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ABSTRACT 

 

Young children develop language and early literacy interactions that are the building 

blocks for future skilled reading.  This study was designed to evaluate the early childhood 

classroom to determine teachers‟ knowledge of early literacy.  

Based on the Literacy Environment Checklist (LEC) of the Early Literacy and Language 

Classroom Observation (ELLCO) tool, the classrooms scored 100% proficiency in the Book 

Area and Book Selection categories.  The results indicate the prekindergarten teachers knew how 

to design their classrooms to enhance early literacy.  The classrooms scored 86% proficiency in 

the Writing Materials category, 73% proficiency in the Writing around the Room category, and 

58% proficiency in the Book Use category.  These results indicate that the teachers did not 

utilize early literacy materials or did not have necessary early literacy materials in the 

classrooms.  Many of the teachers had minimal early literacy training.  Without specific early 

literacy training, teachers did not design their classrooms in ways that would enhance early 

literacy. 

 

Key words: early literacy, classroom design, prekindergarten teacher training, teacher training. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The preschool years are a critical period because this is when children develop language 

and early literacy interactions that are the building blocks to augment skilled reading (Foorman 

& Moats, 2004; Lyon & Chhabra, 2004).  By the age of four, children typically acquire 

knowledge in phonology, grammar, word meaning, and the social and communicative use of 

language (Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001).  

Research (Lyon & Chhabra, 2004) indicates that preschool children who are identified as 

at-risk for reading failure and are provided with interventions in early literacy skills develop 

enhanced reading abilities. Furthermore, other research studies (Lyon, 2002; Whitehurst, 

Zevenbergen, Crone, Schultz, Velting, & Fischel, 1999) indicate that children who attend more 

academically oriented preschools, not just daycare-type schools, are more successful in reading, 

math, and general knowledge.  In other words, children who are exposed to a language-rich 

environment are more competent in basic skills than those who are not. 

If early identification and intervention are to be effective, teachers must be trained to 

teach preschool children early literacy skills and to identify children at-risk for reading failure. 

Interventions that improve teacher knowledge of early literacy, early literacy skills for young 

children and early identification can make the difference between success and failure for a child 

who is at-risk for reading failure (National Research Council, 1998).  Because preschool teachers 

are pivotal in teaching reading skills, they must understand how reading develops, how to 

identify children at-risk, and how to teach reading programs (Lyon & Chhabra, 2004).  Also, 

preschool teachers must incorporate phonological awareness instruction into their classroom 
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curriculum and to organize the classroom design to enhance early literacy (Smith & Dickinson, 

2002).  Thus, preschool teachers must receive appropriate training in early literacy techniques, 

curricula, and classroom design.   

Considering the vast research in growth and development, a reluctance to identify a child 

at-risk in preschool may be an injustice to the child, the family, the school system, and society.  

When educators, administrators, and families have an understanding of the child‟s needs and the 

benefits of early intervention, the child has a better chance for future success.   

 To increase the overall reading achievement of American school children, multiple 

procedures must be put into place. According to McCardle, Scarborough, & Catts (2001), four 

steps must be taken.  First, a reasonably accurate method of predicting which children are at-risk 

for reading difficulty (such as Recognition and Response) must be established.  This method 

must be designed to include preschool children who have not been taught any reading skills.  

Second, clear guidelines must be established based on empirical evidence of the understanding of 

reading difficulties and of the kinds of intervention that are most effective in preventing reading 

problems.  Third, reading interventions and instructional programs must be studied in varied 

school environments.  Fourth, teachers must be thoroughly trained in evidence-based reading 

instruction at preservice and inservice levels.  This study will investigate teachers‟ knowledge of 

early literacy and how that knowledge was applied in designing the classroom to enhance early 

literacy.   

 

Theoretical Framework of Early Literacy 

 A body of research from the last two decades emphasizes the importance of early literacy 

experiences.  Understanding the theoretical framework of early processes of reading 

development and appropriate instruction is important for educators.   
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Social Cognitive Theory 

 Bandura‟s social cognitive theory proposes a “multifaceted causal structure” (Bandura, 

1997, p. 34) that addresses the development of capabilities and the ability to regulate behavior.  

Knowledge formation serves as the rules and strategies of action that guides behavior (Bandura, 

1997). Cognitive knowledge is particularly important in the early and intermediate phases of skill 

development because the knowledge formation specifies which subskills are needed to fulfill a 

particular action.  Practice is important to fully integrate and execute skills with ease.    

 Social cognitive theory posits that human behavior is determined by many interacting 

factors, not just one factor.  According to Bandura (1999), behavior is not shaped or controlled 

solely by environmental influences or by internal characteristics. As such, people contribute to, 

but do not determine, what happens to them (Bandura, 1997).  This transactional view, known as 

Triadic Reciprocal Causation (Bandura, 1997), incorporates self and society; internal personal 

factors of cognitive, affective, behavior, biological events; and environmental factors that all 

function as interacting causations that influence each other bidirectionally.  In this case, 

reciprocity does not mean that all three sets of interacting causations have equal strength.  Their 

influence varies for different activities and under different circumstances.  Also, it takes time for 

each causal factor to have any influence because they do not act simultaneously (Bandura, 1999). 

 Bandura (1999) states that the environment is “thrust upon people” (Bandura, 1999, 

pp.23) whether they like it or not.  Although people often have little control over their 

environment, they do have some latitude in how they perceive it and react to it.  Environments 

are not waiting to happen.  Instead, people construct social environments and institutional 

systems through their own effects.  Thus, environments that people actually experience depend 

on how they behave (Bandura, 1999).   
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 For this study, Triadic Reciprocal Causation involves the relationships of behavior – 

early literacy; personal factors – the child; and external environmental factors – the 

prekindergarten teacher and the classroom.  (See Figure 1.1).  Simply put, teacher knowledge of 

early literacy and the classroom design affect the child‟s ability to learn to read (Casbergue, 

McGee, & Bedford, 2007).  The prekindergarten teacher must have knowledge and 

understanding of early literacy skills that are needed for a child to learn to read.  The child must 

be in an environment that is conducive to learning in general and to learn to read in particular.  

Although all these factors are needed, they are not simultaneously equal.  For example, 

classroom design is important, but if the prekindergarten teacher is not knowledgeable about how 

to incorporate the classroom design into the curriculum for early literacy, neither the classroom 

design nor the teacher is effective.  The child‟s behavior of learning to read is conditional on the 

success of the classroom design and the teacher‟s knowledge of early literacy.  

       P   
 

  
 

 

                                                      

                  B                                            E 

 

Figure 1.1. Triadic Reciprocal Causation.  The relationship between three major classes of 

determinants in triadic reciprocal causation.  B represents behavior, or early literacy; P represents 

personal factors, or the child; E represents the external environment, or the prekindergarten 

teacher and the classroom. 

 

Developmental Psychology – Vygotsky 

 Today‟s concept of early literacy is consistent with Vygotsky‟s theoretical principles 

(Mowat, 1999).  Vygotsky reasoned that children learn more when assisted by an adult or a peer.  

He called this the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Kozulin, 1934/1986).  Initially, ZPD 

requires maximum support and assistance, and then the support is reduced as needed (Bodrova & 
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Leong, 1996). The assistance can be providing hints and clues, rephrasing questions, asking the 

child to repeat what was said, having the child describe what she understands, or demonstrating 

the task (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  In addition, the assistance can include organizing the 

environment to facilitate the practice of a specific skill.  For example, the teacher can label 

sorting trays to help the child learn to sort (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). 

 Moreover, the ZPD is different for each child.  Some children need every possible type of 

assistance to make even the smallest progress in learning.  Other children may only need a small 

amount of assistance and make large gains in learning (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  When a skill 

is outside the child‟s ZPD, the child generally ignores, fails to use, or incorrectly uses the skill.  

The teacher must carefully observe “which prompts, clues, hints, books, activities, or peer 

cooperative activities have a desired effect on the child‟s learning” (Bodrova & Leong, 1996, p. 

39).  The teacher needs to be vigilant to note if the child cannot perform at the expected higher 

level of the ZPD.  Then, the teacher needs to rethink the support that has been provided.  

According to Bodrova and Leong, (1996, p. 41) “The skill may be outside the child‟s ZPD or the 

type of assistance provided is not useful and should be modified.”  The ZPD provides the teacher 

with a guide to assess what support to provide and how the child will likely respond to the 

support.  

 Children may develop learning problems when they are pushed into completing tasks 

before they are able to do so.  These academic demands may cause failure by requiring students 

to perform before they are ready or able (Lerner, 2003).   

 Vygotsky (1934/1986) also states that “the only good kind of instruction” (1934/1986, p. 

188) is that which is “ahead of development and leads it” (1934/1986, p. 188).  Instruction 

should be aimed at the “ripening functions” (p.188) rather than those that are already ready.  If a 
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child‟s ability is not on par with the instructional level, there is no learning (Lerner, 2003), thus, 

intervention, or ZPD, is needed. 

 In addition, Vygotsky (1966) theorized that play allows a child to go beyond the limits of 

the immediate stimulus and to learn to use symbolic, abstract levels of thought.  How the 

classroom is designed makes the difference in how a child moves from concrete thought to 

abstract thinking. 

Definition of Key Terms 

 For the purpose of this study, key terms are defined. The following significant definitions 

are presented to clarify key concepts that are integral to this study. 

Classroom design 

Classroom design is defined as the components that make up the physical layout of the 

classroom. 

Early literacy  

 Early literacy is defined as the knowledge, skills and dispositions that precede learning to 

read and write in the primary grades that are part of a complex process of learning to read 

(Roskos, Christie, & Richgels, 2003).   

Phonemic awareness  

 Phonemic awareness is the ability to recognize the smaller sections of sounds within the 

spoken word (Allor, Gansle, & Denny, 2006).  

Prekindergarten classroom  

 Prekindergarten classroom is a part of the formal public or private school system that 

serves children prior to their entrance into kindergarten, typically around the age of four. 
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Response-to-intervention  

 Response-to-intervention (RTI) is a three tier approach to identifying children with 

learning disabilities that includes classroom design and teacher instruction, small-group 

intervention, and possible referral for special education evaluation.   

Recognition and Response 

 Recognition and Response (R&R) is a modification of RTI that is used for children from 

three to five years old and includes identifying appropriate instruction, making program 

modifications, tailoring instructional strategies, and providing appropriate supports for individual 

children who struggle to learn (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel., 2006).   

Teacher training  

 Teacher training is preservice and inservice instruction received by teachers to enhance 

their knowledge and skill of early literacy and early identification.   

Significance of Early Literacy 

 Today, there is agreement that learning to read begins long before children receive formal 

education.  Cognitive work in literacy development continues from birth through age 6, and 

quality instruction is a vital contribution to children‟s success as they learn to read and write 

(Neuman & Dickinson, 2003). 

 Early literacy begins at birth, is progressive, and is influenced by sociocultural 

experiences (New, 2001).  A variety of terms are used to refer to the preschool phase of literacy 

development such as emerging literacy, emergent reading, early reading, and early literacy 

(Roskos, Christie, & Richgels, 2003).  For this study, early literacy will be used because it is a 

comprehensive and concise description of the knowledge and skills that precede learning to read 

in kindergarten to third grade (Roskos, et al., 2003). 
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 For the better part of the 20
th

 century in the United States, definitions of literacy 

concentrated on basic reading and writing abilities (New, 2003).  During this time, it was 

believed that literacy development began around the age of 6.  This theory changed with the idea 

that literacy developed through instructional strategy and not age.  Then, researchers realized that 

some children learned to read without any formal instruction.  This created an interest in the 

process by which early literacy skills emerged (New, 2003).  Subsequently, researchers began to 

look at early literacy as a social experience for children.   

 In the context of social relationships, researchers became interested in particular activity 

settings such as family dynamics, social and emotional experiences.  Ethnographers supported 

the value of bedtime stories, language use, and oral discourse (New, 2003).  Researchers are now 

fine-tuning their understanding of literacy development.  They are generating theories such as the 

cognitive processing models which focus on oral and written language, the sociocultural models 

that focus on the integration of context and cognition, and the ecological and environmental 

models that focus on children‟s formal and informal learning of written language development in 

school and nonschool settings (Neuman & Dickinson, 2003).   

Marie Clay 

 Marie Clay believed that no two children respond the same way to the same learning 

situation.  Consequently, teaching must be tailored to each child (Clay, 1994). Clay developed 

the theory of acceleration in which the child who is making slow progress and drops behind the 

rest of the class must accelerate her literacy accomplishment in order to catch up.  It is not the 

teacher who produces the acceleration.  However, an expert teacher can help the student focus 

her attention on the new learning (Clay, 1994). 
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 Clay (1994) advocated three steps to reading success.   The first step is to provide good 

preschool experiences.  The second step is to provide a good early literacy curriculum. The third 

step is threefold: 1) monitor the children‟s progress at the end of the first year of learning at age 

five, 2) provide an intervention program for those who need it, and 3) provide specialist services 

for those who do not respond to intervention (Clay, 1994).  This process is similar to the 

Response-to-Intervention approach.   

 To address children‟s inefficient responses to learning to read, Clay developed Reading 

Recovery (Mowat, 1999).  Reading Recovery is based on the assumption that children learn 

through social interaction and provides the social interaction supports to assist a child‟s ability to 

work at her own level with support from an adult.  In this way, Clay incorporates Vygotsky‟s 

concept of ZBD.  In addition, Reading Recovery incorporates Vygotsky‟s concept of meaningful 

activities that connect text instead of redundant skill sheet activities (Mowat, 1999).  Moreover, 

Reading Recovery promotes effective literacy instruction that is provided by sensitive, well-

trained teachers for children‟s first year of school (Mowat, 1999).   

 

 

Classroom Design and Early Literacy 

 Several studies have examined the classroom environment and its effect on literacy 

behaviors (Morrow, 1991; Morrow & Rand, 1991; Neuman & Roskos, 1990).  For example, 

Morrow and Rand (1991) found that children demonstrated more literacy behaviors when the 

classroom had “thematic literacy-related materials” (Dickinson & Neuman, 2006, pp. 260) than 

the control classroom.   
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 Correspondingly, Morrow‟s study (1991) found that the number of books, the number of 

kinds of paper and computers, the number of pencils and crayons, and labels in the classroom 

correlated with the frequency that children would read and write during free play.  Also, Morrow 

found that providing literacy props that related to the dramatic play center such as a library or a 

kitchen increased the number of literacy activity during play.    

 Another environmental factor that indicates a strong correlation to literacy development 

is children‟s access to books (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  When children are provided with 

books, their literacy skills are enhanced.   

 Of course, the environment cannot stimulate literacy skills without the knowledge and 

support of teachers.  The results of a study by Vukelich (1991) show that children engage in 

more literacy behaviors when teachers model the use of literacy materials.  Thus, the results of 

her study indicate the importance of ongoing teacher involvement to enhance literacy skills. 

Importance of Teacher Training and Response to Intervention 

 When teachers receive intensive instructional lessons in how to teach phonology and 

phonemic awareness, they incorporate their new knowledge into their curriculum which results 

in improved student learning.  Therefore, teachers must be trained and knowledgeable in 

phonological skills in order to address the gaps in early literacy skills (Fuchs, Thompson, Al 

Otaiba, Yen, Yang, Braun, & O‟Connor, 2002; Lerner, 2003; Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, 

Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).  With appropriate classroom 

instruction and intensive intervention, 90 – 95 percent of children who have reading delays can 

bring their reading skills up to the average range (Lyon, Fletcher, Torgesen, Shaywitz, & 

Chhabra, 2004).  
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 The RTI procedure may be the most appropriate approach to address the teacher training 

issue.  RTI is implemented in three tiers.  In Tier I, if the classroom instruction is deemed 

inadequate, intervention is implemented to develop a stronger instructional program ((Fuchs, 

Fuchs, & Young, 2004).  After an appropriate classroom instructional program is established, the 

progress of each child is monitored.  In Tier II, children whose academic performance is still 

below the rest of the class are identified.  The teacher or other trained person provides 

individualized and intensive instruction for students who do not progress in the classroom.  The 

students‟ progress is again monitored.  The students who continue not to respond and progress 

with intervention qualify for special education evaluation or for special education and continue 

to receive intense intervention (Tier III).  Because they did not respond to effective instruction, 

these children are considered to be at-risk for academic failure (Fuchs, et al., 2004).   

 The beauty of RTI is that it addresses classroom instruction as one reason for low student 

performance and provides training for teachers.  Furthermore, RTI quickly provides assistance to 

a larger group of students who are struggling to read, and RTI separates the students with 

potential disabilities from those who are simply struggling to read.  This distinction reduces the 

number of students in special education and the cost to educate them.  Lastly, fewer students are 

stigmatized with an LD label (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003). 

Prekindergarten teachers are an underutilized, yet important, resource to stimulate rich 

language and to develop early literacy skills.  Consequently, prekindergarten teachers are crucial 

to the early prevention of reading problems (National Research Council, 1998).  As such, they 

need to be trained in phonemic awareness and early intervention techniques.  Teachers need to 

incorporate materials that are fun, interesting, systematic, and creative into the curriculum in 

order to reduce the number of children who fail to learn to read (Fuchs, Fuchs, Thompson, Al 
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Otaiba, Yen Yang, Braun, & O‟Connor, 2002; Lerner, 2003; Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, 

Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).  Only a few studies have 

investigated what teachers know about language and reading, how teachers‟ reading instruction 

is affected by this knowledge, and how teachers learn the concepts and practices of reading 

instruction (Moats & Foorman, 2003). 

