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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to answer the research 

question: 

What are the elements of the writing process and 

written texts of kindergarten/first grade students 

in a whole language classroom that constitute 

authenticity? 

17 

The written texts of twenty-one children from a variety 

of ethnic, socioeconomic and linguistic backgrounds were 

collected over the course of the school year. The tests 

were categorized according to penpal letters, 

signs/labels/captions and dialogue journal entries. Each 

category was analyzed to describe the writer's place in the 

context of situation, the function that each text served and 

the interaction of the linguistic cueing systems. 

The data indicate that the physical elements in the 

Context of Situation as described by Michael Halliday that 

proved most important to authenticity are: 

1. Availability (proximity) and accessibility of a 

wide variety of resources. 

2. Experience of students in creating and identifying 

resources in the environment. 

3. Many opportunities to interact with audiences. 

4. Student ownership of the process. 



The social relationships within the classroom that 

proved most important to authenticity are: 

1. Having a IIreal ll audience for writing. 

2. The relationship between the writer and the 

audience. 

3. The degree of invitation with choice of when and 

where to write. 

The features of written texts which proved most 

important to authenticity are: 

18 

1. The students' familiarity with the genre of text. 

2. The function of the texts to fulfill the purposes 

of the students. 

Whole language classrooms such as the one in this study 

provide a rich source of data for the study of authenticity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CONCERN FOR AUTHENTICITY IN 

EARLY CHILDHOOD CURRICULUM 

The term "authenticity" recurs as a very popular theme 

in the emerging literacy literature. Researchers such as 

Sulzby (1985), Harste, Woodward and Burke (1984), Goodman 

and Goodman (1983), Dyson (1985) and others have been using 

the term authentic to describe an activity in which 

" ... written language serves purposes the student sees as 

real ... " (Hunt, 1984). The concept of authenticity is 

currently being utilized by researchers as a descriptor of 

sound methodological practice in literacy programs for young 

children. Kenneth Goodman (1986) informs parents, teachers 

and administrators about the importance of authenticity to 

classroom practice. 

Authenticity is essential. Kids need to feel that 
what they are doing through language they have 
chosen to do because it is useful, or interesting, 
or fun for them. They need to own the process 
they use: to feel that the activities are their 
own, not just school work or stuff to please the 
teacher (Goodman, 1986, p. 31). 

If, indeed, authenticity is essential to providing a 

sound educational experience for children - then what is the 

nature of authenticity? How can authenticity be supported in 

the classroom? The focus of this exploration will be to 

inquire into these and related questions. 
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The Emergence of the Concept of Authenticity 

As a primary teacher of 14 years experience, with 

direct experience in naturalistic research (Haussler, 1982; 

Haussler & Wortman, 1988), I have begun to inquire into the 

nature of authenticity as it relates to literacy programs in 

early childhood classrooms. This interest developed out of 

experience with the collaborative research carried out in my 

kindergarten-first grade classroom and has continued to be a 

constant focus in my curricular decision making. 

The literature suggests that authenticity is a topic of 

great importance to the curriculum. The current surge of 

interest in ethnography attests to the need of language 

researchers to, " ... use whole, natural instances of 

language as settings within which to collect evaluative 

data" (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984, p. 226). The notion 

that researchers can get their best language data when the 

language users are in situations which are rich in natural 

support that is available in normal settings, rather than 

isolating subjects in a clinical setting deprived of natural 

support, was proposed by Vygotsky (1978) in the early part 

of this century. Harste, Woodward and Burke (184) agree 

that, " ... this insight (natural settings yielding a 

richer data base) allows us to view classrooms as 

potentially natural language situations" (226). 
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The acceptance of the classroom as a valid setting for 

language research broadens the scope of research. The 

research literature has become accessible to the classroom 

teacher. In reflecting on the literature concerned with 

authenticity, my unique perspective as a classroom teacher 

and researcher is significant. Ethnographic collaborations 

between researchers and classroom teachers are becoming more 

accepted (Haussler, 1982; Heath, 1983; Edelsky & Smith, 

1984) and are focussing the attention of the research 

community on the rich knowledge and experience which the 

teacher brings to classroom study. Myna (Haussler) Matlin 

(Haussler, 1982), in her interactive study exploring 

transitions into literacy by kindergarten and first grade 

children reported " ... the teacher ... provided 

insightful anecdotal information and interpretations of 

classroom episodes ... " (Haussler, 1982, p. 339). 

Though many excellent studies have yielded new insights 

as children write when an outside researcher is present, the 

everyday routine of the classroom is interrupted once the 

researcher enters. The inquisitive classroom teacher is 

beginning to take an active role in ethnographic research. 

An early childhood teacher/researcher, Vera Milz (1983), 

documented the writing development of selected first graders 

in her classroom and reported: 



The teacher in a dual role as researcher is able 
to continually observe the subjects on a daily 
basis as the normal classroom activities are 
carried on. The particular restraints of the 
classroom curriculum as well as their effect on 
the child's purposes for writing can be examined 
as they occur naturally and spontaneously. This 
added dimension allows an overall picture of the 
writing which occurs in the daily classroom 
setting to emerge (Milz, 1983, p. 448). 
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Like Milz, I am in an unparalleled position to examine 

the classroom from the perspective of an insider and 

co-participant. It is from this dual position of classroom 

teacher and member of the classroom community that the topic 

of authenticity in this kindergarten-first grade classroom 

is examined. 

Authenticity in Various Disciplines 

Though authenticity is disGussed in the literature of a 

variety of disciplines, both educational and otherwise, it 

is rarely defined. But its use in diverse contexts may help 

define the term. 

"Authentic" is defined in Webster's Dictionary (1968): 

"1. authoritative; trustworthy; reliable; as, an 

authentic news report. 

2. genuine; real; as, an authentic antique" (1968, 

p. 99). 

These lexical definitions are not useful in defining 

what the concept of authenticity means for classroom 

language study. 
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The topic of authenticity in counseling and guidance 

literature surfaces in a continuing debate over the use of 

clinical as compared to more "authentic" settings for role 

playing and counseling sessions. Of particular importance 

are decisions concerning the use of play therapy versus 

traditional clinical observation techniques. Virginia 

Axline (1969) contends that the natural activity of play 

provides a more relaxed and "authentic" environment for 

observation and evaluation. This concern with diagnosing or 

evaluating special needs in a natural setting is not unlike 

the concern for developing and evaluating language in a more 

natural setting. Children share more of their true feelings 

and emotions during play. 

Vocational and career guidance personnel are 

continually lobbying school districts and legislatures for 

sufficient funds to purchase more "authentic" equipment to 

better prepare students for the demands of an increasingly 

more technological worksite (Bouldry, 1976; Lawson, 1975). 

The idea is to provide students with experience using the 

real technology they will be expected to deal with in an 

increasingly competitive work force. Evaluating and 

predicting success from "authentic" experiences which are 

most nearly like real life is a continued goal in vocational 

programs. 
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Industry is continually revising training manuals and 

procedures to incorporate authenticity into training 

programs. Personnel departments of these same companies 

consume vast resources in developing authentic simulation 

procedures for interviewing prospective employees (Peters & 

Waterman, 1982). 

Medicine and health related preparation programs 

require varying degrees of authentic experiences to prepare 

practitioners for future experience in life-threatening 

situations. The use of cadavers in anatomy classes versus 

charts and diagrams is one very old example of concern for 

authenticity. However, the current controversy over the use 

and treatment of laboratory animals in medical 

experimentation revolves around the need of researchers to 

observe the effects of drugs or particular procedures on 

living organisms. 

There is a growing political debate in the public 

schools over court-ordered desegregation. Do the school 

populations of desegregated schools authentically represent 

the ethnic ratio of the community at large or is the 

population politically contrived so as to minimally meet 

demands of the most vocal minority groups? What are the 

difficulties encountered when school populations no longer 

authentically represent the neighborhoods they originally 

served? (Glazer, 1974). In the field of teacher education, 



authenticity is most often focused on pre-service issues: 

To what extent should teacher training be conducted in a 

university setting versus a more authentic school setting? 

What is the relationship between theory and practice? Who 

should do the training of new teachers - university 

personnel or local school districts? How authentic is 

classroom simulation compared with on-site experience? How 

should the resources of time, energy, personnel and 

materials be allotted for the greatest impact on teacher 

training? (Holmes Report, 1986). 
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The fine arts disciplines of theater arts, visual arts, 

music, and dance also develop notions of authenticity, 

relating to the lexical definitions already mentioned: The 

need to establish the origin of a particular work as well as 

the need to account for the historical accuracy of secondary 

documents used in establishing authenticity. 

The curricular areas of social studies and second 

language learning provide educational contexts in which the 

topic of authenticity is often encountered in the public 

schools. "Futures" curriculum issues in the area of social 

studies is dependent upon authenticity to carry the 

burden of evaluating simulation activities that will prepare 

students to deal with community, national and global 

problems (Cooper, 1971; Overly, 1979; Dickman, 1979). 

Eleanor Thonis (1977) contends that the authenticity and 
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cultural content of the language is a major consideration in 

evaluating the effectiveness of bilingual programs for 

second language learners while current research in bilingual 

education is beginning to re-evaluate oral language 

development in a second language through the controversy 

over the applicability of traditional textbook programs 

versus authentic language settings (Lee, 1981; Edelsky, 

1981, 1983, 1985; Herron, 1985). 

The common context for the use of the term authenticity 

revolves around the need to provide experiences and 

information which will be effective in preparing or 

appraising individuals' new enterprises. 

Authenticity and Literacy Development in the Horne 

The research on early literacy development seems most 

useful in establishing a pertinent definition of 

authenticity. Elizabeth Sulzby (1985) in her interviews 

with young children finds " . the emphasis by the 

children upon learning at home in contrast with their few 

mentions of learning in school." Home provides authentic 

learning experiences. 

In addition to Elizabeth Sulzby (1985), William Teale 

(1985), Ann Haas Dyson (1982), Glenda Bissex (1980), Denny 

Taylor (1986), Yetta Goodman (1984) and others have provided 

information on the subject of authenticity in natural 

settings of the home and community. 
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Dolores Durkin (1966) in her landmark study of children 

who learn to read prior to formal schooling reported that 

early readers are supported in the home by a variety of 

authentic literacy experiences and interactions over time. 

There were certain characteristics common to all children in 

the study: 

1. A variety and range of many different print 

sources (magazines, newspapers, books, letters, 

resource books, messages, bulletins, signs, 

labels) 

2. At least one significant person in the environment 

actually using print voraciously for a variety of 

purposes 

3. Availability of writing materials to the children 

4. A significant adult in the environment responding 

to the child's attempts at interacting with print 

in a positive and encouraging manner. 

Researchers such as Yetta Goodman (1984) have related 

the natural and supportive setting of the home to classroom 

instruction. 

School is an important setting for literacy 
learning. There, the learning of literacy skills 
can be an exciting and stimulating experience; 
however, it can also be discouraging and 
inhibiting. Teaching literacy through functional 
use has been advocated for more than 80 years 
[Iredell, 1898, Huey, 1908]. Although there still 
is much that researchers and teachers must learn 
about literacy learning and teaching, we currently 
have the scientific foundation for helping 



teachers make learning to read and write an 
exciting literacy curriculum for all children 
(Goodman, 1984, p. 109). 

Authenticity and Early Literacy Development 
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writers on emerging literacy assume that there exists a 

shared meaning of the term authenticity which is generally 

understood by the educational community at large. The 

concept is understood a priori and isn't specially dealt 

with in a defined context. Authenticity is implied as 

"real," "purposeful," and "functional" but these words 

provide no clearly stated criteria by which to judge an 

activity as authentic. 

To respond to this lack of definition, Carol Edelsky 

and Karen smith (1984) articulated a position on the subject 

of authentic literacy events. They propose that language is 

authentic if four interacting systems of language are 

present to produce a meaningful text": 

1. PRAGMATIC SYSTEM - involving the situational 

context and functional purpose of language 

(communication, recording, recreation). 

2. SYNTACTIC SYSTEM - providing a framework that 

supports meaning of text (grammatical 

structure as well as graphical display 

conventions) . 



3. SEMANTIC SYSTEM - dealing with the sense or 

meaning brought to the language by the author 

and reader (cultural, social, geographical). 

4. GRAPHOPHONIC SYSTEM - combining the symbol 

system of written language (orthographic 

conventions as well as graphemes) with the 

represented phonemic system (including 

dialect differences). 

29 

A comparison of two representative writing activities 

can illustrate Edelsky and smith's criteria for establishing 

authenticity. 

CASE 1: 

CASE 2: 

First grade children are required to complete 

a workbook page on parts of a letter. 

First grade children are invited to write 

thank-you notes to the principal for coming 

in to read her favorite book to the class 

that morning. 

Both activities involve similar objectives (practice at 

letter writing). Both activities involve work with the 

functional use of written language (letter writing). Yet, 

while some features are similar, there are essential 

differences which lie at the heart of the authenticity 

issue. Edelsky and smith maintain that: 



In authentic writing the pragmatic system is not 
separated from the other three; when really 
writing; a writer's purposes and intentions (part 
of the pragmatics) have graphophonic, syntactic, 
and semantic consequences (Edelsky & Smith, 1984, 
p. 24). 

Pragmatically, the letter written to the principal 

serves a purpose for the writers -- communication of a 
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genuine response to an actual event and for a real audience. 

The activity is requested (albeit encouraged) by the teacher 

as opposed to being assigned. The students understand that 

there is a socially recognized necessity for thank-you 

letters and expect the intended audience to receive the 

fruits of their labor. 

The alternative activity of a workbook page does not 

fulfill the necessary pragmatie-requirement of purpose and 

audience for the activity. There is no real audience and the 

purpose is that of the teacher requirement rather than a 

genuine interchange. In fact, there is no assurance that the 

children even recognize the purpose of this activity at all. 

The particular conventions of the syntactic, semantic, 

and graphophonic systems, while present in both activities, 

cannot be supported by a pragmatic context in Case 1 as in 

Case 2. Indeed, the syntactic, semantic and graphophonic 

systems may be altered by a controlled language text in Case 

1 in order to support notions about hierarchical skills 

development and may not have the natural form of the 

----- --- ----------- -----
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child produced texts in Case 2. Harste, Woodward and Burke 

also assert the necessity for "natural" texts in activities: 

When all systems are permitted to operate as they 
do in natural language settings, the amount of 
graphophonemic information is less than that 
necessary if this system is presented in 
isolation" (Harste, Woodward & Burke, 1984, p. 
67) • 

This would indicate that "natural" texts occur in 

"meaningful" contexts for "real" audiences. Under what 

conditions will this criteria be met in the classroom? 

Kenneth Goodman says that traditional language programs in 

American schools: 

. break the link between authentic language 
and natural speech and literacy events (in the 
home). They turn language into abstraction and 
essentially destroy it. This decontextualization 
makes it hard to learn laHguage. You will not be 
surprised to learn that a successful whole 
language program consists, to the fullest extent 
possible, of authentic speech and literacy events 
(Goodman, 1986, p. 21). 

statement of the Problem 

Authenticity is emerging as an important curricular 

issue although criteria used to judge or define authenticity 

have not been sufficiently dealt with in the literature. 

There does not exist a solid base of research from which to 

make appropriate curricular decisions about authentic events 

in school settings. Edelsky and Smith have provided a 

foundation upon which to build an operational definition but 

fur:ther study is needed so that teachers, curriculum 

planners, and researchers can build shared language and 



concepts to discuss authenticity. It is not sufficient to 

deal with authenticity in relational terms such as "real," 

"natural," or "meaningful". The time has come for 

researchers to take upon themselves the task of 

defining authenticity in pragmatic and operational terms. 
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Judith Lindfors has expressed her concern for 

recognizing the "authentic" and "inauthentic" in the 

classroom by stating,"The challenge for us is how to 

characterize the difference so that we might be better able 

to recognize and provide authentic language experience for 

our children" (Lindfors, 1984). 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the written 

texts of kindergarten and first grade children from a 

variety of situational contexts at specific points in the 

school year in order to understand authenticity and its 

effect on their writing. 

Linguist Michael Halliday defines text as, "Any 

instance of language that is operational, as distinct from 

citational (like sentences in a grammar book, or words in a 

dictionary), is text" (Halliday, 1975, p. 123). 

Pragmatically, a text must be viewed from within the 

environment and social context in which it was created. 

Authenticity requires that children write a real text for a 

real audience. But the key issue is in the intended 

purposes of the children. 
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A definition of the term authenticity will evolve as a 

result of this investigation. For the initial purposes of 

this research, I defined authenticity as the degree to which 

the physical, social, and emotional environment supports a 

writer in creating purposeful text for a specific audience. 

I will end this work with a more complete definition based 

on the results of my study. 

The goal of the study however is more than a 

definition. I hope to address the problem of how the 

authenticity of written text is determined in the classroom 

by answering the following questions: 

What elements of a classroom influence authenticity and 

how? 

How do the social relationships within a classroom 

influence authenticity? 

What features of written text determine authenticity 

and in what ways? 

Data on these questions will help to focus the research 

community, curriculum developers and classroom teachers on 

authenticity as a researchable topic and establish criteria 

for using the concept authenticity for the purpose of: 

develop5.ng and evaluating language arts curricula; 

developing, evaluating and supporting classroom writing 

programs; and planning future research. 
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significance of the Study 

This study is important for literacy researchers, 

curriculum planners, administrators and classroom teachers. 

Literacy Researchers. The study establishes 

authenticity as a researchable topic. As an initial 

inquiry, this study provides the basis for planning future 

research into the field. The study should generate new 

hypotheses and stimulate increased awareness among the 

research community in respect to authenticity. 

Another major strength of the study is the opportunity 

to view research from the insiders point of view - the emic 

view. The data carries particular significance because the 

teacher researcher has been a co-participant in the 

classroom culture and has available the subtleties to events 

that only the classroom teacher can bring to this type of 

research. 

Curriculum Planners. For curriculum planners the study 

extends the prevailing notions of writing activities to 

account for the variety of functions and resulting forms 

which writing may take. The challenge is to establish 

curricula that effectively account for individualization by 

the teachers and students to create authentic experiences 

through which language growth may take place. 

Administrators. For administrators the study helps 

define the physical, social and emotional climate of 
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classrooms where positive language learning takes place. The 

information which this study provides will aid the principal 

in evaluating effective teaching and provide a theoretical 

and pragmatically feasible structure for encouraging 

teachers to risk a variety of writing strategies and 

activity structures. 

Classroom Teachers. The study provides the classroom 

teacher with a theoretical base for establishing guidelines 

for negotiating authentic writing experiences with students. 

The intent is to promote the professional autonomy of the 

individual teacher to risk curricular decision making that 

may lead to new strategies that would other wise remain 

untried. 

The very nature of this study by a classroom teacher 

encourages other teachers to share their knowledge and 

unique strengths with the academic community and extend 

their professional capabilities as both teachers and 

researchers. 

Limitations of the study 

The major strength of this study is tied directly to 

its limitations. As the whole language teacher in the midst 

of a dynamic and interactive program rich in authentic 

language events initiated by enthusiastic five and six 

year-olds, I was provided with the rich data base for this 

study. At the same time, because of the level of 



involvement and classroom dynamics, the consistency of the 

data collection was occasionally limited. 
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Because the writing was often initiated by the child, 

there was a strong sense of ownership in the writing 

samples. It was difficult to get children to relinquish much 

of their writing to the teacher (this was especially true of 

personal writing such as friendly letters and love notes). 

Accessibility problems, time constraints and mechanical 

difficulties proved obstacles to photocopying material. The 

pride in accomplishment was attested to by the constant need 

for all the children to share their writing with their 

caregivers at home. Once young children take their treasures 

home, the return rate is low. 

With twenty-two active youngsters busily attending to a 

multitude of tasks that involved the teacher-researcher in a 

variety of roles, it was a physical impossibility to capture 

supporting data in many of the writing events. This 

practical limitation was compounded by the number of active 

volunteers interacting on any given day. It was impossible 

to train so many people in what to look for in an event in 

order to write down appropriate anecdotal data. However, 

1239 pieces of writing was enough of a data base to carry 

out the study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

STUDY DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 

General Design 

This study is designed to examine the relationship of 

authenticity to classroom writing events within a 

kindergarten/first grade combination whole language 

classroom. To achieve the purposes of the study, the 

retrievable writings of an entire classroom were collected 

over a school year from September, 1984, through May, 1985 

yielding one thousand two hundred thirty nine (1239) pieces 

of writing. Children's writing from three two-week intervals 
-

in September, January and May were selected for indepth 

analysis. Data from children's writing and supportive 

documentation are analyzed and described in response to the 

major questions of the study. Analysis of the components of 

the writing events are discussed. A description of 

authenticity in whole language early childhood writing 

programs is developed based on the analysis of the collected 

data. 

Research Questions 

The study answers the following overarching research 

question: 



Major question: What are the elements of the writing 

process and written texts of kindergarten/first grade 

students in a whole language classroom that constitute 

authenticity? 
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Specific questions within the larger major question are 

analyzed through Halliday's environmental determiners of 

text: field, tenor and mode. (Halliday, 1975) 

1. Field: How do the elements of the physical 

environment of a whole language kindergarten/first grade 

classroom affect the authenticity of student's writing. 

Specific information as to the classroom layout, 

resources and other environmental influences are considered 

in examining the collected writings. 

2. Tenor. How do the social relationships within a 

whole language kindergarten/first grade classroom affect 

authenticity in the student's writing? 

The nature of the relationship that exists between 

writer/audience, teacher/student and student/student in the 

whole language kindergarten/first grade classroom are 

explored. Specific interactions and collaborations are 

examined through supporting data. 

3. Mode: How do the features of written text affect the 

authenticity of student's writing in a whole language 

kindergarten/first grade classroom? 
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The function that specific written pieces serve the 

writer are explored in relation to the specific functions of 

text proposed by Halliday (1975) and the interaction of the 

cueing systems as described by Edelsky and Smith (1984). 

Halliday's concepts are being used because of his 

principle of context of situation and their specific 

applicability to the study of authenticity. SuP?orting data 

from anecdotal records, observational data 

on individual pieces and classroom records from the 

teacher/researcher's planbook are utilized as documentation. 

Description of the context of situation 

This study took place within a specific community, 

school and classroom. There ar& specific expectations that 

are related to the classroom environment, schedule and 

routines. 

The community 

The children who generated the writings for this study 

attended Borton Primary Magnet School - a public inner city 

school in the Tucson Unified school District System in 

Tucson, Arizona. The school district itself is comprised of 

68 elementary sites that encompasses the vast majority of 

Pima County. The composition of Borton Primary Magnet School 

is unique in that it services two distinct and diverse 

populations of low income ethnic minority students from the 

inner city neighborhood community and transported middle and 

---- ------_.-
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upper middle income Anglo students from other communities in 

the school district. 

The School 

At the time of the stUdy, Borton School was in its 

sixth year of court ordered desegregation. The population 

was required to reflect a maximum of 49% inner city -

neighborhood Hispanic, Black and Native American 

kindergarten, first, second and third graders. The remaining 

population was comprised of volunteer Anglo children from 

schools identified as able to send Anglo students without 

jeopardizing the ethnic ratio established by the school 

district to meet court requirements. 

The school had 223 kindergarten, first, second and 

third grade students with an average class size of 24. Due 

to the Phase II Desegregation plan, there were full time 

classroom aides, before and after school fine 

arts/crafts/games programs, a physical education instructor, 

a fine arts specialist, a full time librarian and full day 

kindergarten classes available for all children. 

There were two full day kindergartens, one 

kindergarten/first grade combination classroom, two first 

grades, two second grades and two third grades existing at 

the school. I taught in the full time kindergarten/first 

grade combination classroom for six years and carried out 

the research in that setting. 
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The Class 

The class consisted of eight kindergartners and 13 

first graders. Ten of the first graders were kindergartners 

in the same classroom the year before. Eight of the children 

had siblings that had been in the same class for 

kindergarten and first grade in previous years. The students 

reflected the diverse ethnic origins, linguistic 

backgrounds, and mUlti-interests and experiences of an urban 

community the size of Tucson. Three of the students were 

identified by district personnel as monolingual Spanish 

speakers. Four others were documented as having Spanish as 

the predominant home language. One student received 

infrequent Standard English as a Second Dialect services. 

One student was identified by district personnel as 

borderline Educable Mentally Handicapped. six of the 

students were from single parent households, with three of 

them in the process of divorce and receiving outside 

counseling services. 

The Room Arrangement 

The classroom contained all the traditional components 

of a self-contained kindergarten/first grade: tables and 

chairs, various bookcases and storage areas, chalkboards and 

bulletin boards. Other furniture included a two story 

reading loft and a large bathtub for quiet reading as well 

as a refrigerator and small appliances to facilitate 
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cooking. Great care was given to the deliberate arrangement 

of materials and furniture to provide a sound early 

childhood environment which would reflect my developing 

knowledge of the research in emergent literacy. Figure 2-1 

(Haussler & Wortman, 1988, p. 48) shows the basic floor plan 

of the classroom, although the arrangement was subject to 

change to accommodate new materials, developing programs and 

ideas from students, teachers and other adults in the 

classroom community. 

The physical arrangement of the classroom was designed 

to provide a naturalistic learning environment that would 

incorporate: alternative grouping strategies, utility of 

available space, access to materials, utility of existing 

facilities. The classroom arrangement was patterned after 

the whole language first grade classroom of 

teacher/researcher, Vera Milz. (Milz, 1980) 

Alternative Grouping strategies. The classroom was 

organized to provide the teacher with maximum options to 

vary grouping arrangements depending on specific purposes 

and the need for a variety of social settings: large groups, 

small groups, pairs, or individuals. Groupings were flexible 

and tied to both student interests and teacher judgment. 

Available Space. The available space in the classroom 

dictated the options available to the teacher. Space for 

large group meetings were balanced with areas for Figure 2-1 
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simultaneous reflective activities that required fewer 

distractions. The presence of a reading loft provided 

additional space for activities. The high ceilings provided 

space for displaying art and literacy projects. An adjoining 

wide, covered porch allowed for noisy and messy activities 

to be held outside - further extending the available space 

of the classroom. The use of tables allowed for flexibility 

in the placement and movement of furniture. Chart racks, 

bookcases and other dividers were used to extend display 

area as well as provide for additional privacy. 

Access to Materials. Materials in the classroom were 

organized to support the children's growing independence in 

learning and to relieve the teacher from the burden of 

providing constant assistance. children were responsible for 

knowing where and how materials were stored so that the 

teacher was not the sole custodian of materials (Figure 2-2 

is a photograph of materials stored and labeled for easy 

access). Print and patterns were used to label the storage 

areas to facilitate ease in putting materials away. 

Figure 2-3 is a photograph of a section of the 

classroom which illustrates print used to store and label: 

blocks and plastic animals, road signs, math manipulatives, 

and literature anthologies. Literacy materials such as 

journals (Figure 2-4), magazines, trade books, literature 

anthologies, song charts (Figure 2-5), recipes (Figure 2-6), 



Figure 2-2 
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Photograph of materials stored and labeled 
for easy access. 



Figure 2-3 
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Photograph of section of classroom. Includes 
(from left to right) Background: labeled 
poster brought from home, photos of classroom 
event and caption. Literature anthologies, 
poem and extension art projects, daily 
schedule. Foreground: math manipulatives, 
block storage with block structure labeled. 
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Figure 2-4 Photograph of SH writing in journal. 
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Figure 2-5. Photograph of song chart. 



Figure 2-6. Photograph of recipe used in cooking 
activity. 

--------------------------
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signs (Figure 2-7), instructions (Figure 2-8), big books 

(Figure 2-9) poems (Figure 2-10) and reference books 

were readily available. Pens, pencils, markers, erasers, 

paper of various types, staplers and tape were easily 

accessible at all times. 
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Existing Facilities. Activities needed to be organized 

around the existing facilities in the classroom. The cooking 

area was best set up near the sink and refrigerator. Light 

sources and writing surfaces were taken into consideration. 

carpeting and linoleum dictated activities as did the 

availability of the outside area. 

The Daily Schedule 

The school day was organized to operate in flexible 

time blocks to allow for individualization, collaboration 

and varied simultaneous activities. Some activities were 

assigned and some activities were chosen by the children. A 

composite of a typical day's schedule follows: 

7:30-8:40 a.m. Prior to the start of the school day at 

8:40 a.m. children were allowed to come into the classroom 

to work on projects, to interact with materials that were 

negotiated as a choice before school with the teacher, to 

help in the preparation of the classroom activities and to 

take care of specific chores (such as feeding animals, 

watering plants, straightening materials on the shelves, 

-------------._ .. 



Figure 2-7. 
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Photograph of signs offering choice centers 
(above). Graph of number of teeth in each 
child's mouth (below). 



Figure 2-8. 
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Photograph of brainstormed instructions for 
cleaning the classroom. 



Figure 2-9 Photograph of LC* using big book asa 
resource. 
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Figure 2-10 
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Photograph of poem "Round is a Pancake" with 
extension paintings and captions. 
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dusting). An average of six to eight children could be found 

in the classroom during this time period. 

8:40-8:50 a.m. The children went to the classroom. They 

signed in on a hot lunch/cold lunch graph, put away 

materials and gathered together for the morning meeting to 

take care of attendance, lunch count, calendar 

ritual and sharing. Usually there was a song or book shared 

which tied into an ongoing unit of study. 

