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Developing confident and successful literacy students is of utmost importance to primary

educators. Proficiency in reading and writing is essential to successfully functioning in

today's rapidly advancing society. Ironically, national early literacy rates are not keeping up

with the demands for literacy competency (Britto, Fuligni, & Brooks-Gunn, 2006). Research

shows that an integral component of early literacy development is oral language

development. Conversations stemming from literacy experiences have been found to

motivate readers, develop vocabulary, improve language expression, foster comprehension

skills and provide scaffolded experiences for students to organize thinking. Unfortunately, in

today's busy society, and with the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act, many children are

engaging less in conversations with adults and peers.

As an educator, I see many of my first grade students struggling with conversation skills,

r' such as forming an opinion, listening to others' ideas, retelling important information, and

questioning. I realize that many of them lack the thought processes and the practice necessary

to engage in conversations. This has huge implications for our education system that places

high value on assessment products and test scores. Too little time is spent on the process, the

discussion, and the experiences that truly foster the characteristics that are valued and

necessary in today's society: critical thinking, collaboration, empathy, and problem-solving.

How can we expect our students to create quality products and perform well on standardized

tests when they have difficulty formulating and articulating their thoughts and ideas with oral

language? I see talk as a natural way that children, particularly primary students, respond to

experiences, process new information, and demonstrate their understanding. However, not

enough time and energy is put into developing oral language.

Edamura 4/27/09



r

Book Talks 4

As a first grade teacher, not only did I want my students to be good readers, I

wanted them to enjoy reading, to be immersed in authentic literacy experiences and

collaborate with other others. I wanted to give them the opportunity to share their ideas

and benefit from hearing the thoughts and perspectives of others. I knew that literature

circles would provide them with all that and more, and that other first grade teachers had

successfully implemented literature circles in their classrooms. While this study

originally set out to explore the use and effectiveness of literature circles in my first grade

classroom, I quickly realized that my students were not ready for them. I had assumed

that if given time, opportunity and modeling, students would easily and fluently engage

in the literature circle process. I assumed that students would be able to engage in

conversation of a two way nature with each other and that they would welcome the

opportunity. However, I discovered that my students had difficulty articulating their

thoughts and sharing them with their peers; a result of a system where teachers dominated

and directed classroom talk. This led me to modify my study to explore the ways in

which those conversational skills and behaviors so necessary to the literature circle

process are fostered in the first place.

As a teacher researcher, I wanted to learn more about how to help my students

develop the skills and behavior necessary to participate in a Book Talk. I asked myself

what teaching practices would help to foster meaningful literature conversations between

first graders? To what extent might my students' skills and behaviors change over the

course of the year? These questions became the focus of my inquiry. In the following

section, I define literacy, as it is used in this context, and the role that conversations play

within it.
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Literature Review

What is Literacy?

The word "literacy" is derived from Latin, and means "marked with letters''

(Britto, Fuligni, & Brooks-Gunn, 2006). Over the course of history, what is meant to be

"literate" has changed. In the 1800's, a literate individual was someone who could sign

his/her name. Now, the term "literate" has evolved to a more comprehensive definition

that covers a range of skills and attitudes necessary to effectively navigate and function in

an information world. Being fully literate means being able to independently use

strategies to construct meaning from text, draw upon texts to build conceptual

understanding, effectively communicate ideas orally and in writing, as well as possess an

intrinsic desire to read and write. (Gambrell & Mazzoni, 1999). Literacy is the ability to

read and write well, and to possess the disposition to enjoy it. It is being able to apply a

wide variety of strategies to make meaning of a text and apply it to some aspect of our

lives. It is the ability to share ideas and perspectives with others through the medium of

language.

Literacy as a Language Process

Literacy is fundamentally a language process, and an understanding of how

language is acquired and used is necessary to understanding how literacy development

occurs. Smith and Warwick (1994) discuss two basic underlying principles that are

essential in understanding how language is learned. The first describes the universal

nature of language. They state that everyone possesses language, and language is

predictable, in that all languages convey meaning and are governed by rules. The second
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principle is that language develops through use. It is acquired and refined through

experimentation, practice, interaction, and feedback from others.