Purpose of the Study 

According to the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) (NJCLD, 

1986), the preschool years represent a “critical period” in which prevention and intervention 

efforts are most effective.  Preschool is an opportunity to provide language and literacy 

experiences in small groups, one-on-one teacher-child interactions, and child-initiated activities 

(Morrow, 2005).  Thus, teachers, administrators, and families must identify children who 

demonstrate specific developmental delays or behavioral problems and recognize the potential 

for early manifestations of reading disability (R/LD).  Without educational assistance, behavioral 

difficulties, such as isolation, withdrawal, clowning or acting out, may mask the original, less 

visible signs of R/LD.  Moreover, without early assistance, children miss opportunities for 

reading practice that benefit future fluency, vocabulary and comprehension.  Further, without 

early identification, many children and, consequently, adults who have undiagnosed R/LDs, go 

through life with a “hidden handicap,” which may result in low self-esteem and difficulty in the 

workplace (LDOnLine, February 2, 2003).    

The purpose of this study is two-fold: to ascertain whether preschool teachers design their 

classrooms for early literacy and to determine teachers‟ rationales for choosing their classroom 

designs.    
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Research Questions 

 Two primary research questions will guide this study:  

 

1. To what extent do prekindergarten teachers design their classrooms to enhance early 

literacy? 

2. What do prekindergarten teachers base their decisions for designing their classrooms to 

support early literacy? 

Summary of Chapter I 

 In summary, data will be collected regarding how teachers design their classrooms to 

enhance early literacy and what their rationales for doing so are.  The hypothesis is that most 

teachers will not design their classrooms to enhance early literacy and if they do, they will not 

understand why.  This information will be identified so that teachers understand the need for 

early literacy skills and how to provide them. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter provides a theoretical, research-based view of early literacy.  Included are 

discussions of the history of literacy, the people and policies that influenced literacy, 

assessments, research in teacher personnel preparation, and preschool classroom design. 

Definitions of Literacy 

 Although the definition of literacy would seem straightforward, definitions vary because 

the term „literacy‟ refers to a wide range of reading and writing activities (Kaestle, Damon-

Moore, Stedman, Tinsley, & Trollinger, 1991).  Hiebert (1991) wrote of a “new perspective on 

literacy” (p. 1).  He said there is a “profound shift from a text-driven definition of literacy to a 

view of literacy as active transformation of texts,” where “meaning is created through an 

interaction of reader and text” (p. 1). 

 Kaestle and colleagues (1991) define literacy as the ability to decode and comprehend 

written language at a basic level.  For example, their definition includes “the ability to say 

written words corresponding to ordinary oral discourse and to understand them” (p. 3). 

 Lankshear (1998) states that since the 1980‟s the emphasis on basic literacy within 

educational reform discussions has been expanded to include concerns for excellence, i.e., higher 

levels and standards of achievement, what Lankshear calls “metalevels” (p. 355).  For example, 

at school levels, basic literacy represents mastering the alphabet visually and phonetically and 

understanding how the elements of these letters are put together to encode and decode words and 

how to separate words or put them together to read and write sentences.  In 1995, Venezky 

elaborated on the basic definition of literacy which was the ability to read.  He stated that writing 

should be emphasized as well as reading (Indrisano & Chall, 1995).  He also stated that the 
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reader must be an active participant in order to interpret the print messages (Indrisano & Chall, 

1995).   

 For this study, the definition that will be used to define early literacy is the National 

Research Council (1998) definition of the skills that three- and four-year olds exhibit such as the 

ability to recognize environmental print; knowing that print is read in stories; paying attention to 

separable and repeating sounds in language; using new vocabulary and grammar in own speech; 

understanding and following oral directions; and showing an interest in books and reading.   

History of Literacy 

 In every literate society, learning to read is something of an initiation, a ritualized 

 passage out of a state of dependency and rudimentary communication. (Manguel,1996).   

 

 In Christian society of the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, only the 

aristocracy and the clergy had the privilege of learning to read.  Most boys and a few girls from 

the upper class learned their letters phonetically when they were young, but not before the age of 

seven (Manguel, 1996).  Once the children learned their letters, male tutors provided the boys‟ 

education - if the family could afford them - while the mothers provided the girls‟ education.  

Boys would go on to be educated away from home with other boys.  Girls from affluent homes 

were sent to school to learn to read and write to prepare them for entering the convent (Manguel, 

1996).   This pattern of higher rates of literacy for males over females continued until the 

twentieth century (Kaestle, Damon-Moore, Stedman, Tinsley, & Trollinger, 1991). 

 Levels of literacy have reached highs and lows over time creating a “literacy 

crisis” (Graff, 1991, p. 373) when levels of literacy are very low.  Since the public school system 

was created in 1635, prominent leaders have instituted reform programs designed to eliminate 

illiteracy as a reaction to a literacy crisis (Graff, 1991). Regardless of the century or decade, 

however, literacy rates are related to social economic status.  In every society, the discrepancy 
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between those who are literate and those who are not suggests a higher rate of illiteracy among 

the poor (Graff, 1991).  More recent studies have shown that children from low SES families 

often have few to no books at home.  For example, based on National Assessment of Education 

Progress (NAEP) data there are gaps between Black-White and Hispanic-White populations in 

reading ability (Thoreson, 2001).  In reading, NAEP found three variables in the home are 

significant: newspapers, an encyclopedia, and 25 or more books (Thoreson, 2001).   McCormick 

and Mason (1986) found that 47% of preschoolers whose families were on public aid reported no 

alphabet books in the home, compared with 3% of professional families. Furthermore, Feitelson 

and Goldstein (1986) found that 60% of the kindergartners attending academically poor schools 

did not own a single book. 

People Who Influenced Literacy 

The pendulum of reading methods swung in different directions and different times for 

Samuel Heinicke and Horace Mann. See Table 2.1 for a brief history of individuals who 

influenced literacy. Heinicke (born 1727- died 1789) was one of the first teachers to teach 

reading by focusing on the sounds of the letters.  He stressed spoken language (Dilka, nd.) and 

was contemptuous of the alphabet spelling method of teaching reading of his time.  He preferred 

the phonic method of speech and taught speech by having his students feel the throat.  He called 

this method “Oralism” (Graves & Dykstra, 1997).  In contrast to Heinicke, Mann (born 1796 – 

died 1859) advocated whole language reading techniques versus teaching phonics.  He believed 

that the method of teaching phonics of his day was too slow because it could take children a year 

to eighteen months to learn the alphabet before learning to read words (Eakin, 2000).  
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Table 2.1. Brief History of Key People Who Influenced Literacy 

Year Person What He/She Did Reading Method 

Preference 

1778- 

1780 

Heinicke Founded first German school for 

the deaf 

Taught phonic method 

 

1833-

1859 

Mann Advocated for public school 

Founded first state-funded  

    institution for training  

    teachers 

Whole language reading 

method  

 

1955 Flesch Wrote “Why Johnny Can‟t 

Read” 

Promoted phonics 

method 

1967 Chall Wrote “Learning to Read: The 

Great Debate” 

Highlighted the 

controversy of basal 

readers vs. phonics  

 

 For decades following Horace Mann, the pendulum of reading methods swung back and 

forth.  In the early 1900‟s, some consensus developed among reading authorities, and from 1930 

to the mid 1950‟s, the reading pendulum seemed stagnant (Graves & Dykstra, 1997).  During 

this time, various types of basal reader, books with stories that have limited, controlled 

vocabulary (such as the Dick and Jane books) were used as the primary reading instruction 

across the country.  Basal readers were used to teach students to identify sight words and not to 

read phonetically.  Typically, phonics was not taught until a student could identify about 50 sight 

words and was used as a back-up strategy after meaning clues and word structure analysis were 

unsuccessful (Graves & Dykstra, 1997). 

 The reading methods pendulum began to swing again after the publication of Why Johnny 

Can’t Read by Rudolph Flesch in 1955.  In his book, Flesch denounced the use of basal readers 

for reading instruction.  Flesch‟s book was immensely popular and was an influential factor in 

prompting the research about teaching reading methods (Graves & Dykstra, 1997).    

 In her book, Learning to Read: The Great Debate (1967), Chall wrote the “great debate” 

developed over whether children learned to read with a beginning method that stressed meaning 

or with a method that stressed learning the code, i.e. the sound that each letter makes (p. 290).  
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At the time, most children in the United States learned to read using the Dick and Jane basal 

readers.  This method, however, was now being challenged by those who believed that reading 

was successful when children learned the code.  

Political Policies and Legislation that Influenced Literacy  

One factor that influenced research about teaching reading methods was the launching of 

Russia‟s Sputnik I in 1957 (Graves & Dykstra, 1997).  Because the Russians launched a space 

satellite before the United States, many Americans believed that Russia was scientifically 

superior and that the outcome of the Cold War was threatened (Graves & Dykstra, 1997). 

Consequently, in 1958 the U.S. Congress passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) 

which provided funding for students to study courses that were deemed necessary for national 

security such as science and engineering.  See Table 2.2 for a summary of legislation impacting 

literacy.  Funding from NDEA was also available to improve education, and thus, the First Grade 

Studies were funded.  The researchers of the First Grade Studies conducted 27 individual studies 

that investigated teaching methods such as: Basal, Basal Plus Phonics, Linguistic Language 

Experience, and Phonic/Linguistic Studies (Graves & Dykstra, 1997).  The conclusions of the 

First Grade Studies indicated that a combination of approaches to reading surpassed any single 

approach and that research is important to improve reading instruction (Graves & Dykstra, 

1997). 
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Table 2.2.  Brief History of Influential Literacy Legislation in the United States 

Year Legislation Policy Impact 

1958 National 

Defense 

Education 

Act 

Funding provided to students & 

for research 

Inspired students to study in fields 

considered vital to national 

security, e.g. science, math, 

engineering, & technology 

1964 Elementary 

& 

Secondary 

Education 

Act 

Office of Economic Opportunity 

authorized to make grants to states 

Provided funding to schools with 

large populations of poor children 

1994 Goals 2000: 

Educate 

America 

Act 

Children will start school ready 

learn 

Grades 4, 8 & 12 must 

demonstrate competency  

Increased professional  

    development in literacy  

    education 

Created nationwide testing  

    program in reading & math 

1997 Reading 

Excellence 

Act 

Underachieving & high poverty   

    schools targeted  

Literacy education will use  

    scientific protocol used in  

    engineering, business, nursing,  

    & medicine 

Indicated literacy no longer the 

sole property of education 

2002 No Child 

Left Behind 

- 

     

Reading research will use the   

    scientific  method 

Reading instruction will include  

    phonics 

Tighter guidelines created to  

    improve reading in kindergarten  

    to 3
rd

 grade 

Funded states for Reading First &  

Early Reading First programs 

 

  For the most part, the pedagogical and philosophical debates about literacy policy and 

practice were restricted to education professionals (Reutzel & Mitchell, 2005).  However, in the 

1970‟s political, ideological, economical, cultural, social thought, and program movements 

changed the way we lived and thought (Graff, 1991).  Literacy became the hot topic.  In 1983, 

President Reagan‟s National Commission of Excellence in Education concluded that the security 

of the nation was “at risk” (Kaestle, Damon-Moore, Stedman, Tinsley, & Trollinger, 1991, p. 76) 

blaming schools for declining reading scores for almost twenty years.  Subsequently, things 

changed when the U.S. Secretary of Education, Terrell Bell in the Reagan administration, issued 
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a report on the state of education called A Nation at Risk (1983).  Because of this report and vast 

press coverage, the public became skeptical that the education establishment could police itself 

and make changes based on data and not on the political sways of untested theories (Edmondson, 

2004).  

 In 1994, the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) data were released.  

This report indicated a measurable decline in fourth grade reading scores across the country.  The 

cause for the decline appeared to be the whole language literacy curricula (Edmondson, 2004).  

NAEP‟s report drew an outcry from the public, educators, and school administrators.  These 

groups contacted their local, state, and national legislatures to bemoan the constant debates 

within the literacy community about how to teach children to read and write. Meanwhile, 

children at risk were reportedly slipping through the educational cracks (Edmondson, 2004).   

  In the mid-1990‟s, data showed that failure to learn to read on grade level at an early age 

– by third grade – was correlated with social, political, and economic disadvantage (Fielding, 

Kerr, & Rosier, 1998).  In 1995, compounding the revelation of declining national reading 

achievement, another internal battle raged among literacy researchers known as the research 

paradigm wars.  Conflicts over the efficacy of quantitative versus qualitative research flourished 

between the two paradigms (Edmondson, 2004).   

 Reading reform as a policy reform developed into the Reading Excellence Act of 1999 

which explicitly linked education to the economy by naming reading as the key to American 

success in a global economy (Edmondson, 2004).  Congress decided that research used to reform 

literacy education would maintain the rigid “scientific” demands that were used in engineering, 

business, nursing, and medicine (Edmondson, 2004, p. 608).  In addition, subsequent reports 

from Snow, Burns, and Griffin (1998) and the National Reading Panel (National Institute of 
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Child Health and Human Development, 2000) indicated that literacy would no longer be the sole 

property of “educationists” (Edmondson, 2004, p. 608). 

 In 1998, the National Research Council (NRC) published Preventing  

Reading Difficulties in Young Children by Snow, Burns, and Griffin.  Snow and  

 colleagues (1998) recommended ways to promote quality reading instruction such as:“…using 

reading to obtain meaning from print, having frequent and intensive opportunities to read, 

frequent exposure to regular spelling-sound relationships, learning about the nature of the 

alphabetic writing system, and understanding the structure of spoken words” (p. 422). However, 

the report did not satisfy Congress for two reasons: 1) the NRC did not specify how reading 

skills should be taught and 2) the NRC report was criticized for producing a document that was 

based on the judgments of a diverse group of experts in reading research and reading instruction 

only (Edmondson, 2004).  In response, Congress commissioned the National Reading Panel 

(NRP), which consisted of a diverse group of educators, psychologists, neurologists and others 

Their responsibility was to: 1) to conduct a thorough study of research and knowledge relating to 

early reading development and instruction in early reading, 2) to determine what research and 

knowledge are available in classrooms around the country, and 3) to determine how to 

disseminate the research findings and knowledge to schools and classrooms nationwide 

(Edmondson, 2004).   

 The NRP investigated scientific studies of reading (Edmondson, 2004).  Its report,  

Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence-Based Assessment of the Scientific Research  

Literature and Its Implications for Reading Instruction (National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development, 2000), was a major influence on President Bush‟s Reading First Initiative.  
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 In 2002, the U.S. Congress reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 

1964 to reform public education, and it became known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  As 

part of this legislation, the study of reading was ensconced in scientific research and the 

assurance that early reading instruction would include “attention to early, systematic, explicit 

phonics instruction” (Edmondson, 2004, p 608) and provided tighter guidelines as states planned 

to improve reading instruction and reading achievement of children from kindergarten through 

third grade (Carlisle & Hiebert, 2004).  This legislation passed with the largest bipartisan vote 

since 1964.  No Child Left Behind provided federal funds to states for Reading First and Early 

Reading First (ERF) grants (in Edmondson, 2004).  With Reading First, programs must be 

supported by educational research and must cover five components of reading: phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (Carlisle & Hiebert, 2004).    

Early Reading First was designed to strengthen local programs to improve young children‟s pre-

reading and language skills so that young children will enter kindergarten with the language, 

cognitive, and early reading skills necessary for successful learning (Retrieved on July 28, 2007 

from http://www.edgov/print/programs/earlyreading/index.html).  ERF funding is provided to 

public, private, and nonprofit local organizations, such as school districts and faith-based 

organizations (Jacobson, 2002).  ERF funding goals include providing scientifically-based 

professional development for teachers, using quality language- and literature-rich reading 

activities, and offering strong cognitive assessments to screen children who may be at risk for 

future reading problems (Jacobson, 2002).  The objectives of ERF were to improve classroom 

environments so that children can receive the prerequisite skills, such as letter recognition, that 

are needed for more formal reading instruction which begins in elementary school and to build 
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cognitive skills (Jacobson, 2002; Retrieved on July 28, 2007 from 

http://www.edgov/print/programs/earlyreading/index.html). 

 The U. S. Department of Education contracted researchers at the Institute of Education 

Sciences to evaluate the Early Reading First program (ERF).  The final report on ERF indicated 

that the most significant effect found was in improving classroom activities, materials, and 

teacher literacy practices.  In particular, teachers in participating classrooms received more 

professional development. The children in these classrooms had higher quality interactions with 

teachers, access to literacy-building activities, early-writing exercises, and regular screening and 

assessment of skills, and improved letter knowledge.  However, the report also indicated that 

there was no effect on children‟s oral-language skills, social-emotional development, or 

phonological processing, all of which are critical precursors to literacy (Manzo, 2007). 

Summary of History of Literacy 

 Over time, the literacy pendulum swayed back and forth from teaching reading with a 

focus on phonics and letter sounds to focusing on whole language reading techniques.  The 

literacy pendulum also swayed back and forth from education professionals directing literacy 

policy and programs to legislation governing policy and programs.   

 

Early Literacy 

Overview of Early Literacy 

 A large body of evidence indicates that high-quality prekindergarten programs yield 

lasting benefits in early literacy for young children (Strickland & Shanahan, 2004). However, the 

teachers must have knowledge of early literacy development, and they must design their 

classrooms to enhance early literacy. 
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Importance of Early Literacy 

 Many two- and three-year old children are exposed to models of letters by watching 

television programs, such as Sesame Street, Blues Clues, Bob the Builder, The Wiggles, and Mr. 

Rogers‟ Neighborhood.  Between three and four years of age, children practice by scribbling, 

occasionally incorporating an actual letter or number in the scribble (Juel, 2006).  In addition, 

they “read” books by repeating a story from a favorite book using intonations and wording used 

by an adult who reads to them (National Research Council, 1998).  