9:20-9:40 a.m. The Spanish teacher came and worked with 

the students using Spanish as a Second Language techniques. 

9:40-10:30 a.m. The activity period began after a 

review of assigned and choice activities and sharing by 

individual children of work from the previous day. Language 

arts and social studies comprised the core of the integrated 

activities but the activities were not limited to these 

defined subject matter areas. 

Examples of assigned tasks included: rereading a big 

book and creating a talking bulletin board that utilized the 

predictable language pattern of the book; listening to a 

teacher-made tape of a book utilizing a similar literary 

pattern and collaborating to write a group story with 

illustrations; cooking from a recipe related to the subject 

matter of the book; and/or playing a board game which 

allowed children to focus on predictable patterns of one of 

the familiar texts being utilized (Holdaway, 1979). 
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Examples of choice activities included: reading in the loft; 

building in the block center; working in the woodshop; role

playing in the home center turned pizza parlor; working with 

the teacher or a volunteer on specific projects designed by 

the teacher to motivate and extend specific learning; and/or 

writing to pen pals or to the teacher in dialogue journals. 

Children were responsible for clean-up. 

10:30-11:00 a.m. The fine arts or physical education 

specialist worked with the students and were often able to 

extend the classroom unit of study into music, art, drama 

and movement activities. Physical education was arranged in 

a "backing" format which allowed half the students to leave 

the classroom for activities while the remaining students 

stayed inside to continue work on projects. 

11:00-11:30 a.m. This flexible time was used to 

complete unfinished activities; read to the class; learn new 

songs; visit the school library or participate in science 

demonstrations. 

11:30-12:15 p.m. Lunch 

12:15-12:45 p.m. Children returned to the classroom for 

a story followed by uninterrupted sustained reading and 

writing (Cochrane, Cochrane, Scalena and Buchanan, 1984). 

Students could choose to write in journals, catch up with 

penpal letters, and/or read in the variety of books, 

magazines, comics, song charts or recipes. 
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12:45-1:45 p.m. Children participated in math and 

science thematic unit activities in large groups, small 

groups or in pairs as assigned by the teacher for specific 

purposes. Students were organized into flexible and rotating 

groups of teacher directed instruction, independent group 

collaborations and peer tutors (Larson, 1983). Time was 

provided each day for individual explorations with a variety 

of manipulatives (Barrata-Lorton, 1977). 

1:45-2:10 p.m. The classroom was cleaned, necessary 

chores were completed prior to the afternoon meeting for an 

evaluation of the day's events and a preview of the next 

day's activities. 

2:10 p.m. Dismissal. Students were allowed to stay nd 

help clean up room and work on the preparation of the next 

day's activities. 

Instructional Methodology 

My instructional program has always reflected what I've 

known about language and learning in early childhood. The 

deliberate application of current language learning research 

and the commitment to an integrated curriculum is best 

described as a whole language philosophical stance. The 

concept of philosophical stance is used to describe the 

approach. Judith Newman has stated: 

... 'whole language' isn't an instructional 
approach in the sense in which we usually use such 
terms. 'Whole language' is a philosophical stance; 
it's a description of how some teachers and 



researchers have been exploring the practical 
applications of recent theoretical arguments which 
have arisen from research in linguistics, 
psycholinguistics, sociology, anthropology, 
philosophy, child development, curriculum, 
composition, literacy theory, semiotics, and other 
fields of study (Newman, 1985, p. 1). 

The language arts activities of reading, writing, 

listening and speaking were developed and often initiated 

and negotiated by the children in a process described by 

Kenneth Goodman (1986, p. 54) as "double agenda" in which 

the students are busy learning language through the 

interaction with interesting materials for meaningful 

purposes while the teacher utilizes a variety of 

instructional strategies and techniques (Goodman & Burke, 

1980) that help the students make sense of the language in 

use. The texts utilized for instruction were deliberately 

kept in whole meaningful chunks with the maximum amount of 

context possible to insure successful experiences for the 

children and were always tied to some larger unit of study 

in literature, science, mathematics, fine arts or social 

studies. 
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strategy lessons were imbedded in larger content - rich 

literacy contexts in which the interlocking language 

sUbsystems of pragmatics, syntax, semantics and 

graphophonics were easily discernable by the students. Oral 

language development was a primary concern and children were 

---_._- .... _ ..... -_._---
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usually involved in cooperative and collaborative endeavors 

throughout the school day. 

Teacher Expectations 

Since the physical environment of the classroom was 

arranged to allow for large group, small group and 

individualized activities in a flexible and accessible room 

arrangement, I organized and negotiated with the children a 

framework of rules and expectations. This necessitated the 

development of agreed upon goals for classroom behavior 

which allowed for the rights of the individual to be 

balanced with the needs of the group. 

The emotional climate of the classroom was perceived by 

the children and adults as one of security. Children were 

able to feel secure in risking: participating in new 

activities; using new strategies; and expressing creative 

ideas without the fear of ridicule or failure. By promoting 

the uniqueness of each individual's contribution to the 

group, the social/emotional climate supported the children's 

self-esteem. This required a group process of interaction 

and input to evaluate the common goals of the classroom 

community. The emotional climate was strongly tied to the 

social environment and could not be evaluated separately. 

An Adlerian interactive model (Dreikers, 1964) pest 

described the discipline approach used by the teacher. 

Behavior was recognized as purposeful and children were held 



60 

accountable for the consequences of their actions. The 

environment was often structured by the teacher to require 

students to make deliberate decisions pertaining to their 

learning and behavior. The children were expected to 

naturally adhere to generally accepted societal demands of 

general courtesy and the acceptance of responsibility for 

their actions. Children were involved in the process of 

decision making and continuous evaluation of the 

instructional activities and their own involvement. The 

classroom functioned within a system of rules which were 

tied to function and situation and were thereby accountable 

to the group rather than the sole authority of the teacher. 

Teaching was a responsibility shared with the children 

that utilized the teacher researcher's background in child 

development, learning and language theory and required a 

willingness to read and risk the application of current 

research into the classroom. 

Parental/Community Involvement 

Prior to the opening of school a letter was sent to 

each family inviting them to visit the classroom together 

before school began. Afterward, during the first month of 

school an informational meeting was held to enlist the 

support and talents of parents and extended families in 

helping their child experience success in school. They were 

invited to participate within the classroom at any time and 
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to help with a number of optional activities. Throughout the 

school year there were a variety of functions during the 

school day and after school to which families were invited 

to actively participate. 

The classroom became a shared meeting place for 

parents, grandparents, preschoolers and a multitude of 

volunteers. Over 1500 documented hours of volunteer time was 

accumulated in the classroom as the teacher orchestrated 

parents, family and community volunteers to share their 

various talents and experience: 

-University staff would corne to read to students 

(Figure 2-11). 

-A grandfather donated two hours each Wednesday morning 

to organize chess games with small groups of students 

(Figure 2-12). 

-An aunt and mother of two children from previous 

classes donated a morning every other week to help with 

publishing and laminating big books and charts. 

-A father of a child who was in the class two years 

previously built big book stands and shelves for the 

classroom. 

-A grandfather made an incubator for the class and 

assisted in hatching chicks. 

-Groups of mothers, grandmothers, aunts and younger 

siblings would corne in to work with the children to 



Figure 2-11 
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Photograph of University Professor reading 
big book to students. 



Figure 2-12 
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Photograph of TM's grandfather supervising 
chess game. 



prepare sit down meals for 50 or more students and 

family members to celebrate holidays such as Dia 

delndependencia, Cinco de Mayo, st. Patrick's Day, 

Passover, Hannukah, Thanksgiving and others. 
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-Parents, University of Arizona and Pima Community 

College faculty members and students donated sections 

of time to work with the students in cooking 

activities, woodworking, crafts, book publishing, story 

reading and assorted learning activities. 

-Parents joined the class on over 20 walking and bussed 

field trips to assist in activities such as: pen pal 

meetings, Tucson Museum of Art tours, Arizona Opera 

Company production of "Merry widow", Tucson Symphony 

"Young Audiences" Program, Dairy Queen field trip (to 

set up ice cream parlor as a career center), grocery 

store trips (to purchase food for luncheons and the 

overnight camping trip), overnight campout at the 

school district's environmental education camp, Reid 

Park Zoo trip, stage productions by nearby magnet 

school students, st. Mary's Hospital tour, University 

of Arizona Science Fair trip and others. 

Parents were kept apprised of classroom functions and 

activities through the implementation of a bi-weekly 

newsletter. (See Appendix A) The teacher maintained close 

contact with all parents through frequent telephone contacts 



and notes if parents were unable to be present at the 

classroom events. 

Collection of Data 
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Three different types of data were collected for the 

purposes of the study: child writing, anecdotal records and 

planbook entries. 

Child writing 

One thousand two hundred and thirty nine pieces of 

retrievable writing were collected during the academic 

school year over the duration of the study. All children 

were expected to write from the first day of school. 

Kindergartners were treated equally with first graders. A 

master file was set up for individual children to have their 

writing stored. Many class projects were attached together 

for examination as a group project. All original drafts were 

retrieved whenever possible. Photocopies were made for 

children when rewrites were not expected. 

Children were encouraged to create written text 

whenever possible. Collected data included: penpal letters, 

signs, labels and captions and dialogue journal entries. 

Some writing was assigned; some pieces were unsolicited. 

Some writings were collaborative writing events; others were 

texts created by the children alone. Refer to Table 2-1 for 

distribution of writing events across genres. 



Table 2.1 Distribution of data across categories. 
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Anecdotal Records 

Whenever possible the teacher/researcher, classroom 

aide and classroom volunteers recorded anecdotes concerning 

social interactions, collaborations, resource use and unique 

writing behaviors observed during writing events (see 

descriptions below). The format for recording this 

observational data was brief notes written directly on the 

page where possible. This anecdotal data provides a rich 

body of information that helps frame the writing event 

within a social context. 

Interactions. The social interactions that occur around 

a writing event in the early childhood classroom play a 

significant role in the event. Harste, Woodward and Burke 

(1984) make the following recommendation to teachers as a 

result of their research: 

Reading and writing are social events. Discussions 
with neighbors prior to, during, and after 
involvement are not disruptions to the process, 
but a natural part of the process itself .... 
opportunities to build from the natural social 
support of the classroom should be a part of the 
language arts curriculum (p. 214). 

Interchanges involving the writer may not directly 

focus on the written piece but rather on some social 

exchange unconnected with the purpose and intent of the 

writer and the intended audience. There is evidence to 

suggest that the nature of these exchanges may influence 

interaction with the written text. David Bloome contends 



that reading, in addition to being a communicative process 

is also a social process: 

The interactions that occur during a reading event 
can be described as the social context of reading. 
The nature of the social interaction influences 
how students will interact with and interpret a 
text (Bloom, 1985, p. 135) 
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In the process of this interchange the cultural climate 

of the classroom is established and the risk taking 

environment vital to literacy growth is continually renewed. 

Collaborations. Collaborations are generally considered 

as interchanges that occur as a result of the creation or 

presence of a text. In a collaboration the writer 

intentionally solicits advice or support from a community 

member or may be placed in a position of receiving 

unsolicited advice from an interested party previously 

unconnected with the event or text. David Bloome asserts 

that the writing event becomes, " ... a way for the 

students to structure social interaction II (1985, p. 135). 

The written text is the focus of a collaboration. 

Resource Use. Some resources may be more accessible in 

the environment than others. Some resources may be utilized 

more readily for specific purposes or as a result of the 

requirements of specific types of texts. Resources may be as 

traditional as a dictionary or other source book or may 

extend to the use of environmental print directly related or 

unrelated to the writing event or purpose of the author. 
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Some interchanges involve the confirmation of decisions 

already made by the author or may be the specific asking and 

answering of a particular question related to the completion 

of the writing. This question and answer exchange has a 

limited purpose which sets it apart from a more extensive 

collaboration because of the immediacy of the purpose and 

the limited scope of the interchange. 

writing Behaviors. Writing behaviors involve all of the 

particular activities in which the author participates 

during the writing event. Many of these behaviors seem to 

directly affect the written text - such as erasures or 

rereadings. Some children may exhibit nervousness or boredom 

in their writing which may be directly connected with the 

degree of invitation inherent within the initiation of the 

event. Writing initiated by the teacher can be substantially 

different than writing initiated by children (Goodman, 

Wilde, Bird, Vaughan, Kasten & Weatherill, 1984). 

Planbook Entries 

The daily lesson planbook contains a wealth of data, 

provides the documented progression of dated, planned 

activities and sequence of events which could directly 

affect a given writing event. Particular resources, 

volunteers, introduced topics and schoolwide events are 

documented to help place a given event in the environmental 

and social context in which it occurred. The written texts 
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created by young children are often connected with events 

that precede or coexist in the environment. The location of 

activities can also be reconstructed through the specifics 

provided in the planbook. 

Selection of Data 

Three two-week periods from September, January and May 

were selected and all data from each period were categorized 

for indepth analysis. Periods were selected that represent 

the greatest variety of genre in texts and contain the most 

consistent supporting data. 

categorization of Data 

The selected data have been categorized and analyzed to 

answer the major research questions and to generate possible 

hypotheses for future study. The categories were adapted 

during the analysis of data to accommodate the data. 

Data Organization 

Michael Halliday believes function to be at the root of 

the child's developing awareness and concept of oral and 

written language. He observes: 

The child's awareness of language can not be 
isolated from his awareness of language function, 
and this conceptual unity offers a useful vantage 
point from which language may be seen in a 
perspective that is educationally relevant 
(Halliday, 1973, p. 20). 

Claire Staab and Karen Smith also recognize that, 

"Writing must be in response to a specific purpose or need 
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and with a specific audience in mind." (staab & Smith, 1986, 

p. 52) 

The collected data of this study are categorized under 

general headings of genre that refer to the generalized 

function of the texts: letters, signs, labels, and captions, 

and journal entries. Each of the categories are discussed 

further. 

Letters. There were numerous occasions during the 

school year which necessitated natural uses of letter 

writing. Some were assigned for all kids by the teacher 

although many letters were initiated by children in response 

to an event or in order to correspond with other children. 

The audiences for the children's letters impacted the 

variety of categories used to describe the data as well. On

going correspondence with fifth grade students at a 

neighboring school, letters of invitation and thank you 

notes to individuals performing in schools, letters of 

apology to other children, teachers or parents, letters to 

authors, or communications with friends all contributed to 

writing events in different ways. One example is shown in 

Figure 2-13. 

signs. Labels. and captions. The signs, labels and 

captions displayed by children fulfilled a variety of 

purposes. There were signs made to announce special 

happenings in the form of posters. There were signs to 



Figure 2-13. 
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Sample penpal letter, photo reduced. (Dear 
Jamie, I hope you are doing good. I hope I 
see you soon. I hope you write me a letter 
soon. I am going to the Breakers in the 
summer. ) 
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display special works of art or treasures brought from home 

for public viewing. other instances provided an avenue for 

assigning space for other children or for storage of 

materials such as: workshop tools, alphabet stamps, puzzles, 

games and home center materials. Signs, labels and captions 

communicated information which would prove useful for the 

reader in the form of directions and information. There were 

also signs recognizing the worth of contributions of 

individuals. In cases signs, labels and captions were 

directed to a general rather than specific audience as shown 

in Figure 2-14. 

Dialogue Journals. Dialogue journals were kept by all 

children throughout the year. They consisted of interactions 

between the children and the teacher or classroom aide or 

other adults who might be present. An example is provided in 

Figure 2-15. 

Others. There were some texts that did not fall neatly 

into the described categories. These texts generally were 

letter strings that could not be labeled by category and 

were either unclaimed or not remembered by a child 

sufficient to categorize it for this study. 

Analysis of Data 

The major question of this study was stated as: What 

are the elements of the writing process and written texts of 

kindergarten/first grade students in a whole language 
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Figure 2-14. KN's sample journal entry, photo reduced. 
(on saturday my brother is giving me his 
baseball suit.) 
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Figure 2-15. TM's sample sign, photo reduced. (Please do 
not kick doors open! Please do not go <to> 
the bathroom on the floor! Please do not put 
food in the toilets!) 
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classroom that constitute authenticity? The data has been 

carefully read, categorized, described and analyzed in terms 

of: 

1. Michael Halliday's situational and social 

determiners of field, tenor and mode. (Halliday, 

1975) 

2. Michael Halliday's functions of language: 

instrumental, regulatory, interactional, personal, 

heuristic, imaginative and informative. (Halliday, 

1975) 

3. Interaction of cueing systems proposed by Edelsky 

and smith: pragmatic, syntactic, semantic and 

graphophonic. (Edelsky & Smith, 1984) 

(Refer to Table 2.1 [FIGURES 2-5, 2-6] 

Determiners of Text 

Field. Halliday proposes the concept of "field" in 

terms of the ongoing activity in the immediate environment 

and states, II ••• it is the field of action including 

symbolic action, in which the text has its meaning." 

(Halliday, 1975, p. 131) 

In the specific case of this study, it is the 

particular environment of a whole language kindergarten

first grade classroom under consideration. The physical 

arrangement of the classroom, availability and proximity to 

resources, environmental print, predictable activity 
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structures, prior experiences, location of the writer and 

the possibility for collaboration are explored. This 

analysis provides information in response to the first major 

sub-question: How do the elements of the physical 

environment of a whole language kindergarten-first grade 

classroom affect the authenticity of the students' writing? 

Tenor. Halliday (1975) describes 'tenor' as 

referring to: 

. the role relationships that are embodied in 
the situation, which determine levels of formality 
and speech styles but also very much besides 
(Halliday, 1975, p. 131). 

The category of tenor encompasses: the specificity of 

the audience, relationship and familiarity of the writer 

with the audience, nature of the power relationship between 

teacher and students and particular collaborations within 

the writing event. The analysis of the social relationships 

involved in the written language data provides information 

pertinent to the second major sub-question: How do the 

social relationships within a whole language 

kindergarten/first grade classroom affect authenticity in 

students' writing? 

Mode. Halliday proposes the concept of mode as: " ... 

the symbolic channel or wavelength selected, which is really 

the semiotic function or functions assigned to language in 

the situation" (Halliday, 1975, p. 131). 
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The investigation of mode involves the examination of: 

the textual features of the print, the language of 

communication being English or Spanish and the degree of 

readability of the text. 

How these features of specific texts differ according 

to the purposes of the writer and the conventions ascribed 

to the genre of writing provides insights into the third 

major subquestion: How do the features of written text 

affect the authenticity of students writing in a whole 

language kindergarten/first grade classroom? 

Functions of Language 

The texts are also examined through the application of 

Halliday's concept of "meaning potential". 

A text represents a selection within numerous sets 
of options; everything that is said presupposes a 
background of what might have been said but was 
not (Halliday, 1975, pp. 123-124). 
Halliday addresses the meaning potential of text 

through the social uses of functions of language: 

instrumental, regulatory, interactional, personal, 

heuristic, imaginative, informative and ritualistic. 

Individual texts will be examined to reveal the writer's 

purpose for the text and the ascribed function associated 

with Halliday's function of text. 

Interaction of the Cueing Systems 

Finally, the interaction of the linguistic cueing 

systems of the texts are examined through using Edelsky and 



Smith's original definition for authenticity: pragmatic, 

syntactic, semantic and graphophonic. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ANALYSIS OF KINDERGARTEN/FIRST GRADE WRITTEN TEXTS 

The main purpose of this study is to answer the 

research question: What are the elements of the writing 

process and written texts of kindergarten/first grade 

students in a whole language classroom that constitute 

authenticity? My analysis of context of situation in the 

writing of five and six year olds as a classroom teacher/ 

researcher provides an insiders view of authenticity. As 

stated in Chapter I, I began the study with an operational 

definition of authenticity: the degree to which the 

physical, social and emotional-~nvironment support a writer 

in creating purposeful text for a specific audience. This 

definition will be expanded once again in the final chapter. 

overview 

The findings in this chapter emerge from the analysis 

of the context of situation in which written texts were 

created in a whole language classroom by a specific group of 

kindergarten and first grade students. The context of 

situation is best explained by linguist, M.A.K. Halliday: 

Meanwhile the meanings by which the child is 
surrounded are, as always, meanings in context. 
They relate to their environment, and are 
interpreted in relation to their environment-to 
the context of situation, in other words. The 
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situation is the medium in which text lives and 
breathes (Halliday, 1975, p. 125). 

The kindergarten/first graders in this whole language 

classroom wrote each day for a variety of purposes and to 

different audiences. Many pieces of writing were collected 

and many pieces were xeroxed as well. Many pieces of 

writing were uncollectible for the variety of reasons 

explained in Chapter 2. The twenty-four students in this 

study produced a total of 1,270 pieces of retrievable 

writing. Each collected text is identified as to: 

1. Date of text (i.e. 11-23) 

2. Initials of student (capitals for 

kindergartners/lower case for first graders [i.e. TM for 

kindergarten student Tom Manni~]) 

3. Chronological order of this text with other texts by 

that subject on the same date (i.e. a=first piece of 

collected writing, b=second piece of collected writing, 

c=third piece of collected writing) 

4. Genre of text (1=letter, s=sign/label, st=story, 

j=journal entry) 

An example of the identification system used would be as 

follows: 

11-23 TM a 1 

This identification describes the piece of writing as: 

11-23 (occurring on November 23rd) 
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TM (written by kindergartner, Tom Manning) 

a (first collected piece by TM on this date) 

1 (text is classified under genre of letter) 

Because of the large data base and in order to 

highlight development, only the texts produced during the 

following three time periods of the 1984-1985 school year 

are selected for in depth analysis: 

Time period I-October 8 through October 19, 1984 

Time period II-January 21 through February 1, 1985 

Time period III-May 6 through May 17, 1985 

These periods occur during the beginning, midpoint and 

end of the school year. 

In order to present the data analysis, the written 

texts are analyzed separately according to their 

identification genre (penpal letters, signs/labels/captions, 

and dialogue journals). Each genre is presented and 

analyzed separately to describe the writer's place in the 

context of situation, the function that each text serves and 

the interaction of the linguistic cueing systems. A final 

analysis integrates the separate discussions concerning the 

genres and the context of situation in order to answer the 

specific questions of the study. 

1. How do the elements of the physical environment of a 

whole language kindergarten/first grade classroom affect 

authenticity in the student's writing? 
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2. How do the social relationships.within a whole 

language kindergarten/first grade classroom affect 

authenticity in the student's writing? 

3. How do the features of written texts affect the 

authenticity of student's writing in a whole language 

kindergarten/first grade classroom? 

Each of the three genres is examined separately in the 

following sections. The data is presented and analyzed as 

described in Chapter 2. 

Letters and the Context of situation: Focus on Penpals 

The children in this classroom wrote many letters for a 

variety of purposes (correspondence, invitation, thank you, 

and apology) to four audience groups (teachers, visitors, 

classmates and penpals) during the course of the school year 

(Table 2-1). One hundred twenty of these letters were 

intercepted for this study. Each of the audience groups to 

whom the kindergarten/first grade children wrote are 

described below: 

1. Teachers. Twelve letters and notes that were 

written to the teacher, the teacher aide and student teacher 

by the children were retrieved. These letters were usually 

written at home and delivered the following day. Most of 

the letters were directed to the teacher. Figure 3-1 is 

representative of letters written to the teacher. 
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Figure 3-1. SW's sample letter to teacher, photo reduced. 
(Dear Mr. Wortman, Bob Wortman, I love you) • 

.... _------ .... - ._--- --



2. Visitors. Of the many letters written to classroom 

visitors during the course of the school year only five 

letters were retrieved. These letters were either in the 

form of a single collaborated letter, dictated by the 

children and written by the teacher, or all the children 

were assigned to write their own personal notes to visitors. 

Figure 3-2 illustrates a letter of thanks to a special 

university visitor who read to the classroom. 

3. Classmates. Many letters were written to classmates 

during sustained Silent Reading and Writing periods or as 

choice activities during the course of the day. Although 

the kindergarten/first graders wrote to one another often, 

letters to classmates were the most difficult to retrieve 

for data analysis because personal letters to friends were 

closely guarded and were always immediately responded to. 

Only 18 letters to peers were collected. 

One specific vignette is captured on film. It involves 

ZB* and ds writing letters to one ariother side by side 

(Figure 3-3). After writing the letters, the children went 

to the stationery desk to stamp the letters and place them 

in envelopes. At the same time and still sitting side by 

side, the children removed the letters, opened and read them 

with great delight. The two friends then returned to the 

stationery desk, pulled out more paper and returned to 

- ------------------
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Figure 3-2. 
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19's sample letter to visitor, photo reduced 
(to Doctor Ernst. Thank you for coming. 
Thank you. Thank you for reading a book to 
the cookie class. Thank you. I love you. 
Love) 



Figure 3-3. 

87 

Photograph of ZB* and ds writing letters to 
one another. 



their original positions at the table to answer their 

letters. 

In similar cases other students were so involved in the 

context of letter writing that their focus on the process of 

the shared interaction of writing letters overshadowed the 

communicative nature of letter writing and many letters 

probably left the room in the pockets of children's 

clothing. Figure 3-4 illustrates an example of letters 

written from one classmate to another. In this specific 

instance the writer addressed the letter to a specific 

audience and signed that person's name in the closing. The 

kindergarten writer was obviously experimenting with the 

conventions of letter formats. 

4. Penpals. There were 85 collected letters that were 

written by the kindergarten/first graders to their fifth 

grade penpals over the course of the school year. The 

penpals for these children were fifth graders at Halliday 

Intermediate Magnet School. This particular fifth grade 

class was chosen because of the established friendship 

between the fifth grade teacher and me and the willingness 

of the fifth grade teacher to participate in the letter 

exchange. Some of the fifth graders had been students in 

the kindergarten/first grade classroom four or five years 

previously and were familiar with my classroom procedures. 

These reasons allowed for ease in communication 
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ds's sample letter to classmate, photo 
reduced. (Dear Robbie Modica. I hope you 
have a nice Valentine's <day>. Love Robbie 
Modica. 



and frequent visitations between classrooms. Figure 3-5 

illustrates an example of a first penpal letter writing 

attempt. 

Although all the letters add to the understanding of 

authenticity, the penpal letters are used for an in depth 

look at authenticity in children's letter writing. The 

development of familiarity with audience and changes in 

functions of the penpal letters over the three time periods 

provide a particularly rich data base for this examination. 

First, the social and environmental determiners of the 

penpal letter writing data are examined in depth by 

describing the field, tenor and mode using Michael Haliday's 

concepts of social and environmental determiners of text. 

The Field of Penpal Letter Writing 

Penpal letter writing was impacted by many physical and 

environmental variables. Writing penpal letters took place 

in a very special environment which shaped and determined 

the physical context of each writing event. This section 

describes the immediate environment or, "field of action" in 

Halliday's terms (1975) within which the penpal letter 

writing occurred. This field of action takes place in the 

whole language kindergarten/first grade classroom described 
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Figure 3-5. JA's sample penpal letter, photo reduced. 
(Dear Pen Pal. I like you. My name is 
Jorah. What's yours?) 
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in Chapter 2 and is described in greater detail through the 

examination of the penpal letters in terms of: 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location 

of the writer; 

2. The Availability of Resources; 

3. The Predictable Activity structures; 

4. The Prior Classroom Experiences of the Penpals. 

The Physical Arrangement/Location of the writer. The 

physical arrangement of the classroom impacted the writing 

of penpals in very specific ways. The diagram of the 

kindergarten/first grade whole language classroom floor plan 

is found in Figure 3-6 with numerals denoting specific areas 

where children wrote. Penpal letter writing occurred most in 

areas #1, #2, and #3 (work tables) while letters to 

classmates were composed at #7 (typewriter), #9 (publishing 

desk), #10 (front display table) and #11 (floor). The 

classroom organization was designed to provide table space 

(#1, #2, and #3) away from the general bustle of work areas 

(ie. home center, blocks and woodworking). Children would 

often choose to place themselves in the table space areas 

which would facilitate writing. The areas the 

kindergarten/first graders chose for writing consisted of 

flat surfaces that were separate from other more active 

areas of the classroom designated for writing. 
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Figure 3-6. Classroom environment with designated writing 
areas . 
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Availability of resources. The difference between 

where penpal letter writing took place and where classmate 

writing took place is explained further by the examination 

of the availability and location of resources. Children 

used material resources that were in close proximity to 

where the writing took place. Pencils, erasers, crayons, 

markers, glue, tape and paper are stored in movable 

containers usually housed in a central shelving unit (Figure 

3-6). These writing resources were used by students after 

being passed out by selected children prior to small group 

work periods. This responsibility was rotated during the 

year so that all children participated at some time. 

There was always a variety of resources in the 

classroom including: trade books on a variety of topics, 

reference materials, signs, lists and alphabets. In almost 

every case of penpal writing, the children used resources in 

proximity to the writing areas. 

The resources used were varied: 

1. A list for keeping track of the penpals was kept by 

the classroom aide. She was generally responsible for 

coordinating the completion of penpal letters when they were 

assigned or offered as a choice activity. This list was kept 

on a clipboard on the back counter of the classroom near 

tables #2 and #3 (Figure 3-6) in the basket where penpal 

letters were collected. The clipboard and penpal basket were 
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visible and accessible to the children. The 

kindergarten/first graders referred to this list for 

assistance in spelling the names of their fifth grade 

penpals and to compare names with their classmates. 