Oral Language Development

According to Hoff (2006), oral language skills are highly related to literacy, and

early language experiences influence the development of these oral language skills. Since

children learn language by examining the language they hear, it makes sense that children

who have more exposure to rich, varied language will develop more sophisticated oral

language skills. Among the oral language skills that are strong predictors of early literacy

success are: (a) phonological processing, particularly phonological awareness, which is

the ability to attend to sound structures within spoken words, (b) grammatical

development, an ability to understand complex syntactic and morphological forms, (c) an

understanding of the way language is used in writing, and (d) vocabulary, or an

understanding of the meaning of words and how they are used in various contexts. The

different oral language skills cannot be separated from each other. Instead, they each

operate in multiplicity and influence the development of each other. Of the different oral

language skills, much attention has been given to vocabulary as it has been found to

highly influence the development of all literacy skills.

The Role ofVocabulary Development

Research suggests that the average child will acquire 860 root word meanings per

year from age one to the end of second grade (Biemiller, 2007). While the vocabulary of

a child differs due to circumstance, environment, and opportunity, there is an

approximate sequence of words acquired, as evidenced by various studies cited by
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Biemiller (2007) which examined the number and nature of known words across various

populations. There are different hypotheses for this sequence. The first suggests that early

developing words are necessary for the acquiring of later words. Secondly, the sequence

of words could be the result of the frequency of the words used in the child's life.

Hoff (2006) notes that vocabulary building is supported by an environment of

"lexically rich and syntactically complex speech." While the size of a child's vocabulary

at the time that they enter school is determined to a large extent by the number of

different words spoken by the parents at home, children with small vocabularies learn

new words through instruction at about the same rate as their peers with larger

vocabularies (Biemiller, 2007). This suggests that vocabulary development is largely a

matter of opportunity, rather than ability.

Susan Carey (as cited in Biemiller, 2007) observed that children could quickly

acquire a "conceptual referent" for a new word, even though a complete understanding of

a new word took much longer. Carey termed this process "fast mapping". In this manner,

children quickly pick a new word when it is presented with a physical or verbal referent

and a syntactic specification. In other words, children gain the "quick" understanding of a

new word when they are given an example of it. For younger children, the example may

be a physical object, while older children may only need a verbal modifier. Moreover,

hearing how the word is used in a sentence by a more advanced speaker in context,

provides an authentic illustration of the grammatical nature of the word. Hoff (2006)

found that children appeared to benefit from hearing new words in the context of longer,

more complex sentences, possibly because the longer sentences provided clues or

referents for children. In any case, the richer language did not seem to confuse them.
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Instead, children seemed to be able to select that which they are ready to use. Deeper

understanding of new words would be the result of frequent and extended experiences

with the word.

It is suggested that vocabulary may playa role in the development of

phonological awareness (Senechal, Ouellette, Rodney, 2007). Researchers have posited

that vocabulary growth leads to a reorganization of the way in which words are stored in

memory, and therefore, the more words a child knows, the richer and stronger the

representations of the smaller parts of the words, leading to a more developed

phonological awareness. Indeed, research cited by Senechal, et. aI., (2007) showed that

students with a larger vocabulary made greater gains in phonological awareness over the

course of a year.

Vocabulary may also provide children the foundation for higher level thinking

skills necessary to understand texts that are read to them. Children who have a wider

vocabulary and knowledge base may have an easier time integrating, and synthesizing

text information and making inferences and connections. Senechal et. al (2007) did

indeed find a relationship between the vocabulary of a child in kindergarten and their

listening comprehension in grade 1.

Vocabulary development has long been linked to later successful reading

comprehension. Biemiller (2007) notes that while both fluent word recognition skills and

sufficient vocabulary are important for successful reading comprehension, vocabulary

level is a stronger predictor of reading comprehension. However, the role of vocabulary

has been underestimated since it is not as necessary for success in reading in first and

second grade. It is only when children get to third or fourth grade that vocabulary
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becomes a significant predictor of reading comprehension. Therefore, opportunities for

students to develop vocabulary are critical during the primary grades.

The Role ofRead-Alouds in Literacy Development

Since being recognized as a key component in children IS literacy development in

Becoming a Nation of Readers, reading aloud to children has received widespread

attention and sparked new research (Lane & Wright, 2006). Many parents and teachers

spend a good deal of time engaged in read-aloud activities (Teale, 2003). However,

research on the effectiveness of read-alouds has yielded conflicted findings. Scarborough

and Dobrich (as cited in Lane & Wright, 2006) found that reading aloud only accounts

for a small variance in the reading ability of primary students and Meyer, Wardrop, Linn

& Hastings (as cited in Lane & Wright, 2006) found low to negative correlations

between the time the teacher spent reading aloud and students' reading achievement.

