, Yuen, Billings, & Ramey, 1991). Children 
must continue using L1 while they learn English to develop their 
natural language and to continue cognitive growth. The use of L1 to 
teach higher-order thinking and introduce new complex concepts 
will foster the child’s continued concept development while learn-
ing English. Teachers should point out differences between L1 and 
L2 while the child is learning L2. In this way the child’s academic 
and cognitive development will continue while the child is devel-
oping L2 (Gersten & Baker, 2000). There is need for research with 
sufficient controls to support current views of literacy development 
in ELLs.

The challenges in providing oral language and reading instruc-
tion to ELLs increase when the SLP and the classroom teacher do 
not speak the language of the child or the family. Kohnert (2008) 
provides suggestions for facilitating the language development in 
L2 in the academic environment. It is important for the SLP and the 
classroom teacher to collaborate to assist the ELL child to develop 
comprehension of the language of instruction and social interac-
tion in the classroom. She suggests that making attempts to increase 
the acoustic saliency of teacher talk during instructional time using 
such devices as sound field systems, preferential seating, and other 
strategies to improve the acoustic environment for the child. Assign-
ing a peer– partner could assist the child with classroom instruc-
tions and routines, such as “turn to page 56 in your history book.” 
The SLP should collaborate with the classroom teacher to identify 
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vocabulary used in instruction and classroom routines as well as 
vocabulary and expressions used in social conversations with peers. 
The goal is to facilitate the oral language skills of ELLs to function 
in the social environment of the classroom as well as develop the 
language skills necessary for academic success.

Conclusion

There is a considerable body of literature regarding literacy develop-
ment of children from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 
Much of the literature indicates that students from diverse back-
grounds do not achieve in reading as well as their majority peers; 
however, studies have not disaggregated the variables that may 
contribute to this discrepancy. The education of the mother, home 
environment, and home literacy practices are important factors in 
understanding the bases for the discrepancy. Collaboration among 
the family, the SLP and the classroom teacher is essential for the 
development of language and literacy in children from diverse cul-
tural and linguistic backgrounds.

Assessment of the children’s literacy development, just as assess-
ment of oral language, must consider home, cultural, and linguis-
tic variables. Intervention programs must address the underlying 
issues that contribute to literacy development so that programs can 
be designed to meet the individual needs of the children. Without 
these considerations, the reports will continue to identify discrep-
ancies and entire groups will be denied their right to literacy educa-
tion and their rightful place in society.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Define culture. Explain how a child’s cultural background can 
affect his or her emergent literacy development.

2. How could a family’s socioeconomic status (SES) influence the 
emergent literacy development of the children in the family?

3. What explanations have been offered for the gap in literacy per-
formance that has been shown to exist between African American 
children and White children when they enter school?

4. What is an English language learner (ELL)? What are important 
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considerations for early childhood professionals to make when 
assessing the emergent literacy development of ELL children?

ExErcisEs

1. Generate a list of questions for early childhood professionals to use with 
families to obtain information on their home literacy practices. Explain the 
relevance of each question to emergent literacy assessment with children 
from culturally diverse backgrounds.

2. Describe three activities that early childhood professionals can incorporate 
within a classroom setting to facilitate the development of phonological 
awareness skills in English for a child who is an ELL.

3. Develop a guide for early childhood professionals on dynamic assessment 
of emergent literacy in children from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds.

4. Prepare a list of cultural factors to consider in emergent literacy 
assessment and intervention. Explain how each factor is considered in 
assessment and intervention.
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