2. Word lists brainstormed during large group times by 

the children and scribed by the teacher or aide were written 

on large sheets of newsprint and displayed near writing 

areas. These charts and lists were used as spelling 

resources and guides for letter formation (Figure 3-7). 

3. Magnetic letters found on the side of the 

refrigerator located adjacent to table #3 (Figure 3-6) were 

utilized by the children as another resource to help them 

remember how to form individual letters of the alphabet 

(Figure 3-6). 

4. Other children working at the same table or nearby 

were utilized as resources for spelling. 

5. The teacher, classroom aide and volunteers were used 

by the children when writing letters as resources for 

spelling, recalling specific incidents and retrieval of 

needed words and concepts. "What do you call ... ?" and 

"Where did we go again?" were questions asked of the adults. 

6. Paper and pencils were stored in the shelving system 

labeled #5 (Figure 3-6). This labeled storage area for 

pencils, erasers, pens, crayons, scissors and a variety of 

different types of paper was accessible by children at all 
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Figure 3-7. 
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Photograph of brainstormed list of Halloween 
words which has been alphabetized and 
rewritten with students. 



times during the school day. There were also paper and 

pencils that were placed near many of the work areas at 

which students would be working. 

As the teacher researcher, I documented all these 

resources being used by the kindergarten/first graders in 

this classroom. The resources used were generally those 

found in close proximity to the individual writers. Loughlin 

and Martin (1987) in their study of preschool through third 

grade classes found, " children tend to make 

independent use of only the tools and materials clearly 

visible in or near the places where they are workingll (p. 

37). The children in this study supported their finding 

using those resources in their immediate vicinity when 

writing penpal letters. 

Predictable Activity structures. A predictable 

activity structure is one in which the teacher and children 

have collaboratively agreed upon the parameters of certain 

behaviors and activities that can be expected from the 

members of the classroom community during a given period of 

time and within a specific context. Such a predictable 

structure provides consistency that allows the teacher and 

children to anticipate agreed upon options and creates a 

predictable environment in which children can consistently 

operate independently. The specific whole language 

kindergarten/first grade being examined operated within a 
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schedule of chunks of time during which the teacher and 

children collaborated to negotiate the available activity 

choices and parameters for behavior. Penpal writing usually 

took place in two settings and time periods. It was often 

assigned to a small group at the beginning of morning small 

group work periods (see Daily Schedule described in Chapter 

2) or encouraged to be written after other assigned tasks 

were completed such as text extensions, rewrites, listening 

center activities or publishing. In both settings the shared 

expectation of teacher and students were as follows: 

1. The students would first write their rough draft 

using resources of materials, print or people at hand. 

2. The students would next share their penpal letters 

with an adult for revision and editing in a mini-conference. 

3. Based on the conference with the teacher, the penpal 

letter would then be rewritten by the child in standard form 

and illustrated if illustrations had not already been 

completed. 

4. The final copy of the penpal letter would then be 

placed in the collection basket labeled "penpals" located on 

the counter behind table #2 (Figure 3-6). 

Prior Classroom Experiences. The written 

communications and visitation between the first and fifth 

graders are found to be the most significant experiences 

impacting the penpal texts. Each penpal interaction 
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provided new experiences which added to the understandings 

and literacy growth of the children as seen by the analysis 

of later penpal letters. Because the focus of the penpal 

letters were integrated in the whole ongoing curriculum, 

penpal writing did not occur as separate and disconnected 

events during the school year. Rather, the writing events 

under study are part of a continuous progression of 

experiences which impacted the kindergarten/first graders 

individually and as a social group. These interactions are 

described more fully on Table 3-1. 

Time Period I (October 8 through October 19): The 

letters written during Oct'ober 8-19 were the first penpal 

letters the kindergarten/first graders wrote during the 

1984-85 school year. Those first graders who were assigned 

to the kindergarten/first grade class for a second year had 

written to penpals as kindergartners. The other 

kindergarten/first graders had the opportunity to write 

penpal letters. The fifth graders were pre-assigned their 

kindergarten/first grade counterparts by myself and the 

fifth grade teacher to meet the following criteria whenever 

possible: 

1. Kindergarten/first grade males wrote to fifth grade 

females. Kindergarten/first grade females wrote to fifth 

grade males. 
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Table 3.1. 

September: 

100 
Chronological listing of penpal experiences 
by month of occurrence. 

-El Dia de Independencia lunhceon at Borton 
-Fifth grade teacher and teacher researcher assign fifth graders 
to kindergarter/first graders as penpals 

-Fifth graders write letters to kindergarten/first graders 
october 
*(Time Period I) 

-Kindergarten/first graders wrote back to fifth grade penpals 
-fifth graders write to kindergarten/first graders 

November 
-Kindergarten/first graders write to fifth graders 

December 
-Kindergarten/first ·graders host holiday tamale luncheon for fifth 
grade penpals 

-Fifth graders write holiday cards to penpals 
-Kindergarten/first graders write holiday cards to penpals 

January 
* (Time Period II) 

-Fifth graders write to kindergarten/first graders 
-Kindergarten/first graders write back to penpals 

February 
-Fifth graders write books dedicated to kindergarten/first grade 
penpals and videotape readings 

-Fifth graders send videotape and ..individual invitations for a St. 
Patrick's Day luncheon to kindergarten/first grade penpals 

-Kindergarten/first graders write collaborative group thank 
you-letter to fifth graders thanking them for the video and the 
luncheon invitation 

March 
-Fifth grade penpals host st. Patrick's Day luncheon for penpals 

and read their authored books in person 
-Kindergarten/first graders write Spring Pop-up greeting cards 
to fifth grade penpals 

April 
*(Time Period III) 

-Fifth graders write to kindergarten/first graders 
-Kindergarten/first graders write to fifth grade penpals 

May 
-All penpals spend the day together at Camp Cooper 
-Kindergarten/first graders visit fifth grade penpals end-of-year 
musical and spend the day 

-Kindergarten/first graders write final letters to penpals sharing 
addresses, phone numbers and summer plans 

*Denotes letters analyzed in the study. 
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2. Kindergarten/first grade Anglos wrote to fifth grade 

minority students. Kindergarten/first grade minority 

students wrote to fifth grade Anglos. This was to be 

consistant with desegregation goals at both schools. 

3. At-risk kindergarten/first grade students wrote to 

academically successful fifth grade students judged by the 

teacher to be strong writing and behavior models. 

Academically successful kindergarten/first graders 

(identified by teacher judgment) wrote to at risk fifth 

graders. This was to provide experienced models for 

inexperienced readers and writers. 

The first set of penpal letters were written after an 

initial meeting between prospective kindergarten/first 

graders and their fifth grade penpals at an El Dia de 

Indenpendencia luncheon held in the kindergarten/first grade 

classroom. This celebration was held on el diez y seis de 

septiembre (September 26) with both classrooms making 

Mexican food to share. Following the celebration the fifth 

graders wrote letters to the kindergarten/first graders. 

Time Period II (January 21 through February 1): 

Following the October exchange the kindergarten/first 

graders wrote a second time in November and received 

responses. The two classes came together again for a 

Mexican tamale luncheon in December and directly afterwards 

exchanged holiday cards for their third communication. 



Immediately prior to this fourth round of penpal letters 

(see Table 3) the fifth graders had written letters. 

Valentine's Day was of an important event in the classroom 

and the kindergarten/first graders were encouraged to write 

Valentine messages. The room at this point was completely 

covered with commercial and teacher/student made Valentine 

displays. 

Time Period III (May 6 through May 17): Prior to this 

set of penpal letters there were several significant events 

that were reflected in the letters. These events are 

chronologically described below: 

1. In February, the fifth graders wrote books and 

dedicated them to their younger penpals. 
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2. This information was documented by a video tape of 

the fifth graders reading their stories aloud. Follow up 

invitations from the fifth graders to the kindergarten/first 

graders to a St. Patrick's Day luncheon in their fifth grade 

classroom were delivered. 

3. The kindergarten/first graders composed a class 

letter in response to the R.S.V.P. letters from their fifth 

grade penpals. 

4. At the st. Patrick's Day luncheon the fifth graders 

read their individually published books dedicated to their 

kindergarten/first grade penpals. 



5. The next written communication by the 

kindergarten/first graders were pop-up spring/Easter/ 

Passover cards sent for the holidays. 

6. The kindergarten/first graders wrote penpal letters 

to fifth graders. 

7. The kindergarten/first graders spent an overnight 

campout at the school district's environmental education 

camp. The impact of this experience was evident through 

references in letters to their fifth grade penpals. 

8. Kindergarten/first graders visited the fifth grade 

penpals in their special fifth grade musical program at 

Holliday School. 

9. Kindergarten/first graders wrote final letters to 

penpals sharing summer addresses and phones. 

The Tenor of Relationships During Penpal writing 
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The tenor of penpal letter writing involves the role 

relationships between the kindergarten/first graders and 

their fifth grade penpals as well as the relationship 

between children and adults in the classroom. The tenor of 

the context of situation is described within the following 

contexts: 

1. Specificity of audience 

2. Intentionality and sharing of the text 

3. Relationship of writer with the audience 
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4. Degree of invitation 

Specificity of Audience. The penpal pairing was 

relatively constant throughout the school year. There were 

some changes of penpals as students from both classrooms 

changed schools or as new combinations were made in response 

to variable enrollment. In order to encourage penpal writing 

as a choice activity in the kindergarten/first grade 

classroom, there was a basket available for collecting 

penpal letters. There was always an updated list posted on 

the penpal clipboard that kept track of completed penpal 

letters. This clipboard was kept next to the penpal 

collection basket. However, children seldom chose penpal 

writing as an unsolicited choice during the year. Penpal 

letters were almost always written as a response to 

receiving some communication from the fifth graders. Only a 

few kindergarten/first grade students wrote letters 

spontaneously without the impetus of some previous 

communication or experience with their fifth grade penpals. 

The kindergarten/first grade penpal writing was tied to 

response from the specific audience of penpals. 

Intentionality and sharing of Text. Penpal letters 

were almost always shared with the teacher or teacher aide. 

During the sharing the adults encouraged the children to 

think about what information their fifth grade audience 

would find interesting. These interactions usually resulted 



in the kindergarten/first graders revising their letters. 

Questions the adults raised included: 

What do you think your penpal would like to know 

about your family? 

What would you like to share with your penpal 

about our classroom? 

What would you like to know about your penpal? 

What does your penpal like to do best? 
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I wanted to encourage the children to think 

specifically about their penpals to facilitate the growth of 

what Donald Graves refers to as a "sense of audience." 

(Graves, 1983) Authenticity in response to audience 

developed as the relationship between the kindergarten/first 

grade writers and their fifth grade penpals evolved. Penpal 

letter writing was often used in an instructional manner to 

help students learn concepts of revision since it was 

necessary to insure that the fifth grade penpals could read 

the kindergarten/first grade writing. 

Relationship of writer with Audience. The relationship 

of the writers with their penpals developed over the three 

time periods. This will be discussed for each time period 

and illustrated with examples. 

Time Period I (October 8 through October 19): 

The relationship was tenuous. The penpals had met in 

person once and had been told they would be writing one 



another over the period of the year. Some of the 

kindergarten/first graders had siblings or friends of 

siblings in the other class or in the school. Some 

kindergarten/first graders shared the same bus routes with 

some of the fifth graders. Although no penpal duo had 

frequent direct contact outside of the classroom experience 

these unplanned and unmonitored additional experiences 

provided for an additional bond for some students at the 

beginning. Figure 3-8 is the first letter written by 1st 

grader KN to his pen pal. It reflects his experience with 

letterwriting in: 

1. Informal greeting "Hi" sets tone for friendly 

letter. 

2. Text shares information that an unfamiliar person 

would not know. 

The letter is not conventionally formatted but the meaning 

is established. 

Time Period II (January 21 through February 1): 

By this time relationships were beginning to develop 

and students in both classrooms were forming attachments. 

The younger students became increasingly aware of the 

communication setup and were anxiously waiting for their 

penpals to write. The kindergarten/first graders began 

asking their classmates who had interactions with the fifth 

106 



Figure 3-8. 

I i)-I d-. ;(,1'1 a-. 
\)J \"i-\-1e'f'. nex-+ ~o 

S(,O*" c\ v. r ({\<\ t;..,'MC S; ""'-
oJ ...J 

107 

KN's letter to pen pal during Time Period I, 
photo reduced. (Hi. I am Kevin. My family 
goes to eat. I got a salad. On Saturday I 
have a soccer game. I got a brother. He is 
nice. I am 7.) 



graders outside of school to share information. Figure 3-9 

is a letter from KN during Time Period II. Notice the 

conventional greeting and more interactive nature of the 

text. He asks questions and specifically directs questions 

to specific audience as he gains more time and experience 

with his pen pal. 

Time period III (May 6 through May 17): 
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These were the seventh set of letters written by the 

kindergarten/first graders. These penpal letters followed a 

third and fourth visit by the kindergarten/first graders 

with their fifth grade counterparts. Figure 3-10 is KN's 

letter to his pen pal during Time Period III. The text is 

more interactive with references to future encounters that 

are looked forward to by KN. The text is more extensive 

with greater details of life and desire of sharing 

expressed. There is no conventional closing written but 

this is probably due to KN's knowledge that his draft was to 

be edited and rewritten. There are other instances of his 

using conventional closing of "Love, KN". 

Table 3-1 details all the penpal experiences and 

highlights the kindergarten/first grade penpal letters 

specifically for each time period. During Time Period III 

the relationships were much stronger. There had been 

additional time for communication of likes, interests and 

specific individual information outside of the letter 



Figure 3-9. 
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Kn's letter to penpal during Time Period II, 
photo reduced. (Dear Jason. Have a nice 
Valentine's Day. We have new centers. What 
have you been doing?) 
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Figure 3-10. KN's penpal letter during Time Period III, 
photo reduced. (Dear Jason. I hope you are 
having fun at Holliday. I hope I see you 
soon. What are you doing in the summer? I 
am playing soccer.) 



writing experiences. The texts were very specific and 

referred to shared experiences between the Borton writers 

and their fifth grade penpals. 
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Degree of Invitation. There were few options given 

children when writing penpal letters. The children were 

often given leeway and options about where they would 

compose their penpal letters and their choice of content but 

they were required to write to their penpals at prescribed 

periods as explained earlier in this chapter. I would often 

ask children to volunteer to write their penpal letters 

during the morning work period. However, after several work 

periods of volunteers writing penpal letters, there were 

fewer invitations and more insistence on my part because of 

the need to send off the penpal letters. I would say to the 

KN, SC*, kg* 

As time 

kids, "Penpal letters will be mailed tomorrow. 

you need to write to your penpals today." 

passed penpal writing was assigned to those 

kindergarten/first graders who had not previously 

volunteered to write their penpal letters. Penpal 

letterwriting was assigned to small groups of those children 

for specific time periods. 

The Mode of Penpal Letter Writing 

The concept of mode according to Halliday can be 

explained as the channel or semiotic system through which 

communication occurs (Halliday, 1975). This system is 
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culturally defined and the communication link is dependent 

upon the shared social meaning of the oral or written text. 

In order to study the concept of mode as pertaining to 

penpal letters, the teacher researcher examined the 

relationship between the penpal letter writing of this 

particular group of kindergarten/first grade students along 

with their experiences with print and the specific genre of 

letter writing. The discussion encompasses: 

1. Prior receptive exp(~riences of the writer with print 

in school and outside of the school setting. 

2. Prior generative experiences of the writer with 

print in school and outside of the school setting. 

3. Prior receptive experiences of the writer with 

letter writing in school and outside of the school setting. 

4. Prior generative experiences of the writer with 

letter writing in school and outside of the school setting. 

5. Readability of the text. 

6. Language used by the writer in school and at home 

related to writing. 

7. Textual features of the print including: 

a. evidence of directionality 

b. evidence of capitalization 

c. evidence of punctuation 

d. evidence of control over letter formation 
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e. evidence of spacing 

f. evidence of letter/sound correspondence. 

The kindergarten/first grade students in this whole 

language classroom came from a variety of cultural, 

economic, linguistic, ethnic, and geographical backgrounds 

and school experiences. Table 3-2 illustrates the receptive 

and generative home/school experiences each child in this 

whole language kindergarten/first grade classroom had with 

print in general and letters specifically. This information 

was solicited from parents at the beginning of the school 

year during regularly scheduled conferences. 

In order to indicate receptive experience with print in 

the home, each child's experience was coded as HIGH, SOME 

and LOW. Children read to by parents three or more times 

per week were assigned as HIGH. Children read to an average 

of twice a week were assigned as SOME. Children who were 

reported by their parents as having been read to no more 

than once a week or less were assigned LOW. 

Receptive experience with print in school was 

determined by the number of years each child had experienced 

in a formal preschool or school setting with 1 denoting one 

year or less and 2 denoting two or more years in a formal 

school setting. The present kindergarten/first grade 

experience was included in the decision. 



Table 3-2. 
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Experience of kindergarten first graders with 
print and letter writing in school and 
outside school setting. 

kg* 
ag 
tg 
19 
bh 
ap 
ds 
sw 
JA 
MA* 
AB* 
ZB* 
SC* 
LC* 
JF 
IG* 
JH* 
SH 
AM* 
TM 
KN 

L 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
L 
S 
S 
H 
S 
H 
H 
S 
H 
L 
H 
H 

1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 

L 
H 
S 
S 
S 
L 
S 
S 
H 
L 
S 
S 
H 
L 
S 
H 
L 
H 
L 
H 
H 

1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
6-
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 

Lower case initials - kindergarten 
Upper case initials first 
* = neighborhood 

S 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
H 
S 
S 
S 
H 
S 
H 
H 
S 
H 
S 
H 
H 

underlined initials spanish speaking 
Home Experience: 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 

L 
H 
S 
S 
S 
S 
S 
S 
H 
L 
S 
L 
H 
L 
S 
H 
L 
H 
L 
H 
H 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 

H = reading to HIGH (read to three or more times per week) 
S = SOME (read to AVERAGE of twice per week) 
L = LOW (read to no more than once per week) 
School Experience: 
1 1 year or less experience in school 
2 = 2 years or more experience in school 
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Generative experience with print in the home was also 

coded as HIGH, SOME and LOW. Children reported as being 

observed by their parents writing three or more times per 

week were assigned HIGH. Children who were observed as 

writing only one or two times weekly were assigned SOME. 

Children observed as writing infrequently were assigned as 

LOW. 

Generative experience with print in the school was 

categorized by the number of years that children were 

reported by their parents as having regular experiences 

generating their own writing in a preschool or school 

setting with 1 denoting one year or less and 2 denoting two 

or more years of regular experiences in generating writing 

in a school setting. The present kindergarten/first grade 

classroom was included in making this determination. 

Receptive experience with letters in the home was 

divided into the level of interaction children had with mail 

in the home. Children who received personal mail and were 

involved regularly in talking about the mail with parents or 

caregivers were assigned HIGH. Children who were exposed to 

mail in the home but were not reported as interacting with 

family members about it regularly were assigned SOME. 

Children who were reported by the parents to seldom have any 

observable interaction with mail were assigned LOW. 
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Receptive experience with letters at school was decided 

by the years of experience that parents reported their 

children as having in formal preschool or school situations 

in which the children were known to have had received 

personal mail or notes in the classroom on any regular 

basis. The number 2 denotes two or more years experience 

and 1 denotes one year or less experience. The present 

experience in the whole language kindergarten/first grade 

classroom was included in the decision. 

Generative experience with letters in the home was 

coded as HIGH, SOME and LOW. Children who were reported by 

parents as writing letters or notes frequently were assigned 

as HIGH. Children observed as writing letters or notes once 

in a while were designated as SOME. Children reported as 

seldom writing a letter or note were assigned as LOW. 

Generative experience with letters in school was 

described as the amount of time spent by children in 

classrooms as reported by parents where letter writing was 

encouraged. Children who were in classrooms where they were 

writing letters regularly for two or more years were 

assigned 2. Children having their first experience with 

letter writing were assigned 1. The present whole language 

kindergarten/first grade experience was included in the 

decision. 
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Figure 3-11 illustrates the connection between the 

level of experience in the home in being read to and the 

number of years experience in formal school settings. The 

results indicate that neighborhood low income students, with 

the exception of Sc* and IG*, regardless of kindergarten or 

first grade standing were reported by their parents as being 

read to infrequently and as a rule the children had less 

school experience as well. Sc* and IG* are interesting 

because they are not similar to their neighborhood peers. 

These two students were the only students from the 

neighborhood read to three or more times regularly in the 

home each week and they had both been involved in preschool 

experiences. SC*'s mother was a Headstart aide and IG*'s 

elder brother had been in the teacher researcher's classroom 

for two years and had participated in a literacy research 

project completed by Matlin (Haussler, 1982) which involved 

parent interviews. Responses from the parents concur with 

Matlin's findings in her study of emerging reading in this 

whole language kindergarten/first grade. 

According to parent reports of the minority 
subjects in this study, these parents were not 
aware of the importance of reading to their 
children until one of their children began the 
federally funded preschool programs at Borton. 
Yet, once informed of its importance, all three 
families began some story reading with their 
children (Haussler, 1982, p. 348). 
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in Home 

HIGH 

ag sw TM 
tg JA KN 
19 Sc* 
bh JF 
ap IG* 
ds SH 

Figure 3-11. Prior receptive experience of kindergarten/ 
first graders with being read to. 
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There is also a striking contrast that occurs when 

comparing the years of school experience and amount of time 

being read to between the higher income kindergartners and 

the neighborhood lower income students. These higher income 

students with the same number of years of experience in 

school as the lower income students were being read to more 

than their counterparts. 

Figure 3-12 illustrates the comparison of home 

experience with writing and number of years in school 

writing. Neighborhood children tended to have less 

experience overall. There was more of a mix in writing 

experience for extended neighborhood kindergartners and 

first graders. It is important to note that extended 

neighborhood kindergartners were reported by their parents 

to have had some pre-kindergarten experiences with writing 

in school. Only those neighborhood first graders previously 

in this whole language kindergarten were reported as having 

kindergarten writing experiences. 

Figure 3-13 shows the comparison between the level of 

receptive experience with letters in home and the level of 

school experience. The discrepancy between the 

socioeconomic groups is evident. with the exception of Sc* 

and IG*, the neighborhood lower socioeconomic group 

children were reported by their parents to have fewer 

experiences being observed interacting with the mail in the 
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Figure 3-13. Prior receptive experience of writer with 
letters. 
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home. This difference is especially apparent when compared 

with their younger counterparts from the higher 

socioeconomic levels. It is important to note that all 

students regardless of income were reported to have had 

experiences with letters in the home. 

Figure 3-14 looks at the generative experiences these 

kindergarten/first graders had with letter writing as a 

regular experience in a formal school setting. Again, 

similar findings were discovered. Those first grade 

children who had been in my kindergarten were reported by 

their parents as having regular experiences with generating 

letter writing in a classroom previous to this school year. 

In order to characterize the readability of penpal 

letters the readability of each text is coded as HIGH, 

AVERAGE, LOW, or NON-COMMUNICATIVE. 

A NON-COMMUNICATIVE text is defined as one which the 

teacher/ researcher was unable to understand the child's 

meaning even when taking into consideration the context of 

situation and the child's oral texts. All students 

communicated something that was important to them. 

Therefore, no text was coded as noncommunicative. 

A low text is defined as a text that can only be partly 

understood by the teacher/researcher. The meaning of the 

whole text was only available when the child read it to the 
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Figure 3-14. Prior generative experience of writer with 
letters. 



teacher/researcher. This included letter strings and 

emerging alphabetic writing (see Figure 3-15). 
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An AVERAGE text is defined as one that the 

teacher/researcher can read almost completely by himself but 

spelling and spacing conventions are not sufficient to make 

it all readable. Figure 3-16 is JH*'s pen pal letter during 

Time Period II. It was copied from cards provided from 

brainstorming session. Words are juxtaposed and letters 

changed. 

A HIGH text is defined as a text that is easily read 

and understood by the teacher/researcher. The conventions 

of spelling and spacing are evident in the text. Figure 3-

10 is an example of a text with high readability. 

After I coded the text, an experienced kindergarten 

teacher coded each text independently to establish 

interrater reliability. There is 90% agreement between the 

other teacher and myself. In cases of disagreement (almost 

exclusively involving the coding of a text as AVERAGE or 

LOW) the second coder and I discussed the text at length. 

We came to consensus about each text before the final coding 

decision was made. 

Table 3-3 illustrates the readability of penpal letters 

for each child over the three time periods. There were no 

noncommunicative penpal letters. Even with a letter string 

there was a communicated meaning for the child. The Figure 



Figure 3-15. 
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JH*'s first penpal letter, photo reduced. 
(Letter string undecipherable. Oral text: I 
made me and my sister jog together. It's 
summertime. ) 



Figure 3-16. 
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JH*'s penpal letter from Time Period II, 
photo reduced. (Dear Jennifer, have a nice 
Valentine's Day. Oral text: "Have a nice 
weekend" was added.) 
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Table 3-3. Readability of penpal letters across time 

periods. 

student 

kg* 
ag 
tg 
Ig 
bh 
ap 
ds 
sw 
JA 
MA* 
AB* 
ZB* 
SC* 
LC* 
JF 
IG* 
JH* 
SH 
AM* 
TM 
KN 

Time Period I 
(October 8-19) 

L 
L 
L 
A 
L 
L 
L 
A 
A 
L 
L 
L 
H 
L 
A 
L 
L 
H 
L 
H 
H 

Time Period II 
(January 21-
February 1) 

L 
A 
L 
H 
A 
L 
H 
A 
H 
L 
A 
L 
H 
A 
A 
A 
L 
H-
L 
H 
H 

lower case initials - kindergarten 
upper case initials first 
* = neighborhood 
underlined initials Spanish 

L = low. readability 
A average readability 
H high readability 

speaking 

Time Period III 
(May 6-11) 

A 
A 
A 
H 
A 
L 
H 
H 
H 
L 
A 
A 
H 
A 
A 
A 
A 
H 
L 
H 
H 
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readability of texts tended to vary in the first time period 

ranging across HIGH, AVERAGE and LOW. Readability was tied 

to the level of receptive and generative experiences for 

each child with print and letter writing in school and out 

of school. By the second time period the extended community 

kindergartners whose writing had been characterized as LOW 

during the first time period was coded by both the 

teacher/researcher and the second coder as AVERAGE or HIGH. 

All children's writing showed changes across time. Even ap 

made growth across time moving from alphabetic-like writing 

and letter strings to utilizing some alphabetic conventions. 

ap, AM* and MA* had similar background experiences. 

None had any school experience prior to this first school 

year. Parents reported that there was little interaction 

with books in the home. The families of AM* and MA* were 

first generation immigrants from Mexico. The children in 

each family qualified for free lunch which indicated a low 

socio-economic level. AM* and MA* had the highest 

absenteeism rate in the class, AM* absent 34% and MA* absent 

30%). The attendance of these three children also impacted 

the number of texts that were collected. ap was a third 

child in a middle class home with a minimum of interaction 

with books. 

SC*, SH, TM, and KN were evaluated as HIGH across all 

three time periods. In each case there was growth in the 
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refinement of spelling, spacing, capitalization, and 

punctuation conventions. It is interesting to note that no 

child regressed. 

ap was an unusual case. ap had the least receptive and 

generative experiences outside of school than any of the 

bussed in students. He was reported by his parents as 

having little attention for books and was perceived by them 

as their most "difficult child." 

Table 3-4 illustrates the language used in the 

kindergarten/first grader's homes as reported by parents and 

corroborated by the school district's Bilingual Diagnostic 

Team. The home language of each student was assessed as 

either ENGLISH ONLY, SPANISH ONLY or BILINGUAL. The English 

and Spanish language issues will be discussed later in 

detail. kg*, AM* and MA* wrote penpal letters exclusively 

in Spanish. The other bilingual children chose English even 

if their fifth grade pen pal spoke/wrote in Spanish. As 

stated previously penpals were matched by the fifth grade 

teacher and me on the basis of language use to make sure 

that communication was the prime goal of the experience. 

The primary language of both AM*, kg* and MA* was assessed 

as Spanish. The fifth grade teacher and I were able to 

match all Spanish speaking kindergarten/first graders with 

bilingual fifth graders. This pairing provided for greater 

communication between the first grade and fifth grade 



Table 3.4. 

kg* 
ag 
tg 
19 
bh 
ap 
ds 
SW 
JA 
MA* 
#AB* 
ZB* 
SC* 
LC* 
JF 
#IG* 
JH* 
SH 
AM 
TM 
KN 

Horne language of kindergarten/first graders. 