On the other hand, studies have shown that reading aloud can increase student's

listening comprehension skills, vocabulary, syntactic development and ability to

recognize words (Lane & Wright, 2006). When children are read aloud to, they become

familiar with the way that written language, a more formal form for which there is no

contextual support (as in conversation) is used. This experience makes learning to read

and comprehend easier (Hoff, 2006). Additionally, Fisher, Flood, Lapp and Frey (2004)

noted that reading aloud increases motivation for reading, development of oral language

skills, improvement in language expression, and understanding of the structure and

functions of narrative discourses. So what needs to be present during a read-aloud to

achieve these optimum outcomes?
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Teale (2003) suggested four variables affecting the effectiveness of reading aloud:

(a) the amount of time spent, (b) the choice of text, (c) the method of read aloud and (d)

the fit of the read-aloud in the curriculum.

The use of a wide variety of engaging, high quality texts affects the experience

and therefore the literacy development of a child (Duffy, 2003). According to Duffy

(2003) there are three reasons for this. The first is that if students encounter appealing

texts on topics that interest them and they can relate to, the more enjoyable the reading

experience will be and the more motivated students will be to engage in literacy

activities. Second, the closer the content of the text to their lives, the easier it will be to

comprehend and the more likely they will find success. Thirdly, the more experience the

child has with various narrative structures, the more he or she will be familiar with the

style of written language and use the experience to anticipate meaning. Written language

is stylistically different from spoken language and highly decontextualized, and it does

not provide support for interpreting meaning as in a conversation (Hoff, 2006)

Other researchers who observed classroom read-alouds found the talk surrounding

the reading to be the most valuable aspect for enhancing children IS language development

and reading skills (Beck & McKeown, 2006). The research of Hart and Risley (as cited in

Beck & McKeown, 2006) has shown that children's language development depends on

their exposure to and involvement in language, with the amount of talk being the key to

higher language achievement. Dickinson and Smith in 1994 (as cited in Beck &

McKeown, 2006) concluded that interactions during reading by both teacher and students

that were analytic in nature provided the greatest effect on comprehension and

vocabulary in kindergarten. Interactional talk requires attention and response from both
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teacher and students. This promotes learning as it requires attention to information,

connections and integration of new information and prior knowledge in order to respond

to the comments of another. Barnes (1993) suggests that conversations play an important

role in not only learning new information, but new ways of thinking about and organizing

that information, through what he called "exploratory talk". Hart and Risley (as cited in

Beck & McKeown, 2006) also noted that engagement in interactive conversation

allowed student to engage in language on a higher cognitive level.

The Importance ofConversations

Lev Vygotsky is known best for his "constructivist theory of learning", that is

based on the premise that individuals are active participants in their learning, rather than

passive recipients. Individuals construct their own meaning, based on prior knowledge

and experience, when presented with new information. He believed that learning is a

developmental process; individuals learn when they are developmentally ready.

Development is defined as "the experiential and biological changes in knowledge and

behavior" (Hamilton & Ghatala, 1994).

Vygotsky viewed all learning to be a social process, stating that "All higher

mental functions are internalized social relationships" (cited in Wertsch & Stone, 1985).

He noted that it is through social interaction, with the individual increasing his/her level

of participation under the guidance of another, more skilled person, that learning, or

appropriation, takes place. He referred to the support provided during the learning as

scaffolding.

Learning is believed to best take place when an individual is faced with an

experience that provides a challenge, that presented information at a level just beyond
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their current level of understanding and personal experience. Vygotsky's termed this

level the zone ofproximal development (ZPD). He defined this as the "difference between

a child's actual developmental level as determined by independent problem-solving and

the higher level of potential development as determined through problem solving under

adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers" (as cited in Wertsch & Stone,

1985) Learning took place when individuals were operating within this zone. They are

able to build upon and reinforce that which they can do independently, while being given

models and support from better-abled peers to acquire new information and skills.

Vygotsky recognized that individuals could have varying ZPDs in different domains and

could overlap and move back and forth between developmental stages. ZPDs also shifted

as individuals became more independent.

