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A WILL BEFORE THERE'S A WAY: 

PRESCHOOLERS AND BOOKS 
Evelyn B. Freeman 

Ohio State University/Marion 

Virginia Wasserman 
Ohio State University/Marion 

Failing SAT scores and lawsuits by illiterate high 
school graduates against the school systems that failed to 
educate them have become hallmarks of "A Nation at 
Risk." President Reagan has reacted to his commissioned 
report on education by suggesting the American panacea 
of more, better, faster. In this case, more required courses, 
longer school days, and more computers. Whether or not 
these solutions will provide us with a generation of readers 
remains to be seen; there is certainly no dispute that 
reading remains the key to all learning, the basic skill 
that must be mastered from the very beginning. 

Where that beginning is, however, has become a basis 
for dispute. Some children seem locked out from the start, 
those who wear the label "disadvantaged." In recent years 
there has been a deluge of programs to help children 
learn to read. The federal government has provided funding 
for research, tutorial programs, preschool programs, and 
television programs. Piles of data are available on how 
children learn to read and what factors account for reading 
readiness. The government has even acknowledged that 
reading readiness may well start in the womb, and supports 
a nutritional program for pregnant and nursing mothers. 

But it's not just the disadvantaged children that are 
coming to school educationally at risk--it appears to be a 
growing problem in all segments of our society. Whether 
it's a symptom of the modern age of television, divorce, 
and music videos, the reality is that more and more chil­
dren are coming to school unprepared to learn. 

Thus, 'Reading Readiness' has become a specialty in 
itself, complete with tests, programs, workbooks, supporters, 
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and critics. Kindergarten assessment programs aIm for 
early identification of children lacking reading readiness, 
and a substantial part of m-ost kindergarten programs is 
directly aimed at developing reading readiness skills. Given 
the amount of research done and the emphasis placed on 
reading readiness and the teaching of reading, one would 
expect that all children would become fluent readers. Why 
is this not true? One factor may well be that the emphasis 
of traditional reading readiness programs neglects perhaps 
the most important prerequisite of all--motivation. From 
the child's perspective, one must ask, "why should a child 
want to learn to read?" 

Many children already possess a strong desire to master 
the written word. What is the key to their eagerness? 
What factors exist in the home and/or cultural environment 
that directs a child's natural curiosity of the world around 
him/her into the arduous task of tearing apart and rebuild­
ing language to allow written as well as vocal communi­
cation? 

For many children, their first contact with school is 
in a preschool, and even at this early stage, it quickly 
becomes obvious that some children love books, and other 
children have no interest in them. In an attempt to identify 
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some factors that may account for early motivation toward 
reading, we conducted the study that follows. We believed 
that preschoolers demonst rating a spontaneous and natural 
interest in books come from homes where parents engage 
in positivp fPRriinp: hphaviors. 

A review of the research on preschoolers' interest in 
books found that no studies have specifically addressed the 
issue of early motivation in learning to read. Previous 
studies on reading motivation have primarily dealt with 
instilling motivation after the child has failed, or analyzing 
the motivation after the child has succeeded. Many, however, 
did recognize the importance of books in the home before 
children encountered books at school. 

"When books have always been a part of the child's 
natural environment to manipulate, to share, to ex-
peri ence, and to cherish, the chi I d has ampl e oppo r­
tunities to develop concepts of what a book can be. 
Children know there is wonder in the art of illus­
tration and magic in the printed word" (Engel, 897). 