Spanish 
English 
English 
English 
English 
English 
English 
English 
English 
Spanish 
Spanish/English 
English 
English 
Spanish 
English 
Spanish/English 
English 
English 
English 
English 
English 

Lower case initials = kindergarten 
Upper case initials = first grade 
* = neighborhood 
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# = Where two languages are spoken, the dominant language 
is listed first. 



penpals and allowed the teacher/researcher to communicate 

with the fifth grade penpals directly when needed. 
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Table 3-5 reports the overall textual features of each 

child's texts over the three time periods. I assessed the 

evidence of print conventions in each group of the texts as 

The independent evaluator also assessed for the same 

conventions to establish interrater reliability. The 

procedure for coding is described earlier. There was 92% 

agreement between the two coders for each of the following 

textual features of each group of texts. The list of print 

conventions is not hierarchical. Each convention was judged 

separately as CONSISTENT, INCONSISTENT, NO EVIDENCE. 

CONSISTENT use of a convention is defined as being 

evident in texts consistently throughout the time period. 

INCONSISTENT use of a convention is defined as being 

evident sporadically throughout the time period. 

If a convention was not evidenced as being used within 

a time period it was coded as NO EVIDENCE. 

1. Directionality (Left to right/top to bottom 

orientation of the print) . 

2. capitalization (Conventional use of 

capitalization) . 

3. Punctuation (Conventional use of punctuation). 

4. Letter Formation (Individual letters of alphabet 

recognizable). 



Table 3.5. Textual features of penpal letters over 
three time periods. 

DlrectlCNIllty Clpl tal Izatlon Pln:tuetlon L.ttar Fa_tlon Spacl~ SOII1dILetter 
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COrrtlpardenc:e 
Time II III II III II III II III II III I II III 
Period 

~ C C N C C N II 
0; C C C C C 

tg C C C I C N C 

19 C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

bh I C C I C I C I C I C C 

ep I C I I N N N N I 
ds e C C .. C I C 

SII C C C I C C C I I C C C 
JA C C C C C I C C C C C C C C 

~ I C C I C C I I I N I 

U! C C C C C C C I C C 

ZB* I C C C N C C 

Se- C c C C C C C C C C C C C c 
1£ c C I C I C C I C 
JF C C C C C C C CI C C C C 

~ C C C c -T c c c C 
JU* I I C I I I 
SU C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C c 
&!! I I N N N .. N N N II 
TM C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 
KN C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

Lower cas. Inltlala • klncltraarttn 
Upper ClISe Initial •• flrat grade 
* • 1181 ~barhaad 
Underlined. $pIn1"" lpatkl~ 

C • conalattnt UI' of calWlltiona 
I • Inconahtant 11M of _fon cocIae 
II • no evldtnca \lit of _tiona 



5. Spacing (Use of spaces between words to define 

word boundaries). 
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6. Sound/Letter Correspondence (Deliberate choice of 

alphabet to represent the oral text of the child 

or random letter string that would indicate 

presyllabic or alphabetic stage). 

All neighborhood and extended neighborhood kindergarten 

and first graders made growth in using print conventions 

from the first time period to the third time period. The 

texts reflected growth in the refinement of use (i.e., 

letter formation was more deliberate, capitalization became 

more standardized). To illustrate, kg* was coded as being 

INCONSISTENT in use of Directionality for Time Period I. 

She was coded as being CONSISTENT in use of Directionality 

for Time Periods II and III. 

All children gained control over directionality. Only 

three children didn't become conventional for all letters by 

Time Period III. Spacing and sound/letter correspondences 

reached conventional/consistant usage for about 80% of the 

students. 

capitalization and punctuation seemed to impact the 

readability of the texts least for kindergarten and first 

graders. Although about 65% of the children consistently 

used conventions by Time Period III. Differences among 

kindergartners and among first graders may be explained in 
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part by differences in home experiences with being read to. 

Kindergartners and first graders with HIGH print experiences 

in the home progressed more quickly toward consistency in 

text conventions than their age peers (see Figure 3-11). 

Halliday's Functions of Text 

The kindergarten/first grade penpal letters are 

examined using the framework of Michael Halliday's 

categories of functional uses of texts (Halliday, 1985). 

The expected function of texts for penpal letters would be 

Halliday's Interactional and Informative functions. Penpal 

letter writing would be expected to be made up of such 

linguistic features as asking questions, providing personal 

information and requesting information from one another. 

The personal and informal nature of penpal writing allows 

penpals to interact through the written word across time and 

space. Traditionally penpal letters are written by children 

in one location to children in another location. This 

specific instance of kindergarten/first graders writing to 

fifth graders in a nearby school provided frequent 

opportunities for personal interactions between penpals. 

Table 3-6 illustrates the function of the language used in 

the penpal letters. The XiS indicate the use of that 

function in the texts. 

1. Instrumental (Text used to satisfy needs of 

child) . 



Table 3.6. Halliday's functions of language reflected in 
penpal letters. 

~ 
xx x x xx x 

x x xx xx X ag xx X xx x xx x tg xx x xx x xx X 19 xx X xx x xx X bh xx xx X xx X ap 
X X xx x xx X ds 

sw xx X xx x xx x 
JA xx x xx x xx X 

MA* X X X X xx x 
AB* xx x xx x xx X 

ZB* X X xx x xx X 

SC* xx X xx x xx X 

LC* xx X xx x xx x 
JF xx x xx x xx X 

JG* xx X xx x xx X 

JH* xx xx X xx x 
SH xx x xx x xx X 

AM* 
xx xx xx xx x 

TM xx x xx x xx X 

KN X X xx X xx x 

C = consistent 
I = inconsistent 
N = no evidence 
Lower case initials = kindergarten 
Upper case initials = first grade 
* = neighborhood 
Underlined initials = Spanish speaking 
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2. Regulatory (Text used to control the behavior of 

others). 

3. Interactional (Text used to interact with others). 

4. Personal (Text used to express uniqueness and 

personal feelings as well as assert personality). 

5. Heuristic (Text used to categorize and problem 

solve). 

6. Imaginative (Text used to pretend and create 

personal universe). 

7. Informative (Text used to communicate information 

to others). 

8. Ritual (Text used to fulfill requirements of 

others with no personal investment. School work 

function). 

Halliday believes all texts reflect meaning and choice 

by the authors (Halliday, 1975). This is seen in the texts 

created by the children in this study. The meanings and 

choices they made grew out of their receptive and generative 

experiences with the genre of letters, their growing 

relationship with their specific audience of penpals and 

their specific purposes for writing each penpal letter. 

The chronological listing of experiences of Table 3-1 

when combined with the analysis of the function of texts 

over the three time periods provide insights into the 

development of authenticity in the penpal experience over 
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time. The nature of the penpal texts made significant 

changes from the initial letters written in October when the 

kindergarten/ first graders were assigned to write to 

penpals they had never met (see Figures 3-8, 3-15). 

The subsequent opportunities over time to meet with 

penpals and interact with them in a variety of positive 

social contexts seem to have significantly impacted the 

relationships and the subsequent penpal texts (see Figure 3-

10). Texts during Time Period I reflected either Halliday's 

Imaginative/Informative functions, Interactional/ 

Imaginative functions or the expected Interactional/ 

Personal/Informative functions. By Time Period III all 

penpal texts reflected Halliday's Interactional/ 

Personal/Informative functions. Differences during Time 

Period I fell along lines of experience with print (see 

Figure 3-11). 

The choices of the language and content of the texts 

over the three time periods reflect the kindergarten/first 

grader's experiential growth through the greater use of 

penpal letter conventions, the more intimate knowledge of 

their audiences and a deeper understanding of the purposes 

of penpal letters. This accounts for the general developing 

congruency by the kindergarten/first graders to the expected 

functions of interpersonal and informational texts. 
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Edelsky and Smith's Interaction of the cueing Systems 

An analysis of the interaction of the pragmatic, 

syntactic, semantic and graphophonic cueing systems provides 

additional insights into the authenticity of penpal letter 

writing in this kindergarten/first grade classroom. I found 

Halliday's functions of language to provide very specific 

information but the cueing systems advanced by Edelsky and 

smith in their discussions of authenticity (Edelsky & Smith, 

1984) provide a different way to view children's writing. 

The specific concepts of writer's purpose, real audience for 

author's communication and the degree of invitation that is 

reflected in the body of the penpal texts are discussed 

through the four interacting cueing systems of language 

advanced by Edelsky and Smith (as described in Chapter 2): 

the Pragmatic Cueing System, the Syntactic cueing System, 

the Semantic Cueing System, and the Graphophonic cueing 

System. 

The Pragmatic Cueing System in the penpal letters is 

observed in the purposes children have for writing penpal 

letters and the nature of the semantic choices they make to 

communicate with their penpals. Pragmatically the texts 

reflect changes in the writer/audience relationship over 

time. The pragmatic system of language is not an exclusive 

category but interrelates with the other systems of 

language. As the relationships developed between penpals 
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the purpose for writing became increasingly evident to the 

kindergarten/first graders and the degree of invitation 

became more of choice than assignment. 

The Syntactic Cueing System refers to the choices about 

language and structure made by the kindergarten/first 

graders to hold the.text together to communicate meaning to 

the fifth grade penpals. The choices available to the 

kindergarten/first graders included the grammatical 

decisions needed for communicating connected text as well as 

the decisions of convention for traditional forms and 

formats that are inherent in the texts of letters between 

friends. The syntax over the three time periods begin to 

resemble the texts of adult penpal letters in form. 

The Semantic cueing System is reflected in the meanings 

and understanding the kindergarten/first graders are 

communicating to their penpals. As the kindergarten/first 

graders gained new knowledge about their penpals, their 

level of intimacy grew. This relationship developed a 

shared social experience between penpals which is reflected 

in penpal texts through the context and appropriate 

vocabulary choice. 

The Graphophonic Cueing system is related to the pre

syllabic, syllabic and alphabetic stages of writing through 

which children develop. The earlier discussion of the 

evidence of print conventions in the penpal texts in the 
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discussion of Halliday's notion of Mode addressed the 

analysis of: Directionality, Capitalization, Punctuation, 

Letter Formation, Spacing and Sound/Letter Correspondence. 

Signs, Labels and Captions and the context of situation 

During the course of the school year this particular 

group of kindergarten/first grade children wrote a great 

many signs, labels and captions in a great many contexts. 

Three hundred and six signs, labels and captions were 

retrieved and categorized by the teacher. Sixty eight were 

collected during the three time periods of the study. As I 

began to analyze this particular genre, I realized that 

there were differences among the signs, labels and captions. 

The following definitions were considered in order to 

establish criteria for selecting texts identified as 

"signs", "labels" and "captions". Definitions are provided 

by Webster's Third New International Dictionary (1981). 

sign: 
· .. 5 d: an atesting mark (as on a seal) 
· •. 6 a: a lettered board or other public 
display placed on or before a building, room, shop 
or office to advertise the business there 
transacted or the name of the person of firm 
conducting it 

· . .b: A conspicuously placed word or legend (as 
on a board or placard) or direction, warning, 
identification or other information of general 
concern 
· •. c: signboard ... (Webster, 1981, p. 2115). 

label: 

· .. 5 a: a slip (as of paper, parchment, cloth, 
leather, metal) that is inscribed and affixed to 



something for identification, direction or 
description 
b: written, printed or graphic matter attached to 
or accompanying an article or inscribed on its 
container or wrapping identifying the contents or 
giving other appropriate information 
c: a descriptive, classifying or identifying word 
or phrase . . . • • a newspaper headline merely 
identifying the subject matter of an article 
rather than summarizing action ... (Webster, 
1981, p. 1259). 

caption: 

... 4b: the explanatory comment or designation 
accompanying a pictorial illustration . 
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The study of kindergarten/first graders writing signs, 

labels and captions required the evaluation of those aspects 

of a piece of print that constitute a sign, label or 

caption. The above definitions focus on the functions that 

signs, labels and captions ser¥~ as: 1) descriptions, 2) 

portrayors of information, 3) means of identification, and 

4) regulators of behavior. The process undertaken was to 

combine "signs," "labels" and "captions" into one category. 

Each piece of data was examined and if the texts were 

utilized by the students in ways which matched the above 

four generalized functions they were analyzed in this pool 

of data. 

There were situations where the kindergarten/first 

graders affixed the term "story" to an item but the decision 

was made to identify the text as a "caption" when the text 

described the children's picture rather than being a story. 

Whenever the text item was for the purpose of describing or 
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relaying information it was included as a sign, label or 

caption. Children's productions were categorized as stories 

only when they included the necessary elements of story 

(i.e., plot, setting, characters). 

During the course of the school year the 

kindergarten/first graders in this whole language classroom 

wrote a great number of signs, labels and captions for many 

purposes. Of the 306 signs, labels and captions collected, 

68 were collected during the three time periods: 

Time period I-October 8 through October 19 

Time Period II-January 21 through February 1 

Time period III-May 6 through May 17 

The classroom activities that fit the four functions 

indicated above constituted the sign and label writing of 

the kindergarten/first graders can be grouped under the 

following designations: 

1. Personal Artifacts Brought From Home 

2. Constructions with Toys 

3. Displays of Children's Work 

4. written Language Accompanying Role Play 

5. storage Areas Marked 

6. Announcing Events 

7. Bulletin Boards and Display Areas 

8. Art Work Identified 



The activities are described more fully in Chapter 2 

and discussed and analyzed throughout this section of the 

chapter. 
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1. Personal Artifacts Brought From Horne. The children 

in this kindergarten/first grade classroom often labeled 

personal artifacts brought from horne that they were planning 

to share with the total group. These items were then 

displayed with their signs or labels attached. This sign 

writing was usually done on small pieces of paper available 

at the sharing table with writing implements for just such 

purposes. The classroom aide was usually the adult 

available for taking dictation or assisting the 

kindergarten/first grader with the desired text. Figure 3-

17 illustrates the sign made by SH for the book he wrote at 

horne and brought back to share. 

2. Constructions with Toys. The children labeled or 

placed signs on their constructions with the blocks, tinker 

toys, bristle blocks, Lincoln logs, and other classroom 

manipulatives. This sign/label writing was often 

accomplished when small groups were playing together. The 

expectation was that anything that was made with classroom 

materials could be maintained for the rest of the day, 

regardless of other children wanting to use the materials, 

if there was a sign on the creation. These signs were 
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Figure 3-17. SH's sign. Photo reduced. (Scott's book. 
Please don't rip them and don't write on this 
paper. ) 



written on special sign paper and scored with the writing 

utensils and consisted of miscellaneous pieces of colored 

and white construction paper and tagboard. Figure 3-18 

illustrates JF's sign made for his spaceship made with 

tinkertoys during choosing time. 
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3. Displays of Children's Work. Children often 

labeled drawings and paintings that were displayed in the 

classroom and outside the classroom for identification 

purposes. This labeling usually consisted of titles or 

labeling of the artist's name. There was precut paper 

available for student used designed to fit in the corner of 

a painting for identification purposes. This labeling was 

done by the children at times but as often as not was 

usually done by the teacher or teacher aide after school so 

that they would be ready the following day for the children 

to assist in helping create the display. Only student's 

productions were analyzed here. Figure 3-19 is a photograph 

of a display of children's artwork that was accompanied by 

caption's describing their Halloween picture. 

4. written Language Accompanying Role Play. Whenever 

a classroom area was transformed into an imaginary place 

such as a grocery store, ice cream parlor or haunted house, 

children would make corresponding signs and labels that 

would emulate the signs found in the corresponding 

establishments. Written language accompanying the role play 



Figure 3-18. JF's sign. Photo reduced. 
spaceship. ) 
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(Jason's 



Figure 3-19. 
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Photograph of display of children's writing 
along with art work. 
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would transform the classroom space. The children would 

also make labels for the storage of whatever specialized 

materials or equipment would be available for use. The 

paper and markers for these signs were provided by the 

teacher/researcher and classroom aide or was available in 

the storage area for writing materials. Figure 3-20 is a 

photograph of the horne center which was transformed by the 

children to simulate a grocery store after a walking trip to 

the neighborhood supermarket. 

5. storage Areas Marked. The children often assisted 

in writing signs and labels for the storage areas of the 

classroom. For instance the dish pans holding bristle 

blocks in the puzzle and game center which had been labeled 

by the teacher also were labeled by the children as were the 

pencil cans and scissor baskets. Due to the daily use of 

these materials the signs were in constant need of repair 

and replacement. Children's sign/label writing in these 

cases were initiated sometimes by the classroom teacher and 

other times by children. I would share with students before 

our morning work period or during choosing time, "Would some 

people come and help us make new signs for the puzzles and 

games shelves. The old ones are hard to read and we need to 

know how to keep the puzzles and games put away beautifully. 

We want to find the parts we need when we're playing there." 

The signs for storage areas were usually written by pairs of 



Figure 3-20. 
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Photograph of home center transformed to 
simulate a grocery store. 



children working together on scratch paper and subsequently 

edited with the teacher and rewritten by the student or 

students before attaching the sign to the storage areas. 

Figure 3-21 is a photograph of the classroom woodshop which 

has been labeled to facilitate tool storage. 
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6. Announcing Events. The class often made signs to 

put outside the doorway of the classroom to announce certain 

classroom events such as a birth announcement for the baby 

chicks hatching or signs announcing testing going on inside 

the classroom. These signs were usually made on large 

sheets of construction paper or tagboard. The signs were 

sometimes dictated by the kindergarten/first graders to the 

teacher/researcher and sometimes written as first draft 

writing by children. Usually these texts were use by the 

teacher/researcher as vehicles for exploring the writing 

process of drafting and revising for meaning and editing for 

readability. The kids and the teacher would rewrite for 

posting. Figure 3-22 is an illustration of a sign written 

by TM to announce rules for using the bathroom. 

7. Bulletin Boards and Display Areas. The 

kindergarten/first graders would usually write signs, labels 

and captions for the bulletin boards and display areas in 

the classroom. These bulletin boards would sometimes be a 

spinoff of a patterned language text that was a shared 

reading experience in the classroom (such as a story mapping 



Figure 3-21. Photograph of woodshop tools stored and 
labeled by students. 
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Figure 3-22. TM's sign, photo reduced. (Please do not 
kick the door open. Please do not go to the 
bathroom on the floor. Please do not put 
food in the toilets.) 
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Little Red Hen's neighborhood with all the pertinent places 

labeled (Little Red Hen's house, the field, the mill, etc.). 

sometimes the bulletin board would deal with a concept being 

studied as part of an integrated unit (such as a study of 

trees and the labeling of the various types of trees as 

painted by the children). These activities were done as 

small group efforts with the teacher sometimes taking 

dictation or sometimes asking children to write on their own 

before editing. Figure 3-23 is a photograph of a bulletin 

board created by students. It utilizes the pattern from the 

book, Brown Bear, Brown Bear by Bill Martin Jr. to share 

favorite animals seen on the field trip to the zoo. 

8. Art Work Identified. When children painted, 

created with clay or made drawings they would often write or 

dictate captions which described parts of the picture or the 

sculpture. If the writing involved more than a description 

and included the elements of story as previously explained, 

the texts were coded as stories. Captions or labels for 

their two and three dimensional art work were also dictated 

at times to the teacher, aide or volunteers due to time 

restraints but more often than not were written in rough 

draft form and then revised and edited in miniconferences 

with the teacher, classroom aide or parent helper. Figure 

3-24 is an example of children's labeling clay sculptures to 

display in the classroom display case. 



Figure 3-23. 
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Photograph of bulletin board titled "I see 
Zooey kids looking at me." 



Figure 3-24. 
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Photograph of classroom display case with 
clay sculptures and labels. 



Field of Signs 

There were many physical and environmental variables 

attributed to the writing of signs, labels and captions by 

Figure this group of kindergarten/first graders within the 

whole language environment described in Chapter 2. The 

sign, label and caption writing is analyzed in the context 

of Halliday's "field of action": 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the writer; 

2. The Availability of Resources; 

3. The Predictability of Activity Structures: 

4. The Prior Experience of Students. 
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The Physical Arrangement/Location of the Writer. The 

physical arrangement of the classroom impacted the writing 

of signs in very specific ways. The diagram of the whole 

language kindergarten/first grade in Figure 3-6 in the 

penpal section has numerals denoting specific areas where 

children wrote. Sign writing occurred most often on table 

#10 (which is the table closest to the meeting area and the 

storage area for writing materials), the publishing desk 

(where items were most often displayed and writing materials 

were easily accessed), table #12 (adjacent to the blocks, 

puzzles and games as well as under the bulletin board where 

different displays of student work was attached) and on top 

of the bookcase #5 (where paper and writing utensils needed 

for sign and label writing are stored.) 
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The reading loft, #4, and home center, #6, were the 

specific role-play areas transformed by children to 

represent different areas of the community or settings for 

their fantasy play. Thematic units used for transformations 

included: 

grocery store 

pizza parlor 

restaurant 

pet store 

art museum 

shoe store 

beauty parlor 

office 

day care 

pumpkin factory 

haunted house 

puppet factory 

tree house 

bear country 

bunkhouse 

toymaker's shop 

ice cream parlor 

The majority of painting and visual arts activities 

were created and labeled at tables #1, #2 and #3. 

In general the kindergarten/first graders would 

place themselves for writing in the areas which most 

facilitated writing (where writing materials were stored), 

where the signs and labels for the role playing were to be 

displayed. This conclusion is similar to the one discussed 

about penpal letters. 

Availability of Resources. The availability and 

accessibility of the writing resources were important to the 

sign and label writing. As explained in Chapter 2 and the 
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preceding penpal letter section, a wide variety of writing 

utensils and different kinds of paper were stored in movable 

containers that were generally centrally housed but 

distributed by children before work periods to those areas 

where they were needed. 

There was always a variety of print resources available 

(trade books, signs, labels, song charts, lists, alphabets, 

etc.) in proximity to all the writing areas of the 

classroom. The resources recorded as most often used in the 

writing of signs, labels and captions during the three data 

collection periods included: 

1. The chart rack of student names was used by 

children when one child was doing the writing for an item 

made in collaboration with other children. 

2. Child produced signs, labels and captions already 

displayed in the classroom were used, particularly when the 

children were writing new signs to represent similar subject 

matter or to indicate similar information. 

3. Other children used each other as human resources 

for spelling. Sometimes the children would seek out 

specific children with a reputation as good spellers. 

Interestingly, signs and labels were written the most times 

overall by children. A cursory look at invented spelling 

indicated that spellings were risked much more often in sign 

and label writing than in penpal letterwriting. 



4. Markers were used more by the kindergarten/first 

graders than any of the other writing utensils such as 

pencils, crayons and colored pencils. 

5. Paper sizes were selected in proportion to the item 

being displayed or for the relative size of the expected 

audience. As an example, cars and teddy bears from home 

were labeled with small pieces of paper while signs posted 

for the school outside the classroom were put on large 

butcher paper or on large sheets of construction paper, 

6. The teacher and classroom aide were utilized as 

resources depending on their availability. 
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Predictable Activity structures. The predictable 

activity structures for signs, labels and captions were 

found to be different than for penpal letterwriting. Penpal 

letterwriting took place over specified time periods and 

were dependant upon the pattern of writing penpal letters/ 

receiving penpal letters/ writing penpal letters. Penpal 

letter writing took place daily and at different times 

throughout the day: at the beginning of the morning work 

period (as reported in Chapter 2) as an assigned task or at 

the end of the work period during choosing time. 

They were not even confined to being written during the 

regular school day. Many signs, labels and captions were 

written before the official class day began or during lunch 

periods. They were written in contexts which were affected 
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by the nature of the items being labeled and the classroom 

activities during which the signs, labels and captions were 

written. The activity structures for sign and label writing 

are discussed within each of the designated contexts: 

Personal Artifacts Brought From Home, Constructions with 

Toys, Displays of Childrens Work, written Language 

Accompanying Role Play, storage Areas, Announcing Events, 

Bulletin Board and Display Areas in the Classroom, and Art 

Work Identified. 

1. Personal Artifacts Brought From Home. Signs and 

labels made for items brought from home for sharing were 

sometimes written by the child before coming to school or 

during the before class time as the children were working 

with the teacher setting up the classroom. There were often 

other students present during these before school times who 

would be used as resources. These signs would also be 

written at the very beginning of the morning while the class 

was involved in the regular business of the day (calendar, 

attendance, lunch count, and announcements). At these times 

the classroom aide was a resource as were classmates 

selected by the teacher or chosen by the sharer to assist in 

writing the signs and labels. The third time period during 

which the children would create signs and labels for their 

artifacts from home would be during or directly after the 

formal sharing time. The texts created during this time 
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would usually be in response to interest shown by classmates 

and the signs, labels and captions were often written at the 

suggestion/direction of classmates. 

2. construction with Toys. If children were in the 

classroom before school officially started, they would most 

likely write a sign or label for some creation they had just 

completed. The prevailing norm that had been set for the 

class was that a construction would remain untouched for one 

full day if a sign were attached. signs and labels for 

constructions were usually written immediately following the 

completion of the item and after the decision was made as to 

where to display the work. The morning and afternoon work 

periods were the most cornmon time periods for this 

particular sign and label writing activity. The location of 

artifacts would determine the nature of the materials used 

for signmaking. There seemed to be an awareness on the part 

of the children that the signs made for display on a 

bookshelf would need to hang down from the shelf and could 

be made of writing paper. Signs and labels hanging from the 

ceiling needed to be sturdier and would require poster board 

or heavy construction paper. I affixed a number of signs 

and labels in the environment which could have been used as 

models by the children. This aspect of sign, label and 

caption writing was not studied in depth but suggests that 

children choose materials based on the field in which they 



would be used. In almost every case the signs were written 

by the children on a flat space (table or bookshelf top) 

adjacent to where the writing utensils were stored or the 

children would select the materials and take them to where 

the items were to be displayed to write the sign. 
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3. Displays of Children's Work. Drawings, paintings 

and other media creations by children were often labeled and 

captioned for identification and displayed in the classroom 

and outside of the classroom (outside wall, main hallway or 

cafeteria). Such labels were generally written immediately 

following a small group project. If there was a whole group 

project involved, the teacher/researcher and classroom aide 

would work with children individually or in small groups 

make their labels or create the title of their piece. 

4. Written Language Accompanying Role Play. Signs and 

labels would be created by children as they transformed a 

classroom space into a specific role playing area. Using 

print to make the signs of a grocery store or the menus of a 

pizza parlor was a collaborative venture for the children. 

Sometimes the plan would include collaboration with the 

teacher's ideas. Class time would be set aside for the 

kindergarten/first graders to organize a special area as 

they would think of new ideas. Sometimes students would add 

print to the specific area over a week's time rather than 

all at once. As children began to focus attention on the 
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various uses of print in their role play, parents were 

informed through the frequent classroom newsletters of the 

simulation activities. There were several occasions when 

parents would share with the teacher/researcher vignettes of 

their children walking through the supermarket (after 

simUlating a supermarket in the classroom) and pointing out 

the various signs and labels to the parents and explaining 

how the corresponding classroom signs and labels were 

created. This was repeated for ice cream parlors, shoe 

stores and other community workplaces that were simulated in 

the classroom. In one instance a first grader asked his mom 

to please write down the words on a check cashing policy 

sign that could be used in the classroom grocery. 

The inclusion of simUlation activities into classroom 

experiences was a deliberate attempt by the teacher 

researcher to raise the awareness level of students and 

parents as to the function of print and the natural reading 

opportunities outside of the school setting. 

5. storage Areas Marked. The labeling of storage 

areas usually took place as needed. When a storage area was 

changed or a new system for organizing materials was 

created, the teacher would generally share the problem with 

the class and/or ask if there was a need for signs or labels 

in a given area. The discussion would be led by the 

teacher/researcher and always included questions concerning 



the function that the signs and labels would serve in the 

context of classroom use. Student volunteers were then 

solicited or children were assigned by the teacher/ 

researcher for specific purposes. I usually deliberately 

paired very print aware students with less print aware 

students to take advantage of the natural learning which 

resulted from the novice/expert interaction. 
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There were many child-made signs and labels in this 

classroom. The stage was set by having some storage areas 

labeled at the beginning of the year so that the children 

could be acquainted with the need for clearly defined 

storage areas to maintain accessibility to materials and 

keep the classroom neat. In negotiating the classroom 

routines these storage signs and labels would figure 

prominently in the class discussions. since first graders 

were familiar with the classroom routines from their 

experience as previous year's kindergartners, they were 

enlisted by the teacher/researcher as the primary models for 

signmaking. During the course of the year the signmaking 

for storage would include all the children. The teacher 

researcher would often select a group of children to do the 

rough draft of signs and then use the experience as a mini 

lesson in process writing. The process of rehearsal, 

drafting, revising, editing and rewriting could be 

accomplished in a short period of time. 
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6. Announcing Events. Signs to announce special 

events within the classroom were generally handled on a 

piece by piece basis. Children would request to have their 

artwork displayed or were encouraged by the teacher or 

classroom aide to display the piece. There were specific 

areas provided for display but often children would have a 

particular spot picked out based on where they liked to 

spend their time or where they thought it would be viewed 

most easily by others. Assigned work would usually have a 

designated area and manner of display previously decided 

upon. The activity level of the classroom and degree of 

parent help dictated when these pieces of artwork would be 

displayed. Aesthetics was a major consideration in the 

decision-making process. To help children develop pride in 

their work and gain a sense of audience for their pieces I 

experimented with a great many options for how to display 

children's artwork. The displays of this work were 

generally created after school with student help. The level 

of student involvement in this classroom activity before and 

after school was generally as high as during regular school 

day. 

7. Prior Classroom Experiences. Sign, label and 

caption writing was a daily occurrence for most children. 