 According to Lyon (2002), children who are exposed to oral language and literacy 

experiences from birth are advanced in vocabulary development, awareness of print and literacy 

concepts, and understand the goals of reading (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001).  In preschool, 

children who exhibit age-appropriate sensory, perceptual, cognitive, and social skills tend to be 

good readers.  Exposing very young children to oral language and literacy interactions develops 

the concepts for rhyming and alliteration as well as word and language use that lead to building 

phonemic awareness (Lyon, 2002; National Research Council, 1998).  Providing language and 

literacy opportunities for children in preschool can be accomplished by integrating appropriate 

literacy activities throughout the traditional preschool curriculum.  For example, teachers can 

integrate literacy into play by setting up real-life situations, such as a restaurant with menus with 

words and photos.  The teachers can show the children how to read the menus, and the children 

can take orders and “write” them down (Morrow, 2005).  By taking the orders, children are 

learning that print is related to every day experiences.  

 Some preschool accomplishments include: counting, number concepts, letter names and 

shapes, phonological awareness, and social skills with peers (National Research Council, 1998).  

Preschool children who can recognize and discriminate letters of the alphabet have less to learn 
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in kindergarten and are usually from homes that have alphabet books.  Learning the names of 

alphabet letters is important because the names of the letters are often the same as the sound that 

the letter most often makes (Lyon, 2002).  For example, the letter /s/ makes the sound of “ess.”  

With this knowledge, preschoolers can grasp the alphabetic principle, which explains how 

sounds of speech - phonemes - are associated with the letters of the alphabet – phonics. This 

alphabetic principle is the core of learning and applying phonics skills to print (Lyon, 2002).  

Children are more apt to develop a desire for reading if they have these skills.  Without effective 

and sufficient instruction, many children will have difficulty learning to read (National Research 

Council, 1998).  The failure to develop efficient phonological ability appears at the earliest 

stages of literacy training (Pugh, Mencl, Jenner, Katz, Frost, Lee, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2000).   

 According to the National Research Council (1998), three- and four-year olds who are 

following normal development should exhibit the following developmental accomplishments:  

 Know that alphabet letters are a special category of visual graphics; 

 Recognize local environment print, e.g. stop sign; 

 Know that it is print that is read in stories; 

 Understand that different text forms are used for different functions of print, e.g. 

list for groceries, menus from restaurants; 

 Pay attention to separable and repeating sounds in language, e.g. Peter, Peter, 

Pumpkin Eater; 

 Use new vocabulary and grammatical constructions in own speech; 

 Understand and follow oral directions; 

 Are sensitive to some sequences of events in stories; 

 Show an interest in books and reading; 
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 Connect information and events to life experiences when being read a story; 

 Question, comment about, and demonstrate understanding of literal meaning of 

the story that is being told or read; 

 Display reading and writing attempts, calling attention to self: “Look at my 

story;” 

 Can identify 10 alphabet letters, especially those in own name; 

 “Write” (scribble) message as part of playful activity; 

 May begin to attend to beginning or rhyming sound in noticeable words. 

However, preschool children who show signs of atypical development often present with 

the following characteristics (early warning signs):  

 Late talking as compared to other children; 

 Pronunciation problems; 

 Slow vocabulary growth; 

 Often unable to find the right word to complete a thought; 

 Difficulty rhyming and learning new words; 

 Trouble learning numbers, the alphabet, and days of the week; 

 Extreme restlessness; 

 Distractibility; 

 Trouble interacting with peers; and 

 Poor ability to follow directions or routines (Bergert, 2000; Lerner, 2003; Sousa, 

2005). 

 Shaywitz (2003) states that early language difficulty can be an early clue to reading 

difficulty.  She suggests that the following problems in preschool may also indicate future 
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reading problems: difficulty learning simple nursery rhymes (such as “Jack and Jill”), lack of 

appreciation for rhymes, mispronounced words, persistent baby talk, and an inability to know 

letters in own name.   

Most children entering kindergarten do not understand that speech is composed of 

individual phonemes.  Their lack of phoneme comprehension is understandable because speech 

is seamless, i.e., phonemes in words are not pronounced one at a time.  Instead, they overlap 

(Castiglioni-Spalten & Ehri, 2003).  However, reading is not seamless.  Beginning readers must 

learn to distinguish phonemes in oral language and understand how they relate to graphemes 

(letters of the alphabet including letter combinations that represent a phoneme, such as ph, and 

gh for the phoneme /f/) in the spellings of words.  Distinguishing phonemes in speech is difficult 

for beginning readers because sound is fleeting and disappears immediately (Castiglioni-Spalten 

& Ehri, 2003). Preschool is the ideal place to provide language and literacy experiences because 

the curriculum is based on small groups, in one-to-one teacher-child interactions, and in child-

initiated activities (Morrow, 2005).   

In 2008, the National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) published their vast meta-analysis of 

approximately 300 studies which measured which early literacy skills correlated with later 

literacy achievement.  NELP found the following variables to be the most influential in 

predicting future reading success: 

 Alphabet knowledge - knowing the names and sounds of each letter 

 Phonological awareness – the ability to detect, manipulate, or analyze the auditory 

aspects of spoken language without  meaning 

 Rapid automatized naming of letters/digits – the ability to rapidly name sequences 

of random letters or digits 
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 Rapid automatized naming of objects/colors – the ability to rapidly name a 

sequence of repeating random sets of pictures of objects or colors 

 Writing/writing name – the ability to write letters in isolation or to write one‟s 

own name 

 Phonological memory- the ability to remember spoken information for a short 

period of time. 

Relationship between Language and Learning to Read 

 Language has a direct relationship to learning to read.  Language development is affected 

by the environmental setting and the language the child hears. From birth, babies‟ receptive 

language is developing, and they can distinguish all the sounds of their language even though 

their expressive language is limited to cooing and babbling (Ashmore, 2003).  In addition, 

language development does not require a conscious awareness of the components of language, 

i.e. phonology (the sounds of the letters), morphology (the rules of word formation), and syntax 

(the rules of sentence formation) (Ashmore, 2003). An appropriate preschool is designed to 

enhance language by providing opportunities to use language skills socially in play activities 

(Ashmore, 2003).   

  Learning to read is a language-based process.  For children six years old and younger, 

conversations at home with parents, at childcare with care takers, and in preschool provide 

opportunities to tell stories about their daily experiences (Ashmore, 2003). While young children 

are developing their language abilities, i.e. increasing their vocabulary exponentially each year, 

they are also learning about the sounds that the letters make in words, for example, learning the 

letter names and the relationship between letters and sounds (Ashmore, 2003; National Early 

Literacy Panel, 2008).  However, learning the alphabetic system requires explicit teaching.  
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Activities such as rhyming words create the link between the awareness of words and the 

awareness of the individual speech sounds (Ashmore, 2003).  Learning to rhyme is associated 

with phonological awareness which research has indicated is a necessary component in learning 

to read.  

Principles of Learning to Read 

Learning to read is associated with learning to talk.  While learning to talk is a natural, innate 

process, learning to read requires elaborate instruction and effort (Foorman, Perfetti, & Pesetsky, 

2002; National Early Literacy Panel, 2008; Sousa, 2005). Learning to read also encompasses 

other developmental accomplishments, such as attention, memory, language, and motivation 

(National Research Council, 1998; Sousa, 2005). In addition, reading requires the need to slowly 

and analytically sound out words.  

 There are six stages of reading (Lerner, 2003; Lyon, 2002; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004). 

The first stage of reading - early literacy or prereading - begins before the first grade. First, 

children learn letters and their sounds.  Then, they apply this new knowledge to sound out words 

slowly and analytically.  This early literacy stage of reading is vital to successful reading.  

Children who are aware of print and phonological awareness can “read” common signs (i.e., the 

stop sign, “M” for McDonald‟s) and labels, pretend to read books, and can write their names. 

During stage two – decoding - first graders and beginning second graders who have knowledge 

of the alphabetic principle, can identify 1,000 of the most common words in oral language and 

can read simple texts. Children learn to decode (sound out words) in print and can read simple 

texts. In stage three – fluency - second and third graders who have knowledge and skills from 

stage two, can decode and read with greater fluency, and can recognize 3,000 familiar written 

words. Reading becomes automatic for familiar texts.  Stage four includes children in grades four 
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through eight who use reading for learning. At this stage, reading encompasses more unfamiliar 

material.  In stage five, high school students can read a broad range of complex materials. And, 

in stage six, college students and adults read for their own needs and purposes. The texts are 

more varied and complex in language, cognitive ability, and content. As the texts become more 

challenging, the reader‟s ability to think critically and broadly widens (Indrisano & Chall, 1995; 

Lerner, 2003).  Although individuals progress at different rates of success, almost all readers 

progress through the same sequence of stages of reading development (Lerner, 2003). 

Two national studies (Siegel & Hanson, 1992) analyzed data gathered from 3,959 high 

school students in 24 school districts across the country.  The first study, the Kindergarten 

Reading Follow-up Study (KRF), analyzed the long-term effects on children being taught to read 

in kindergarten.  The second study, the Reading Development Follow-Up Study (RDF), utilized 

the same KRF data to identify specific types of experiences from preschool to high school that 

foster reading achievement in high school seniors.  The results indicated that activities such as 

learning nursery rhymes and stories, watching Sesame Street and other children‟s television 

programs, playing word and number games, being read to, and attending nursery or preschool 

contributed to children‟s abilities to read later in high school (Siegel & Hanson, 1992).  The 

authors further state that children who learn to read in preschool and kindergarten, either 

informally through home and family experiences or formally from beginning reading programs 

in preschools and kindergarten, are usually good readers later in primary grades (Siegel & 

Hanson, 1992).    

Children who are having difficulty learning to read can be observed in the early stages of 

reading development.  They may have difficulty linking phonemes to letters and letter patterns.  

Their reading is characterized with starts, stops, and mispronunciations, which reduces their 
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comprehension because it takes so long to read the words. Thus, they get frustrated and forget 

what they just read (Lyon, 2002).  Children with reading difficulty cannot rapidly recognize 

words because of their inability to decode unfamiliar words, which is directly related to the 

inability to understand that auditory language is composed of smaller sections of sound, i.e. 

phonemic awareness.  This inability to decode leads back to the importance of early literacy and 

oral language interactions with adults during infancy and early childhood (Lyon, 2002; Morrow, 

2005; National Early Literacy Panel, 2008).   Research substantiates that without systematic, 

focused, and intensive interventions, most children will not “catch up” (Lyon, 2002).  Without 

intensive assistance, 74 percent of children at-risk for reading failure will continue to have 

reading problems into adulthood (Lyon, 2002).   

Prevention of Reading Problems 

In preschool, predicting which children will have reading problems may be difficult, thus, 

prevention efforts must include all children.  Waiting for a child to be diagnosed with a reading 

disability in elementary school may hinder the child‟s ability to be a successful reader (National 

Research Council, 1998).   

To reduce the number of children who enter kindergarten and elementary school at-risk 

for reading failure, children must be identified early in preschool and provided with systematic, 

explicit, and intensive intervention in phonemic awareness, phonics, reading fluency, 

vocabulary, and reading comprehension strategies (Lyon, 2002). 

Summary of Early Literacy 

Children who are successful readers are frequently exposed to oral language and literacy 

experiences from birth.  Exposing very young children to oral and literacy experiences develops 

rhyming and alliteration concepts and builds phonemic awareness (Lyon, 2002; National 
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Research Council, 1998).  Prekindergarten is an ideal time to provide language and literacy 

experiences.  To prevent reading problems, all young children at-risk must receive adequate 

literacy instruction.  Children at-risk must be provided systematic, explicit and intensive 

intervention in phonemic awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary, and reading 

comprehension strategies (Lyon, 2002). 

The Assessment Process 

Assessment is a systematic process of gathering and analyzing information in order to make 

decisions (Appl, 2000; McConnell, 2000; Salvia, Ysseldyke, & Bolt, 2007). For example, if 

medical problems or developmental delays in any developmental domain (adaptive, cognitive, 

communication, physical, and socio-emotional) are discovered during early critical stages of 

development, interventions can be designed to correct, minimize, or remediate them before the 

child enters school (Wortham, 2001). In early childhood, assessments are conducted by 

pediatricians and other service providers (e.g., education diagnosticians, teachers, therapists, and 

school psychologists), to identify young children who show evidence of developmental delay or 

are at-risk for learning later in life (McConnell, 2000).  

The Traditional Assessment Process 

Making the determination that a preschooler is at risk for reading disability (R/LD) is a 

complicated task.  In a survey (Turnbull, Turnbull, Shank, & Leal, 1999) to assess how states 

identified preschoolers at risk for R/LD, it was found that more than half the states used a 

noncategorical approach that allowed children to qualify as “at risk” or “developmentally young” 

rather than having a learning disability (LD).  One rationale for a generic label is to avoid the 

stigma of negative labels.  Another rationale is that the LD category for preschoolers uses a 

modified federal definition and qualifies children based on listening, thinking, and speaking 
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(Turnbull, et al., 1999). These identifiers are the foundation on which language is based, and 

thus, are utilized as indicators within the assessment process. 

The assessment process for preschool children, ages three to five, includes: Child Find, 

screening, multidisciplinary evaluation, and planning individual programs (Appl, 2000; Lerner, 

2003).  Each stage of assessment demands different specific decisions including different 

information or type of data gathered (Appl, 2000).  Child Find, which is mandated by the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1997, 2004), informs parents and 

professionals about child development, screening, diagnosis, intervention services, and referral 

procedures.  Under Child Find, states are required to systematically locate, identify, and evaluate 

children in need of special education services including procedures for parents or professionals 

to make referrals (Appl, 2000).  Such methods as radio announcements, posters, and signs in 

childcare centers and libraries, alert parents of preschoolers of services that are available (Lerner, 

2003).   

 Screening, the second phase of the assessment process, is a short, simple assessment of 

children‟s hearing, vision, communication, motor skills, self-helps skills, social-emotional 

maturity, and cognitive abilities and can be used to collect data to decide if more intensive 

assessment is necessary (Salvia, Ysseldyke & Bolt, 2007).  It can also be used to identify 

children who may be at risk for learning problems when teachers notice students are having 

difficulties learning (Appl, 2000; Salvia, et al., 2007).  Routine screening of young children can 

identify those children who may need systematic, focused, and intensive early intervention 

(Lyon, 2001).  Screening measurements can be performed in a short time and provide teachers 

and schools with information about which children are most at-risk for subsequent reading 

problems.  Armed with this information, the teacher can plan instruction and prevent the child 
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from falling further behind (Lyon, 2001).  Because a large literature (Foorman, Perfetti, & 

Pesetsky, 2002; Lyon, 2002; Lyon & Moats, 1997; Torgesen, 1998) indicates that children do not 

outgrow reading problems, the concept that maturation will improve the reading lag is outdated 

and incorrect.  Continuing the maturation fallacy only perpetuates the “wait to fail” attitude 

(Lyon, 2001).  Shaywitz (2003) suggests a quick screening can be as simple as having a child 

name letters presented one at a time on a card or by asking the child to name the sound that a 

letter makes.  This simple task can indicate if a child is having difficulty with phonological skills.  

Or, a screening tool such as Get Ready to Read (Whitehurst, Lonigan, Fletcher, Molfese, 

Torgesen, 1998) can be used.  It is designed to screen children twice during the year before 

kindergarten.  This tool can be used for four-year-old children. 

Multidisciplinary evaluation, the third phase in the assessment process, is used when a 

developmental problem is suspected through screening and more information is needed 

(Wortham, 2001).  Through a comprehensive, formal process, the child‟s strengths and 

weaknesses are identified to establish a child‟s eligibility for services. A multidisciplinary team 

determines the nature of the problem, its severity, the recommendations, and the placement that 

is necessary for the child to succeed (Lerner, 2003).   

The fourth phase of the assessment process is planning an individual program for the 

child.  The multidisciplinary team uses diagnostic and curriculum-based assessment results to 

identify goals and objectives and to plan interventions.  An intervention plan should be flexible 

for use in various settings, i.e., child care, home, and preschool programs (Appl, 2000).  Family 

input about the child‟s interactions in different settings should also be included as well as the 

family‟s concerns and priorities.  The Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is designed to meet 

the individual needs of a student who receives special education or other services.  The IEP team 
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is composed of professionals whose services are required to meet the needs of the child and may 

include the general education teachers, special education teachers, and other service providers 

such as occupational therapist, physical therapist, and speech language pathologist.  Also, the 

IEP must include the student‟s present educational performance, instructional goals, educational 

services to be provided, and criteria and procedures that assure that the instructional objectives 

will be met (Hallahan & Kauffman, 2003). 

Discrepancy Controversy 

According to the definition of LD in the law (IDEA, 1997, 2004), failure in academic 

subjects is determined by a discrepancy between the child‟s ability and academic achievement.  

This difference is difficult to identify in young children because academic achievement (reading, 

writing, and math) is typically not the expectation.  Also, this definition creates the “wait to fail” 

method because a child must first fail before she is eligible for services (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).  

The “wait to fail” model presents several disadvantages, which include late identification for 

children with learning needs and false negatives (unidentified children) who do not receive 

necessary services or are provided services too late (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).  Most school 

districts do not identify children with R/LD until the child is reading far below grade level in the 

third or fourth grade.  By this time, the child has already experienced several years of academic 

failure and probable low self-esteem and low motivation.  Longitudinal studies indicate that of 

those children who have reading difficulties in the third grade, approximately 74 percent of ninth 

graders continue to read below their grade level (Lyon, 1996). 

In contrast, Shaywitz (2003) believes that a child should receive assistance before she 

fails. For preschoolers, this method is complicated since they have not yet been exposed to 
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formal academic learning.  Instead, evaluating precursors (as stated previously) to R/LD during 

the preschool years is a more effective and appropriate methodology (Lerner, 2003).   