Since research does support the idea that motivation 
is an important factor, programs aimed at rousing children's 
interest in literature are abundant, from "Reading Rainbow" 
to "Reading is Fundamental" to "Scholastic Book Fairs." 
In the classroom, an abundance of resource material on 
making stories come aline for children through literature 
extensions is available. Creative dramatics and art projects 
help to enliven the written word and spark a hunger for 
reading in many previously turned-off children. Making 
reading interesting and fun is certainly a valid motivating 
factor for many children who saw it only as a task before. 
But what of the child who has not yet experienced failure, 
what about the preschooler? A great deal of materials is 
available on reading readiness techniques for preschoolers, 
little has been written specifically on motivation--instilling 
in the young child the desire to read. Because it's difficult 
to evaluate motivational factors in children who haven't 
yet failed or succeeded in a future task (reading), a body 
of research has been directed toward "early readers," 
those children who "spontaneously" taught themselves to 
read at a preschool age. Durkin (1966) conducted compre­
hensive parental interviews and child studies of two groups 
of early readers and concluded " ... early readers are not 
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some unique species capable of being identified and sorted 
by tests. Rather, it would seem their preschool achievement 
in reading is the combined expression of themselves, thei r 
parents, and the kinds of environment provided" (p. 110). 
In an earlier study, Durkin (1966) compiled a list of sources 
identified by the parents as those factors which motivated 
their children's interest in reading. The three most f re­
quently cited from a list of ten were: being read to at 
home; eagerness to keep up with older siblings; and avail­
ability of reading material in the home. These factors 
reflect the children's realization that reading was a natural 
part of their daily lives - something that they wanted for 
themselves. How a few such children can somehow decode 
the secret of letters is still a mystery, but their motivation 
is not exclusive; thousands of children come to school 
thirsting for that same knowledge. And thousands more 
start school with no interest in books whatsoever. It's not 
a matter of material possessions or social class, 
matter of environmentally instilled motivation. 
concluded: 

it's a 
Durkin 

" ... research findings show no simple connection 
between earl y readi ng and the socioeconom ic status 
of a family. What is much more important, the 
research data i ndi cated, is the presence of parents 
who spend time with their children; who read to 
them; who answer thei r questions and thei r requests 
for help; and who demonstrate in their own lives 
that reading is a rich source of relaxation, infor­
mation, and contentment" (p. 136). 

Clark (1976), in a similar study of early readers in 
Glasgow, supported the idea that early parental involvement 
with children and literature is a key factor in the child's 
latear motivation. An exhaustive report on reading in the 
British school system, conducted by Sir Allan Bullock 
(1975) at Her Majesty's request, took three years to com­
plete and repeatedly emphasized that the further extension 
of language into reading is something that must not wait 
until school is ready to teach it. Reading is not a discrete 
skill, but a part of a child's general language development 
and dependent on meeting appropriate experiences. 

"The best way to prepare the very young chi Id for 
readi ng is to hoI d him on your I ap and read aloud 
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to him stories he likes--over and over again .•. 
The printed page, the physical comfort and security, 
the reassuring voice, the fascination of the story-­
ail these combine in the child's mind to identify 
books as something which holds qreat pleasure" 

(Bullock, 1975, p. 897) 

Butler and Clay (1979) cited a study by Norris which 
" ... showed again, beyond all doubt, (wi thaI) the dedication 
of teachers and the use of modern methods, books, and 
equipment, the vast majority of good readers were made 
before the children started school. .. before teachers start 
their work at all" (p. 8). 

McKenzie (1977) also contended that language and 
reading cannot be separated from home expenence. She 
believes that children need to listen to stories, talk about 
stories, and retell stories. The retelling of stories or "pre­
tending" to read is a behavioral trait that Holdaway (1979) 
feels is a natural and necessary step in learning to read. 
He has studied reading-like behavior in children and has 
found it to be highly motivated, self-correcting, sytactically 
complex and self-satisfying for the child. Holdaway also 
supports the idea that children with a background of book 
experience since early infancy have developed what he 
calls a literacy set, a host of prereading skills (listening 
abili ty, recognition of the use of symbols, understanding of 
direction and sequencing, etc.) that serves them well all 
through their school years and beyond. 

While the preceding studies have discussed all children, 
boys are frequently referred to with the term "biological 
un readiness; " in light of the studies discussed, is it possible 
that home/cultural implications are being ignored? Are 
fathers reading to sons? Are fathers reading? Are fathers 
smiling approval when they see their sons looking at picture 
books? Downing and Thackery (1976) pointed out that--

"if a preschool girl spends a lot of time looking at 
books, that behavior would be very acceptable 
socially. But if an American father sees his son 
with his nose in books to the same extent, he is 
mo re I ike'l y to thi nk that h is son ought to be 
doing something 'more boyish,' like running after 
a ball outside the house ... This socially determined 
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discrimination against boys could well be sufficient 
to explain why American boys are less ready to 
learn to read than American girls" (p. 20). 