It was only after analyzing the data that the varied nature 

of this genre of text was considered. A letter was sent to 



the home of each child the week before the beginning of 

school, sharing with them information about the classroom 

and the school. A major emphasis was placed upon the 

students looking for the room with the Cookie Monster 

outside the doorway and a sign that said "Cookie Monster." 

When they entered the room there was a name tag available 

for each student to wear. This initial contact with the 

school was in the form of a letter with specific references 

and instructions to utilize signs and labels. 
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This was only the beginning of the classroom 

experiences these kindergarten/first graders would have with 

signs, labels and captions. This particular whole language 

classroom was highly organized to provide a multitude of 

experiences with this genre of text. The classroom map 

displayed in Figure 3-6 indicates the great variety of 

signs, labels and captions that were continuously being 

utilized by the adults and students throughout the school 

day. Signs, labels and captions were interwoven into the 

very fabric of classroom life (the areas are shown in Figure 

3-6) : 

1. Taking attendance from the roster of names or from 

name cards always available on the center chart rack (area 

#8) • 

2. Focusing on the daily use of the calendar and 

identifying special holidays and events (area #11). 

- ----- -------- ----------
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3. Sharing of artifacts brought from home (areas #8.#9 

and #12). 

4. organizing and labeling materials in the classroom 

for easy access. The students were surrounded by signs and 

labels in the classroom and were directed by the teacher to 

gather and put away materials as needed (ie. woodworking 

tools, blocks, writing materials, cooking supplies, etc.). 

5. There were signs and directions written by the 

teacher for the various activities that children needed 

displayed in areas #1, #2, #3, #4, #6, #7, #10. 

6. The nametags for all children were located on the 

chart rack (area #8) for easy access by the students. Many 

of the classroom activities required frequent access to each 

other's names: journals, letters, stories, signs, labels 

and captions, etc. 

7. There were usually several popular activities 

during choosing time (refer to Chapter 2) which required a 

special list of directions (area #11) and various sign up 

lists. 

8. There were signs, labels, and captions on many of 

the educational materials that were in use: games and 

puzzles (area # 11), cooking supplies (area #3), art 

supplies (area #1), and on the posters and diagrams which 

were displayed on chalkboards and bulletin boards around the 

classroom. 
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9. There were specific signs in the school environment 

which required interaction: bathrooms, exits, fire alarms, 

book shelves in the library, classroom rules, cafeteria 

rules, playground rules, etc. 

10. Individual cubby storage. 

11. The school environment was overflowing with 

displays from individual classrooms and after school group 

work with signs, labels and captions. 

The students were reading signs, labels and captions as 

a continuous part of the curriculum. Figures 3-17, 3-18 and 

3-19 provide examples of how signs and labels were utilized 

in the environment of this whole language classroom. 

Tenor of Signs 

The tenor of the context of situation for the writing 

of signs, labels and captions focuses on the relationship 

among the various people involved in the experiences. 

Penpal writing was specific in the relationships between the 

writer and the particular penpal. The growing relationship 

between the penpals impacted the chosen texts. So too was 

the writing of signs, labels and captions impacted in very 

specific ways by: Specificity of Audience, Intentionality 

and Sharing of Text, Relationship of Writer with Audience, 

Degree of Invitation, Collaborations and Human Resources. 

The audience for the students' penpal letters were 

specific to the particular penpal for each student. The 



audience to which the kindergarten/first graders directed 

their signs, labels and captions included: self, 

teacher/aide, individual, group, and general audience. 
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1. Self. Some signs and labels were written by 

children with the writer as the intended audience. Signs 

and labels for "self" were found to be exclusively in the 

form of identification by name. Students purposefully 

differentiated ownership of objects with a name label. An 

example would be when students wrote their names on 

individual styrofoam cups in which bean seeds had been 

planted. The primary audience was that of "self" with the 

function of identification. Another intended audience would 

be other children and the classroom adults. However, when 

this name label was extended into connected text it took on 

a different quality because the audience and purpose was 

expanded to include others besides self. For example, a 

label of "SG" would set apart his bean plants from all the 

other similar bean plants on the shelf. But when SG's bean 

plants were labeled with "This belongs to SG", the intent of 

the author was to distinguish the particular plants from all 

others so that they would not be taken in error by other 

children. An author merely identifying a plant from other 

plants would not need to write further text for himself. 

However, the social function of the text "This belongs to 



" would establish the claim in the minds of others 

coming into contact with the plants. 
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2. Teacher/Aide. As the only two consistently 

available adults in this whole language kindergarten/first 

grade on a daily basis (there were many volunteers), the 

teacher and aide were usually considered as a member of the 

general audience. Papers were labeled with student's names 

with the intent of identification for the adults--but always 

with the writer and other children in mind as well. There 

were labels written by students which would read "To Mr. 

Wortman" but this text could not be categorized as a sign, 

label or caption. The text in this case took on the 

function and conventions of a letter in that the text was 

meant to convey a message across space to another 

specific audience. There were no collected examples of a 

sign, label or caption written solely to the teacher and/or 

teacher aide. 

3. Individual. The social function of signs and 

labels were generally public in nature. There was one 

specific case in which signs were directed to a specific 

audience of one individual. Instances of this work were 

rare. There was a recorded instance of two students sharing 

a cubby for a short period of time. There arose a 

disagreement over the ownership of particular items. The 

students solved the problem by labeling each and every item 



in the cubby with their respective names. The name labels 

in this case were specifically aimed at identifying items 

for each of the partners. The students had no other 

audience in mind. 
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4. Group. There were sometimes instances of the 

students making a sign that was placed on items that were 

delivered to the school office or another classroom. A 

snack or some requested materials would be sent with a label 

for the delivered items. An example would be the sign 

"tortillas" placed on the tray of tortillas sent to the 

office for the principal to taste. The audience in this 

case was the group of people working in the office. The 

"public" in these cases was a specific "public". There were 

times when signs were made for the restrooms which would be 

directed to the "boys" or "girls" as a specific group. 

5. General Audience. Most of the signs, labels and 

captions used by the kindergarten/first graders were written 

with a generalized public audience in mind. These signs 

were written to anyone who would come into contact with the 

objects being labeled and were by far the most plentiful. 

They were the most easily collected as well. 

Table 3-7 displays the specificity of audience (self, 

teacher/aide, individual, specific public group, general 

public) for each of the categories of signs, labels and 

captions: 
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1. Personal Artifacts Brought From Home 

2. Constructions with Toys 

3. Displays of Children's Work 

4. written Language Accompanying Role Play 

5. storage Areas Marked 

6. Bulletin Boards and Display Areas 

7. Announcing Events 

8. Art Work Identified. 

As an example, the categories of sign, label and 

caption writing for which 'self' was an intended audience 

were: Written Language Accompanying Role Play, storage 

Areas Marked and Art Work Identified. 
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Some categories of sign, label and caption writing were 

directed to one specific audience. An example would be 

Personal Artifacts Brought From Home. These were primarily 

intended for the group. However, Artwork Identified was 

intended for many audiences: Self, Teacher/Aide, Group, and 

General. 

Intentionality and Sharing of Signs and Labels. Texts 

for signs, labels and captions were often initiated by the 

individual students or as a result of collaboration. The 

teacher/researcher would sometimes "plant the seed" by 

asking a question such as, "What do you think would make it. 

easier for us to know where the puzzles and games should be 

stored?" or "How can I keep track of who owns which 
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beanstalk?" At other times the stage would be set by the 

teacher researcher by placing different writing materials in 

an area and making one sign. An example of this invitation 

(Harste, 1984) would be when the horne center was transposed 

to simulate a pizza parlor. Small pads of papers would be 

stapled together by students (to be used as order pads). 

The word "Menu" would be written by students on some pieces 

of construction paper and then some large pieces of butcher 

paper would be made available for the children. The 

students would utilize the available materials with very 

little direction or adult assistance. 

Many of the texts were highly audience oriented and 

would be shared with the teacher or teacher aide so that the 

children could get a sense of the audience readability. 

These interactions were sometimes utilized as a teachable 

moment for introducing an aspect of the writing process 

(rehearsal, draft, revision, editing, and rewrite). These 

texts were easily utilized for instruction in this natural 

manner because the texts themselves were short and the 

children had lots of ownership in wanting their signs and 

labels read by others. 

Relationship of Writer with Audience. The sense of 

community in this whole language kindergarten/first grade 

classroom was strong. The teacher researcher had been 

influenced by the current research in language acquisition 
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and writing development. A great deal of time and energy 

was spent organizing the environment, providing interesting 

materials and helping students to learn to work together and 

solve the problems that affected the group. The classroom 

environment and daily activities described in Chapter 2 

provide additional insight into the focus this classroom 

maintained on building community trust and collaboration. 

This community feeling was found to be important in 

writing signs, labels and captions because all of them were 

written by members of the community with the whole community 

as audience. The feeling tone of the classroom established 

the degree of risk-taking that individuals were willing to 

attempt. 

Degree of Invitation. The students usually initiated 

their own signs, labels and captions with some prompting and 

encouragement from the adults through questioning and by 

providing resources and models. Often these texts would 

already be written by students during the before-school 

period (described in Chapter 2). In these instances I would 

discover the signs, labels and captions after the onset of 

the school day. with half of the class returning as first 

graders each year, behaviors such as these became an 

integral part of the classroom culture. The presence of 

continuing first graders insured a powerful classroom 

culture in which the goals of responsibility and self-
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direction were institutionalized as central to the community 

norms. This self-directed behavior was also nurtured as a 

recurring specific classroom goal. 

Mode of Signs 

The concept of Mode as the shared social meaning in the 

written texts of signs, labels and captions is examined 

through the student's experience with print in general. It 

is then compared with their respective experiences with the 

specific genre of signs, labels and captions in and out of 

the school setting. As previously reported in the section 

on penpal writing, the information was solicited from 

parents during regularly scheduled conferences at the 

beginning of the school year. The discussion includes the 

same categories as utilized in the previous section. 

The results of the parent interviews concerning the 

receptive experiences that individual children had with 

being read to in school and out of school settings are 

illustrated in Figure 3-11. A detailed account is provided 

in the section on penpal letters. Neighborhood, low income 

students were reported as having LOW or SOME horne experience 

with being read to with two exceptions. Both Sc* and IG* 

were reported by parents to have been read to three or more 

times per week. The specific literacy experience for SC* 

and IG* that set them apart from their neighborhood peers 

have been previously explained: IG*'s brother had been with 



the teacher researcher for kindergarten and first grade and 

SC*'s mother was a Head start instructor for several years. 

All the extended family upper income student experiences in 

this classroom were reported by their parents as HIGH. 
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Figure 3-12 in the section on penpals illustrates the 

level of generative experience that the kindergarten/first 

graders had with writing in the home and the number of years 

of experience with writing in the school setting. In 

general, all neighborhood low income students with the 

exception again of Sc* and IG* were reported as having two 

or less writing experiences in the home per week even in 

school for the second year. 

There was some differences among extended middle income 

students between being read to in the home and the amount of 

writing observed in the home and school experiences. The 

differences were mainly in the writing experiences 

encouraged in school settings and in the home prior to being 

in the teacher researcher's classroom. Table 3-8 

illustrates the data across all categories for the 

kindergarten/first graders in this classroom. 

Receptive Experience of Kindergarten/First Grade 

writers with signs, Labels and captions in School and out of 

School settings. Figure 3-25 illustrates the level of 

experience that the students had with writing signs and 

labels. All students in this kindergarten/first grade 
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Table 3-8. Experience of kindergarten/first graders with 
being read to and signs, labels and captions 
in and out of school setting 

~ ~~ ~ ~ ~ ~~ g ~8 
.§ ~ ]~ .§ ~ 

lijr-l .§ ~ lij8 .~ ~ . .-18 . .-1 'fi . .-1 {i 

~~ l~ l~ 
~-u 

~~ ~~ ~: l~ ~~ <!) ~ ~ 
+l +l &~ &~ &2 &.fl ~ rc & ~ &.~ &~ .j~ . .-1 +J 

. .0 m . .0 ~ . .0 ~ . .0 M. .j~ .j~ +l<!) 
~r-i ror-l 

0.:5 af:5 
0.0.. 

~:fi a1':fi ~:fi ~:5 j~ ~:fi ~"g &"g &"g &.~ &.~ &.g ~"i 
kg* L 1 L 1 H 1 L 1 
ag H 2 H 2 H 2 H 1 
tg H 2 S 2 H 2 S 1 
Ig H 2 S 2 H 2 H 1 
bh H 2 S 2 H 2 H 1 
ap H 2 L 2 H 1 S 1 
ds H 2 S 2 H 2 H 2 
sw H 2 S 2 H 2 H 2 
JA H 2 H 2 H 2 H 2 
MA* L 2 L z- H 1 L 1 
AB* S 2 S 2 H 2 S 2 
ZB* S 2 S 2 H 2 L 2 
SC* H 2 H 2 H 2 H 2 
LC* S 2 L 2 H 2 S 2 
JF H 2 S 2 H 2 S 2 
IG* H 2 H 2 H 2 S 2 
JH* S 2 L 2 H 2 L 2 
SH H 2 H 2 H 2 H 2 
AM* L 1 L 1 H 1 L 1 
TM H 2 H 2 H 2 H 2 
KN H 2 H 2 H 2 H 2 

Lower case initials kindergarten 
Upper case initials first 
* = neighborhood 
underlined = Spanish speaking 
Home Experience: 
H = HIGH (read to three or more times per week) 
S = SOME (read to an average of twice per week) 
L = LOW (read to once per week or less) 
School Experience: 
1 1 year or less experience in school 
2 = 2 years or more experience in school 



Level of Experience 

LOW SOME 

1 

2 

Codes: 
Lower case initials = kindergarten 
Upper case initials = first grade 
* = neighborhood 
Underlined = Spanish speaking 
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in Home 

HIGH 

kq* 
ap 
MA* 
AM* 

ag JA SH 
tg AB* TM 
19 ZB* KN 
bh Sc* 
ds LC* 
sw JF* 

IG* 
JH* 

Figure 3-25. Prior receptive experience of writer with 
signs, labels and captions. 

------------
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classroom, regardless of socio-economic level were reported 

by parents to have a HIGH incidence of receptive experiences 

with Signs and Labels. This information while not 

surprising is significant. It corroborates the research of 

Harste (1984), Goodman (1984) and Haussler (1982) in the 

study of young children and environmental print. This rich 

receptive experience with writing signs and labels is not 

found in the data gathered for generative experience with 

writing signs, labels and captions. 

Generative Experience of Kindergarten/First Grade 

writers with signs, Labels and captions In School and Out of 

School Settings. The parents of this group of five and six 

year olds had varied reports of their children's generative 

experiences with writing signs and labels (see Figure 3-26). 

The generative experiences of these kindergarten and first 

graders with writing signs and labels varied according to 

the in school experiences of individual children prior to 

attending the teacher/researcher's classroom. It is 

interesting to note that all children were surrounded by 

environmental print (Figure 3-25). The generative 

experiences of children varied widely as reported in Figure 

3-26. In general it was apparent that neighborhood students 

(with the exception of SC*) were found to have less 

experiences than their bussed in counterparts. 



Level of Experience 

L S 

kg* tg 
MA* ap 

1 AM* 

ZB* AB* 
JH* LC* 

JF 
2 IG* 

Codes: 
Lower case initials = kindergartend 
Upper case initials = first grade 
* = neighborhood 
Underlined = Spanish speaking 
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in Home 

H 

ag 
19 
bh 

ds 
sw 
JA 
SC* 
SH 
TM 
KN 

Figure 3-26. Prior generative experience of writer with 
signs, labels and captions. 



The readability of the signs, labels and captions 

written by this group of five, six and seven year olds was 

judged by both the teacher researcher and the independent 

rater to establish interrater reliability. The system is 

the same as reported for penpal letters. The texts were 

scored as HIGH, AVERAGE, LOW, or NONCOMMUNICATIVE. There 

was much greater discussion between the two raters for this 

genre of writing compared with that of penpal letter 

writing. There was 85% agreement with signs, labels and 

captions compared with the 93% agreement with the scoring 

for penpal letters. The differences occurred almost 

exclusively for those written pieces that had less text and 

therefore less context. The differences were discussed 

between the two raters and conflicting opinions would be 

resolved for final coding purposes. It is not surprising 

that the teacher researcher would rate texts as more 

readable than the second rater did because as a member of 

this community of writers he was privy to the shared socio

linguistic experiences of the classroom and familiar with 

the individual students. 

Table 3-4 illustrates the home language of each 

kindergarten/first grade student. In general all signs and 

labels were written in English. Some captions were written 

in Spanish. Those captions written in Spanish were 

represented by a letter string with the oral text of the 
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child in Spanish. kg*, AM* and MA* were spanish speaking 

students who would write their captions for artwork in 

Spanish. 
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It is interesting that even when the dominant language 

of the student was Spanish, the children still chose to use 

English in the writing of signs, and labels. The degree of 

invitation for sign and label writing was high. As reported 

earlier in the penpal section the Spanish speaking children 

wrote to their Spanish speaking penpals in spanish while 

utilizing English for signs and labels directed to their 

predominantly English speaking public audience. 

Table 3-9 describes the textual features of the 

collected signs, labels and captions. Each of the collected 

signs, label and caption texts were coded separately as 

described previously by the independent evaluator for 

interrater reliability. There was 90% agreement between the 

two coders for coding the print conventions of signs, labels 

and captions as CONSISTENT, INCONSISTENT, and NO EVIDENCE. 

The overall findings for signs and labels is similar to 

that of penpal letter writing. Neighborhood and bussed 

first graders were using print conventions consistently over 

the three time periods. Kindergartners, whether from the 

neighborhood or bussed, varied in their consistency in the 

first time period but made growth in textual conventions 



Table 3.9. Textual features of signs, labels and 
captions over' three time periods. 
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SClrd/Lettlr 
Correspcndencl 

Tillie II III II III II III II III II III II III 
Period 

k~ C II II II II I II 
og C II C C II C I C C 
tg C C I C .. C C II C I C C 

19 C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 
bh I I C I C C C C C C 
ap C .. .. I .. I N I 
da C .. I C N C I C C 
$V 0 C C 0 C 0 0 C C C C C C C 
JA C C C I C C I C C C C C C C C 
HA- C C C C I 
iii- C C C C C I C C C C 
ZS- I C C II I C .. I C C C 
see c C C 0 C 0 C C C C C C C C C C 

"'-" C C I I C C C C 
Jf C C C C C C C C C C C c 
& C C C C I I C C C C C 
JII" II I C I II I I I I I I 
SH C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

Ie II II I I .. .. II .. II II 
TN C C C C C C C 0-- C C C C C C . C C C 
t:N C C C C C I C C C C C C C C C 
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over the next two time periods. The outlier students again 

were kg, AM* and MA*. For these children there was little 

change in their written texts over time. Their signs and 

labels were still composed of letter strings that had no 

discernable letter/sound connections. 
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There were however differences between penpal 

letterwriting and sign, label and caption writing that were 

unexpected. The length of sign, label and caption written 

texts were shorter than the written texts of other genre and 

visually seemed more signlike in nature. 

Each of the print conventions for sign and label 

writing will be discussed individually in order to focus on 

the specific distinctions that are peculiar to this genre. 

1. Directionality. The directionality conventions of 

genres requiring connected texts are generally described as 

Left to Right/Top to Bottom. Most of the signs and labels 

written by this group of kindergarten/first grade children 

were one or two words and generally limited to one line of 

print. Left to Right orientation was important (and evident 

in most collected texts) but in most cases there was no way 

to assess Top to Bottom. In some cases directionality in 

signs and labels "lagged behind" directionality in letter 

writing. The shorter texts for signs and labels compared to 

the lengthier and connected texts of letter writing seemed 

to have effected the decision of where to start writing. 
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There were instances where the signs and labels were written 

in a vertical format similar to commercial signs to be found 

routinely in the environment. Figure 3-27 illustrates JA's 

use of vertical directionality for her caption labeling a 

picture she painted. 

2. capitalization. Commercial signs in the 

environment routinely break the conventions of connected 

text writing in order to draw attention or accentuate 

specific words or concepts. The pragmatics of writing signs 

in the classroom were also such that the traditional 

capitalization conventions as taught in traditional writing 

programs (i.e., capitalizing proper nouns, beginning of 

sentences, etc.) were not appropriate as an assessment. The 

signs and labels created by the stUdents in this study were 

mixed in terms of the consistency of capitalization. In 

general, the data points to the level of writing experience 

as the major factor in assessing capitalization use by 

kindergarten/first graders. Those students whether five or 

six years old with the greatest amount of experiences in 

writing in the school and out of the school setting tended 

to consistently use lower case and/or upper case letters 

when writing rather than mixing the cases within a text. 

There were certain words (such as names of classmates, and 

labels of classroom items and book titles that were usually 

written just as they were viewed in the classroom displays. 
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Figure 3-27. JA's sign, photo reduced. (My goblin is 
nice, I like it.) 
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At times this similarity occurred because the child used 

the available text as a resource, but this was not always 

the case. It is my belief that students responded in this 

way because the children were so involved in the creation of 

the community and so familiar with the writing found in the 

classroom. These familiar and collaborated symbols were 

retrieved visually in the minds of the children in much the 

same way that adults call to mind a stop sign, yield sign or 

Dairy Queen logo. This logographic" nature of reading and 

writing signs and labels in the environment has been 

documented by Yetta Goodman, Altwerger and Marek (1989). 

Figure 3-28 illustrates SC*'s sign meant to save an 

unfinished chess game to be finished later. The names and 

"chess games" were both copied from signs utilizing lower 

case print. Sc* copied in capital letters. 

3. Punctuation. Because of the pragmatic nature of 

signs, labels and captions there was little available data 

on the use of punctuation. The pragmatics of writing signs 

and labels especially requires that the function of the text 

is directed at a specific audience with a focus on meaning 

rather than the syntax of the text. Sign and label texts do 

not usually require punctuation. This is reflected in the 

children's writing. There were few periods, fewer question 

marks and exclamation points and no commas used. But none 
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Figure 3-28. SCls sign, photo reduced. (Kevin, Salvador, 
Chess Games, Do Not Touch.) 



were required. Periods that were used were usually used as 

spacing devices between words or overused by students who 

were in the process of learning more about punctuation and 

experimenting with it in many different ways. Figure 3-29 

is an example of a student overusing periods. It's 

understood that a period separates words but it's unclear 

when the period should be utilized. 
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Letter Formation. The significant information gained 

from the study of letter formation in the sign, label and 

caption writing of this group of kindergarten/first graders 

was that there seemed to be a connection between those signs 

and labels in the immediate environment that were evident in 

the written texts of the students. This was especially true 

of classmate names. A student would be collaborating on 

writing of a particular sign and in the process of utilizing 

mixed upper and lower cases for the text, would use capitals 

and lower case letters conventionally for the names of their 

classmates. This difference in letter formation may be due 

to the use of environmental signs and labels being used as 

spelling resources. Figure 3-30 is an example of a sign 

made for the home center when it was transformed into a 

simulation of an art museum. 

Spacing. Again, the study of spacing was impacted by 

he brevity of texts available in signs and labels. Spacing 

was evident in most texts and were consistent with the other 



191 

b t is named . e 3-29 ds's sign, photo reduced. (My ro 0 F~gur • dragon) • 
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Figure 3-30. TM's sign, photo reduced. (Art museum. Tom, 
Sal Jorah) 



genres being written within the time periods. Periods were 

often utilized as spacing devices. Figure 3-31 is an 

example of a sign made by bh for the silkworm tUb. It is 

representative of the brevity of sign and label texts. 
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Sound/Letter Correspondence. All first graders with 

the exception of kg*, AM* and MA* had already provided 

evidence that they were aware of sound/letter correspondence 

even during the first period of the study. They were 

refining the use of conventional spellings. Figure 3-32 is 

JH*'s sign for a drawing made during Time Period I. Figure 

3-33 is a sign made for a bristle block toy sculpture in 

Time Period III. Sound letter correspondence is evident in 

the later text. 

Halliday's Functions of Text 

The sign, label and caption writing activities 

described earlier in this section are examined using 

Halliday's framework of functional uses of text: 

Instrumental, Regulatory, Interactional, Personal, 

Heuristic, Imaginative, and Ritualistic. 

1. Personal Artifacts Brought from Home. The signs 

and labels used to share personal items brought from home 

served a variety of functions for these kindergarten/first 

graders. The children took great satisfaction in sharing 

their personal belongings with their classmates and they 
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Figure 3-32. JH*'s sign, photo reduced. (My vampire eats 
tigers. ) 



Figure 3-33. 
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JH*"S sign, photo reduced. (Please don't 
touch. Joshua) 
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expressed satisfaction by writing signs and labels for their 

personal items. For this reason the purpose of signs and 

labels took on an Instrumental function. The texts seemed 

to satisfy the needs of children to express their 

individuality and enhance their self-esteem. The texts 

written also however met the criteria for the Regulatory and 

Informative functions. Regulatory texts were worded in such 

a way as to direct or impact the actions of others. Figure 

3-17 illustrates an example of this text. The overall 

intent of this type of text is to maintain the safety of the 

items. 

2. construction with Toys. As with the personal 

artifacts (Show-and-Tell) category, signs, labels and 

captions attached to the constructions made by children were 

generally Instrumental, Regulatory and Informational with 

the added dimension of being Imaginative as well. The 

students used the unit blocks, bristle blocks, clay, and 

tinkertoys to represent their imaginative ideas. Figure 3-

34 is representative of text purposed in this manner. tg 

does not wish his model brought for sharing to be touched. 

But he does want people to know it is his. 

3. Displays of Children's Work. Most of the signs, 

labels and captions created to accompany their work served 

as Informative and Imaginary functions. The Informative 

nature of the texts were usually in the form of establishing 
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ownership of the articles. When there were titles created 

the Imaginative function was indicated. As indicated in the 

earlier discussion of Personal Artifacts brought from home 

there was an underlying purpose of satisfaction and self

worth attached to sharing personal belongings through the 

signs, labels and captions that were written. Figure 3-35 

is representative of this category of text. 

4. written Language Accompanying Role Play. The signs 

and labels written for role play activities were definitely 

Imaginative. specific signs were created to represent real 

signs found in the environment that the role play area was 

simulating. In these cases the signs were authentically 

representing the spectrum of signs found in the environment: 

Instrumental, Regulatory, Interactional, Personal, 

Heuristic, Imaginative, and Informative. The only function 

not observed in the signwriting at the role play center was 

the Ritualistic or "school work" function. Figures 3-20 and 

Figure 3-30, illustrate the variety of purposes that 

simulated real life situations through signs and labels in 

the home center. 

5. Storage Areas Marked. The storage areas in the 

classroom were labeled with the purpose of access and 

storage in mind. The Informational and Regulatory functions 

were both involved. The labels conveyed information and 
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Figure 3-35. SH's sign, photo reduced. (My jack-a-lantern 
is scary. It is neat. I like it.) 



were intended to direct the actions of others by indicating 

where various items would be stored. Figure 3-21 is an 

example of such uses of labels. 
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6. Announcing Events. Signs written to announce 

special events were Instrumental, Informative and often 

Personal as well. The situation surrounding these events 

were special to the children and their signs expressed their 

feelings of excitement and willingness to share their joy. 

Figure 3-19 illustrates such a sign. 

7. Bulletin Boards and Display Areas. There were 

generally labels, titles or rewrites of patterned language 

books displayed on the bulletin boards of the classroom. 

Labels attached to illustrations were descriptive and 

informative. Titles for the bulletin boards were 

Imaginative in character. The rewrites of particular 

favorite books were certainly Imaginative in character as 

well. Figure 3-23 illustrates this function of bulletin 

boards. 

8. Art Work Identified. The artwork of the children 

was usually labeled with their names. In these cases the 

function of the labels were Instrumental and Informative: 

Instrumental in the aspect of self-expression and 

satisfaction gained by the display and Informative in the 

aspect of sharing with the public the individual artist's 

names. 
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The three time periods under consideration did not seem 

to affect the substance of the writing. The general public 

nature of the writing and the consistency of the intended 

audience remained unchanged throughout. Student texts for 

signs, labels and captions clearly reflected their 

understanding of function. Table 3-10 illustrates the 

signs, labels and captions written over the three time 

periods across Halliday's functions. 

Edelsky and smith's Interaction of the cuing Systems 

The interaction of the four subsystems of language 

(Pragmatic, syntactic, Semantic, and Graphophonic) as set 

forth by Carol Edelsky and Karen smith (1984) provides an 

alternative way to examine the signs, labels and captions 

generated in this whole language classroom may be studied. 

Th~ purposes for displaying signs and labels are tied 

to the intent of the authors whether those authors are 

adults in the community or kindergarten/first graders in a 

classroom setting. The children wrote signs and labels to 

display the pride they had in their work and to provide the 

information they felt that the public would be interested in 

knowing (Instrumental Function). The texts that were 

generated can be categorized into those texts which shared 

information such as ownership or descriptions (Informative 

function) and those texts which attempted to control the 
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Table 10. Halliday·s functions of language reflected in 
signs, labels and captions. 