Diagnostic Assessment Measures 

Assessment addresses specific instructional objectives (Salvia, Ysseldyke, & Bolt, 2007) 

such as phonological skills.  The following tests (Shaywitz, 2004) can be administered to 

preschool children to identify phonological skills and reading readiness: Comprehensive Test of 

Phonological Processing in Reading (CTOPP) (Wagner, Torgesen & Rashotte, 1999) and The 

Phonological Awareness Test (PAT) (Robertson & Salter, 1998). In addition, the Woodcock 

Reading Mastery Test (Woodcock, 1998) can be used to test the child‟s knowledge of letters and 

sounds.   

Curriculum-based Assessment Measures 

  Curriculum-based assessment determines the student‟s instructional needs based on the 

student‟s performance with current course content (Salvia Ysseldyke, & Bolt, 2007). An 

example of a curriculum-based assessment instrument that has literary components is The 

Assessment, Evaluation, and Programming System for Preschoolers (AEPS) (Bricker, 2002).  

AEPS is a comprehensive system of test items, procedures, IFSP/IEP goals, and instructional 

recommendations for children with developmental delays.  With AEPS, the testing procedures 

are used to assess children in different ways, and the assessment data can be used to create 

interventions.   

   Studies indicate the need for early identification to provide effective reading intervention 

(Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).  Moreover, according to Lyon, Fletcher, Torgesen, Shaywitz, and 

Chhabra (2004), with appropriate classroom instruction and intensive intervention, 90 to 95 

percent of children who have reading delays can achieve reading skills within the average range.  
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Although most approaches to early identification of reading disabilities emphasize individual 

differences to identify which children need assistance, these approaches do not take into account 

the instructional environment in children‟s academic growth (Case, Speece, & Molloy, 2003).  

Response-to-Intervention 

 The Response-to-Intervention (RTI) procedure utilizes curriculum-based assessment 

measures to identify children‟s learning needs.  RTI evolved from a 1982 National Research 

Council study.  The RTI study differed from other studies in that it included instructional quality 

and environments in its study of special education (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).  Most recently, RTI 

has become the model to follow for early and intense intervention (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, 

& Young, 2003; Gresham, 2002; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003; Fuchs, Fuchs & Compton, 2004).  RTI 

is distinguished from traditional assessment methods of identifying learning needs in that early 

and intensive intervention is provided based on learning characteristics.  RTI does not wait for 

children to fail before providing necessary services and support (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 

2006).   

RTI is based on three elements: multiple tiers of intervention using increasingly intense 

interventions; a problem-solving plan with a step-by-step process to identify and analyze 

problems, to develop a plan, and to evaluate effectiveness of the interventions; and an integrated 

data collection/assessment system (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 2006).  With the three-tier 

system (See Figure 2.1), Tier 1 refers to general education with interventions implemented as 

classroom prevention steps and teacher training, Tier 2 refers to intense intervention, and Tier 3 

refers to special education as a combination of prevention and eligibility determination.  
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Figure 2.1. Three-Tier RTI Model. (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 2006).   

  
 

 Tier 1of RTI assures that instruction is adequate (Fuchs et al., 2004).  All students are 

screened to determine whether the curriculum and instruction that is offered in the general 

education classroom are meeting the needs of most children. Typically, a curriculum-based 

instrument is used to determine the child‟s ability.  In order for the general education curriculum 

to be considered of sufficient quality, 80 percent of the children in a particular classroom must 

meet the pre-determined academic and behavioral benchmarks.  If the percent falls below 80 

percent, then classroom-level intervention should be implemented to improve the quality of 

instruction (Coleman, Buysse, Neitzel, 2006; Fuchs, Fuchs & Compton, 2004). Each child‟s 

progress is monitored.  In Tier 2, the children who do not progress in the classroom are provided 

with individualized and intensive instruction from the teacher or other trained person.  Again, the 

children‟s progress is monitored.  If children do not respond and progress with intensive 

intervention, then a special education diagnostic evaluation is conducted (Tier 3).  
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 The RTI model is based on the premise that if instruction is appropriate and a child 

responds to intensive intervention, then she does not have an LD and has been remediated.  If, 

however, the child does not respond, then an LD is suspected and more persistent special 

education is necessary (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).   A primary benefit of RTI-Tier 1 is a focus on 

instruction and assurance that students who are struggling academically can receive assistance 

quickly (Fuchs et al., 2004).   Moreover, RTI separates children with disabilities from those who 

perform poorly due to inadequate instruction.  This important distinction reduces the number of 

children in special education and the cost of special education.  In turn, fewer children are 

stigmatized with an LD label (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003).  

Education personnel should receive training in screening methods, RTI methods, and 

referral procedures so that assessment and intervention can be initiated as early as possible 

(Fiedorowicz, Benezra, MacDonald, McElgunn, & Wilson, 1999).  In particular, research 

(Fuchs, Fuchs, Thompson, Al Otaiba, Yen, Yang, Braun, & O‟Connor, 2002; Lerner, 2003; 

Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004) indicates 

when teachers are trained in teaching phonemic awareness and phonology, they use this 

knowledge in designing their curriculum which results in improved student learning.  In the case 

of reading failure (R/LD), teachers need to be able to recognize the early warning signs. 

 According to the National Research Council (1998), when a substantial proportion of 

children in a classroom exhibit low achievement, then low quality teaching is impeding the 

progress of the children.  Poor instruction in early learning can have long-term effects causing 

the student to perform poorly throughout her academic career.  In particular, this condition arises 

frequently in low-income areas where children have limited access to out-of-school learning, 

such as availability of books and language development. Often, these children are incorrectly 
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identified with R/LD (National Research Council, 1998).  Fuchs and colleagues (Fuchs, 

Thompson, Al Otaiba, Yen, Yang, Braun, & O‟Connor, 2002) agree that teachers‟ use of best 

practices is vital to the success of children with reading limitations.  Moreover, frequent 

professional development and on-site technical assistance should be readily available for 

teachers (Fuchs, et al., 2002). 

Since 1995, the RTI model has received considerable attention.  For example, the LD 

Initiative (a planning committee comprised of researchers, parents, trainers, local education 

agencies, state education agencies, advocates and policy makers), sponsored by the Office of 

Special Education at the U. S. Department of Education (Gresham, 2002) commissioned a paper 

to formulate RTI as an alternative to traditional identification methods. Also, the President‟s 

Commission on Excellence in Special Education (2001) and National Academy of Sciences 

Committee on Overrepresentation of Minority Children in Special Education (2001) emphasized 

the RTI model to bring credibility to the identification of learning disabilities and approved an 

RTI model for identification of learning disabilities (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).   

RTI is designed for students in kindergarten through high school.  In order to focus on 

younger students, however, the Recognition and Response system was recently designed. 

Recognition and Response 

 The conceptual framework for Recognition and Response (R & R) system is being 

developed through grant funding from the Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation and through a 

collaborative effort with the FPG Child Development Institute, the National Center for Learning 

Disabilities, the National Association for the Education of Young Children, the Communication 

Consortium Media Center, and other key state partners (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 2006).   
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R & R is not a duplication of RTI.  Instead, R & R benefits from RTI‟s empirical evidence and 

educational support (Winton, Buysse, & Zimmerman, 2007).  See Figure 2.2 for a graphic of  

R & R. 

 The word recognition in R & R refers to the methods used to identify children before they 

begin formal education and who exhibit early signs of learning difficulties.  These children may 

be at risk for learning disabilities when they are older (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 2006).   The 

word response in R & R refers to the way parents and teachers respond to young children who 

are having learning difficulties and to the way young children respond to specific interventions 

(Coleman, et al., 2006).   

 R & R incorporates components of RTI such as collaborative problem-solving as well as 

linking screening, assessment and progress monitoring with research-based curriculum, 

instruction, and interventions (Coleman, et al., 2006).   However, there are a few differences 

between the approaches.  First, RTI is based on three components: 1) multi-tiers of interventions 

with increasingly intense interventions; 2) a problem-solving method which provides a step-by-

step process to identify and analyze problems, develop a plan, and evaluate the effectiveness of 

interventions; and 3) integrated data collection and assessment system to guide decision making 

in each tier (Coleman, et al., 2006).  R & R is based on four components: 1) an intervention 

hierarchy; 2) screening, assessment, and progress monitoring; 3) research-based curriculum, 

instruction, and focused interventions, and 4) a collaborative problem-solving process for 

decision-making (Coleman, et al., 2006).  Moreover, R & R includes parents as information 

sources, while RTI does not.  R & R includes high quality environments as well as teaching in 

Tier 1; RTI does not include environments (Coleman, et al., 2006).   
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Figure 2.2. Recognition and Response System for Early Intervening, (Coleman, Buysse, & 

Neitzel, 2006) 

    

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

With R & R, together parents and teachers identify early warning signs which may 

indicate that a young child may not be learning in an expected manner and to respond in a 

manner that will have a positive affect on a child‟s early school success (Zimmerman, 2007).  

The R & R system emphasizes assessing the overall quality of learning experiences of all 

children which includes day-to-day instruction, making program modifications, tailoring 

instructional strategies, and providing appropriate supports for individual children who struggle 

to learn (Zimmerman, 2007).   

 The goal of R & R is to create high quality early childhood classrooms and teachers. 

Teachers screen all children. Research-based interventions are implemented, and individual 

children are monitored if they show early signs of learning difficulties (Winton, Buysse, 

Zimmerman, 2007). 
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 The collaborative problem-solving process for decision-making uses assessments to make 

decisions and creates a dynamic link between the recognition and response components.  The 

problem-solving process is systematic and collaborative.  It is used by teachers, parents, and 

specialists to make decisions about instruction and to evaluate the effectiveness of the decisions 

for individual children (Coleman, Buysse, & Neitzel, 2006).  At this time, measurement 

instruments for R & R are in the validation process.  R & R has significant implications for 

future early identification of young children who may be at-risk for learning difficulties.  

Summary of the Assessment Process 

 The assessment process for early childhood special education determines the need for 

special education for young children with disabilities and their families.  The assessment process 

for preschool children, ages three to five may be a traditional process that includes Child Find, 

screening, multidisciplinary evaluation, and planning individual programs.   

Conversely, rather than determining whether a child has a learning disability using the 

controversial discrepancy model, RTI is currently the model recommended.  RTI addresses 

appropriate classroom instruction and intense intervention sessions before identifying a student 

with an LD.  The benefits of RTI include intervention at the classroom level, identification of 

children who are at-risk for LD, early identification and instruction, and a strong focus on 

student results. The R & R system is designed to recognize early warning signs of learning 

difficulties for younger children.  

Early Childhood Teachers‟ Personnel Preparation 

Pre-kindergarten teachers differ from K-12 teachers in their preparation content, career 

classifications, working situations, and employment agencies (Saracho & Spodek, 2003).  

Teachers must have a solid foundation in how to teach early language development and early 
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literacy skills (Lyon, 2004).  Early childhood programs and preschools include a diverse group of 

children who are increasingly more apt to be diagnosed with developmental delays and 

disabilities (Buell & Peters, 2003). Since development is not always linear, preschool teachers 

need to know and understand atypical as well as typical developmental patterns.  

Because phonological skills, in particular, develop slowly over time and in a predictable 

manner, teachers must be knowledgeable of this sequence and its timing so that they can 

recognize when a child is not following the typical sequence (Shaywitz, 2003).  Developmentally 

appropriate practice and adaptive teaching are important skills for every pre-kindergarten teacher 

to know and utilize (Buell & Peters, 2003).  

After the National Reading Panel (1986) developed rigorous scientific criteria for 

evaluating reading research, they identified the most effective teaching methods (Shaywitz & 

Shaywitz, 2004).   Their findings indicate that in order for children to learn to read, children must 

be taught concepts, such as the alphabet, phonemic awareness and phonics, reading fluency, 

vocabulary, and strategies for reading comprehension (Lyon, 2001; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).   

Dickinson and Sprague (2001) found that providing high quality professional development 

opportunities for preschool teachers resulted in the teachers‟ ability to incorporate recommended 

strategies into the curriculum.  Their data also indicated that current approaches to preservice and 

in-service training for language and literacy advocacy is inadequate. 

Gap between Research and Practice 

Teacher knowledge of reading development is particularly important. Although reading 

intervention has been researched for many years, the findings from these studies have not 

“trickled down” to administrations and teachers and are not widely accepted or sufficiently 

influential in developing programs in the field (Lyon & Moats, 1997).   
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One explanation for this gap could be that it is necessary to “translate” research into 

“teacher-friendly” materials and procedures to fit into the real classroom (Abbott, Walton, & 

Greenwood, 2002).  In the past, such issues as which teaching methods, which types of children, 

over what duration of time, and under what application, have limited the generability of 

intervention research (Lyon & Moats, 1997).  In addition, many studies used vague and 

inconsistent criteria and did not include comorbidity information, which caused replication 

difficulty to determine specific treatment effects and outcomes. Without reliable replication 

studies, teachers cannot determine which approach may be most effective.  Another suggestion 

for the gap between research and practice could be that a limited number of training manuals or 

training resources are available for teachers to implement evidence-based activities or curricula 

(Kratochwill & Stoiber, 2002).  

Research in Teacher Knowledge and Training 

According to Moats (2004), reading is a multifaceted process that involves several 

functional brain networks.  Each of the following networks is engaged for a specific purpose: 

phonological processing, orthographic processing, morphologic processing, semantic processing, 

and syntax and discourse processing.  While the brain is learning to read, each of these networks 

must be trained to perform its specific functions in a smooth, automatic manner.   In order to 

train the brain, well-designed lessons must include explicit teaching about letters, speech sounds, 

phonics and spelling, vocabulary and comprehension (Moats, 2004).   

It is imperative that preschool teachers, in particular, receive adequate training about 

reading and the knowledge and skill to teach reading.  Preschool teachers represent an important, 

yet underutilized, resource to stimulate rich language and to develop literacy skills.  Preschool 

teachers can be pivotal in the prevention of reading problems (National Research Council, 1998).  
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Also, ongoing professional development for teachers is essential for successful reading 

programs.  

A study conducted by McCutchen, Abbott, Green, Beretvas, Cox, Potter, Quiroga, and 

Gray (2002) was designed to investigate teachers‟ development of phonological awareness 

knowledge. First, the researchers assessed the effect of phonological awareness on the 

participants‟ classroom curriculum and instruction and, ultimately, on their students‟ learning.  

Forty-four kindergarten and first-grade teachers and 492 kindergarteners and 287 first-graders 

participated in the study. The researchers collected extensive data regarding teachers‟ knowledge 

and beliefs about teaching reading and conducted extensive classroom observations.  

Concurrently, the children‟s literacy development was assessed four times during the school year 

in experimental and control classrooms.  The teachers assigned to the experimental group 

attended intervention sessions which consisted of intensive instruction over two-weeks that 

involved all-day sessions with a team of university researchers. The intervention, held during the 

summer before the classroom observations, was designed to improve the teachers‟ understanding 

of phonology, and phonological awareness, and how it affected reading instruction.  An outline 

of the sequence of phonological awareness development was included in the intervention.   

The results of the McCutchen and colleagues‟ (2002) study indicate that the teachers‟ 

knowledge of phonology and orthography was very low.  Moreover, the comparison between the 

experimental group‟s pre- and posttest scores in phonological awareness indicates that their 

knowledge of phonology did increase with the two-week instructional intervention.   

The teachers‟ new knowledge of phonological awareness resulted in observable and 

sustainable changes in the experimental group‟s classroom practice (McCutchen et al, 2002).  

For example, the kindergarten teachers spent appreciably more time on activities directed toward 
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phonemic awareness, and the first-grade teachers spent significantly more time on 

comprehension instruction.  These curriculum changes resulted in improved student learning.  

The control group teachers, however, did not show any significant change in their curriculum. 

Abbott, Walton, and Greenwood (2002) investigated research-based practices that 

teachers use in their classrooms.  They chose research in phonemic awareness because, at the 

time of the study, no known phonemic awareness curricula were published, and the teachers 

were unaware of any research on this topic.  First, the authors asked two experienced 

kindergarten teachers to implement some classroom activities that had been cited in phonemic-

awareness research.  The teachers were asked to implement these activities without receiving 

training.  To the researchers‟ surprise, the teachers could not implement the activities because 

they lacked basic knowledge of phonemic-awareness concepts and skills necessary to teach 

phonemic awareness.  Interestingly, it seems after an individual learns phonemic-awareness 

skills and links them to oral and written language, the person uses these skills less and less 

frequently and eventually forgets them (Abbott, et al, 2002).  Therefore, specific training in 

phonemic-awareness concepts and skills is necessary for teachers. 

Next, Abbott and colleagues (2002) translated researched-based materials and procedures 

into “teacher-friendly” (p.6) materials that could be used in real classrooms. They trained the two 

kindergarten teachers in phonemic-awareness concepts and teaching skills and then adapted 

research procedures into step-by-step classroom activities for the teachers.  The results of their 

study showed that the teachers needed constant consulting, training, and evaluating, and the 

classroom environment needed revising and reorganizing.  However, the children‟s scores from 

pre- to post-test ranged from zero to 76%, with a mean improvement of 41%.  The children who 
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made the least improvement were children who did well on the pre-test (Abbott, Walton, & 

Greenwood, 2002).   

In a five-year study of reading instruction in high poverty, low performing, urban public 

schools, Moats and Foorman (2003) surveyed the knowledge of 50 kindergarten through second 

grade teachers, 41 second and third grade teachers, and 103 third and fourth grade teachers in 

reading instruction.  Moats and Foorman found gaps in teachers‟ insights about learning to read.  