Conversation is an active meaning-making process. Everyday conversations have

complex functions and the potential for sophisticated learning and language development

(Smith, 2001). The opportunity to engage in daily conversations with peers of varying

abilities provides students with time to practice and develop oral language skills and gain

new knowledge. Varying abilities within a group provide the modeling and scaffolding

for further development of a wide variety of skills and knowledge for all members

involved.

Smith (2001) suggests many different benefits for students who engage in regular

classroom conversations. Beside reinforcing and extending the curriculum, talk promotes

creativity and problem-solving as participants negotiate meaning, understanding, and

relationships. Conversations present the opportunity to explore ideas through discussion

and inquiry. In doing so, participants gain confidence and learn sensitivity to hearing
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different perspectives. Additionally, repeated conversational opportunities promotes the

development of a critical understanding of the power and effects of oral language on

others. Engaging in regular conversations with peers is particularly powerful for ELL and

special education students as they are given many opportunities for modeling.

Yet, Ketch (2005) notes that children growing up today are limited in the amount

of time they spend engaged in actual conversations with adults. Due to adults' busy

lifestyles and two-working parent households, children often spend more time involved in

organized activities and the use of media and technology (Ketch, 2005). Additionally,

opportunities for rich conversations in the classroom are limited. Wells (1986) and

Maclure & French (1981) (as cited in Smith, 2001) have found that children engage in

fewer conversations in school than they do at home. Most classroom conversation

follows the "Initiation-Repsonse-Feedback" sequence where teachers pose questions,

students respond, and teachers provide feedback on their response. In this way, teachers

monopolize the commentary in the classroom. As a result, students have fewer

conversational turns, are less likely to ask questions or initiate conversations with adults

and peers, and experience fewer opportunities to have their own contributions extended

or refined. They are less likely to express an wide range of meaning and use

grammatically complex sentence structure (Smith, 2001).

Conversations and Literature

Response in an essential component of a literacy program because it involves

children taking a closer look at, or thinking again, about a text. Discussions with peers

and teachers regarding content, opinion, and interpretation of a text deepen a child IS

understanding of the text encountered (Owocki, 2003) . Discussions centered around
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questions in which there are multiple acceptable responses, where students are

encouraged to support their responses with information from the text or from their own

lives enhance their thinking processes as well as their comprehension. Children learn to

comprehend and organize their ways of thinking by being given opportunities to

articulate, extend, and clarify their understanding through discussion (Duffy, 2003)

Conversation is a critical part of learning how to make meaning and sense of text.

Children who participate in literature discussions construct their own meaning, raise

important questions, learn to think critically, and become open to different ideas and

perspectives (Routman, 2000). Through talk, students gain a new way of thinking and

organizing information, and therefore broadens their ideas, understandings, and

connections on deeper level than would have been done individually (Holt and Bell,

2000).

Early Literature Responses

McKeown and Beck (2006) describe several typical responses from primary

children regarding literature. When asked questions about text, one type of response

novice children will give is to "parrot" part of the text that was just heard. While these

types of verbatim responses show a partial understanding of the question, they reflect

lower level thinking skills. Another early response is one that is off track from the

question or topic being discussed. McKeown and Beck (2006) attribute this to greater

ease and comfort of the child to access prior knowledge related to the information

presented in a text, than to focus on understanding the decontextualized information

being presented. Other types of responses that indicate partial understanding of the
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Table B. On Task Student
Comments Book Talk 1

o Student 1

o Stude nt 2

o Student 3

o Student 4

Student 5

o Student 6

[] Student?

On Task Student Comments
Book Talk 3

o Student 1

lEI Student 2

n Student 3

o Student 4

Student 5

o Student 6

o Student?

On Task Student Comments
Book Talk 5

o Student 1

o Student 2

o Student 3

o Student 4

Student 5

o Student 6

o Student?
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On Task Student Comments
Book Talk 2

o Student 1

o Student 2

o Student 3

o Student 4

Student 5

o Student 6

o Student ?

On Task Student Comments
Book Talk 4

o Student 1

o Student 2

o Student 3

o Student 4

I'!IStudent 5

o Student 6

o Student ?

On Task Student Comments
Book 6

o Student 1

o Student 2

o Student 3

o Student 4

UJ Student 5

o Student 6

o Student ?
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Number of On Task Comments
Over Time
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Number of On Task Comments
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