Time 
Periods I II III 

JilllU ·Iil~o~~ i il o~~ 
~iJJjjJ! lJ~~.-. ) uJ!~~~ jdjn~ ~Jj ~f~~ 

kg* x x x x x x x 
ag x x x x x x x x x 
tg x x x x x x x x x 
19 x x x x x x x x x 
bh x x x x x x x x x 
ap x x x 'x x x x x 
ds x x x x x x x x x 
SW x x x x x x x .x x 
JA x x x x-- x x x x x 
MA* x x x x x x 
AB* x x x x x x x x x 
ZB* x x x x x x x x x 
SC* x x x x x x x x x 
LC* x x x x x x 
JF x x x x x x x x x 
IG* x x x x x x x x x 
JH x x x x x x x x x 
SH x x x x x x x x x 
AM* x x x x x x 
TM x x x x x x x x x 
KN x x x x x x x x x 

Lowercase initials - kindergarten 
Upper case initials first 
* = neighborhood 
Underlined initials = Spanish speaking 
X = evidence in texts 



behavior of anyone near the items being "saved" (Regulatory 

Function) . 

The degree of invitation put most of the decision

making into the hands of the writer and as such there was 

usually consensus across all children (regardless of 

socioeconomic group) as to the expected functions of signs, 

labels and captions. All children demonstrated their 

understanding of the pragmatics of signs and labels. There 

was never an inappropriate use of a sign. 
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The semantic cueing System is reflected in the meanings 

which are conveyed in the signs, labels and captions 

produced by the children. Throughout all three time periods 

the children demonstrated their understanding of the 

information that signs and labels convey. Each of the 

collected signs conveyed the meanings intended by the 

individual authors and were recognized as such by the 

readers of the signs. 

The syntactic Subsystem inherent in signs and labels is 

manifested differently than in the penpal letter writing. 

Penpal letter writing conventions utilized the particular 

conventions for letters. The penpal texts were organized in 

headings (Dear ... ) followed by texts that were 

interactional and full of questions. These "bodies" of the 

texts were followed in turn by the closings (Love, ... ). 

Whereas not all the children in this classroom were able to 



organize their penpal letters within the conventional 

parameters, all the children were able to write signs and 

labels with little or no prompting from the adults. The 

texts for signs and labels were condensed to the essential 

meanings purposed by the writers. The audience is usually 

assumed to be the general public or specific group within 

the larger group. Texts were short and to the point and 

always placed in the immediate vicinity of the items being 

labeled or captioned. 
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The letter/sound correspondence observed in the signs 

and labels of this group of five and six year olds provided 

evidence of letter/sound correspondences. Although not all 

of the students had broken code, all of the students were 

able to at least produce an oral text with the letter string 

that was produced for a sign or label. Even those students 

who had not established sound/letter correspondence were 

able to utilize signs and name cards that were in the 

environment and copy them as needed. In other words they 

could read signs conventionally even if they couldn't write 

them conventionally yet. Names of classmates were seldom 

spelled in other than standard forms. This was in part due 

to the accessibility of name cards and the presence of the 

students themselves. In fact there was significant growth 

over time of student's name writing abilities. The 

frequency of displaying special works and the desire to have 
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their name displayed in public corroborates similar findings 

by Evelyn Leiberman (1985) in her study of name writing and 

preschoolers. 

Journal writing and the context of situation 

Dialogue journals were incorporated as an integral part 

of the writing program. Their use had evolved over several 

years into a daily assigned activity which could be 

accomplished during a variety of time periods during the 

day. Dialogue journals were instituted to provide a vehicle 

and structure by which all children would write daily. The 

decision to utilize journals in this manner grew out of: 

(1) my growing knowledge of writing development; (2) as a 

response to the journal writing focus in the professional 

literature on writing development and writing process; and 

(3) my zeal to provide maximum writing opportunities for 

children. It is my belief that children learn to read by 

reading and they learn to write by writing. Journal writing 

as a literacy strategy grew out of my desire to have every 

child write daily and be able to share the writing with a 

caring and knowledgeable adult. Upon reflection the very 

fact that it was my goal to utilize journals for evaluation 

of progress directed the focus of my observations. 

It was my goal to use journal writing as a daily 

IIcheck" on the writing progress of students. Journal 

writing could provide a view into the writing development of 



individual children in a less traditional and more natural 

setting. The texts were self-selected and there was some 

degree of choice involved as to when and where the journal 

writing would take place. 

During the course of the school year this particular 

group of kindergarten/first grade children wrote 753 

collected journal entries. As will be discussed later in 

more detail, journal writing as a daily assigned activity 

for all students that was bound by a specific activity 

structure that differed from all other writing in the 

classroom. Due to the nature of journal writing and the 

classroom structure, some daily entries were unable to be 

collected for a variety of reasons: 

1. absenteeism 

2. journal writing period was pre-empted by other 

activities 

3. student avoidance/forgetfulness 
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Journal entries were, however, the most plentiful of 

the collected writing data and provided specific insights 

into the understanding of authenticity. For the purposes of 

this study 378 journal entries were examined over the three 

time periods under consideration: 

Time Period I (October 8-19) 

Time Period II (January 21-February 1) 

Time Period III (May 6-17) 



social and Environmental Determiners of Journal writing 

The Field of Journal Writing 
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The physical and environmental variables which impacted 

journal writing in this whole language kindergarten/first 

grade classroom included: 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location 

of the writer 

2. The Availability of Resources 

3. The Predictable Activity structure 

4. The Prior Classroom Experiences 

The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location of 

the writer. The physical arrangement of the classroom 

(Figure 3-6) determined where journal writing could or could 

not take place. As will be discussed in the Predictable 

Activity structures section, journal writing was a required 

activity that took place at specified time periods during 

the day. All of the tables which were not in use (or were 

in use but had a corner free) were utilized by children for 

journal writing. The most utilized section of the room for 

journal writing was the open floor space in the front of the 

room that was the large group meeting area. After 

completing their small group work and during USSR/USSW time 

(reference schedule in Chapter 2) students would get the 

available masonite lapboards out on the floor and would sit 

in loosely organized small groups to write in their 
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journals. Journal writing was more often than not a group 

experience and so would be observed most often on the floor 

at an unused section of tables and occasionally in the loft. 

There was a very natural free flow of children in and out of 

the journal writing groups. 

Availability of Resources. The availability of 

accessibility of resources impacted journal writing in much 

the same manner as penpal letters and signs and labels. The 

resources utilized were the alphabet charts, poems, songs, 

nametags and signs and labels with a seemingly much heavier 

emphasis on those human resources at hand. 

The writing for dialogue journals was done within the 

journal itself. All journals were stored in the front of 

the classroom on shelf #12. Pencils were located in movable 

containers around the room wherever they had been placed by 

the students responsible for setting out materials. It is 

interesting to note that many students would always have 

quick access to a "good pencil". (A "good pencil" is one 

that is relatively long with an intact eraser.) This 

planning ahead afforded those children speedy access to the 

materials to complete their journals without the risk of 

having needed materials being used by others still working 

in groups. The students were always anxious to pursue their 

particular interests during choice center time. This 

initiative, however, served to complicate the problem of 
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all times. 
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There was always a variety of print resources available 

in the environment. These resources were the same as those 

listed for penpal letters and signs and labels. These 

resources included: Alphabet friezes; poems, songs; 

recipes; nametags; trade books; signs; and labels. The 

classroom resources that were consistently utilized most 

often by all the children for journals were tied directly to 

the content of the texts they were writing in their 

journals. Children made deliberate choices for those 

resources that would provide them with the specific 

resources they needed. This may have been true for other 

genres of writing as well but emerged more clearly from the 

study of journal writing. Figure 3-36 illustrates JH*'s use 

of a favorite book from the listening center as a resource 

for his journal entry. 

The writing activity for penpal writing was more 

contained and the only major specialized resource of penpal 

names were at hand. signs and labels were available as 

resources everywhere in the room and usually would be 

adjacent to children making signs. Journal texts were self

selected, first/only drafts and took place in different 

parts of the room removed from the needed resources. The 
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Figure 3-36. JH*'s journal entry, photo reduced. (Teach 
us Amelia Bedelia.) 
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children were more easily observed by a busy teacher as they 

accessed the needed information. There was also the 

variable that the writing was shared more immediately and I 

could question the children as to resource use. Upon 

reflection the very fact that it was my goal to utilize 

journals for evaluation of progress directed the focus of my 

observations. 

This phenomena was also related to the nature of the 

journal text function and the children's views of what 

journal writing was all about. Journal text function, as 

will be discussed later in relation to Halliday's functions 

of language, tended to become a record of real events in the 

lives of children. It could also be the case that the 

adults in the classroom generally had an immediate written 

interaction with the children when a journal entry was 

completed. 

When children were writing about the centers they had 

been to on a particular day, they would utilize the center 

chart as a resource. Figure 3-37 illustrates ds's journal 

entry which was copied from a center sign for a color wheel 

activity. Children needing resources would go up to the 

chart or center area and remove the center signs (and 

accompanying pictures) to where they were writing or they 

would take their journal up to the chart rack and copy from 

it directly. 



213 

Figure 3-37. dsls journal entry, photo reduced. (I like 
black. I like green. I like orange. I like 
purple. I like red. I like colors.) 
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When children were writing about their classmates and 

their in-school or out-of-school activities, they would 

utilize the nametags in the nametag chart in much the same 

way as the center chart. Figure 3-38 is a journal entry by 

MA*. She carefully selected the specific nametags of her 

best friends from the chart rack and copied them for her 

journal entry. 

There were some instances in which children would 

utilize specific signs and labels that were in the 

classroom. These signs and labels were again specifically 

tied to the journal text. Figure 3-39 illustrates LC*'s 

journal entry. He copied the word "Crayola" from the crayon 

wrapper and work the word "crayon" in his oral text. 

This phenomena was also found to be true when human 

resources were used (other than the classroom adults). When 

the texts concerned specific classmates then those 

classmates were sought after as a resource for spelling 

names. Otherwise the human resources most used were those 

closest at hand. This should not be surprising. As writers 

grow in their knowledge of how writing works and begin to 

differentiate what their specific needs would be in 

different situations it is only natural to expect them; to 

be learning to take advantage of those resources that meet 

their needs best. 
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Figure 3-38. MA*'s journal entry, photo reduced. (Leigh 
Grissom. Ana Babuca. Maria Teresa. Ayala.) 



216 

Figure 3-39. Journal entry, photo reduced. (crayo1a sick) 
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The classroom adults were utilized to some degree but 

in general the parameters of the predictable activity 

structure for writing precluded the adults from being used. 

The children were actively discouraged from coming to the 

adult until the journal entry was complete and then the 

expectation was that the entry was to be shared with that 

adult as the intended audience. When an adult was 

approached as a human resource for spelling or as a reminder 

for the specifics of a name or event, usually that adult was 

not the adult with whom the child would choose as the 

audience for the completed text. The social nature of the 

interactive dialogue journal was understood by the children 

because the text was not revealed to the intended audience 

until it was completed. 

Predictable Activity structures. There was a specific 

activity structure assigned to dialogue journals that 

differentiated journal writing from all other forms of 

writing in this whole language classroom. Penpal writing 

was assigned but was always preceded and initiated by the 

receiving of letters from the fifty grade penpals. Penpal 

writing was also done at monthly intervals. Signs, labels 

and captions were usually self-selected by children in 

response to a pragmatic need to identify, inform or regulate 

the actions of others. Signs, labels and captions were 
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written as needed by the writers with some encouragement but 

little direction from the classroom adults. 

Journal writing was an assigned activity that every 

child was expected to participate in each day. When 

children brought their journals to an adult for sharing, the 

adult took note of the frequency of children's journal 

entries. This information was used for monitoring purposes. 

Anecdotal records were kept of these experiences and the 

adults would specifically focus their attentions on those 

children who missed out on journal writing for several days. 

For instance, if JH* brought his journal to me for a 

response and I noticed it was the only response for 4 days, 

I would make note to check on JH* over the next week. I 

would encourage/require him to write in his journal. 

The time periods set aside for penpal writing were: 

after assigned centers during the morning work period during 

Uninterrupted sustained Silent Reading and Writing period; 

directly after lunch: or special designated writing periods 

set aside exclusively for journal writing. The children 

were prompted to daily write in their journals. After 

writing in their journals the children were expected to 

share their entries with one of the classroom adults. It 

was my intent to have interactive dialogue journals to 

become actual written dialogues between students and the 

classroom adults. However, the journal entries reflected a 
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variety of different kinds of texts that indicated many 

children did not view the function of dialogue entries as 

interactive but rather as ritualistic and school work 

related. The reality of the situation was that children 

would write a text in their journals each day but would 

often rush through the journal activity so they would be 

assured a place in their choice center before the available 

slots were filled. The differences found among the journal 

texts were revealing and will be analyzed in a subsequent 

section. 

students were responsible for retrieving their journal 

from the labeled basket at the front of the room (see Figure 

3-6). They were then expected to find a place to write in 

their journal where they would not be interrupting the 

activities of others. Because students would be completing 

their small group activities at different times during the 

morning work period, some students would make plans to do 

their journals during the Uninterrupted Silent Reading and 

Writing period after lunch or would engage in a short term 

choice activity while waiting for their friends to be ready 

for journals. This very social nature of the journal 

writing in this classroom was interesting to observe. 

Sometimes students would collaborate on a similar topic for 

their entries as illustrated in Figures 3-40 and 3-41. LC* 
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Figure 3-40. SC*'s journal, photo reduced. (I like my 
cars. My cars are shooting cars.) 
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Figure 3-41. LC*'s journal, photo reduced. (I like my 
cars. I like my friends.) 
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and sc* were sitting together at the front table discussing 

a television program from the previous evening that 

contained numerous car chases. There entries were written 

side by side during the course of the conversation. 

sitting and talking with friends before writing was a 

common occurrence in this classroom. This function of 

journals as a vehicle for social language development is an 

intriguing by-product of the study. The oral language 

accompanying the journal writing was sometimes directly 

related to the written texts and could be classified as the 

rehearsal or prewriting experience preceding the actual 

writing. More often than not this "talking around the 

journal" was a more subtle way that children internalized 

the sociolinguistic connections between oral conversions and 

written text. This finding is similar to those of Denny 

Taylor and Dorothy strickland (strickland & Taylor, 1986) in 

their study of family reading time. They were able to 

highlight the complex learning opportunities which came 

about when children talked and asked questions naturally 

during storybook reading. I believe this feeling tone 

during journal writing was conducive to just the same sort 

of vital learning for children. 

After sharing the journal entry with the intended adult 

aUdience, the adult would write a written response to the 

text (see Figure 3-36). When the child's text was 
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unreadable the child was asked to read it to the adult. 

%he adult would write a response to the oral text provided 

by the child. Figure 3-42 illustrates AM*'s journal entry 

and my response. The adult response would be dubbed in 

using a cartoon style that would be familiar to the children 

with the adult reader's initials at the point of the bubble. 

My belief that reading is a meaning-making process 

consistently shaped my responses to journal entries. The 

teacher and aide responses to journals were always framed as 

questions or comments tied to the content of the text. 

There were never any attempts to utilize the journal as 

skill lessons on spelling or punctuation. 

occasionally the journal was used as a jumping off 

point by the classroom adults to discuss specific 

instructional issues. Those specific occurrences were with 

the older and more print-experienced students and generally 

involved focusing the children back into the journal through 

questioning (i.e., "You went out to eat last week at 

McDonald's, didn't you? What day was that?"). There was a 

deliberate attempt by the classroom adults to model the 

standard form of the language. This took the form of the 

adult comments using the vocabulary and accepted usage in 

the bubbled responses to the texts. One of my goals for 

journal writing was to have children respond to the adult 



Figure 3-42. I J'ournal, photo AM* s 
dog. ) 
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response in a written dialogue structure. This was 

documented only occasionally throughout the year (only 8 

times in Time Period II) and practically exclusively were 

produced by the more print-experienced students. Figure 3-

43 illustrates an entry in which IG* responded to my 

response. 

After the entry was shared with an adult and responded 

to by the adult, the journal was returned to the basket 

where they were stored. 

Prior Classroom Experiences. Journal writing was a 

daily experience in this whole language classroom. Whereas 

how often children interacted with a print experiences in 

the home varied for the children in this study (see Figure 

3-11), journal writing was encouraged for every child every 

day in school. Because of the institutionalized nature of 

journals in classroom life, the returning first graders all 

had experience with journals from the previous year. The 

new students in the class had experience with journals from 

the first day of the school year. 

The first journals of the year consisted of a set of 10 

blank pages of newsprint stapled together with a 

construction paper cover. This simple format was used so 

that the students could complete a journal by the second 

week of school and be able to make a new one. It has been 

my experience from using daily journals with 
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Figure 3-43. IG*'s journal, photo reduced. (I like 
rainbows because they are special.) 
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kindergarten/first graders for five years that the students 

experienced a sense of accomplishment in completing the 

final page of one journal and a sense of excitement in 

beginning the new blank journal. The format of the journals 

evolved over the course of the year: taking on a more 

permanent tagboard cover; expanding in length to 20 pages; 

and having smaller size pages with lines over the bottom 

half of the page and the top being left bJank for 
l. 

illustrations. There also was a designated place for the 

children to write their name and date each entry with the 

library date stamp that was commonly used in the classroom 

to keep track of completed work. 

At different times during the year I introduced content 

journals as whole group experiences to model the recording 

of specific experiments and projects. Of particular 

interest to the students was "The Rotten Experiment" which 

grew out of the experience of watching our Halloween jack-o-

lantern mold. The interest of the children prompted a six 

week long experiment in discovering which foods spoiled. 

This information was then related to why the Pilgrims had so 

many hardships during their first winter in Plymouth. This 

type of content journal was utilized as a total class 

activity with one of the classroom adults taking dictation 

in an oversized journal in the form of a big book. 

----- .... 
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The Tenor of Journal Writing 

The tenor of the context of situation for the writing 

of dialogue journals revolves around the social 

relationships among the various people involved. Dialogue 

journal writing was based on the relationship between the 

kindergarten/first graders in the study and the classroom 

teacher and aide. Journal writing was specifically impacted 

by: Specificity of Audience, Intentionality and Sharing of 

Text, Relationship of the writers with the Audience, Degree 

of Invitation, and Collaborations and Human Resources. 

specificity of Audience. The intended audience for the 

dialogue journals in this classroom was intended to be the 

classroom adults: myself as teacher, the classroom 

instructional assistant, student teacher, sUbstitute 

teacher, or other adult volunteers. It was expected that 

students would be writing information that they would share 

with the teacher or aide and that the adult would be 

responding to the text (as shared previously). The 

predictable activity structure for dialogue journals 

provided the children with the choice of adult audience. In 

practice it would often be the case that the intended adult 

audience would be involved in an activity and be unable to 

interact with the child when requested. At these times the 

students were asked either to wait until the adult was free 

or reroute to another adult. 



229 

Figure 3-44 illustrates a case where an experience 

impacted the journal writing of the classroom. ag wrote a 

love note to me in her journal but I was too busy with 

fingerpainting to write a response. I asked Ig who was 

nearby to respond for me. I specifically asked her to write 

"I love you, too!" but she read the entry and wrote "I do, 

Too" which was also an appropriate response. I was so struck 

by this vignette that I shared the experience with the 

students during sharing. The group discussion led me to 

give permission for students to take their journals to other 

students. Figure 3-45 is an example that appeared in SH's 

journal entry the next day. It carries a response from JF. 

During Time Period III the students were encouraged to share 

with one another. This ever changing availability of adults 

as audience may have been a variable for the different kinds 

of writing which was found in the journal entries of this 

classroom and will be discussed in detail later. 

The children had specific preferences as to their adult 

audience. These preferences fluctuated during the year but 

patterns emerged. It was not surprising to discover that 

the teacher and aide were utilized exclusively by most of 

the students for chunks of time throughout the school year. 

Students tended to frequent a certain adult for a period of 
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Figure 3-44. ag's journal, photo reduced. (I love you. I 
like you Bob wortman. I do too. Love Amber) 
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Figure 3-45. JF's journal, photo reduced. (Scott. Good 
game. We won. Troy had 0 and we had 7. I'm 
glad we won. Jason) 
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time (three days - three weeks) and then switch to the other 

adult. 

One of the most interesting patterns to emerge from 

analyzing the journal entries was related to the bilingual 

nature of the classroom. spanish speaking students sought 

out the spanish speaking aide for sharing almost 

exclusively. The language used by the students for journal 

writing with the aide as audience was spanish. When the 

Spanish speaking students "expected" to share their journal 

with the Spanish speaking aide but ended up sharing the 

entry with another adult the oral text was English even 

though the written text was spanish. Figure 3-46 

illustrates kg*'s journal entry as shared with the Spanish 

speaking aide. 

When the Spanish speaking students intended to share 

with me they would almost always write in English as 

illustrated in Figure 3-47. There were also times when 

English speaking students would write in Spanish so that 

they could impress me with their abilities such as when ds 

copied the Spanish color words in her journal. 

Another interesting pattern was related to the student 

teacher. She was seldom chosen as an audience for journal 

entries for any extended period of time. This may show the 

children's sensitivity to the nature of the student 

teacher's role in a classroom. Student teachers are often 
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Figure 3-47. kg*'s journal, photo reduced. (It's raining 
too much.) 
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viewed as novices by the children and may not be completely 

accepted by children who have already formed a tight bond 

with the regular classroom teacher and aide. This may be 

especially true in the case where the student teachers 

appear in the classroom during the second semester of the 

year (starting in January) as was the case of our student 

teacher. Another possibility is that when this student 

teacher was transitioning into taking on more 

responsibilities in the classroom, journal writing was a 

major challenge. It was difficult to orchestrate the 

classroom and deal with the journal responses too. 

Toward the end of the year after some discussion with 

another first grade teacher, I began to encourage children 

to share their journal entries with a peer of their choice. 

This idea was acted upon by some students as mentioned 

earlier but the class as a whole continued to use adults as 

their audience for journals. 

Intentionality and Sharing of Dialogue Journals. As 

has been discussed, dialogue journal writing was required to 

be shared with an adult before the writer could transition 

to another activity. Journal writing was not officially 

edited by the adult. It was the case that students were 

sharing "only" draft writing with their teacher. Students 

were aware of this "only" draft status and were often 

concerned with the degree to which their spelling was 
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standard. This concern with correctness may account for the 

relatively brief journal entries that were common across all 

children in the study. 

It was also the case that some children continued with 

a common theme for their entries over periods of time. This 

seemed especially true of the older more print aware 

children. 

If the completed journal text could not be shared 

immediately with an adult, the oral text shared with the 

adult would sometimes be different from the child's intended 

written text. This would affect the readability of the text 

and made it difficult to evaluate the progress of students 

who did not show evidence of using letter/sound 

correspondences but who may have been transitioning. Figure 

3-48 is an example of tg*IS entry after being asked to wait. 

When he then was able to share he could not remember the 

text. He had to sit and think to recreate the original 

thought. There is no way of knowing what the original text 

was meant to be. The letter/sound correspondence may not 

have been evident because of the changes in oral text from 

the original written text. Because I had similar 

difficulties with other young children during journal 

writing, I insisted that the journals be shared immediately 

with an adult. But because of the complexity of classroom 



Figure 3-48. tg's journal, photo reduced. (I went to 
Pizza last night.) 
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events and children's memories, immediate sharing did not 

always solve the problem. 
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Relationship of writer with Audience. The 

social/emotional climate of the classroom has been described 

in detail. The different adults responding to journals in 

this classroom included: teacher and instructional aide 

student teacher, sUbstitute teachers, classroom visitors. 

As would be expected, the teacher and aide had the 

closest bonding with the children of the study. Because of 

the nature of the power relationship inherent in the social 

nature of the classroom, the students very clearly 

understood that the teacher was in charge and had the power 

to make decisions that impacted their classroom life. In 

journal writing the very fact that the writing was required 

to be shared emphasized this power relationship. This power 

relationship may have accounted for some students continuing 

on a familiar theme using pattern of texts repeatedly over a 

period of time and may also account for the general brevity 

of journal texts. 

The strength of the classroom community tempered this 

relationship. students generally felt comfortable risking 

writing in the journals. The more experience that students 

had with journals in this classroom made a difference in 

their ease in writing daily. Younger and more inexperienced 

writers were on a whole more reluctant to write but this was 
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offset by their overwhelming desire to please the 

significant adults in their classroom life. As has been 

stated, some children identified more closely with either 

the teacher or the aide and would share their journals with 

the favored adult over periods of days and weeks. Neither 

the teacher nor the aide was utilized exclusively by anyone 

child but there were definite patterns of choice. The 

student teacher role in a classroom is a tenuous power role. 

The students know that the teacher is really in charge and 

that the student teacher will defer to the teacher or aide 

when there is some doubt or miscommunication about 

scheduling or activities. The student teacher for this 

classroom came in January after volunteering for the first 

semester. The structure and complex nature of responding to 

journals in a whole language environment was understandably 

a challenge for any novice teacher unused to life in a whole 

language classroom. This entrance into a community and the 

awareness on the part of children of her relationship as a 

novice teacher might account for the student teacher being 

bypassed when journals were shared. It would also account 

for some students being able to avoid journal writing for 

extended periods of time. 

substitute teachers were utilized by students 

inconsistently. Many sUbstitutes were unable to deal with 

journal writing and would direct all the students to share 
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with the aide. Some sUbstitutes cancelled journal writing 

altogether. Some had children write but would not respond 

in writing. Many who did respond tended to overfocus on the 

mechanics of the writing rather than on the message behind 

the text. The students would voice their disapproval of a 

sUbstitute and generally only the hardiest overachievers and 

adult pleasers would share writing with sUbstitute teachers. 

This was primarily an issue only in journal writing. 

Writing is a risktaking enterprise for novice authors 

when the emotional climate is safe, the social environment 

is supportive and the adults in power are supportive. When 

the adult in power is unknown and uncomfortable with the 

activity, it's not surprising that the journal writing in 

this classroom was affected by substitute teachers. 

Students would be unsure and hence less willing to take 

risks. During Time Period III I was out of the classroom 

attending the International Reading Association Conference. 

Journals for the five days could have been shared with the 

classroom aide, student teacher, other students or a well

liked sUbstitute. The 75 journal entries for the five days 

were shared as follows: 

75 journal entries 

31 entries shared with aide ............... 41% 

20 entries shared with substitute ......... 27% 
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14 entries shared with other students ..... 19% 

10 entries shared with student teacher .... 13% 

Degree of Invitation. There was some degree of choice 

involved in journal writing. students could make the choice 

to put journal writing off until the after lunch period. 

But it was an established requirement that each child was 

expected to write in the journal daily. The children could 

choose any subject matter to write about but the journal 

entry had to be shared with an adult. It is important to 

note that this daily requirement to write something-

any thing- and share it with an adult is not unlike a 

traditional writing assignment in which the children would 

be given a topic and told they must write a given amount for 

seatwork before they could go on to the next activity. 

There was a major focus on fulfil.ling the requirement of 

writing daily in the journal by the adult in charge. I 

believe this to be the heart of the authenticity problem of 

assigning daily dialogue journals and young children. As 

was stated so well by a kindergartner, "Mr. Wortman, why are 

you making us write to you when you're standing there?" 

The Mode of Journal Writing 

The concept of Mode as it relates to shared social 

meanings of these kindergarten/first graders through the 

medium of journal entries is discussed through the same 

categories as penpal letters and signs, labels and captions. 
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The results of the parent interviews concerning the 

receptive experiences that the children had with being read 

to in the home and at school have been dealt with 

previously. Receptive experience with print in the home was 

substantially different for different children due to the 

educational level and/or experiences that parents had in 

setting reading to children as a family priority. 

Figure 3-11 illustrates the level of generative 

experiences that the children had with writing in the home 

and in school settings. There was greater variability 

reported by parents for writing than for being read to. In 

general the differences grew out of the differing writing 

experiences that children encountered in preschool. All the 

first graders returning for a second year in this class were 

reported as having writing experience in school the previous 

year. Table 3-9 illustrates the specific data across 

categories. 

None of the children regardless of socio-economic 

background was reported by their parents as having 

consistent journal experiences in the home. None of the 

classroom families reported that any family member kept a 

diary or daily log or that there was any ongoing written 

conversation between family members in a format resembling 

the classroom dialogue journals. There were calenders and 

notes reported as being present in most households, but 



243 

nothing similar to journals was provided children outside 

the school setting. Only those children in the previous 

year's class were reported to have had journal writing 

experiences in school. Even preschool and kindergarten 

classroom teachers that read to children every day and 

encourage writing in the classrooms did not provide journal 

writing experiences for children. 

As there were no dialogue journals in any of the homes 

there was also no child maintaining a journal in the horne. 

There were some children reported who pretended to keep a 

journal or who put a simple booklet together and called it a 

journal. But this occurred for each of these children only 

after being in this classroom. 

The system for interrater reliability that was utilized 

has been previously reported. The dialogue journal entries 

for the three time periods, were scored as HIGH, AVERAGE, 

LOW, or NONCOMMUNICATIVE. It must be noted that even the 

LOW readability journal entries were communicative to some 

extent. 

Figure 3-49 is an example of a LOW text. It consists 

of a letter string that requires the author to read it for 

communication to occur. 

Figure 3-50 is an AVERAGE text. The spelling of some 

words are being invented but there is some context to assist 

in the readability. 