Although one-third of early elementary teachers had acquired basic understandings about the 

reading process, 20% of these teachers demonstrated very limited knowledge of information 

required for elementary certification.  Another 45% showed only a partial concept of language 

and reading development.  However, teachers who attended summer institute and after-school 

courses measurably improved their content and disciplinary knowledge.   This knowledge, in 

turn, improved children‟s reading outcomes.  These and other findings indicate that teachers, as 

well as children, require explicit instruction in phonological awareness in order to appropriately 

teach it and see improvement in children‟ reading ability.  These findings also suggest the 

importance of prekindergarten teachers who are trained in early reading instruction so that young 

children will be ready to learn to read in kindergarten. 

 According to the National Research Council (1998), preschool programs should be 

designed to provide the best possible support for cognitive, language, and social development, 

including intervention for children at-risk for reading difficulties. Although major advances have 

been made in understanding cognitive bases of reading disability, these advances have not yet 

had a significant impact on teacher preparation (Mather, Bos, & Babur, 2001).  Hence, it seems 

reasonable to conclude that preschool teachers should receive research-based instruction to aid 
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them in identifying signs that children are having problems learning early language and literacy 

skills.  

Casbergue, McGee & Bedford (2007) found that the quality and quantity of teachers‟ 

interactions with young children during free play contributed to the largest gains in children‟s 

literacy accomplishments.  In particular, when teachers joined the children in their play, the 

teachers extended the children‟s conversations and suggested writing activities, such as writing 

grocery lists, taking phone messages, or taking orders in restaurant centers.  As a result of these 

interactions, the children engaged in conversations that included rich vocabulary as it related to 

the play theme.   

As part of the NELP (2008) study, the panel investigated the literature on early literacy 

instruction.  The categories of intervention are the following: 

 Code-focused interventions – interventions designed to teach skills that crack the 

alphabetic code 

 Shared reading interventions – interventions that involved reading books to 

children, simple shared reading, and reader-child interactions, such as dialogic 

reading 

 Parent and home programs – interventions using parents interventionists, 

including interventions that taught parents instructional techniques to use with 

their children at home 

 Preschool/kindergarten programs – studies evaluating any aspect of a preschool or 

kindergarten program 

 Language enhancement interventions – studies examining the effectiveness of 

instructional efforts which improve young children‟s language development.  
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The shared reading interventions produced statistically significant effects on children‟s oral 

language and print knowledge.  Parent and home programs interventions showed a moderate to 

large effect on oral language outcomes and general cognitive abilities. The preschool and 

kindergarten programs affected children‟s development of conventional literacy skills and early 

literacy skills with the largest affect on readiness.  The language enhancement interventions 

increased children‟s oral language skills significantly, particularly with younger children.  

Hence, it is important to implement early intervention (NELP, 2008). 

Summary of Early Childhood Teachers’ Personnel Preparation 

Based on studies investigating teacher knowledge and training in early literacy, more 

personnel preparation is needed.  Since early literacy skills are essential for children to learn to 

read in kindergarten through second grade, preschool teachers must complete comprehensive 

training. 

Literacy and the Early Childhood Classroom 

The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K), was 

an ongoing study that focused on children's early school experiences from preschool through 

fifth grade. The ECLS-K provided information about children's status at entry to school, their 

transition into school, and their progression through fifth grade.  The results of ECLS-K showed 

that children who attended more academically-oriented preschool programs (i.e. programs that 

focus on learning skills needed in kindergarten versus childcare-type only programs) had 

significantly higher scores in reading, math, and general knowledge in the fall of their 

kindergarten year than children attending less academically-oriented preschools (Lyon, 2002).   

As early as 1984, Jacob described how kindergarteners engaged in spontaneous literacy 

activities, such as making lists.  In 1987, Roskos found that 4-year-old children, independently, 
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pretended to read recipes, check out books, and organized literacy activities during free play 

time. Hall (1987) found that when print-rich environments were created in the home center of a 

nursery classroom, there was greater activity in this center. When cookbooks, recipe pads, 

writing tools, note pads, and newspapers were included in the center, the children used these 

materials appropriately in literacy-enriched play.   

Following the lead of Jacob, Roskos, and Hall, Neuman and Roskos (2003) developed 

classroom design principles to create literacy environments within specific play centers that 

appealed to young children‟s play preferences.  Following extensive observations, a typology 

was developed based on how children engaged in literacy play.  Neuman and Roskos (2003) 

found that children engaged in literacy play 1) to explore various objects used in reading and 

writing; 2) to interact with others, to play games, and to record information in play; 3) to 

personalize, “that‟s mine!” 4) to authenticate (e.g. verifying information) or to model adult 

behavior in daily literacy-related activities; and 5) to transact, such as labeling or naming items, 

and making events more meaningful in play.   

Based on their research, Neuman and Roskos (2003) established a set of design principles 

for early childhood classrooms.  Sufficient space is important (at least 25 square feet per child) 

for quality interactions and activity, and open-spaced classrooms for freedom of movement.  The 

physical organization of the classroom is equally important.  Smaller, well-defined areas, or 

centers, encourage more language and conversations with peers and adults.   

Language and print awareness are improved when objects are clustered together to create 

a theme.  As children play, they use the print resources that are associated with the play (Hannon, 

1995; Heath, 1983; Mason & Au, 1990; Strickland & Morrow, 1989; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). 

According to Neuman and Roskos (2003), literacy items should be appropriate, i.e. able to be 
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used naturally and safely by young children; authentic, i.e. a real item in the child‟s general 

environment; and useful to children as they imitate literacy behavior.   

Authentic literacy-rich play settings such as grocery stores prompt more interest, 

language, and use than banks, because children are perhaps more familiar with grocery stores 

than banks (Neuman & Roskos, 2003).  In these settings, children tend to engage in more 

complex interactions (Neuman & Roskos, 2003).  Further, literacy-rich play settings reflect 

Vygotsky‟s theory of intellectual development through social experiences. 

Vygotskian Theory 

In discussing his concept of zone of proximal development (ZPD), Vygotsky (1978) 

observed that social interaction was crucial in the learning process that relies on two people - one 

who is more knowledgeable about the material (the teacher) and the other who is learning the 

material (the student). Consequently, learning and cognitive development are improved when the 

student can work with an adult or other more advanced children during learning.   

Well-trained teachers can provide additional learning strategies.  These strategies include 

Vygotsky‟s scaffolding and ZPD.  Scaffolding requires teacher assistance during the early stage 

when a student learns a task such as shopping for groceries. Zone of proximal development is 

based on the difficulty level of material or task (Lerner, 2003).  Often, when the task is too 

difficult, children fail to complete the task which, in turn, causes a break down in learning 

(Lerner, 2003).  With scaffolding, the teacher can assist the student by breaking down the 

components of the task or material into smaller parts that are easier for the student to grasp.  For 

example, while a child is learning to read, the teacher can support a child of any age to sound out 

words phonetically in a conscious, deliberate manner to decode the words. Eventually, the child 
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will be able to complete the process independently and will become more effective and 

automatic (Lerner, 2003). 

Steinhaus (2000) conducted a study to examine language as a function of children‟s 

specific learning of phonemic and alphabetic knowledge.  Also, emphasized in the study was the 

Vygotskian concepts that learning is constructed through interaction within a defined social 

context, i.e., children acquire literacy through conversations and supported through activities in 

literary events.   

Steinhaus‟ participants were three four- and five-year old children who met the study‟s 

criteria established by the school district.  The data collected (based on classroom observation of 

children) were the dialogues of the teachers and children as they related to phonemic awareness.  

Steinhaus found that the teacher and the child engaged when there was a mismatch between the 

child‟s level of functioning and the classroom context, i.e., the child‟s ZPD.   

Summary of Literacy and the Early Childhood Classroom 

 Pre-kindergarten classroom designs with literacy environments provide natural 

opportunities for children to engage in literacy activities such as making lists, pretending to read, 

and writing notes.  When the teacher is a participant in the play setting, young children‟s ZPD 

can be expanded through the social interaction.  

Importance of Preschool Classroom Design 

 Environments are not passive wrappings, but, rather, active processes, which are  

 invisible.  The ground rules, pervasive structure, and overall patterns of environments  

 elude easy perception.  –Marshall McLuhan 

 

The physical environment of a preschool classroom has a compelling force over the 

quality and quantity of children‟s oral language experiences. This environment, in turn, affects 

early literacy skills (Justice, 2004).  Classrooms that are developmentally appropriate and 
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literacy-focused encourage children to look at books alone and with adults, to converse with 

adults and other children, to write and learn about the features of books and about print, and to 

engage with letters of the alphabet and their sounds (Missall, McConnell, & Cadigan, 2006). The 

play setting allows young children to practice, elaborate, and extend early literacy skills (Morrow 

& Rand, 1991).   

Classrooms that have word walls, poems, the daily schedule, children‟s own written 

work, the alphabet on the wall and by the writing table, and class rules support early literacy 

(Downing, 2005). Consequently, the physical design must be language-rich and must provide 

opportunities to facilitate diverse aspects of language content and use (Justice, 2004).   

The reading area should be designed so that each child can easily access reading material.  

This area can be decorated with bright posters that encourage reading and contain comfortable 

beanbag chairs or large pillows on a carpet (Downing, 2005).  Along with a large variety of 

books, a CD player or tape recorder with headphones could be available for listening to stories 

(Skouge, Rao, & Boisvert, 2007).  The idea of this reading area is to create a welcoming 

environment for the children so that reading is perceived as a relaxing and entertaining activity 

(Downing, 2005). 

Four key attributes of the preschool classroom have been identified to facilitate language 

learning and use. 1) The classroom should be organized to emphasize open space; 2) Centers 

should be clearly identified throughout the classroom (e.g. dramatic play, blocks, and science); 

3) A variety of materials should be easily accessible to the children to encourage creativity and 

problem-solving; and 4) Complex dramatic play settings should be created (e.g. a restaurant, a 

doctor‟s office, or an airport.)  These should be rotated frequently to provide opportunities for 

diverse experiences (Roskos & Neuman, 2002).    
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Morrow (1990) conducted a study to determine if environmental changes in specific early 

childhood centers and teacher behaviors would increase the number of spontaneous literacy 

behaviors.  In particular, she looked at young children‟s book browsing, pretend reading, writing, 

and paper sorting during free-play activities.  Thirteen middle class preschool or kindergarten 

classes were randomly assigned to one of four groups.  The groups were assigned as follows: the 

paper, pencil and books with adult guidance group; thematic materials with adult guidance 

group; thematic materials without adult guidance group; and traditional curriculum control 

group.   

In the paper, pencil and books with adult guidance group, teachers added literacy-related 

materials into the block and dramatic play centers such as magazines, books, different types and 

sizes of paper, construction paper, a stapler, blank booklets, pencils, markers, colored pencils, 

and crayons.  Initially, the teachers modeled the use of the materials when they were first 

introduced.  The teachers reminded the children of the materials and their uses to the children at 

each free-play period (Fratt, 2005; Morrow, 1991).   

In the thematic materials with adult guidance group, the dramatic area was designed as a 

veterinarian‟s office with a waiting room, chairs, magazines, books and pamphlets about animal 

care, posters of pets, office hours notices, a “No Smoking” sign, a nurse‟s desk with patient 

forms on clipboards, a telephone, a telephone book, appointment cards, and a calendar.  Teachers 

assisted the children in the use of the materials during free-play times. Teachers also modeled the 

use of the materials when they were first introduced (Morrow, 1991). 

In the thematic materials without adult guidance group, the dramatic play area was set up 

exactly as the thematic materials with adult guidance group.  However, the materials were only 

mentioned.  The teachers did not model how to use the materials (Morrow, 1991). 
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In the traditional curriculum control group, the teachers made no changes to the dramatic 

play areas.  The teachers did not recommend any literacy behaviors that the children could use 

(Morrow, 1991). 

The results of the study (Morrow, 1991), based on statistical analysis, indicated a 

significantly greater number of behaviors demonstrated by children in the paper, pencil and 

books with adult guidance group and the thematic materials with adult guidance group than the 

thematic materials without adult guidance group and the traditional curriculum control group.  

Morrow concluded that children will engage with literacy materials with teacher guidance. 

Christie and Enz (1992) found similar results in their study.  When literacy materials 

were added to play centers, children only engaged in these materials when they were encouraged 

to do so by the teachers. 

Farran, Aydogan, Kang and Lipsey (2006) conducted a study using the Child Observation 

in Preschools (COP) instrument which described the materials with which children engaged. The 

COP was designed to measure the frequency of children‟s engagement with literacy materials.  

The criteria for coding children‟s engagement were reading, writing, and paper handling and 

were based on Morrow and Rand‟s (1991) definition of literacy behavior.   The variables 

obtained from the checklists used were the degree of literacy emphasis in the physical classroom 

environment and the degree of emphasis on literacy in the teacher-provided instruction.  The 

variables taken from the COP were the number of times a child was observed holding or 

attending to a literacy material or activity and the level of involvement or degree of engagement 

the child showed in that activity or material (Farran, et al., 2006).   
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The results of their study indicated that children engaged with literacy-type materials 

more frequently in classrooms with a strong literacy-related physical environment.  In addition, 

children actively interacted with literacy materials that the teachers mentioned.     

According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 

(2000), children over four years of age are likely to be in center-based environments.  Moreover, 

studies such as the Carolina Approach to Responsive Education (1987), the Infant Health and 

Development Program (1992), and the Comprehensive Child Development Program (1998) 

(Barnett, 2003) have shown that program quality is important to children‟s early literacy and 

overall development (Dickinson & Sprague, 2003).  Defining and assessing the quality of early 

childhood programs has been a complicated process.  However, across several standard measures 

of child-care quality include classroom environment (support for learning), teacher-child 

interactions, and curriculum/language and literacy support (Dickinson & Sprague, 2003).  

Unfortunately, researchers have found that the quality of early childhood programs is low in 

promoting language and literacy (Dickinson & Sprague, 2003).  The programs that were studied 

(Burchinal, Roberts, Riggins, Zeisel, Neebe, & Bryant, 2000) indicated few opportunities for 

literacy learning.  The previously mentioned studies indicate that children‟s experiences in 

classrooms can affect children‟s language and literacy development (Dickinson & Sprague, 

2003).  

 The Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation Instrument 

The Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation Instrument (ELLCO) (Smith, 

Dickinson, Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002) instrument was developed for use in teacher 

training programs, program monitoring, program evaluation, program improvement, classroom 

quality, and professional development.  Studies found that children‟s conversations were 
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elaborated and their vocabulary increased when indicators in this instrument were used to guide 

the physical components of the classroom and the interaction activities.  In addition, with 

ELLCO, children developed an understanding of the letters of the alphabet and their sounds and 

the relationship between language and print.  

Dickinson & Sprague (2003) used the Early Language and Literacy Classroom 

Observation Instrument (ELLCO) to evaluate the quality of Head Start programs.  They 

measured children‟s receptive vocabulary and early literacy scores. The strongest effect found 

using the ELLCO reflected language experiences in preschool classrooms affect vocabulary and 

early literacy and changes during the preschool years have long term effects (Dickinson & 

Sprague, 2003).   

The Ohio Department of Education (ODE) used the original ELLCO to help programs 

plan for continuous improvement and to help the ODE to evaluate the effectiveness of 

professional development and program supports provided by the department (Retrieved from 

http://www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.aspx?page=3&TopicRelationI

D=761&ContentID=7987&Content=7987 on March 22, 2007). Therefore, the ELLCO has been 

used in a statewide system to train pre-kindergarten teachers in ways to enhance early literacy 

skills (Justice, 2004; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1999; Warash, Markstrom, & Lucci, 2005).   

Most recently, Gettinger & Stoiber (2007) used the ELLCO and components of RTI in 

their Exemplary Model of Early Reading Growth and Excellence (EMERGE) program. Ball & 

Gettinger (2009) used the original ELLCO to evaluate early childhood classrooms.  They used 

the ELLCO to observe kindergarten classrooms during early literacy instruction in each 

classroom.  Then, one or two days later, teachers were interviewed using the interview 

component of the ELLCO.   
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Since this study began, the ELLCO instrument was revised.  The new ELLCO instrument 

no longer contains the Literacy Environment Checklist (LEC).  Instead, the entire instrument 

consists of Likert scale evaluations of five sections: Classroom Structure, Curriculum, The 

Language Environment, Books and Book Reading, and Print and Early Writing.  The Likert 

scale ranges from 1 to 5: one – deficient, two – strong, three – basic, four – inadequate, and five - 

exemplary. 

Summary of Importance of Preschool Classroom Design 

The preschool classroom environment affects early literacy skills by allowing children to 

practice, elaborate, and extend their early literacy skills (Justice, 2004).  Language development 

enhances early literacy skills.  In using the ELLCO instrument, studies found that children‟s 

conversations were elaborated and their vocabulary increased. In addition, with ELLCO, children 

developed an understanding of the letters of the alphabet and their sounds and the relationship 

between language and print. 

Summary of Literature Review 

There are two important points about preschool children and early literacy.  First, teacher 

training is important to identify and teach preschool children early literacy skills.  Teachers can 

make a difference in the success or failure of a reading program (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2004).  

Interventions that improve teacher knowledge and skill of early literacy and early identification 

can make the difference of whether a child who is at-risk for later reading problems is successful 

or not (National Research Council, 1998).  Preschool teachers are pivotal in teaching early 

literacy skills, and therefore, must understand how reading develops, how to teach early reading 

skills, and how to identify children at-risk, (Lyon & Chhabra, 2004).  Thus, preschool teachers 

must receive appropriate training in early literacy techniques and curricula.   Second, preschool 
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classroom design enhances early literacy skills. Instruments such as the ELLCO are beneficial in 

teacher training, improving classroom design, and early literacy enhancement.    
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

Prekindergarten is the ideal place to provide language and literacy experiences because 

the curriculum is based on small groups, one-to-one teacher-child interactions, and child-initiated 

activities (Morrow, 2005).  Providing language and literacy opportunities for children in 

prekindergarten includes integrating appropriate literacy activities throughout the 

prekindergarten curriculum and environment.  However, providing literacy activities is not 

enough. Teachers need to know how to teach early language development and early literacy 

skills (Lyon, 2004).   