Entwisle (1971) pointed out that mother-child interac­
tions are studied more frequently than father-child inter­
actions and that actions of fathers may be more important 
in reading. Rubin (1972) found that boys and gi rls not 
only differ in language and readiness skills before kinder­
garten entrance, but also that kindergarten programs have 
a differential impact on the growth of these skills in the 
two groups. Although girls were more advanced before 
kindergarten, boys derived greater benefits from kindergar­
ten. Perhaps boys derived greater benefit from kindergarten 
because they found cultural experiences (approval for 
looking at books, arts and crafts activities, singing, etc.) 
that had not been as abundant for them in the home as 
they had been for their sisters. 

These reviewed studies of reading behavior in young 
-::hildren recognize that the home serves as a source for 
attitudes and that the child with a rich experiential back­
ground of involvement with words and books is more likely 
to develop the desire to read for him/herself. 

Study 

The present study was conducted in response to the 
issues of early reading motivation and the nature of the 
home environment. The hypothesis to be examined was 
that a strong literary environment in the home (i.e., a 
variety of books constantly accessible, parents reading for 
themselves and for their children, constant encouragement 
of literature based behavior, etc.) would be indicative of a 
child who had a natural interest in books, and could thus 
be assumed to have a high motivation toward learning to 
read. Since the sex of both children and parents would be 
taken into account, it was also hoped that any sex differ­
enCES In children's reading motivation would become evident. 

Subjects 

The subjects of the study were 23 children (and their 
parents) who attended a preschool in a small midwestern 
community. Six children were dropped from the sample 
due to absences or failure of parents to return the survey. 
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The final sample included 11 males and 6 females, who 
ranged in age from 39 months to 70 months, with a mean 
age of 60 months. All the children were white, middle 
class, and lived with both parents. 

PluccJurc:.:; 

To determine which children possessed a 'literacy 
set,' an observation check list was used to record instances 
of book related interaction and behavior while in the pre­
school setting. The subjects were observed in a free play 
situation and at story time over a three week period (pre­
school was in session three mornings a week). Their two 
regular female teachers alternated each session in recording 
observations of the children's book related behavior. The 
observation list included ten areas: chooses books at free 
play time, looks at books front to back and turns pages 
correctly, pretends to read, looks at b"oks with a group 
of friends, looks at books alone, plays with books (ramps, 
houses, etc.), obviously attentive during story hour, makes 
spontaneous remarks about books being read during story 
time, responds appropriately during teacher directed story 
discussion, reflects either story line or visual images in 
later play or art. 

The observer placed a check each time the child 
demonstrated one of the above behaviors any time during 
the one hour free play or half hour story time. The length 
of time a child spent engaged in an observed activity was 
not recorded, but if a child left such an activity for more 
than five minutes and then returned to it, another check 

mark was noted. Those children who received the most 
check marks were considered to be the ones most involved 
with books, and thus the ones with 'literacy set.' 

School Environment 

The books available to the children were on display in 
a three tiered magazine rack so that the book covers were 
clearly visible, and the books were easily accessible at all 
times. Because the preschool program was literature based 
theme teaching, the 20 to 30 books were changed weekly 
to reflect the current topic. The three or four books read 
aloud each day were chosen from this selection, both by 
the teacher and at the suggestions of the children. Both 
free play and story time took place in the same room, a 
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large open area playroom, with tables and window seats 
where a child might sit alone or in a group. 

Home Environment 

To form an indication of each child's home literary 
environment, a questionnaire was developed and distributed 
to both mothers and fathers. The purpose of the question­
naire was to determine if parents were frequent readers 
themselves, if reading materials were available in the 
home for different age groups, if parents took their children 
to the library, if parents ever gave their children books as 
gifts, and if parents read to their children. The format of 
the questionnaire was multiple choice with some yes/no 
questions. While there was a total of 20 questions, not all 
were directly relevant to the purpose and were take into 
final tabulation; thus, 17 was the highest score possible 
for anyone parent. 

Table 1 

Correlations (r) of subjects' scores, 
mothers' scores, and fathers' scores 

------------------------------M-other--------Father------

Subject 

Mother 

* p (.05 

Results 

.507* 

**p < .001 

.466* 

.781 ** 

Pearson product-moment correlations were computed 
to determine the relationships among the subjects' observa­
tion score and the scores of the subjects' mother and 
father on the parent questionnaire. 