Figure 3-49. 
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JH*'s journal, photo reduced. (Me and Luis 
went in the street.) 
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Figure 3-50. LC*'s journal, photo reduced. (I like 
Blaine. I like myself.) 
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Figure 3-51 is an example of a HIGh readability text 

where 19 is having an exchange with JA. 
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Even with the adult written responses on the journal 

pages it was difficult for the independent scorer to read 

some texts while the teacher had benefit of being the adult 

who had responded to the journal entries in many of the 

cases. There was 85% agreement between the two raters with 

the other rater generally scoring texts lower. This 

compares with 85% agreement for signs, labels and captions 

and 93% agreement for penpal letters. All differences were 

discussed between the two scorers and eventually resolved. 

Conflicting opinions would arise when (1) there was no adult 

response to help frame the context for the letterstring, and 

(2) there was no consistency in patterns from previous texts 

to help decipher the studied text. Table 3.11 illustrates 

the readability of dialogue journal entries by students. 

The older, more print experienced writers were on a whole 

creating more readable texts at an earlier time period than 

younger less print experienced students. 

Table 3-4 in the penpal section of Chapter 3 

illustrates the home language for each kindergarten/first 

grader in the study. Table 3-12 indicates the language 

choice made by bilingual individual students for dialogue 

journal entries. An E appears if the journal entries for 

the time period were totally in English. An S appears if 
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Figure 3-51. 19'5 journal, photo reduced. (I like you, 
Jorah. Do you like me? Well I like you. I 
like you, too.) 
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Table 3-11. Language used by bilingual students in 

journal writing across time periods. 

Time Period I Time Period II Time Period III 

kg* 7S 6S 6S 
2E 2E 

MC* 6S 6S 7S 
IE 

AB* 7E 6E 5E 

LC* BE 7E BE 

IC* 6E BE BE 

AM* 2S 4E 4E 
2E 

lower case - kindergarten 
upper case = first 
* = neighborhood 
underline = Spanish speaking 

S Spanish text 
E English text 
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the entries were written totally in Spanish for the time 

period. If the student wrote in both languages during the 

time period, there is a number preceding the E and the S to 

identify the number of entries in either language during the 

time period. All Spanish speaking students utilized some 

English by Time Period III. AB*, LC* and IG* were returning 

students to the classroom. They utilized English from the 

beginning. 

Table 3-12 illustrates the textual features of the 

collected journal entries. As with penpal letters and with 

signs, labels and captions I assessed the evidence of the 

following print conventions in each of the studied journal 

entries for the three time periods: 

1. Directionality 

2. Capitalization 

3. Punctuation 

4. Letter Formation 

5. Spacing 

6. Sound/Letter Correspondence 

These conventions were assessed as CONSISTENT, 

INCONSISTENT AND NO EVIDENCE by myself and the independent 

evaluator. There was 91% agreement between the two raters 

across all conventions with some differences with 

Sound/Letter Correspondence. These were resolved for coding 

purposes. It was usually the case that I could see the 



Table 3.12. Textual features of journal entries over 
three time periods. 

Dlrectlenllty capltallzatl ... PI.nCtUItlcn lett ... F ...... tl ... Speclng SoInIILeU ... 
COrrespordence 

TI_ II III II III II III II III II III II 
Period 

~ C C N • • N N N N 
eg C C N C C N I C N I 
tg C c C N C C N C C 
19 C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 
btl I I C I C C I C C C 
ep C N N N N N 

de C C N I C • C I C 

SII C C C C C C C C C 

JA C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

!!!! I C C I C C I I N 
As- C C C C C C C C 
ZB* C C I C N C C 
SC* C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

~ I C C I I C I C C I I 
JF C C C C C C C C C C C 

~ C C C C I I C C C C 
JH N C I I I 
SH C C C C C C C C C C C C C C 

~ N N I I I N N N N N N N N 

l!! c c c c c c C- c c c c c c c c 
ICN C C C C C I C C C C C C C C C 

l~ca .. I"ltl.la • kindergarten C • cenlatlnt us. of cClMlltI .... 
Upper cose I"ItI.la • flrat I • Inc_Iatlnt use of cClMlltI .... 
• • nol~borhood H • no evldencot 
Underlined I"Itl.la • Spanl.,. apeltlng 
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III 

C 
C 
C 
C 

I 
C 
C 
c 

C 
C 

C 
C 
C 

C 

C 
N 
C 
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pattern because of my experience with the child as a writer 

and sometimes because of my memory of the event. Each of 

the print conventions will be discussed individually. 

1. Directionality. The directionality conventions of 

Left to Right/Top to Bottom impact the readability of 

connected text. The average length of a journal entry may 

have been only one or two lines, but there was sufficient 

text to evaluate directionality. Some of the younger, less 

print experienced students, did start on the right hand of 

the page (opposite the binding) in the beginning. Figure 3-

52 shares one of the only six total examples (all occurring 

before or during Time Period I) of a journal text written 

from Right to Left. Generally, right to left directionality 

occurred when the children put the pencil down to begin 

writing close to the right hand edge of the page. When the 

children began their writing with their pencil in the middle 

of the page it was usually an even chance on whether they 

would go to the left or to the right. Only one student, 

example shown in Figure 3-53 wrote from Bottom to Top. All 

students transitioned to a Left to Right/Top to Bottom 

writer. There were sometimes a transition stage for a 

period of time but after a time no child consistently 

returned to a Right to Left orientation. 

2. capitalization. The conventions of capitalization 

were found to be similar for dialogue journal entries as for 



Figure 3-52. ap1s journal, photo reduced. (This is my 
car. ) 
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Figure 3-53. 

\ 0 -Il, t:· '.~.) 
CCTlo~ 

~';f 1 Ii i~ .... 

kg*'s journal, photo reduced. (Unacuna.) 
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penpal letterwriting. All children moved toward standard 

use of capitalization conventions but only the most print 

experienced were judged as CONSISTENT. Capitalization was 

found to be one of the least controlled by this group of 

five and six year olds regardless of print experience. This 

was true for journal writing as it was for penpal 

letterwriting. The conventional words that were most 

consistently capitalized (with lower case for balance of the 

word) were peer names. It was sometimes documented that the 

nametag was utilized--but not always. It seemed as though 

names were a powerful visual image for all the children, 

even the less print experienced student. 

3. Punctuation. The marks of punctuation used by the 

writers in this classroom were periods, question marks and 

exclamation marks with periods being the most common. As 

individual students became more aware of punctuation in 

writing there would be an over-abundance of those marks used 

in their texts as illustrated in Figure 3-29. Sometimes 

there would be the appearance of commas and/or apostrophes. 

It would be difficult to distinguish between the commas and 

apostrophes during this stage because the students were 

still unsure of their placement in relation to the text and 

were not able to explain their use orally. 

overgeneralizations such as these are common to all language 

learning. Only the most print experienced student reached a 
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level of consistency and then only with using a period, 

question mark or an exclamation mark at the end of a 

sentence or phrase. For all children there was 

inconsistency in their use of question marks and exclamation 

marks. They often exchanged one for the other. 

4. Letter Formation. All students made growth in the 

refinement and consistency of letter formation. This was 

especially true when the students were utilizing their 

friend's names and the center signs in the classroom. 

5. Spacing. spacing was a convention which all the 

children began to utilize by the end of the year. The most 

print experienced students consistently utilized spacing 

earlier than their less print experienced counterparts. It 

was a major factor in the readability of a text. 

6. Sound/Letter Correspondence. Most of the students 

of the study moved toward greater use of sound letter 

correspondence by the third time period. 

Halliday's Functions of Text 

The journal entries from the three time periods under 

consideration are examined through the function served by 

the texts as defined by Michael Halliday: Instrumental, 

Regulatory, Interactional, Personal, Heuristic, Imaginative 

and Ritualistic (or school work function). Table 3-13 

illustrates the function served by texts for each individual 

time period. 



Table 13. Halliday's function of language reflected in 
journal writing. 

Time Period I II 

kg* xx xxx 
aq x. x x x x xx 
tq x x x x x. 
lq x x x x x x 
bh x x xx x x x 
ap xxx x xxx 
ds xxx x x-~x 
Sw x x x.x xx 
JA xxx x xx 
MA* xx x 
AB* xx .. x x xx 
ZB* x xxx xx 
SC* x x x xx 
LC* x xx xx 
JF x x x xx 
IG* x x x xx 
JH x x x ·x x 
SH x x x· xx 
AM!. xx 
TIl x x x xx 
KN x x xx xx 

Lowercase initials = kindergarten 
Upper case initials = first 
* = neighborhood 

xx 
x 

xx 
xx 
xxx 

x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

xx 
x 
x 

Underlined initials = Spanish speaking 
X = Evidence in texts 

III 

xx x 
x x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx xxx 
xx x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx xx 
xx x 
xx x 
xx x 

. x x x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx x 
xx xx 
xx x 
xx x 

256 
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1. Instrumental. The Instructional function of a text 

is to satisfy the needs of a child. This is difficult to 

ascertain from the text without benefit of interaction with 

the writer or some behavior observed during the writing of 

the text to find out how the text is being used to satisfy 

the needs of the child. It could be argued that any 

communicative text could be viewed as meeting the needs of 

the writer. But this could only be valid when the 

communication was self-selected by the writer to fulfill a 

purpose for the writer. Requiring journal writing as a 

daily activity removed the variable of invitation thereby 

making it more difficult to assess the instrumental 

function. One example of an entry which would seem to 

fulfill the requirements of this designation appears in 

Figure 3-45. JF is proud of his team's accomplishments and 

needs to share the excitement with his friend who had chose 

not to play that day. 

2. Regulatory. Texts used to control the behavior of 

others were not frequently found in the journal entries. 

3. Interactional. This would be the function expected 

to be found in a dialogue journal. Texts of this sort would 

be interactional with an implied informational exchange. An 

example of this type of entry would be Figure 3-51. In this 

entry 19 has been involved in a written interaction with a 

friend. This text function was found in most first graders' 



journal texts from Time Period II and with kindergartners 

with HIGH print experience. 
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4. Personal. Texts that relate the desires and 

express the uniqueness and individuality of the child as 

well as assert the special personality of the writer would 

be observed if the personal function were in place. This 

function would be expected in a journal text whether in a 

diary format or a dialogue format. Those print experienced 

students who were judged as using the interactional function 

were also found to be sharing personal experiences 

concurrently. Figure 3-48 is an example of the Personal 

function. Information is shared by tg concerning the 

special time he had going out to dinner for pizza with his 

family. (He shared going out for pizza three times in 

journal entries during the time period.) 

5. Heuristic. Texts that reflect problem solving or 

categorization would be expected in the diary format of 

journals but were rarely directly observed in journal entry. 

Figure 3-37 is an example of categorizing color words by ds. 

Figure 3-38 is an example of MA* listing names of her 

friends. There were instances of children writing lists of 

friend's names or animals but there were no examples of 

direct problem solving found in journals. 

6. Imaginative. There were many examples of children 

creating an imaginative story. This was usually in the form 
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of a caption for a drawing. While ideas would be expected 

in a journal, the interactional nature of the context in 

which journal writing occurs in this classroom would 

preclude the use of a picture and story unless it was a 

personal experience narrative created to inform the 

audience. There were many examples of imaginative texts in 

the dialogue journal entries of the young children and less 

print experienced older children in the classroom. Figure 

3-40 illustrates an example of an imaginative text written 

in a dialogue journal. This entry was initiated by a 

television program the evening before. Table 3-13 provides 

the listing of journal texts categorized by Halliday's 

functions. Imaginative texts were prevalent throughout all 

three time periods for the journal texts. 

7. Informative. There were many examples of personal 

experiences being related to inform the adult of events in 

the lives of children. For those children consistently 

using the dialogue journal as an interactive journal this 

function was clearly observed. Figure 3-49 provides a 

representative illustration of this function. JH* shares an 

event which impacted his life. He had followed a ball into 

the street with his friend over lunch period and a car had 

been coming. Fortunately, the car stopped in time. The 

monitors spent time with the boys and I had not been told as 

his teacher. Going into the street had made quite an 
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impression on JH* and he was informing his teacher of what 

had been done. 

8. Ritual. Texts used to fulfill the requirements of 

others with little or no personal investment is classified 

in this category. Much of the traditional writing 

activities when the only thought is to complete an 

assignment without the sense of ownership would fall into 

this category. It was also the case in this study that 

almost every child exhibited some semblance of this function 

in the journal texts at some time during the year. The 

texts of this sort were short, with little available context 

and hurriedly accomplished by the child in the sharing. 

An interesting sidelight of this study is my own 

reflection on my responses to 25 student journal sharing 

each day as a layer placed on top of a busy and complex 

literate environment. It may be that the adult responses on 

busy days when there may have been many and diverse 

interactions could be viewed as ritualistic. And indeed 

this seems to be at the heart of the authenticity discussion 

which will be dealt with in the conclusion of this 

dissertation. Figure 3-54 is one example of a ritualistic 

text. ZB* has copied the alphabet to fulfill the teacher 

requirement of putting print on paper. Writing the alphabet 

can have special significance for children. The context of 
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Figure 3-54. ZB*'s journal, photo reduced. (A BCD E E 
F) 
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situation in this particular case was explained by ZB*, "You 

told me to write anything!" 

The variety of combinations of functions present in the 

journal texts of this group of kindergarten/first graders 

other than the expected functions for the genre of dialogue 

journals provided great insight into the study of 

authenticity. The "discovery" that all children displayed 

the ritualistic function of language is an activity that I 

valued as important and "good" for children initiated a 

great deal of reflection on my part and caused 

disequalibrium in my own thinking. 

Edelsky and Smith's Interaction of the cueing Systems 

An analysis of the interaction of the linguistic cueing 

systems proposed by Carol Edelsky and Karen Smith (1984) 

provides an alternative view into the authenticity of 

dialogue journals. 

Pragmatic Cueing System. The Pragmatic system of 

language is observed in the purposes children had for 

journal writing. As teacher I required journal writing as a 

means to evaluate children's growth as writers. I had a 

vested interest in journal writing which is why I required 

the daily activity for the entire year. Because of the 

power relationship involved in the social community of the 

classroom the reasons behind student decisions to write a 
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text and the resulting syntactic, semantic and graphophonic 

choices were very much tied together. 

The children did not always have a clear purpose for 

journal writing. The wide variety of texts made this 

apparent. The degree of invitation involved made it 

difficult to distinguish the purpose the child had for 

writing the entry. There is some sense from the context of 

situation whether the student is involved in creating a 

meaningful text but the text itself may not reflect the 

expected functions of the genre and confuse the issue even 

more. The pragmatics of journal writing were the most 

difficult to observe because: 

1. The degree of invitation was limited. 

2. The power relationship between the teacher 

audience and students further reduces the degree 

of choice and inherently puts pressure for 

performance on students despite motivations of the 

teacher. 

3. The first draft only nature of the journal entry 

doesn't allow for reflection and rewriting even 

though the piece will be shared with the adult in 

charge. 

4. The lack of experience with the genre outside of 

the school setting makes journal writing a foreign 



writing activity outside of their realm of 

receptive or generative experience. 
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All of these variables separately provide obstacles to 

children's writing performance. Individually there will 

always be one or several of these variables present in any 

school writing experience due to the nature of schooling. 

But together they create a great obstacle for young children 

attempting to make sense out of the world of literacy. 

syntactic Cuing System. The Syntactic Cueing System is 

observed in how the text is structured. The syntax for 

journal writing varied according to the pragmatics of the 

text. Some texts were framed as questions, some were framed 

as stories and some were framed as statements of fact or 

random words copied. There was a wide range of responses. 

Semantic Cueing System. The Semantic or meaning system 

of the language was inherent in the journal texts when the 

child had a real message to share. When there was no 

message the letter string or copied text or words had no 

life or meaning for the child or for the adult audience. 

This was the case when the writing reflected the Ritual or 

school work function. 

Graphophonic Subsystem. The letter sound 

correspondence displayed in journal writing was often 

difficult to ascertain for those students transitioning into 

breaking code. The oral text for the entry would change as 
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the children would move from the writing area to the teacher 

for sharing thereby not being able to reflect the possible 

sound/letter correspondence that could have been present in 

the original text. Children generally reflected the same 

degree of sound symbol correspondence for the connected text 

of journal writing as with penpal letterwriting. 

Chapter 3 contains the analysis of three different 

genres (penpal letters, signs/labels/captions, dialogue 

journals) collected over a year in my kindergarten/first 

grade classroom. Conclusions are provided in the next 

chapter. 



CHAPTER 4 

AUTHENTICITY AND WRITING IN A WHOLE LANGUAGE 

EARLY CHILDHOOD CLASSROOM 

Origins of the Study 
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Over a nine month period 21 kindergarten/first graders 

came together each day for five and a half hours to talk, 

create, build, care for classroom plants and animals, cook, 

sing, paint, sculpt, do science and math experiments, tell 

stories, read, and write as a collaborative community. As 

classroom teacher/researcher it was my distinct honor to be 

counted as a member of such a special community of learners. 

This particular study grew out of my experience in 

working with Dr. Myna Matlin who gathered data for her 

dissertation on emergent literacy in my classroom several 

years earlier. I was struck by the wealth of information 

she gathered from a seemingly simple technique of 

kidwatching. This initial experience in collaboration with 

a researcher and learning about my classroom through a 

researcher's eyes filled me with enthusiasm. Throughout her 

year long study during weekly meetings I would badger Myna 

unmercifully to give me the answers that would make me a 

better teacher and my classroom a better place for kids. 

Myna was patient with me and despite my often overwhelming 

self-consciousness at having my classroom studied and my 
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methods analyzed by someone I admired, she supported my 

strengths, challenged my thinking--and most important to 

this study--continually focused me on observing the 

children, and trusting that they would always be trying to 

make sense out of the world and would always be learning. 

The lessons served me well. Over the next few years I 

began taking coursework in child development and literacy 

development and was able to continually screen the new 

information through my kidwatching. Did what I was learning 

in academic settings make sense with what I learned from 

watching children reading, writing and talking together? 

During this time I began to see the need for classroom 

research to be carried out by the classroom teachers who are 

the members of the classroom communities. My curiosity was 

aroused about the writing development of young children and 

how best to provide them with meaningful experiences. I was 

especially intrigued with the concept of authenticity as it 

was discussed in the professional literature by Carol 

Edelsky (1984). I believed authenticity to be important to 

understanding writing in the school curriculum and decided 

to study it for myself. 

The teacher/researcher concept was being given more 

credence in the literature (Matlin & Wortman, 1989) and I 

was fascinated with the differences in writing among 

children as they communicated through different genres of 
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writing. What could I do as a classroom teacher to support 

and encourage writing with the four and five year olds in my 

classroom? I had finally figured out that teachers can't 

wait around waiting for someone to tell them how to do it 

right. Researchers such as Goodman (1986) and Graves 

(1983), were encouraging teachers to find their own voice 

and accept the responsibility that comes with professional 

autonomy. Guba (1978) describes the teacher/researcher role 

when he states: 

He is concerned with description and understanding 
. • . immersing himself in the investigation with 
as open a mind as possible, and permitting 
impressions to emerge. As impressions are formed, 
he checks them out by various means, e.g., 
'triangulation,' testing one source against 
another until he is satisfied that his 
interpretation is valid (p~ 13). 

The kidwatching aspect of a study on authenticity will 

provide a wealth of knowledge about what children do with 

written language. A great many educators and linguists have 

been adding to an ever-growing body of knowledge about 

written language development. These sources combined with 

my research would provide the "triangulation" referred to by 

Guba. 

In Chapters I and II, I describe the context of 

situation of my whole language kindergarten/first grade 

classroom and the five and six year olds who were learning a 

lot about how written language operates. In Chapter III, I 

add my analysis of their writing - especially penpal 

-----_._ ... 



letters, signs labels and captions, and dialogue journals 

as I pursue whether authenticity can be identified. I 

wanted to know: 
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WHAT ARE THE ELEMENTS OF THE WRITING PROCESS AND 

WRITTEN TEXTS OF KINDERGARTEN/FIRST GRADE STUDENTS IN A 

WHOLE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM THAT CONSTITUTE AUTHENTICITY? 

The process of this research and the conclusions have had a 

profound impact on my thinking and professional decision 

making. 

Through the analysis of the three types of genre 

written by kindergarten/first graders I answered the three 

major questions of the study: 

1. What elements of a classroom influence 

authenticity and how? (Relates to Field) 

2. How do the social relationships within a classroom 

affect authenticity? (Relates to Tenor) 

3. What features of written text determine 

authenticity and in what ways? (Relates to Mode) 

In this chapter I want to address each of the questions 

by summarizing what I've learned by analyzing each genre and 

then make specific recommendations for classroom application 

and the professional community at large. 



Authenticity in Penpal Letterwriting 

The context of situation (Field, Tenor and Mode) 

organized the data analysis in Chapter 3 and was used to 

organize the discussion of the three research questions. 

Field 
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What elements of a classroom influence authenticity in 

penpal letterwriting and how? 

The classroom elements under scrutiny for this study 

fell under the following related categories. 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location 

of the writers During Penpal writing; 

2. The Availability of Resources to the Writers 

During Penpal Writing; 

3. The Predictable Activity structure for the writing 

of Penpal Letters; 

4. The Prior Classroom Experience of the Writers with 

Penpals. 

The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location of 

the writers During Penpal writing. The physical arrangement 

of the classroom provided specific support for children in 

penpal writing. The room arrangement allowed for whole 

group, small group and individual spaces for the children to 

utilize during the day. The classroom layout allowed for 

children to choose a variety of spaces where they could 

write alone or with a friend or small group without 
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interrupting the activities of others. The flexible use of 

the classroom furniture expanded options for student writing 

areas. Children chose specific areas during specific time 

periods of the day depending on classroom activities. 

This flexible use of available space allowed the 

teacher and students greater latitude for the invitations to 

write penpal letters because the classroom arrangement 

allowed for many concurrent activities. writers did not 

have to wait for the "writing" table to be free before they 

could write. Neither were they always forced to write when 

they were scheduled for the writing time. The children in 

this study seemed to have individual and group preferences 

about writing at tables or on masonite lapboards on the 

floor in the group meeting area. The diversity and options 

for children to choose where to write was an important 

element for authenticity in penpal writing. Having a 

variety of spaces and group sizes was also important. 

The Available Resources to the writers During Penpal 

Writing. The availability of resources was very important 

to this study. The students in this study were deliberate 

in choosing print, human resources and writing implements 

from the classroom that: 

1. Fulfilled their purposes; 

2. Were part of a shared social experience; 

3. Were in proximity to the penpal writing. 
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While the fifth grade penpals were being established as 

important people in the lives of the kindergarten/first 

graders, the list of penpal names was used often as a major 

resource. As the relationship became more established the 

children were able to remember and even spell the names of 

their penpal and the list of names were not utilized nearly 

as often. Other print resources were utilized as needed by 

the students to fulfill the purposes of the meanings they 

wished to create. These resources included group 

brainstormed lists of words or concepts which grew out of 

thematic studies, poems, song charts, recipes, center signs, 

name signs, labels, and captions in the environment. 

The degree of ownership in relation to the resources 

were inherent in the students' choices as well. students 

utilized the wordlists and signs that they had created 

during shared social experiences. The classroom was 

organized to encourage collaboration among students. The 

social community was closeknit and encouraged collaboration 

and support among the students. Although there were few 

instances of true collaboration during penpal writing, there 

were many instances of students seeking one another out for 

help. Students would ask one another the name of a game 

that was played with their penpals or the kind of food that 

they shared for a meal. They tended to use one another as 

much as the classroom teachers for resources. 
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The proximity issue is very important to teachers and 

planners of kindergarten/first grade curriculum. writers in 

this classroom very deliberately chose resources that met 

their purposes but at the same time they were reluctant to 

leave their writing until their text was completed. They 

would, therefore, access needed information from signs, 

alphabet friezes or brainstormed lists, etc. that were in 

the closest physical proximity first. But they were 

selective in what they utilized. If needed resources were 

not in proximity only then would the children choose to 

leave the writing area for needed resources in other parts 

of the classroom. This conclusion may seem simple but it is 

it is very important. For when these young (and in many 

cases inexperienced) writers would leave their in-progress 

texts, there was often some discontinuity in the train of 

thought apparent in the text. It was an easy way for the 

writer to be distracted from the text. 

Resources that are close at hand served as stimulations 

and invitations for writing as well. When environmental 

print is available the children use it. If there is no 

opportunity for use then they will not. 

Writing utensils were usually always available and 

tended to be accessed as needed. When paper, pencils and 

other such materials were unavailable (neglected to be set 

out or used up) the writers would go in search of the 
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specific items needed. Since the children were responsible 

for storing materials, most of the needed writing implements 

were available quickly. 

The classroom adults and other students were also 

affected by the proximity issue. writers would rather 

utilize those human resources close at hand than leave the 

writing area unless there were no human resources that would 

fulfill their purposes. 

Predictable Activity structure During writing of Penpal 

Letters. An aspect of the predictable activity structure 

that impacted penpal letterwriting most was time - the 

availability of options for when the children could write to 

their penpals. The children were able to self-select their 

writing times within the parameters negotiated with the 

teacher. The degree of invitation set by the teacher was 

important because although some children needed prodding, 

the majority of the students were eager to write to their 

penpals and did so within the expected time frames. 

Another aspect of a predictable structure for penpal 

writing is the conversational pattern of letterwritingthat. 

sets the expectation for writing a letter soon after it is 

received. This was a major impetus for students' continuing 

penpal letterwriting over the year. The degree of 

invitation can be thought of as a continuum with self

selection on one end and teacher assignment on the other. 
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Activities in this whole language classroom varied in the 

degree of choice allowed. Some activities I required all 

students to complete in a given way with a specified imposed 

structure. other activities were allowed/encouraged to be 

completed as the children saw fit. The schedule and 

curriculum were organized so as to allow for a greater 

degree of choice for many activities. This degree of 

invitation was an important element in studying 

authenticity. A greater degree of freedom allowed students 

to be able to choose when to write rather than limiting the 

writing to only designated periods. It also allowed for 

greater choice about what to write. 

Prior Classroom Experiences of writers with Penpals. 

The prior classroom experiences that seemed to impact penpal 

writing most were those face-to-face experiences that 

involved the younger children interacting with their older 

counterparts. The importance of the developing sense of 

their specific audience through real experiences was 

documented in the texts of the penpal letters over the 

course of the school year. Penpal letters reflected an 

increasingly personal knowledge of their older friends and 

an increasingly interactional and conversational tone. 

Penpal letter writing was always anticipated and expected by 

the children immediately after receiving letters from the 

5th graders. The frequency of interaction was important as 
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well. Changes in penpal partners or absenteeism delayed the 

forming of a comfortable relationship and the degree of 

comfort involved in forming a written relationship as well. 

The elements of field that proved most important to 

authenticity and penpal writing are: 

Tenor 

1. Availability and accessibility of a wide variety 

of resources. 

2. Experience in creating and knowledge of the 

resources. 

3. Many opportunities to interact with their penpals. 

How do the Social Relationships within a Classroom 

Influence Authenticity in Penpal Writing? The role 

relationships in penpal letterwriting impacted the writing 

and can be summarized under the following categories: 

1. Specificity of Audience for Penpal Letters; 

2. Intentionality and Sharing of the Penpal Letters 

Before Delivery; 

3. Relationship of Writers With the Audience; 

4. Degree of Invitation for Writing Penpal Letters. 

Specificity of Audience for Penpal Letters. The 

specificity of audience was important to penpal 

letterwriting. Having a specific and real audience to write 

to over a period of time proved invaluable in establishing a 

sense of audience for these youngsters. For those children 



without generative letterwriting experience in the home 

letterwriting in the school was their primary generative 

experience with this genre of writing. Having a real 

audience and maintaining a specific penpal over time was 

important to authenticity. Penpal letters became more 

personal and interactional over time as they got to know 

their penpals well. 
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Intentionality and Sharing of the Penpal Letters Before 

Delivery. sharing the drafts of penpal letters with the 

classroom adults was an integral part of making sure the 

writer's message was understood by the audience. Because 

there was purpose for writing and the children were provided 

some degrees of freedom in when and where to write, having 

penpal letters revised, edited and rewritten became a 

natural outgrowth of the experience. They also realized 

that the adults believed this activity was important because 

they took the activity seriously. 

Instructionally there were many teachable moments that 

grew out of the writers' need to have their message 

communicated over time and space. The teachable moments 

were naturally integrated into the revision/editing 

conference. 

Relationship of writers with Audience. The developing 

relationship between the kindergarten/first graders and 

their fifth grade penpals was another significant aspect of 
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the study. The young children in the study not only had a 

real person to write to over the period of time--but 

developed a growing comfort with the penpals that was 

evidenced by the interactional nature of the texts and the 

sense of anticipation when penpal letters were received and 

responded to. There were a great many personal and specific 

references available within the texts which attested to the 

powerful personalization of writing to someone you care 

about. The kindergarten/first graders referred to shared 

experiences, favorite foods, sporting events and anticipated 

activities with their fifth grade penpals. Again, the major 

variables affecting the relationship of these young writers 

with their fifth grade penpals were face-to-face experiences 

and the consistent and frequent letter writing contact over 

the school year. 