This study is based on Tier 1 of Response-to-Intervention (RTI) to address classroom 

design for early literacy (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2004).  In RTI, if the classroom and 

instruction within the classroom are not deemed appropriate for students to learn, an intervention 

plan is implemented where training is provided to teachers to develop a stronger instructional 

program.  Thus, one of the first steps in Tier I is to evaluate the environment to determine 

teachers‟ knowledge of early literacy and how they use it in the design of their classrooms.  To 

evaluate the classroom design the following research questions will be addressed in this study: 

RQ1: To what extent do prekindergarten teachers design their classrooms to enhance  

early literacy? 

RQ2: On what do prekindergarten teachers base their decisions when designing their 

classrooms to support early literacy? 
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Variables  

 The dependent variables are: 1) the extent of appropriate classroom design and 2) the 

extent of application of teacher training in classroom design.  The extent of appropriate 

classroom design was determined through observations of each school classroom using the 

Literacy Environment Checklist (LEC) which is a component of the Early Language and 

Literacy Classroom Observation Checklist (ELLCO) (Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, & 

Anastasopoulos, 2002).  The extent of training in classroom design and early literacy was 

determined through teacher interviews.  To assure reliability and validity, a trained colleague 

simultaneously observed the classroom using the LEC, and two other colleagues coded and 

categorized the interview transcripts. 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate the degree to which prekindergarten teachers 

received training in early literacy and how they used this training to design their classrooms to 

enhance early literacy.  In preschool programs, due to the center-based focus, the design of the 

classroom is critical. Materials used in each center and the placement of the centers are important 

to the classroom environment.  

Study Design 

This study used a mixed methods design which relies on a combination of observations 

and interviews to provide an in-depth understanding of teachers‟ training in early literacy and 

how they used that knowledge to design their classrooms.  See Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1.  Research questions (RQ) 1& 2 designed as a mixed methods study. 

                                   

 

 

       

 

                   

          

Validity 

          Triangulation is the use of a combination of sources which increases validity because no 

one type of data collection and analysis is perfect. The strength of one approach can compensate 

for the weaknesses of another approach (Patton, 2003). Triangulation also helps control for 

researcher‟s bias.  For this study, triangulation consisted of simultaneously collecting both 

quantitative (LEC scores) and qualitative data (interviews), merging the data, and using the 

results to best understand the problem (Creswell, 2005).  In addition, triangulation consisted of 

the use of two classroom observers and two interview analyzers.  

Figure 3.2 Triangulation for this study 
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Sampling 

Research Sites 

There were a number of steps that were taken in order to access the participants needed 

for this study.  First, this study received Institutional Review Board approval to collect data 

(Appendix 3.1).  Second, the Orleans Parish Recovery School District (RSD) Director of Early 

Childhood provided written permission to conduct the study in RSD schools (Appendix 3.2) and 

provided a list of RSD schools that have prekindergarten classrooms (Appendix 3.3). Permission 

from other necessary RSD school administrators, i.e. the Directors of Elementary School 

Principals, Curriculum and Instruction, and Charter Schools was also gained (Appendix 3.4).  

Third, a random number chart was used to select five schools from the list of RSD schools and 

two RSD charter schools (Appendix 3.5).  When access to schools could not be achieved via the 

random number chart, snowball sampling was used to identify specific sites.  With snowball 

sampling, a participant who fits the profile is suggested by another group or participant.  This 

strategy is used in situations where the participants sought are not part a specific group, but 

instead are scattered throughout the population, e.g. RSD charter schools (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 1997).  The researcher asked colleagues to suggest three charter schools with 

prekindergarten classrooms. For all schools, as they were selected, a letter from this researcher 

(Appendix 3.6) was sent to each principal to confirm and approve the interview of one 

prekindergarten classroom teacher in each school and observation of the classroom environment.  

The randomization or snowball sampling continued until ten teachers from RSD traditional 

public and charter schools were selected who met the inclusion criteria.  
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Participant Selection 

Prekindergarten teachers served as participants for the study.  Inclusion criteria for 

teacher participation were: 1) teacher certification in early childhood, early intervention, or 

elementary education 2) prekindergarten classroom teacher for at least two years, and 3) current 

classroom contains at least ten prekindergarten children.  The process of recruiting participants 

began by securing permission from each school principal via the letter described above. The 

principal chose the teacher to participate if there was more than one qualified prekindergarten 

teacher in a school.  Then, each teacher was contacted by phone or email.  In addition, each 

teacher signed an informed consent form before the interview began (Appendix 3.7).  Each 

teacher received a $50.00 stipend for participating in this study.  The stipend was intended as a 

token of appreciation for teacher‟s professional time, as well, as an incentive for teachers to 

participate in the study. 

Instrumentation 

 For RQ1, the researcher observed 10 prekindergarten classrooms using the LEC 

component of the ELLCO (Appendix 3.8).  Classrooms were observed based on 24 items which 

are divided into five rating categories (Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002; 

Smith & Dickinson, 2004).  The categories were Book Area, Book Selection, Book Use, Writing 

Materials, and Writing Around the Room. 

 The LEC is designed for prekindergarten to third grade classrooms.  It can be used to 

improve professional development and to compare teachers‟ practices with others (Justice, 2004; 

Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002). This instrument is appropriate for 

children with and without disabilities and is culturally sensitive.  (A complete description of the 

LEC is provided in chapter 2.)  Scoring the checklist includes some items that require a Likert 
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scale and some items that require a yes or no response.  The scores were calculated to provide a 

subtotal for each observation category and the subtotals were then added to obtain a final score 

for the checklist (Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002; Grace, Bordelon, 

Cooper, Kazelski, Reeves, & Thames, 2008). 

 For RQ2, the researcher interviewed each of the 10 teachers in the sample to ascertain the 

amount of literacy training they received, as well as, how that training had been used to make 

decisions in the teachers‟ classrooms. The interviews were open-ended with questions designed 

to address the research concerns.   

Data Collection Procedures 

The teachers were contacted via email or phone to set up observation dates.  Just prior to 

the data collection, the teacher was informed that observations would take place first and last 

approximately 20 minutes, and the interview (20 – 30 minutes) would occur next and would be 

audio-taped.  The teacher was also told that the interview would help complete the information 

gathered during the observation.  At this time, the teacher signed the consent form.  She/he 

remained in the classroom during the observation, but there was no communication with her/him.  

The following sections discuss each step: the classroom observation and the interview.  

Observations using the LEC 

To ascertain whether prekindergarten classrooms are designed to enhance early literacy, 

the researcher observed each classroom using the LEC (Smith, et al, 2002) (Appendix 3.16).  

The observations were conducted in the classroom after the children left for the day.  

Approximately 20 minutes was needed to complete each observation. Both the primary 

researcher and the trained colleague (co-observer) individually completed the LEC.   
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   The strengths of observation research are that observations are relatively unobtrusive, 

are reliable for low inference observations, and alleviate social desirability (when participants do 

not answer honestly to appear normal and subject effects or when participants alter their behavior 

to respond more favorably) (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997). Hence, observational data allows 

the researcher to understand a program to an extent that is not possible using only insights of 

others from interviews (Patton, 2002).   

Literacy Environment Checklist 

The LEC data is descriptive, factual, and accurate (Smith, et al, 2002).  It focused on 

amounts (more and less, larger and smaller, similar and different) of the characteristics displayed 

by the results of the LEC (Thomas, 2003; Grace, Bordelon, Cooper, Kazelski, Reeves, & 

Thames, 2008).   

Each choice on the LEC is a quantitative indicator of presence or absence of criteria 

related to early literacy.  Within each category, the questions are designed to get yes or no 

responses or to answer the “how many?” type of questions.  For example, the question, “Is an 

area set aside just for book reading?” requires a yes or no response. However, the question “How 

many books convey factual information?” requires a numerical choice of one through three.   In 

order to equalize reporting the results, yes/no responses were converted to numerical amounts, 

i.e. “yes” equaled one and “no” equaled zero.  A response of “yes” received a score of one 

because it is considered to be best practice.  A score of zero was equivalent to “no” because the 

recommended practice was not observed.  Consequently, the observers scored a one or zero for 

each of the 14 observation items (Appendix 3.9).  Some questions require a response to items in 

a Likert scale.  The Likert scale range varied from a response of zero to three, one to three, or 

zero to two depending on the category.  Scores were recorded during the classroom observation 
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and then transferred to the overall scoring sheet of the LEC where subtotals and totals were 

calculated.  

While the researcher explained the observation and interview procedures to the teacher, 

the co-observer began the classroom observation using the LEC.  The teacher remained in the 

classroom and completed the demographic information (Appendix 3.10) as the researcher began 

her observation. Both the researcher and co-observer made notations in the LEC margins to 

indicate specifics observed, for example, a list of titles of nonfiction books, titles of books that 

seemed to represent a theme, props in dramatic play, types of writing implements, etc.  After the 

classroom observation was completed, the interview was conducted with the teacher in the 

classroom.  The co-observer remained in the room but did not participate in the interview.  When 

the interview was complete, the researcher and co-observer went to a different location, 

sometimes a coffee shop, to compare their observation scores.  When there was a difference in 

their scores, they referred to their margin notes for clarification. They discussed the differences 

and came to consensus 100% of the time.    

Observation Reliability 

           The researcher and a trained colleague observed each of the 10 prekindergarten 

classrooms using the LEC.  The LEC is a useful tool for research and program development and 

has provided evidence that results from this measure are reliable and valid (Smith, Dickinson, 

Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002).   

            This researcher trained two special education doctoral students as inter-observers in the 

use of the LEC checklist.  As part of the training, the researcher and the two doctoral students 

individually observed three preschool classrooms at the University of New Orleans Children‟s 

Center using the LEC.  After each observation, the group compared and discussed each other‟s 
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outcomes to establish inter-rater reliability.  When scoring discrepancies occurred, the 

differences were discussed until a level of agreement was reached.  During the first two 

observations, the scores for each item fell within one point of each other.  By the third 

observation, there were no discrepancies.   However, for the actual study observations, only one 

doctoral student assisted in observing all the observations.  The second doctoral student was 

unavailable during data collection times due to work commitments. 

Interviews 

To ascertain the level of prekindergarten teachers‟ training in early literacy and classroom 

design, the researcher interviewed the prekindergarten teachers.  Interviews are effective ways to 

understand another person‟s perspective.  Interviews are used to find out about the interviewee‟s 

experiences and knowledge of the program (Patton, 2002).  Thus, this method was appropriate 

for RQ2.  Definitions of training are as follows: Training in classroom design is defined as the 

teacher having received specific training in classroom design with a focus on early literacy 

enhancement. This was measured through open-ended teacher interviews.  Training in early 

literacy is defined as the teacher having received specific training in early literacy.  This was 

measured through open-ended teacher interviews.  The open-ended interviews were audio 

recorded.   

            A set of interview questions was predetermined with a majority (five of eight or 63%) of 

the questions based on the observations from the LEC.   However, not all questions were asked 

of all the teachers.  If a component of the classroom was not observed, a question was not 

presented to the teacher.  For example, if the researcher did not find an area set aside for reading, 

then question number 2 (see below) was not asked. The interview questions are as follows: 

 1. Have you had any training in early literacy?  In classroom design?   
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  If yes, then how do you use this training in your classroom? 

 2. (If observed) I noticed that your classroom has an area that seems to be set aside  

  for reading.  How is this area used?    

  PROMPT: When do the children use the reading area?  

      Can the children choose to go to the reading center, or do you assign  

    children to centers? 

3. (If observed) I noticed that you have books in the classroom.  How do you and the  

   children use these books?   

    Is there anything that you do to encourage children to use the books? 

      4. How do you plan for and implement reading time?   

  PROMPT: Do the children participate in large group, small group, and/or  

   individual reading sessions with a teacher or a peer? 

5. (If observed) I see that you have computer(s) and/or a television in the classroom.   

How do you use this technology?   

  PROMPT: When do the children have access to computers and/or TV?   

   What types of programs are available for the children?   

   Do you think any of the computer programs encourage literacy  

   development?  How? 

 6. (If observed) I noticed that you have literacy materials in the dramatic play area.   

  PROMPT: If literacy materials are observed: How do the children use the literacy  

   materials in this center?   

 7.  Do you change your dramatic play area often?     

  What are some centers that you have created? 
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  Why did you choose those? 

8. (If observed) I noticed that you have opportunities for children to practice writing.   

How do children use these opportunities? 

  PROMPT: If no writing opportunities observed: 

   Do you engage the children in writing?  Do they write independently? 

These questions provided information about how the teachers used their training in early literacy. 

Data Collection Procedures Summary 

 The researcher and a trained colleague observed prekindergarten classrooms using the 

LEC.  While the observations were being conducted, the teacher completed the demographic 

information.  When the observations were complete, the researcher interviewed the teacher. The 

researcher and co-observer went to a different location to compare LEC scores.  A consensus 

was achieved after a discussion of their differences, if any.   

Data Analysis 

           This study used a mixed method design (Suter, 2006; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) that 

incorporates components of quantitative and qualitative data and analyses.  As such, both 

quantitative and qualitative data were collected separately but consecutively (Onwuegbuzie & 

Johnson, 2006).  After data collection, data analysis and inferences were established from the 

separate parts of the study.  An integrated inferential process was used to examine the separate 

quantitative and qualitative data and findings (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006; Suter, 2006).  

Combining quantitative and qualitative methods in this manner resulted in using the 

complementary strengths of both methods by putting together different approaches and strategies 

in multiple and creative ways (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006).  
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Quantitative Analysis 

            Quantitative descriptive analyses for this study were based on the observation results 

from the LEC.  Descriptive methods are presented in simple statistics and graphic displays.  One 

of the most common presentations of descriptive methods is measures of central tendency which 

summarizes a group of observations/scores into a single score (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  

For this study, mean and standard deviation scores were used.  Each category of the LEC was 

compared across ten classrooms.  Through the comparisons, classrooms with the least 

(minimum) and most (maximum) total scores were defined. The minimum score indicates the 

lowest possible attainable score for each category, and the maximum score indicates the highest 

possible attainable score for each category.  For example, the Design measurement subscale 

included all items from the Book Area and Book Selection categories of the checklist (Table 

3.1).  The Use measurement subscale included Book Use, Writing Materials and Writing Around 

the Room categories.  The Design measurement subtotal and the Use measurement subtotal equal 

the Total score.  The following table is an example of the organization of the data.   

Table 3.1. Descriptive Statistics for the LEC Scores. 

Classrooms 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Mean Std 

Dev 

Min Max 

Design Measurement 

    Book Area  

    Book Selection 

    Design Subtotal 

              

Use Measurement 

    Book Use 

    Writing Materials      

    Writing Around the Room 

Use Subtotal 

              

Total score               
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Qualitative Analysis 

             The data from the interviews were transcribed and analyzed into codeable textual themes 

using the constant comparative method (Suter, 2006). This analysis resulted in “well-defined 

categories and clear coding instructions” (Suter, 2006, p. 330) to find emerging patterns or 

themes within individual teacher‟s responses.  Content analysis consisted of identifying, coding, 

categorizing, classifying, and labeling the main patterns in the data (Patton, 2002).  The 

researcher and the inter-analyzers coded separately but followed the same protocol.   Then, they 

compared their themes. 

  Coding involved tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or 

inferential information that was collected during an interview (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Codes were attached to chunks of information, i.e. words, phrases, sentences, or paragraphs, 

from interview transcripts.  The codes were used to organize the chunks of information which 

were then categorized based on developing themes related to particular research questions (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994).  The qualitative data analysis led to the identification of themes that were 

similar to each other in some respect across classrooms and teachers (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 

2006).  

Interview Reliability 

            The audio-taped interviews were transcribed by an individual who is an editor with 

experience in transcribing audio tapes. To assure credibility of the results, each teacher had an 

opportunity to check the transcript to confirm the conclusions and interpretations of the 

researchers.  This is called member checking (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). 

            To assure reliability and validity of the inferences for the interviews, two inter-analyzers 

and the researcher independently coded the results.  The first inter-analyzer conducted qualitative 
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research for his dissertation, thus, qualified to serve as an inter-analyzer for this study.  The inter-

analyzer read the methodology chapter for this study; therefore, he understood the significance of 

the themes as they evolved.  Due to work constraints, this inter-analyzer could not complete the 

project.  Therefore, a professor from the University of New Orleans became the inter-analyzer 

for the creation of the major themes after he reviewed all the transcripts and codes.   

First, the researcher and the inter-analyzers reviewed each teacher‟s interview transcript 

independently to understand the rationale for her/his classroom design.  Data content and 

transcripts were read and analyzed in an effort to find patterns or core consistencies and 

meanings, and were then coded.  They discussed each others findings after the first four 

transcripts were reviewed.  Next, the Interview Summary Form with Coded Themes (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) (Appendix 3.11) was used for each transcript.  This form helped to isolate 

salient points and theme codes. The codes were created based on each interview question.  For 

example, “elt” meant early literacy training, and “lmic” meant literacy materials in centers. This 

analysis yielded a set of themes from which similar phrases were used to build a framework for 

analysis (Cresswell, 1998).  After each interview, the analyzed data was cross referenced, tying 

each interview together and identifying similarities that came together in meaningful ways.   

Patton (2002) discusses finding convergence by discovering what things interlock and by 

looking for “recurring regularities” (Patton, p. 465).  Recurring regularities disclose patterns that 

can be sorted into categories. These categories are then organized by two criteria: internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Patton, 2002).  In following this logic, two matrices 

were created for this study.  One matrix displayed internal homogeneity which indicates 

similarities, i.e. data that comes together in a meaningful way (Patton, 2002) (Appendix 3.12).  