As the table indicates, significant correlations were 
found between subject-mother, subject-father, and mother­
father. In addition, when correlations were computed for 
boys and girls separately, significant correlations were 
found between the scores of boys' mothers and fathers (r 
= .692, 1> <: .01) and the scores of girls' mothers and fathers 
(!. = .803, E < .05). 
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To determine whether boys or girls demonstrated 
more reading behavior, a t test was computed between the 
mean score for boys (13) and the mean score for girls 
(20.5). The results indicated a significant difference, t(lS) 
- 2.67, r < .02 with girls oemonstnHing more reading 
behavior than boys. 

Discussion 

The results of this study clearly support the hypothesis 
and the findings of Durkin, Clark, Norris, and the Bullock 
report regarding the importance of home influences in 
early reading behavior. This study revealed a significant 
positive correlation between the literary environment of 
the home and the 'literacy set' of the child in a preschool 
setting. While a direct causal relationship cannot be con­
cluded from the results, it seems reasonable to assume 
that the parentally directed home literary environment 
accounts for one factor in the young child's motivation to 
read. If the child is read to, sees others reading and has 
frequent access to books, he/she will "naturally" consider 
books as part of the world the child wants to learn about. 
A child can only draw from his own realm of experience. 
What he sees at home becomes the basis for building self, 
and learning to read. 

In terms of sex differences, a positive correlation was 
found between the scores of the mother and the father in 
response to the questionnaire. This finding lends further 
support to the recent research which has investigated the 
important role of the father in child rearing. An examina­
tion of the children's scores shows support for the work 
of others regarding sex differences in early reading behavior. 
The preschool girls in this study showed significantly more 
reading behaviors than their male counterparts when ob­
served in a natural environment. 

Implications 

Motivation must be considered a key element in the 
reading process. Traditional reading readiness programs 
that address only the issues of auditory and visual percep­
tion, dexterity, and discrimination, and are not sufficient. 
Assessment programs that contain no box on the score 
sheet for motivation are inadequate. We need to ask "Does 
this child want to learn to read? Has experiential back-
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ground in the home instilled within the child the desire to 
understand those familiar yet secret written symbols?" 

If the answer is no, then the teacher must realize 
that school alone cannot provide the motivation; teachers 
must work with parents to help them understand the impor­
tance of the home literary environment. Teachers must 
provide support for parents to enable them to recognize 
that parents are the first teachers of thei r children, and 
are always powerful role models. Teachers can encourage 
parents to read aloud to their children, suggest appropriate 
titles and literature related activities that children and 
parents can do together. The first school for the child is 
the home--there s/he sees what is important for him/her 
to know, and reading should be one of the most important 
of all. 

REFERENCES 

Bullock, Sir Allan and Committee. "Cuddling Seen Enhancing 
Value of Reading to Child." Des Moines Register, 
February 20, 1975. Adapted from A Languagae for 
Life. 

Butler, Dorothy and Clay, Marie. Reading Begins at Home. 
Auckland: Heineman Educational Books, 1979. 

Clark, M. M. Young Fluent Readers--What Can They Teach 
Us? London, Heinemann Educational Books, 1976. 

Downing, John & D. Thackery, Reading Readiness. London: 
Hodder, and Stoughton, 1975. 

Durkin, D. Children Who Read Early. New York: Teachers 
College Press, 1966. 

Engel, Rosaland. "Literature Develops Children I s I IS for 
Reading." The Reading Teacher, vol. 5 3 (Nov/Dec 
1976), pp. 894-900. 

Entwisle, Doris R. "Implications of Language Socialization 
for Reading Models and for Learning to Read." Reading 
Research Quarterly, vol. 7(Fall 1971), pp. 111-167. 

Holdaway, Donald. The Foundations of Literacy. Sydney: 
Heinemann Educational Books, 1979. 

McKenzie, Moira. "The Beginnings of Literacy." Theory 

121 



RH - Winter 1987 ------------------

Into Practice, Vol. 16 (December 1977), pp. 315-324. 

Rubin, Rosalyn. "Sex Differences in Effects of Kindergarten 
A ttendance on Development of School Readiness and 
Language Skills." Elementary School Journal, Vol. 72 
(I'eLlu,llY 1972), lJp. 265-274. 

122 


	Reading Horizons: A Journal of Literacy and Language Arts
	1-1-1987

	A Will Before There's a Way: Preschoolers And Books
	Evelyn B. Freeman
	Virginia Wasserman
	Recommended Citation


	A Will Before There's a Way: Preschoolers And Books