Another matrix displayed external heterogeneity (Patton, 2002), i.e., data that indicates 
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differences that were bold and clear (Appendix 3.13).   The themes and codes were delineated by 

whether the themes answered RQ1 (classroom design and early literacy training) or RQ2 (use of 

training to design the classroom). Then, poster paper was hung on walls, and the themes were 

written so that recurring themes would “jump” off the paper and could be traced across teachers.  

Finally, a conceptually-ordered theme matrix was created to group subthemes into four major 

internal homogeneity themes.  (Appendix 3.14)  A matrix was also created for external 

homogeneity themes (Appendix 3.15).  The inter-analyzers compared their themes for the first 

interview to determine how close their themes were for the interview.  If their themes did not 

agree exactly, a consensus was reached to demonstrate inter-analyzer reliability. They conferred 

after the first four interview themes were coded to compare themes and again when all ten 

interviews were coded.   

Summary of Methodology Procedures 

          Mixed methods were used to determine the research questions: RQ1: To what extent do 

prekindergarten teachers design their classrooms to enhance early literacy?  RQ2: On what do 

prekindergarten teachers base their decisions when designing their classrooms to support early 

literacy?  The LEC of the ELLCO was used to observe prekindergarten classrooms and 

interviews were conducted to ascertain the level of teachers‟ training in early literacy and 

classroom design. Data analysis consisted of descriptive analyses based on the LEC observations 

and themes constructed from the interview analyses.  For reliability and validity purposes, a co-

observer and inter-analyzers assisted in the observation data collection and the coding and 

categorizing of the interviews, respectively.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

  

In prekindergarten, young children are provided language and literacy opportunities 

which include integrating appropriate literacy activities throughout the prekindergarten 

curriculum and environment (Morrow, 2005).  Also important in young children‟s development 

of language and literacy skills is teachers‟ knowledge of early language development and early 

literacy skills (Lyon, 2004).   

This study revolved around Tier 1 of Response-to-Intervention (RTI) to address teacher 

knowledge of classroom design for early literacy (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2004). RTI 

addresses the need to assure that classroom design and instruction are appropriate in order for 

students to learn.  If classroom design and instruction are not appropriate, then an intervention 

plan is implemented, and training is provided to teachers to develop a stronger instructional 

program.  Thus, the first step in Tier I and in this study was to evaluate the classroom 

environment to determine teachers‟ knowledge of early literacy and how they used that 

knowledge in the design of their classrooms.   

This study was a mixed method study (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  Quantitative data 

addressed Research Question 1 (RQ1): To what extent do prekindergarten teachers design their 

classrooms to enhance early literacy?  Classroom observations using the Literacy Environment 

Checklist (LEC) of the Early Literacy and Language Classroom Observation (ELLCO) resulted 

in quantitative descriptive measures of 24 items in five categories: Book Area, Book Selection, 

Book Use, Writing Materials, and Writing around the Room.  The LEC also inspired the 

qualitative textual data from teacher interviews. The qualitative data addressed Research 

Question 2 (RQ2): On what do prekindergarten teachers base their decisions when designing 
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their classrooms to support early literacy?  Cross-case analytical displays such as internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity matrices were constructed from the transcripts and 

conceptually-ordered matrices were created to analyze the data.  Inferences from the respective 

parts of the study were integrated to provide the study‟s overall results. 

Participants 

Ten prekindergarten teachers were interviewed, five taught in the Recovery School 

District (RSD) traditional public schools and five taught in RSD charter schools. All teachers 

met the study‟s criteria: 1) All teachers were certified in an area of early childhood education.  2) 

All teachers at least 2 years teaching experience. 3) All teachers had ten or more children in their 

classrooms.  See Table 4.1 for details. 

Table 4.1. Demographic Data 

Public 

Classrooms 

Charter 

Classrooms 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total 

(n=10) 

Race 

      Caucasian 

      African-American 

      Asian 

      Hispanic 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

 

*

 

 

 

 

* 

 

2 

6 

1 

1 

Age Group 

      21-30 

      31-40 

      41-50 

      51-60 

      over 60 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

1 

0 

5 

3 

1 

Teaching Experience 

      2-4 years 

      5-9 years 

      more 9 years 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

1 

1 

8 

Master‟s Degrees * * *  *      4 

Gender 

      Females 

      Males 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

8 

2 

Certification  

      Early Intervention  

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 
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Table 4.1. Demographic Data (continued) 

 

The racial make up of the participants was not diverse. The majority of the teachers were 

African-American.  The teachers‟ ages stretched from a teacher in his twenties to one older than 

60 years of age with 50% being in their forties.  Their area of certification included early 

childhood.  The four teachers with Master‟s degrees taught in the traditional public schools.  

Eight teachers had more than nine years of teaching experience; one teacher had five to nine 

years of experience; one teacher had two to four years of experience.  The majority (8) of the 

teachers were female.   

 Teacher 1 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university and a Master‟s degree 

plus 30 hours from a different urban university.  She was certified in nursery (1997), elementary 

(1981), and kindergarten (1981).  Her early literacy training is from Creative Curriculum and 

professional development. 

 Teacher 2 had a Bachelor‟s degree and a Master‟s degree plus 30 hours from a local 

urban university.  She was certified in elementary (1985), mentally disabled (1985), nursery 

(1992), kindergarten (1992), and noncategorical preschool disabled (1993).  She did not have 

early literacy training. 

 Teacher 3 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university and a Master‟s degree 

from a different urban university.  She was certified in nursery (1997), supervisor of student 

           (with disabilities) (0-5 years)            

      Early Childhood (2004) 

           (prek-3
rd

 grade) 

      Early Childhood (prior to 2004) 

           (4-5 years) 

      Elementary (prior to 2004) 

           (1
st
-8

th
 grade) 

      Nursery (prior to 2004) 

           (0-3 years)  

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

1 

 

8 

 

9 

 

7 
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teaching (2005) and early intervention (birth to five) (2005).  She received early literacy training 

through Creative Curriculum, LETRS, and Sing-Spell-Read-Write. 

 Teacher 4 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university.  She was certified in 

nursery (1987), kindergarten (1987) and elementary (1897).  She received early literacy training 

from Creative Curriculum. 

 Teacher 5 had a Bachelor‟s and a Master‟s degree from the same local urban university.  

She was certified in nursery (1991) and elementary (1990).  She received early literacy training 

from Creative Curriculum. 

 Teacher 6 had a Bachelor‟s degree from an out of state university.  He was certified in 

prekindergarten (2007). He received early literacy training from Teach for America. 

 Teacher 7 has a Bachelor‟s degree from an out of state university.  She is certified in 

elementary (2000) and prekindergarten to third grade (2003).  She received early literacy training 

from Project Read and Writing to Read. 

 Teacher 8 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university.  He was certified in 

nursery (1989), kindergarten (1989), and elementary (1989).  He received early literacy training 

from Success for All and Harcourt Trophies. 

 Teacher 9 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university.  She was certified in 

nursery (1987), kindergarten (1987), and elementary (1987).  She was part of an Early Reading 

First study which incorporates the OWL, the ELLCO, and the Classroom Assessment Scoring 

System (CLASS), a coach and an interventionist.  This teacher received the most comprehensive 

early literacy training. 
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 Teacher 10 had a Bachelor‟s degree from a local urban university.  She was certified in 

nursery (2002), kindergarten (2002), and elementary (2003).  She received her early literacy 

training from Project Read, Direct Instruction, and Open Court.  

Quantitative Results 

 In order to answer RQ1, the LEC was used to assess the extent to which each classroom 

was designed to enhance early literacy.  The data is presented based on 24 items in five 

categories: Book Area, Book Selection, Book Use, Writing Materials, and Writing Around the 

Room. Because the data broke out into two distinctive areas, these categories were organized 

into Design Measurement (Book Area and Book Selection) and Use Measurement (Book Use, 

Writing Materials, and Writing around the Room).  As seen in Table 4.2 the Design 

Measurement scores were consistent across all classrooms.  However, the Use Measurement 

scores were diverse across all classrooms.   

Table 4.2. LEC Classroom Observation Scores 

Public Classrooms Charter Classrooms 

 

Design Msmt 

   Book Area 

   Book Sel 

Total Design 

#1 

  

  3 

  8 

11 

#2 

   

  3 

  8 

11 

#3 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#4 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#5 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#6 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#7 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#8 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#9 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

#10 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

Mean 

 

3 

8 

11 

SD 

 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

Min 

 

0 

1 

1 

Max 

 

  3 

  8 

11 

Use Msmt  

    Book Use 

    Writing Mtl 

    Writing @ 

            Room 

Total Use 

 

  1 

  5 

  7 

 

13 

 

 3 

  6 

  7 

 

16 

 

  8 

  7 

10 

 

25 

 

  4 

  7 

11 

 

22 

 

  5 

  8 

  9 

 

22 

 

  1 

  8 

12 

 

21 

 

  5 

  6 

  9 

 

20 

 

  9 

  8 

10 

 

27 

 

  9 

  8 

12 

 

29 

 

  7 

  6 

  8 

 

21 

 

4.7 

6.9 

9.5 

 

21.1 

 

4.2 

0.7 

1.8 

 

6.7 

 

0 

0 

0 

 

0 

 

  9 

  8 

13 

 

30 

Total  

Design & Use 

24 27 36 33 33 32 31 38 40 32 24.6 6.7 1 41 
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In Table 4.2, the Min (Minimum) column refers to the minimum score that a classroom 

could receive for each category on the LEC.  The Max (Maximum) column refers to the highest 

score that a classroom could receive for each category on the LEC.  Classrooms numbered one 

through five were RSD traditional public school classrooms, and classrooms numbered six 

through ten were RSD charter school classrooms.  Total scores were calculated for each category 

and then for the combined categories. 

Design Measurement 

 Design Measurement included all items from the Book Area and Book Selection  

 

categories of the LEC.  Over all, classrooms scored 100% proficiency in these categories. 

 

Book Area 

 

The results for the Book Area category showed that all classrooms scored the highest 

possible score of three out of three on the LEC with 100% proficiency in the Book Area 

category.  See Table 4.2. These scores indicate that all classrooms had the necessary 

components, such as a designated area for reading, a neat, orderly, inviting reading center that 

contained soft materials such as pillows, cushions, or comfortable sofas and chairs. 

Book Selection 

 

For the Book Selection category, the data showed that all classrooms scored the 

maximum points of eight out of eight on the LEC with 100% proficiency in the Book Selection 

category.  These scores indicate that all classrooms had the necessary components, such as books 

ranging in difficulty, books easily available to the children, 26 books or more in the reading area, 

some books conveying factual information, and three or more books relating to the current 

theme.     

Use Measurement 
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 Use Measurement included all items from the Book Use, Writing Materials, and Writing 

Around the Room categories of the LEC.  Table 4.3 depicts the overall proficiency percentages in 

the three categories.  Across all classrooms, the classrooms scored the lowest in Book Use at 

58% proficiency, and the classrooms had the greatest proficiency (86%) in Writing Materials.  

The classrooms scored 73% proficiency in Writing Around the Room.  See Tables 4.2 and 4.3 for 

details.  These scores indicate that the classrooms were missing components in each category. 

Table 4.3. Overall Classroom Use Measurement Proficiency 

Use Measurement Categories Book Use Writing Materials Writing @ Room 

Percent Proficiency 58% 86% 73% 

Table 4.4. Use Measurements and Classroom Scores 

LEC Scores 

Classrooms Book 

Use 

Listening 

Center 
Writing 

Materials 

Word 

Cards 
Writing 

@ 

Room 

WM in 

Dramatic/

Block 

Centers 

Big 

Books  
EL 

Training 

1 1 Y 5 N 7 N Y PD, CC 

2 3 N 6 N 7 N S none 

3 8 N 7 N 10 N Y LETERS, 

SRW  

4 4 N 7 Y 11 Y Y CC, PD 

5 5 N 8 Y 9 N Y CC 

6 1 N 8 Y 12 Y Y TFA 

7 5 Y 6 N 9 N Y PR,EL, 

WTR 

8 9 Y 8 Y 10 Y Y SFA 

9 9 Y 8 Y 12 Y Y OWL 

10 7 Y 6 N 8 N Y PR, SFA, 

OP 

Y = yes; N= no; S= some                                              PD = professional development 

                                                                                       CC = Creative Curriculum 

                                                                                       TFA = Teach for America 

                                                                                       PR = Project Read 

                                                                                       EL = Emergent Literacy 

                                                                                       WTR = Writing to Read 

                                                                                       SFA = Success for All 

                                                                                       OWL = Opening the World of Learning 

                                                                                       OP = Open Court 
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Book Use 

The mean for Book Use was 4.7 and SD was 4.2.  The minimum score possible was 0 and 

the maximum score possible was 9.  Across all classrooms, classrooms 8 and 9 scored the 

highest possible total score of nine out of nine (100% proficiency). Across all classrooms, 

classrooms 1 and 6 scored the lowest total score of 1 out of nine (11% proficiency).  Classroom 1 

was a traditional public classroom, and classroom 6 was a public charter classroom. Both 

classrooms 1 and 6 scored below the mean.  See Table 4.2 for details.   These scores indicate that 

the majority of classrooms did not have books in centers other than the Book Area and five 

classrooms did not have a listening center.   

Writing Materials 

The mean for Writing Materials was 6.9 and SD was 0.7. The minimum score was 0 and 

the maximum score was 8.  Across all classrooms, classrooms 5, 6, 8, and 9 received the highest 

possible score of eight out of eight (100%) on the LEC in this category.  Again, classroom 1 

scored the lowest score of five out of eight (63%).  Again, classroom 1 scored below the mean.  

Eight was the maximum possible score, but 40% of the classrooms scored six or less. These 

scores indicate that 60% of the classrooms had most of the components on the LEC. For 

example, all classrooms had an alphabet posted in the classroom, and 9 classrooms had a distinct 

area set up and functioning for writing.  Every classroom had a variety of paper and writing tools 

available for writing.  Seventy percent of the classrooms had templates or tools to facilitate 

forming letters.  Fifty percent of the classrooms had word cards with familiar names or words 

posted in the classroom. 
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Writing Around the Room 

The mean for Writing Around the Room was 9.5 and SD was 1.8.  The lowest possible 

score was 0 and the highest possible score was 13.  Across all classrooms, classrooms 6 and 9 

received the highest total score of 12 out of 13 (92%) on the LEC in the Writing Around the 

Room category.  Classrooms 1 and 2 received the lowest score of seven out of 13 (54%).  Yet 

again, classroom 1 scored below the mean.  These scores indicate that all classrooms had 

children‟s writing on display around the room, and a large majority of the classrooms had 

alphabet puzzles and puzzles with words on them.  However, 80% of the classrooms did not have 

writing props in the dramatic play center.  

Overall Classrooms 

 Across all classrooms, classroom 9 scored the highest overall score of 40 out of 41 (98%) 

which indicates that this classroom had virtually all components at the highest levels on the LEC.  

The only question in which the full score on the LEC was not attained was “How many varieties 

of children‟s writing are on display in the classroom?” in Writing Around the Room category.  

The teacher missed one point because there were not six or more varieties of children‟s writing 

displayed in the classroom.  This is an RSD charter school classroom, and the teacher was 

trained in and used the OWL (Opening the World of Learning) curriculum, which is an early 

literacy curriculum.   

Across all classrooms, classroom one scored the lowest score with a score of 24 out of 41 

(59%) which indicates that many components of the LEC were missing.  This is an RSD 

traditional public school classroom, and the teacher was trained in Creative Curriculum and 

ECERS (Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale).  She had a Master‟s degree plus 30 hours. 
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 As Table 4.8 and Figure 4.1 indicate, 50% of the classrooms‟ total LEC scores (Design 

and Use Measurements) clustered between 31 and 33 points.  Both RSD traditional public and 

charter classrooms clustered in this middle range. The two lowest scores are traditional public 

classrooms (1 and 2), and the two highest scores are charter classrooms (8 and 9).   

 Table 4.5.  LEC Classroom Scores Sorted by Lowest to Highest Scores 

Classrooms 

 

LEC Total 

1 

 

24 

2 

 

27 

7 

 

31 

6 

 

32 

10 

 

32 

4 

 

33 

5 

 

33 

3 

 

36 

  8  

      

 38 

   9 

 

40 

 

Figure 4.1. LEC Total Scores Scatter Plot   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              Classrooms 

 

Summary of Quantitative Data 

Based on the Design Measurement data, all the prekindergarten classrooms were 

designed to enhance early literacy.  However, based on the Use Measurement, the majority of the 

classrooms did not have many of the necessary components in the classrooms such as books in 

other centers and children‟s writing samples displayed.  The classrooms scored the highest in the 

Writing Materials category and scored the lowest in Book Use.   
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Results of Qualitative Data 

  Teachers were interviewed to ascertain research question two which asks the question: 

On what do prekindergarten teachers base their decisions when designing their classrooms to 

support early literacy?  The data is presented in coded themes as internal homogeneity, or 

sameness across the classrooms, and external heterogeneity, or differences across the classrooms. 

Internal Homogeneity 

  Four major themes evolved from the interviews across all classrooms.  They were varied 

types of training, varied types of centers that enhance early literacy, formal and functional reading 

time, and types of writing opportunities.  These themes were chosen because 60% or more of the 

teachers mentioned them in the interviews. 

Varied Types of Training  

Within the Varied Types of Training theme, two categories were investigated: early 

literacy and classroom design training.  The specific tool/curricula that teachers reported is listed in 

Table 4.6.   

Table 4.6. Internal Homogeneity – Varied Types of Training  

Classrooms 

 

Training Type 

 

Early Literacy  

     Creative Curriculum 

     Direct Instruction 

     ECERS 

     Elementary Literacy  

     Emergent Literacy    

     LETRS      

     Open Court       

     OWL** 

     Prfl Development 

     Project Read** 

     Sing, Spell, Read,   

         Write**        

1 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

4 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

10 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 

 

 

Total 

(n=10) 

 

4 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 
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Table 4.6. Internal Homogeneity – Varied Types of Training (continued) 

 

For Early Literacy Training, 90% of the teachers said they had some kind of training and 

60% said they had two or more types of training.  Five of the teachers (3, 7, 8, 9, and 10) 

reported specific training in an early literacy program, such as OWL.  Most of the programs 

listed are not specific early literacy programs but rather embedded literacy into the training or 

curriculum, such as Creative Curriculum.   

Forty percent of the teachers reported having training in Creative Curriculum.  Classroom 

teacher 1 stated, “Funny you should ask that because I was just thinking about literacy from 

Creative Curriculum. They did a whole thing on literacy.  We‟ve also had in-services through the 

district, Orleans Parish.”  The teachers also reported being trained in early literacy through a 

variety of other programs as listed in Table 4.9.  None of the teachers reported training with the 

ELLCO.   

For Classroom Design Training, eight out of ten teachers said they had Early Childhood 

Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) training, and three out of ten said they had two or more 

types training as listed in Table 4.9.  Classroom teacher 6 stated, “… ECERS training by our 

     Success for All** 

     Teach for America 

     Writing to Read 

TOTAL 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

1 

 

* 

 

2 

 

 

* 

3 

* 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

3 

1 

1 

1 

19 

Classroom Design 

     Creative Curriculum 

     ECERS 

     Engineer Environ 

     Prfl Development 

TOTAL 

 

 

**Early literacy 

programs 

 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

3 

 

 

 

* 

 

1 

 

* 

* 

 

 

2 

 

 

* 

 

 

1 

 

 

* 

 

 

1 

 

 

* 

 

 

1 

 

 

* 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

0 

 

 

* 

 

 

1 

 

* 

* 

 

 

2 

 

3 

8 

1 

1 

13 
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LA4 program monitor.  She came in and gave us training for classroom design.  There was also a 

conference about that at the same summit in Baton Rouge that I went to, along with my training 

with Teach for America.”    

Varied Types of Centers that Enhance Early Literacy 

For varied types of centers that enhance early literacy, every classroom had free choice 

centers, as well as reading, dramatic play, and home/housekeeping centers.   See Table 4.7 for 

details. 

Table 4.7. Internal Homogeneity – Varied Types of Centers  

Internal Homogeneity Total 

Enhance Literacy 

       Free choice centers 

       Reading centers 

       Dramatic play centers 

       Home/housekeeping centers 

       Change dramatic play themes 

 

10 

10 

10 

10 

 9 

 

Ninety percent of the teachers changed or added to their dramatic play themes regularly.  

For example, teachers would change the dramatic play according to the seasons, e.g., Mardi Gras.  

Or, they would add new costumes to the housekeeping center when the theme changed, e.g., 

community workers.  Classrooms 6 and 9 had unique dramatic play centers that enhanced early 

literacy.  Classroom 6‟s theme was springtime activities which included camping.  A tent was 

erected in the classroom, and inside the tent were typical camping paraphernalia such as 

binoculars, sunscreen, a stool, and books about camping. See Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. Dramatic Play Campsite in Classroom 6 

  
 

 The classroom 9 teacher created a doctor‟s office dramatic play center with the help of 

the children.  The teacher stated,  

I always talk about what you do when you go to the doctor‟s, and what do they have  

there while you‟re waiting for the doctor?  And finally someone says „and books.‟  

And what do you do with the books? „Oh, my mom reads the story.‟ Okay, so when  

we‟re making it up; we would put out the books and make sure we have all of those  

components into our center.  See Figure 4.3 for details. 

Figure 4.3. Doctor‟s Office Dramatic Play Center in Classroom 9 
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Formal and Functional Reading Time 

For types of  planned reading time, 80% of the teachers used some type of alternative 

reading strategy such as library time, singing, reading buddies, Prime Time Reading, pairs‟ 

sharing books, bringing in books from home, read alouds with OWL (Opening the World of 

Learning), and stories by theme.  See Table 4.8 for more information. 

    Table 4.8. Internal Homogeneity – Formal and Functional Reading Time 

Internal Homogeneity Total 

Planned Reading Time 

       Alternative reading strategy 

       Multiple reading opportunities 

       Theme books & literacy activities    

 

8 

7 

6 

 

Seventy percent of the teachers provided multiple reading opportunities such as whole group, 

small group, and individual reading time.  Teachers 3 and 9 used all three strategies.  The other 

teachers used two or less types of strategies.  Sixty percent of the teachers used theme-based 

books and did literacy activities.  Classroom teacher 6 reported, “There is a time for large group, 

there is a time for storytelling, there is a time when we break down into small groups and also 

it‟s encouraged during center time.  They do like to pair and share with the books, especially in 

the library center.”   
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Types of Writing Opportunities 

For types of writing opportunities, 90% of the classrooms had a functional writing center 

as reported by the teachers.  See Table 4.9 for more information. 

Table 4.9. Internal Homogeneity – Types of Writing Opportunities 

Internal Homogeneity Total 

Writing Opportunities 

       Functional writing center 

       Writing activities 

       Formal writing times 

 

9 

9 

8 

 

The same 90% of the teachers had some type of writing activities for the children such as writing 

in journals, creating own books, writing own sentences, circling the letter, and drawing pictures 

and writing about them.  Also, 80% of the teachers had formal writing time in their schedules.  

Classroom teacher 3 stated,  

Formally, we do have a little handwriting time that goes with the letter.  But, I do  

leave paper out for them just to do with whatever they want.  Sometimes, we sit in small 

groups, and we let them tell stories to us.  We write what they have drawn.  So, we have 

some interesting stories around that we were teaching them beginning, middle, and end to 

the stories.  They want to write it, we let them write.  They want us to write, we write it.  

External Heterogeneity 

  Two major themes evolved that were different across all teachers.  They were ongoing 

and consistent use of books and varied computer programs.  These themes were chosen because 

30% or less of the teachers mentioned them.  See Table 4.10 for details. 

Table 4.10. External Heterogeneity – Ongoing and Consistent Use of Books 

External Heterogeneity Total 

Use of Books 

       Books sent home   

       Books in Baskets  

       Small Letter Story Books     

 

1 

1 

1 
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Ongoing and Consistent Use of Books 

 

For ongoing and consistent use of books, one teacher functioned differently than the other 

teachers.  Classroom teacher 3 regularly sent books home with the children throughout the school 

year to create a home library.  See Table 4.13.  She said, “We give them a book sack; we put books 

in it.  We tell them to make a library at home.”  She also encouraged the children to read while 

they were waiting for the next activity by placing books in baskets around the room for easy 

accessibility.   In addition, she used small letter story books to teach the children a new letter each 

week. 

Varied Computer Programs Used 

   All classrooms had at least one computer in the classroom. As seen in Table 4.11, the 

computer programs used by 30% of the teachers were Hooked on Phonics and Reader Rabbit.  

One teacher used Early Reading Theory and another used EricCarle.com.  Another teacher used 

Bailey‟s Book House, Sammy‟s Science, and Millie‟s Math programs. Teacher 4 reported, “We 

watched EricCarle.com. We watched Eric Carle put together his caterpillar for his story, and then 

we did it.  So, we watched that on the projector, and we did the same product, the same process 

that he did to create it.” 

 

Table 4.11. External Heterogeneity – Varied Computer Programs 

External Heterogeneity Total 

Computer Programs 

       Hooked on Phonics 

       Reader Rabbit 

       Early Reading Theory 

       EricCarle.com 

       Bailey‟s Book House 

       Sammy‟s Science  

       Millie‟s Math 

 

3 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
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Summary of Qualitative Data 

 Four major themes evolved from the internal homogeneity data.  They were varied types 

of training, varied centers that enhance early literacy, formal and functional reading time, and 

varied writing opportunities.  More than 60% of the teachers used these themes. Two classrooms 

had interesting and unique dramatic play centers.  Two major themes evolved from the external 

heterogeneity data.  They were ongoing and consistent use of books and varied computer 

programs. All the teachers had a computer in the classroom.  Altogether, they reported using 

seven different literacy computer programs. 

Overall Summary 

 Inferences from the quantitative and qualitative components of the study were integrated 

to provide the study‟s summary.  Several points were confirmed by integrating the data.  

Specifically, during the interviews all the teachers said they had some type of training in 

classroom design which was confirmed by the perfect scores all the teachers received on the 

LEC for Design Measurement in the Book Area and Book Selection categories. These data 

answer Research Question 1. In addition, 90 % of the teachers stated that they had a functional 

writing center.  This information was also confirmed by the LEC scores.  These data partially 

addressed Research Question 2.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the degree to which prekindergarten teachers 

received early literacy training and how they used that training to design their classrooms to 

enhance early literacy.  Two primary research questions guided this study: 1. To what extent do 

prekindergarten teachers design their classrooms to enhance early literacy? 2. On what do 

prekindergarten teachers base their decisions when designing their classrooms to support early 

literacy?  The design of the prekindergarten classroom is critical because prekindergarten 

programs have a center-based focus. Consequently, how the centers are arranged and how books 

are used in each center is important to the classroom learning environment to enhance early 

literacy.  

Descriptive Statistics 

 The results of this study were analyzed using descriptive analyses based on the 

observation results from the Literacy Environment Checklist (LEC) of the Early Literacy and 

Language Classroom Observation (ELLCO).   Each category of the LEC was compared across 

the ten classrooms.   

The results were defined using quantitative descriptive measures of 24 items in five 

categories: Book Area, Book Selection, Book Use, Writing Materials, and Writing around the 

Room.  The data were organized into Design Measurement (Book Area and Book Selection) and 

Use Measurement (Book Use, Writing Materials, and Writing Around the Room).  In addition, 

teacher interviews were conducted upon completion of the observations. 
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Design Measurement 

 Teachers scored the highest possible score on the Book Area and the Book Selection 

categories.  Presumably, the teachers accomplished the appropriate classroom design because 

they had Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) training. ECERS is a tool that is 

mandated by the Louisiana Department of Education to guide the creation of centers in preschool 

classrooms.  One of the mandatory centers in ECERS is the reading center, or book area. 

Warash, Ward, and Rotilie (2008) found that teachers who attended ECERS training made the 

greatest change in their space and furnishings. Thus, the use of ECERS as a guide to designing a 

prekindergarten classroom seems to positively impact the reading center. 

Use Measurement 

Classrooms scored the lowest proficiency at 58% in the Book Use category.   Although 

the teachers had all the necessary components in the Book Area, they did not capitalize on the 

use of books by having them in other centers to help children relate books to other aspects of the 

classroom and life.  The ECERS tool does not recommend that books be placed in centers other 

than the Book Area because it does not focus specifically on early literacy.  Also, ECERS was 

developed in 1990 and revised in 1998.  The movement to include literacy within the curriculum 

of early childhood classrooms has escalated in the past five years.  Although a majority of the 

teachers (80%) had more than nine years of teaching experience and stated that they had early 

literacy training that was embedded in other training, e.g. Creative Curriculum, this embedded 

training was not enough for the teachers to design early literacy proficient classrooms. It seems 

that without specific early literacy training such as Teach for America or the use of an early 

literacy curriculum (OWL), the teachers do not understand the value of books in other centers to 
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help children develop reading and writing skills (Gettinger & Stoiber, 2007; Justice, 2004; 

Morrow, 1991; Roskos & Newman, 2002). 

Within the Book Use category, five (50%) of the classrooms had a place for children to 

listen to recorded books.  Table 4.5 organizes the scores in relationship to the type of training.  

Teachers may believe that a listening center is a distraction from other centers and activities so 

they do not have one in the classroom (Skouge, Rao & Boisvert, 2007).  

Classrooms scored the highest proficiency (86%) in Writing Materials which would 

indicate that the majority of the teachers understood and valued the need for children to write.  

All the teachers had a variety of writing tools around the classroom. Many studies (Morrow, 

1991; Neuman & Roskos, 2002) have found that, with training, teachers varied writing materials 

available for the children.  

Within the Writing Materials category, 90% of the classrooms had a functional writing 

center.  Writing activities for the children were encouraged, such as writing in journals, creating 

own books, writing own sentences, circling the letter, and drawing pictures and writing about 

them.   

 However, within the Writing Materials category, only 50% of the classrooms had word 

cards displayed around the classroom.  See Table 4.4 for details.  In the ELLCO, word cards are 

described as cards with familiar words, such as the days of the month or week or vocabulary 

words, posted on the wall (but does not include labels on objects) next to or above the writing 

area (Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, Anastasopoulous, 2002).  They are used to support 

children‟s writing. Several studies (Gettinger & Stoiber, 2007; Justice, 2004) found that teachers 

who were trained to use print referencing materials, such as word cards, increase the number of 

word cards and other print materials in the room. As seen in Table 4.4, some of the teachers who 
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had the word cards had early literacy training and used an early literacy curriculum, and some 

did not have the training or use an early literacy curriculum.  

The classrooms had a proficiency score of 73% in the Writing Around the Room 

category.  Ninety percent of the classrooms had charts and big books that were used for large 

group activities.  Because almost all prekindergarten teachers utilize large group activities, such 

as circle time, as part of their daily schedule, it is not surprising that materials to support large 

group activities were found in most of the classrooms. Also, the specific early literacy training 

that teachers received may have influenced their decisions. 

Eighty percent of the classrooms did not have writing materials in the dramatic play and 

block centers.  Perhaps the teachers viewed these centers as “active” versus “passive” or 

academic centers and did not recognize the importance of writing materials in high-energy 

centers.  

Two classrooms in this study had unique dramatic play centers that included early 

literacy materials: a doctor‟s office (classroom 9) and a campsite (classroom 6).  Both centers 

had authentic props.  The doctor‟s office had telephone and message pads, a prescription pad, 

stethoscope, bandages, and books to read in the “waiting room.”  The camp site had a pup tent, 

binoculars, books on camping and a stool for the campsite. Both of these teachers had training in 

specific early literacy training (teacher 6 - Teach for America) or used an early literacy 

curriculum (teacher 9 - OWL).  More specifically, teacher 9 is part of an Early Reading First 

study which incorporates the OWL, the ELLCO, and the Classroom Assessment Scoring System 

(CLASS), a coach and an interventionist. Consequently, the high score that her classroom 

received on the ELLCO made sense and was expected. 
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Although most of the teachers did not receive specific early literacy training, they stated 

they received some early literacy training indirectly or embedded in other training.  This 

information may explain why 60% of the classrooms scored in the middle range of 31-36 on the 

LEC.  Even some, rather than specific, early literacy training seems to improve classroom design 

to enhance early literacy.  However, some early literacy training appears not to be enough to 

raise the LEC proficiency scores to the highest levels.  Specific early literacy training or an early 

literacy curriculum seems to be needed. The research clearly indicates the importance of teacher 

training and continued professional development as well as literacy coaching to enhance early 

literacy (Casbergue, McGee, & Bedford, 2007; Gettinger & Stoiber, 2007; Morrow, 1991; 

Morrow & Rand, 1991; Neuman & Roskos, 1990).   

Limitations of the Current Study 

There are limitations with the current study. The results of this study are from a small 

sample of classrooms. Similar research with more classrooms could assist in the confirmation 

and the expansion of the current findings.  This study observed the classroom environment 

without the children present.  Additionally, the observations could have been conducted using 

the full ELLCO instrument, which includes observing how the teachers interact with children 

during play.  The latest version of the ELLCO, which does not contain the LEC, could be used. 

Observation of the classroom environment with children present would be beneficial to 

understand how the teachers interact with the children, how the children engage with the 

materials, and how the teachers promote the use of literacy materials.   

Implications 

 

Successful public education is an elusive principle.  For generations, public education has 

been evaluated and transformed trying to find the correct mix of teaching and learning.  No 
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precise answer has arisen.  This study holds no exact answers either.  However, several 

implications are noted.  First, only one classroom had an almost perfect LEC score.  Since early 

literacy is a relatively new focus in early childhood, preservice training of teachers should 

include university courses in early literacy.  Second, teachers should be introduced to the 

ELLCO to learn about designing and incorporating early literacy into their curricula.  Third, 

training should be specific to early literacy.  Embedded early literacy in other training models 

seems to be incomplete. Furthermore, regular professional development sessions should include 

early literacy to keep the training current. 

Recommendations for Future research 

 Future studies should include a larger number of classrooms. It may be noteworthy to 

determine if teacher interaction with the children differs among public, charter, private and 

parochial schools.  Since this study was conducted in an urban setting, a comparison of urban 

versus rural settings could be conducted to look for differences.  A study investigating racial and 

linguistic diversity of teachers may uncover differences.   

Since this study was conducted, the ELLCO was revised.  The LEC was eliminated and 

three-hour observations are required to complete the evaluation.  Thus, more studies need to be 

conducted with the revised ELLCO.  Finally, more research on the benefits of different types of 

training is needed. 

Summary 

 The focus of this study was to determine to what extent prekindergarten teachers 

designed their classrooms to enhance early literacy and on what the prekindergarten teachers 

based their decisions when designing their classrooms to support early literacy.  Conclusively, 

the teachers designed their classrooms to enhance early literacy.  All classrooms had all the 



    

100 

 

components for the Book Area and Book Selection categories.  Although the teachers designed 

their classrooms appropriately, they did not utilize early literacy materials and books, and in 

many cases, did not have necessary early literacy materials in the classrooms. This study 

indicates that minimal teacher training in early literacy is not sufficient to impact decisions made 

by teachers in the classroom.  While progress has been made in incorporating early literacy in 

prekindergarten classrooms, additional teacher support is needed to ensure that all children have 

opportunities to reach their maximum potential. 
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