Degree of Invitation. The degree of invitation was 

important to the tenor of penpal writing in that it offered 

the students a choice for time and place for writing. This 

allowed for those children who were eager to write a chance 

to do so at the moment they were in the mood. This was 

especially true for most kids by the Time Period III after 

they had received the latest batch of penpal letters. The 

students wanted to write back to their writing partners 

immediately. It was easy for me to take advantage of this 

built in motivation for writing. The elements of tenor that 
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proved important to authenticity and penpal letter writing 

are: 

1. Face to face contact with the penpal to build a 

strong relationship. 

2. Degree of invitation with choice of when and where 

to write. 

What Features of Written Text of Penpal Letters 

Determine Authenticity and in What Ways? 

The textual features of penpal letters that influenced 

penpal letterwriting will be discussed within the following 

framework: 

1. Prior Receptive Experiences of the Writer Being 

Read To In and Out of the School Setting; 

2. Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with 

Print In and Out of the School setting; 

3. Prior Receptive Experience of the writer with 

Letterwriting In and Out of the School Setting; 

4. Prior Generative Experience of the Writer with 

Letterwriting In and Out of the School Setting; 

5. Readability of the Penpal Letters; 

6. Language Used by the Writer In School and at Home 

Related to Penpal Letterwriting; 

7. Textual Features of Penpal Letters. 

-------... 
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Prior Receptive Experiences of the writer Being Read to 

In and Out of the School Experience. Perhaps the most 

important variable in this study was the degree of print 

experience students had with being read to outside of 

school. The experience was important for information about 

the world as well as how the print system works. Those 

students with the most print experience outside of school 

developed understandings of the pragmatics of letterwriting 

and were producing texts reflecting knowledge of print 

conventions sooner than less print experienced children 

regardless of socio-economic level or age. 

Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with Print 

In School and Out of School Setting. The level of 

experience with written language varied for children in 

homes and in school settings. Those children with 

experiences in writing outside of school and in school were 

also children who were read to in the home. Children with 

fewer generative writing experiences made slower growth in 

their knowledge of print functions and use of print 

conventions. But even these children developed toward 

convention. 

Prior Receptive Experiences of the writer with 

Letterwriting In and Out of the School Setting. All the 

children in this study were reported as having some level of 

experience with letters in the home. All children who came 
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from a classroom experience before this kindergarten/first 

combination had some degree of letter/note experience at 

school as well. Children reflected this experience in their 

use of a greeting or question such as "How are you?" All 

children were able to reflect the additional experiences 

with penpal letter writing as they moved closer to the 

conventions of penpal letters by the end of the school year. 

Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with 

Letterwriting In and out of the school setting. Generative 

experience with letterwriting provided support for the more 

print aware students to become more consistent in 

conventions of print and utilize the interactive language 

function of letterwriting. Those without such experiences 

developed these conventions as a result of penpal writing in 

class. 

Readability of PenDal Letters. All children's penpal 

letters became more readable over time. There was greater 

variation with less print aware students from Time Periods I 

and II. By Time Period III only the two least print aware 

students in the class had not begun to utilize an 

interactive text for penpal letters. They both were writing 

personal and informational texts, however which included 

things they liked to do and places they went. 

Language Used for PenDal Letters. Whether the child 

used English or Spanish was not an issue for this group of 

------. 
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students. Each dominant Spanish speaking kindergarten/first 

grader wrote to a proficient spanish speaking fifth grader. 

This particular group of students contained Spanish dominant 

children who were less print aware than their English 

dominant counterparts with the exception being IG*. The 

variable that set apart IG* from his spanish speaking peers 

was the level of print awareness. As a sibling of a child 

who had spent two years in my whole language classroom his 

parents had begun to read to him often and encouraged 

writing opportunities in the home. He used English 

conventionally. The other Spanish speaking students used 

Spanish conventionally. LC* was another child who risked 

writing in English. He made great progress in English 

conventions. 

Textual Features of Pennal Letters. All the students 

in the study were using the print convention of 

directionality (Top to Bottom/Left to Right) successfully 

from the first Time Period. The conventions of 

Capitalization, Punctuation, Letter Formation, Spacing, and 

Sound/Letter Correspondence varied according to level of 

print awareness with all students reflecting growth in the 

refinement of use. Letter Formation became standardized by 

most students (with the exception of AM*). Punctuation was 

the least consistently used of the conventions followed by 

capitalization. All students provided evidence of movement 
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toward conventional Letter/Sound Correspondence in penpal 

letterwriting with the exception of AM* and kg*. Both of 

these less print aware students remained at the letter 

string level throughout the three Time Periods. 

Classroom Recommendations for Penpal Letterwriting. 

Letter writing is a writing activity that takes place in 

home settings. All children have some experience with mail 

and a penpal is a special audience with whom a relationship 

builds through a written conversation over time. The 

results of this study suggest the following recommendations 

for utilizing penpal letterwriting as a classroom strategy 

for young children: 

1. Cross age grouping. 

Older students provide a strong role model for 

younger children. The younger students benefit 

from the experiences with older students. The 

older students demonstrate how writing meets a 

writer's needs and provide writing models that are 

syntactically and semantically more developed than 

the writing of young children. They become strong 

writing models for young children to pattern their 

writing after. Older students build self-esteem 

as they become important in the eyes of their 

younger penpals. 
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2. Face to face contact. 

Penpals should meet face to face as soon as 

possible to provide younger children with a well 

defined sense of their audience. This allows the 

student to focus on a specific audience with whom 

they will want to share communication over time. 

Relationships are established in a social context. 

The experiences provide a shared remembrance for 

writing. If face to face experiences are not 

possible then photographs and personal 

descriptions need to be provided. 

3. Frequent contact. 

As penpals meet together and write frequently, 

the younger children especially are able to 

sustain a personal sense of audience over time 

which allows for a stronger relationship to be 

built. such experiences also provide real events 

to write about. This developing relationship with 

a particular audience plays a significant role in 

the authenticity of penpal letter writing. 

4. Immediate response. 

Penpal writing should be encouraged immediately 

after receiving letters. The students should not 

have to wait to do the activity in formally 

planned groupings because some of the spontaneity 
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will be lost and the students' attention may be 

distracted over time. There is great impetus to 

respond to a letter as soon as it is received. 

The invitations for penpal letterwriting should 

provide for many options in terms of time and 

place for writing. 

5. Parent education. 

Parents should be encouraged to provide many 

reading and letterwriting opportunities for 

children at home. There can be discussions with 

parents on how to support letter writing at parent 

meetings and individual conferences. Relatives 

can be encouraged to write letters to children. 

Children can be given junk mail and encouraged to 

write letters to send for information. 

6. Provide demonstrations. 

The adults in the classroom need to do a great 

deal of talking around the penpal letters. Group 

letters of various types (invitations, regrets, 

thank you, etc.) can be composed by the students 

and scribed by the teacher and sent to the 

principal and classroom visitors. Teachers can 

share the letters they receive from other 

teachers, administrators, publishers, and parents. 
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7. Resources. 

There needs to be a great deal of print resources 

available everywhere in the classroom. The songs, 

poems, brainstormed lists and signs developed with 

the students provide them with shared experiences. 

Authenticity in Writing Signs, Labels and captions 

Field 

What Elements of a Classroom Influence Authenticity In 

the Writing of Signs, Labels and Captions and How? 

Signs, labels and captions are perhaps the most 

authentic writing that can be utilized in the early 

childhood classroom. All children are experienced in 

utilizing signs and labels and are interested in their use. 

The classroom elements important to authenticity in the 

writing of signs, labels and captions are organized as 

follows: 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location 

of the Writer; 

2. The Availability of Resources: 

3. The Predictable Activity structure; 

4. The Prior Classroom Experiences of the writers. 

Signs, labels and captions were created within a 

variety of contexts: 

1. Personal Artifacts Brought From Home 

2. Constructions with Toys 

--- ---_ .. _. 



3. Displays of Children's Work 

4. Written Language Accompanying Role Play 

5. storage Areas Marked 

6. Announcing Events 

7. Bulletin Boards and Display Areas 

8. Art Work Identified 

The summary will integrate the discussions of the 

specific contexts for sign, label and caption writing. 
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The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location of 

the writer During Sign, Label and caption writing. signs, 

labels and captions surrounded the children outside of 

school. I wanted to take advantage of their experiences in 

the classroom. The arrangement of the classroom provided a 

variety of display areas for children's two and three 

dimensional creative artwork and other constructions. This 

continual celebration of children's creations set a tone of 

community and support for risktaking that is important for 

learning to take place. Space to display is often at a 

premium. In this classroom there was a constant negotiation 

for display area. 

The environment also provided access to the literacy 

materials needed for signmaking. Students in this study 

tended to write signs, labels and captions adjacent to where 

they were to be displayed or adjacent to where the writing 

materials were stored. Much of the sign, label and caption 



-, .". 

288 

writing was self-selected and as such required some problem 

solving on the part of the young author concerning where to 

find a place to write in the busy classroom. Self-selection 

also meant that students were able to choose the use of 

writing utensils. 

The classroom layout also provided for individual 

spaces to be transformed for the role play needs of children 

to simulate real life activities outside of school. The 

simulations utilized the making of signs, labels and 

captions as needed. Students created specific signs and 

labels for specific purposes and within the limitations of 

available materials. 

The Availability of Resources to the writer During 

Sign. Label and caption Writing. As previously stated it 

was important to sign, label and caption writing to have 

well stocked supplies at hand for the writers' use. Easy 

access to print resources was always provided. The 

classroom was designed to offer a variety of print models 

and it was important for the writers in this study to have 

print resources nearby, for these were the print resource 

used first by students. Students were very deliberate about 

the resources they would seek out. Adjacent resources that 

would meet their needs were utilized before students would 

leave their writing to seek out other sources. 
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Predictable Activity structures for Writing signs. 

Labels and captions. Signs, labels and captions were 

written throughout the school day. Students also would 

often make signs for items during before and after school 

time of the extended day. Signs and labels were always 

written in contexts that related to the purposes of the 

writer and the nature of the information to be shared. The 

high degree of invitation involved in writing signs, labels 

and captions allowed for students to have many opportunities 

for writing or dictating their signs. 

Prior Classroom Experiences With Signs. Labels and 

captions. Students were surrounded by signs, labels and 

captions in the classroom environment from the first day in 

the classroom. signs, labels and captions were utilized as 

a continuous part of the curriculum in the various contexts. 

signs, labels and captions were utilized by the teacher to 

model their use and real purposes to writers as sources of 

information and as print resources. Signs, labels and 

captions stood out as the genre of writing students had most 

receptive and generative experiences within the classroom. 

Tenor 

How Do the Social Relationships within a Classroom 

Influence Authenticity in Writing Signs, Labels and 

captions? 



The social context of situation for writing signs, 

labels and captions is summarized through the following 

categories: 

1. Specificity of Audience; 

2. Intentionality and Sharing; 

3. Relationship of the Writer with the Audience; 

4. Degree of Invitation. 
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specificity of Audience for signs. Labels and captions. 

Signs, labels and captions were written for specific 

audiences: Self; teacher/aide; individual; group and 

general. Many of the signs, labels and captions were 

generated by children with the Informational or Regulatory 

function in mind. Labeling creations or identifying items 

with names of students was the most frequently utilized 

labeling activity. Sign writing was generally self

initiated and self-selected. The signs, labels and captions 

generated were a major component of the environmental print 

in the classroom. The texts of signs, labels and captions 

reflect a general understanding of the audience and the 

function those texts served for the writers. 

Intentionality and Sharing of Signs. Labels and 

Captions. The predictable activity structure for writing 

signs, labels and captions allowed for natural sharing of 

texts with a classroom adult or knowledgeable peer to insure 

a readable message. Texts were shared when deemed necessary 
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by the writer to insure readability or it was set in a 

public place by the writer if it was deemed readable. 

students were able to self-monitor sign, label and caption 

writing because of the natural and self-initiated nature of 

the experience. students exhibited great ownership in 

displaying their work or sharing information. 

Relationship of the writer with the Audience. The 

classroom community was the general "public" for the 

majority of signs, labels and captions written in the 

classroom. The closeness of the community and the 

supportive emotional environment was responsible for the 

risktaking choices involved in publicly displaying writing 

of this genre. The functions of signs, labels and captions 

to inform or regulate others was reflected naturally in all 

the written texts. 

Degree of Invitation for Writing Signs and Labels. 

There was an exceptionally high degree of invitation for 

writing signs, labels and captions. The self-initiation of 

this writing and the self-selection of the texts was 

evidence of the need for choice. The classroom environment 

utilized this genre of writing as an integral part of the 

environment. 

Mode 

What Feature of written Text of Signs, Labels and 

Captions Determined Authenticity and in What Ways? 
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The shared social meaning of signs, labels and captions 

will be summarized through the textual features framework: 

1. Prior Receptive Experiences of the writer Being 

Read to In and out of the School Setting; 

2. Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with 

Print In and Out of the School setting; 

3. Prior Receptive Experiences of the writer with 

Signs and Labels In and Out of the School Setting; 

4. Prior Generative Experiences of the writer With 

Signs and Labels In and Out of the School Setting; 

5. Readability of Signs and Labels; 

6. Language Used by the Writer in school and at Home 

in Relation to Signs and Labels; 

7. Textual Features of Signs and Labels. 

Prior Receptive Experiences Of the writer Being Read to 

In and out of the School setting. The degree of experience 

being read to outside of the school setting had the biggest 

impact on the amount of writing in general and the reflected 

understanding writing of functions in general. It was the 

specific case with sign and label writing that students with 

most print experience did tend to write more signs and 

labels than their less print aware classmates. But the 

important discovery was that all the students, despite level 

of print experience had some degree of understanding of the 



function of signs, labels and captions reflected in their 

texts. 

293 

Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with Print 

In and Out of the School Setting. Students with HIGH 

generative experiences with print in the home were also 

those students who were read to most often. The children 

with this home experience wrote more conventional signs, 

labels and captions than other children. Although the 

number of signs, labels and captions produced varied by 

experience the written function of sign, labels and captions 

were understood by all students. 

Prior Receptive Experience of the Writer with Signs and 

Labels In and Out of the School Setting. All students in 

this study were found to have had receptive experience with 

signs, labels and captions in their experiences outside of 

school. Their environment was filled with signs and labels 

for hundreds of purposes. This rich receptive experience 

with signs and labels was unique to this genre under study. 

It relates to the overall findings that signs, labels and 

captions had a shared meaning for all students in the study. 

Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with Signs. 

Labels and captions In and out of the School setting. The 

more print experienced students with In School experiences 

with signs, labels and captions tended to have the most 

generative experiences. In other words, those students who 
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were encouraged to write signs and labels in their school 

settings were found to write more signs than their 

classmates print experience notwithstanding. All students 

had shared understanding of the functions of signs, labels 

and captions but those students who had school experience in 

generating signs and labels were the students who tended to 

risk the most signwriting for this study. 

Readability for signs. Labels and captions. The sign 

and label texts were different in length than the other 

texts under study. The function of signs and labels do not 

require much connected text. The syntax of signs, labels 

and captions reflected the fact that the availability of a 

physical context is necessary for the signs, labels and 

captions to be readable. Although the interrater 

reliability was lower for signs, labels and captions than 

for penpal letters and for journal writing, signs, labels 

and captions were easily comprehended within the classroom 

context. Again this speaks to the power of context for the 

establishment of reading and writing in the classroom. 

Language Used by the writer In School and at Home 

Related to signs. Labels and Captions. Despite the language 

spoken in the home, signs and labels were written almost 

exclusively in English. The least print experience spanish 

dominant students produced the least amount of signs, labels 

and captions in this study but what they wrote tended to be 

-------.-
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in English. The level of receptive experience with signs, 

labels and captions were HIGH for all students but the 

overwhelming amount of environmental print in and out of the 

school situation was in an English. This would place a 

dominant Spanish speaker at a disadvantage. But at the same 

time it shows that the children knew signs, labels and 

captions should be in English. They were responding to and 

reflecting the world around them. 

Textual Features of Signs. Labels and captions. The 

print conventions for sign and label writing by the children 

reflected the textual nature of signs and labels in the 

literate world. All signs and labels had left to right 

orientation. 

There seemed to be more capitals used in signwriting 

than the other genres of texts. When capitals were not 

conventional, it became obvious that the children were 

copying signs from print sources in the classroom context. 

The names of other students were often the words that 

reflected most conventional use for most students. Names 

were powerful portions of texts and were utilized often in 

signs and labels. 

Classroom Recommendations for Writing Signs. Labels and 

captions. Results of this study indicate the following 

recommendations for utilizing signs, Labels and captions as 

a classroom strategy: 
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1. Surround students with a variety of signs. labels 

and captions 

The degree of receptive experience with signs, 

labels and captions and the general understanding 

of their function as writing make this genre 

perhaps the most useful for an instructional 

focus. Signs, labels and captions should be 

integrated into the classroom curriculum whenever 

possible for real purposes. 

2. utilize signs. labels and captions instructionally 

The classroom adults should utilize signs and 

labels instructionally when demonstrating the 

writing process components of revising or editing 

with children. The texts are short and students 

have a shared understanding of the function so 

editing toward conventions can be done within the 

context of a meaningful piece of print that needs 

to be shared publicly. 

3. Provide a variety of signs. labels and captions 

for many purposes 

The curriculum should be designed in such a way as 

to promote and encourage signs and labels in the 

greatest variety of contexts as possible. 

Students need to create signs and labels for many 

different reasons. Students need to be surrounded 
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by meaningful and functional signs in their 

environment which can be utilized as print 

resources. signs for storing materials, sharing 

artwork and constructions, special events, 

schedules and planned events can all be utilized 

easily in a classroom curriculum. There needs to 

be a great deal of importance placed on the 

display of student work. The importance placed on 

providing pride of ownership within the classroom 

with students is reflected by the time, space and 

interaction of the classroom adults. 

4. Choice and self selection 

The making of signs, labels and captions needs to 

have a high degree of invitation. This activity 

should never be utilized or planned as a formal 

out of context instructional activity. The 

strength of signs, labels and captions as an 

instructional tool is within the pragmatics of the 

need to communicate. sign, label and caption 

writing should always be imbedded in a meaningful 

experience with the focus being on the expression 

of communication and the meaning gained from the 

experience not on the mechanics of the writing. 

---------



Field 

298 

5. Parent education 

Parents and caregivers need to be educated as to 

the importance of interacting with signs and 

labels in the environment for literacy growth. 

Parents could be encouraged to make books of 

special signs their children recognize or sharing 

environmental print examples in parent meetings 

are important activities. 

Authenticity in Journal Writing 

What Elements of a Classroom Influence Authenticity in 

Journal Writing and How? 

Journal writing was found to be the least authentic 

writing activity for students. There were no journal models 

outside the classroom and students demonstrated their 

confusion as to their function. 

The classroom elements which are categorized for 

summarizing the field of journal writing include: 

1. The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location 

of the writer; 

2. The Availability of Resources to the writer; 

3. The Predictable Activity structure; 

4. The Prior Classroom Experience of the Writer. 

The Physical Arrangement of the Classroom/Location of 

the writer During Journal Writing. The physical arrangement 
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of the classroom allowed for journal writing to take place 

in a variety of places. Journal writing was an individual 

writing activity that generally was accomplished in social 

group settings in a variety of time slots during the day. 

Much of the table space in the classroom was utilized for 

small group work for center activities. When journals were 

being written during morning work periods, the corners of 

tables were utilized as needed by those students intent on 

writing in their journals as soon as other assigned tasks 

were completed. When journals were chosen during the 

sustained Silent Reading and Writing period and when 

preplanned by students as a group activity during morning 

choice time, students would arrange to meet at a given empty 

table or with lapboards on the floor in the meeting area. 

The availability of space, particularly group space, 

was important to journal writing in this study. Children 

tended to enjoy their time together in groups when they were 

journal writing. There was a supportive and cooperative 

feeling tone when students were writing journals together. 

The Availability of Resources to the writer During 

Journal writing. Students were very deliberate in their use 

of print resources in journal writing. There were specific 

resources sought out by writers that would meet the unique 

needs of journal writing. The writers would access those 

resources in closest proximity first, followed by other 
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resources as needed. The resources utilized were those that 

tended to have prior significance for the writer as a shared 

print experience. These resources took the form of 

brainstormed thematic charts of facts or brainstormed word 

lists developed for use during content area units f center 

chart information, nametags of classmates, and other signs 

and labels in the classroom. Students utilized real 

resources for the texts they chose to write. 

The Predictable Activity structure for Journal writing. 

Journals were assigned as daily writing. There was some 

choice of when and where to write and what to write about, 

but it was a requirement to write each day. Some of the 

students seemed to rush through the assigned journal 

experience to get to their self-selected choice activities 

tended to affect the length of journal texts. 

After writing in their journals each day, students were 

required to share their journal entry with a classroom 

adult. The adult would then respond to the meaning of the 

student text with a written response that would be bubbled 

in with the point of the bubble pointed toward the adult 

respondent's initials. 

Although the function I thought journal writing would 

serve would be interactive in nature, the texts often 

reflected other functions of writing such as a made up story 

or copied book title. 
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It seemed that the children did not see the audience as 

interactive. This audience was a contrived one for the 

writer in response to the writer's requirement to provide a 

text to communicate. This contrivance inherent in the 

journal writing structure was summed up best by a student. 

"Why am I writing to you if you're standing right there?" 

The Prior Classroom Experience of the writer With 

Journal Writing. The classroom journal writing experience 

was impacted by the returning first graders who had spent 

the previous year with a similar journal writing format in 

the classroom. This experience seemed to be the most useful 

for those students who used journals as a vehicle for 

dialogue with the classroom adults. The predictability of 

the structure allowed for some stUdents to avoid journal 

writing over periods of time. This impacted the amount of 

generative experience with the genre. The inauthentic 

nature of journal writing allowed students to avoid the 

activity. 

Tenor 

How do the Social Relationships Within a Classroom 

Influence Authenticity in Journal writing? 

The role relationships in journal writing will be 

discussed in the following categories: 

1. Specificity of Audience for Journal Writing; 

2. Intentionality and Sharing of Journal Entries; 

-------



3. Relationship of the Writer with the Audience; 

4. Degree of Invitation for Journal Writing; 

Specificity of Audience for Journal Entries. The 
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specificity of audience was problematic to journal writing. 

Patterns emerged that would indicate that most children had 

specific preferences for the adult audience for their 

entries. But because every entry had to be shared and the 

adults were responsible for a multitude of concurrent 

activities, the writers would often need to wait or be 

redirected to another audience. If the young writer 

intended to have a true dialogue with a specific audience 

and became aware that the particular person they had in mind 

couldn't be available, this may have impacted the writing. 

Intentionality and Sharing of Journal Entries. As 

previously mentioned all journal entries were required 

writing and required to be shared with an adult audience. 

One of the interesting findings of the study was that under 

these circumstances when children utilized an adult as a 

resource to aid in the writing, it was usually the other 

adult than the intended audience. This would indicate that 

students understood the social context of dialogue journals 

even if the journals didn't reflect a sense of the 

lIappropriate ll text as a dialogue journal entry. The 

parameters for journal writing tended to limit writing 

choices for the students. The teacher expectation was that 
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the child should share written information daily whether it 

was purposeful for the child or not. 

The adult responses to journal entries upon reflection 

are abrupt and narrow in variety. Teachers may need to 

reflect on the authenticity of responding to 20 or more 

journal entries in rapid succession. The pattern of 

audience response over time could affect the writer's texts. 

Relationship of the Writer with the Audience. The 

relationship with the audience was important to journal 

writing as was indicated by student preferences for the 

adult response. When the audience was limited to only the 

teacher and aide who were both responsible for shaping a 

warm and encouraging, risktaking environment for young 

children, the young writers in this study had individual 

preferences. Even when the students began to use peers for 

journal responses, individuals would still have specific 

preferences for who they would dialogue with. Children 

needed to write to their audience of choice for journals. 

Degree of Invitation for Journal writing. There was 

only a small degree of invitation established for journal 

writing. students were limited in audience choice, required 

to write even if they had no purpose and did not always 

understand the function journal writing served other than 

being assigned by the teacher. This affected the length of 

text especially for those writers who preferred to 
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participate in planned choice activities rather than writing 

a journal entry. There was some choice as to when to write 

in journals. This allowed for the possibility for groups of 

journal writers to form. These informal and everchanging 

self-selected groupings formed out of necessity to fit the 

room environment when table areas were being utilized. 

For journal writing to be authentic, the students 

needed to have a clear purpose, a chosen audience and desire 

to write. 

Mode 

What Features of Journal Entries Determine Authenticity 

and in What Ways? 

The textual features of journal entries are discussed 

within the following categories: 

1. Prior Receptive Experiences of the Writer Being 

Read to In School and Out of School Setting; 

2. Prior Generative Experiences of the Writer with 

Print In and Out of the School Setting; 

3. Prior Receptive Experiences of the Writer with 

Journals In and Out of the School Setting; 

4. Prior Generative Experience with Journal Writing 

In and out of the School setting; 

5. Readability of Journal Entries; 
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6. Language Used by the writer in School and at Home 

Related to Journal Writing; 

7. Textual Features of Journal Entries. 

Prior Receptive Experiences of the writer Being Read to 

In School and Out of School Setting. The degree of 

experience with being read to was a definite variable in the 

student's progress over the three Time Periods for text 

readability and for consistent use of the conventions of 

print. As with other genres those students read to most 

outside of school became more proficient with the genre and 

earlier than their less print experienced peers. 

Prior Generative Experiences of the writer with Print 

In and Out of the School Settings. As with being read to in 

the home, those students who were encouraged to write 

outside of school tended to move toward conventional use of 

the genre. 

Prior Receptive Experience of the writer with Journal 

writing In School and Out of School Settings. There were no 

students in the study reported to have had outside of school 

experiences with journal writing. This is important to the 

authenticity of journal writing. If students have no 

experience outside of school then journal writing may become 

another school writing assignment. 

Prior Generative Experience of the Writer with Journal 

writing In School and Out of School Settings. The only 
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students with school experience in journal writing were the 

students enrolled in the class the previous year. Journal 

writing was the only genre given instructional priority and 

required of the children each day. In addition, journal 

entries had to be shared with. an adult. This form of 

writing occurred least in the receptive or generative 

background experiences of the children. I believe this 

accounts for the wide variety of functions reflected in the 

texts and the inability of all the children to sustain 

journal writing as a dialogue •. 

Readability of Journal Entries. Journal texts were 

almost always shared with a classroom adult for a response. 

The pragmatics of the sharing however required students to 

wait sometimes or be sent to another adult for sharing. 

When students were required to wait it increased the chances 

for the original oral text to change before it could be 

shared and this impacted readability. The students would 

not be able to remember what their written text was supposed 

to say. 

Language Used for Journal Writing. The Spanish 

dominant classroom students in this study wrote to the 

Spanish dominant aide in spanish and to their English 

dominant teacher in English. If the intended audience for 

the spanish speaking writers was the classroom aide and 

circumstances required them to switch, then the oral text 
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was delivered in English although the written text may have 

been Spanish. 

Textual Features of Journal Entries. Textual features 

of directionality, capitalization, punctuation, letter 

formation, spacing and sound/letter correspondence 

progressed steadily toward conventionality and parallel with 

penpal letterwriting. 

Classroom Recommendations for Journal writing. The 

results of the study indicate the following recommendations 

for utilizing journals as a classroom strategy for young 

children: 

1. utilize many writing opportunities for young 

students other than dialogue journals. 

Don't require journals for young children-

particularly kindergartners--but do encourage 

daily writing in a variety of genres that is self

selected and student initiated. The writing can 

be collected in a writing folder but will be more 

powerful when the writer can see the text in 

connection with the response of the audience. 

Children have little or no receptive experience 

with the genre of journal writing outside of 

school. Students understand "dialogue" as an oral 

language mode rather than a written one. When the 

adult decides on the audience and predetermines 
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the genre (dialogue journals) the students are 

evaluated according to the adult expectations for 

the nature of the texts. 

2. Expand concept of journal to other functions 

If journals are incorporated in a kindergarten or 

first grade it would be helpful to explore the 

range of possibilities for types of journals 

(learning logs, diaries, content journals). This 

expands the function of the journal to becoming a 

record of experie~pes to share with others. This 

will focus the students on a recognizable function 

of written language to record information. 

otherwise the students spend time trying to write 

a text to meet the expectation of the assignment 

and to please the adult in power. 

3. Provide choice of what to write. when to write and 

with whom to share the journal entries 

If journals are incorporated into the curriculum 

there should be an increase in the degree of 

invitation to empower the students whether or not 

the journal writing should take place and how it 

should happen. Teachers should consider providing 

consistent and authentic receptive experiences 

before and during the early experiences. Such 

experiences might include keeping a class journal 
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in a "big book" format which could be written by 

the teacher each day with help from the children. 

Authenticity and the Whole Language Classroom 

In addition to answering the major questions posed for 

this study, this final chapter will address other major 

issues raised in the previous three chapters. 

1. Hypothesis for Future study 

2. Authenticity and Bilingual Issues 

3. Authenticity and its Impact on Teacher Research 

4. Definition for Authenticity 

5. criteria to Establish Authenticity 

Hypothesis for Future study 

This study has raised many issues that will need to be 

explored for a deeper understanding of authenticity. 

1. How do the environmental elements of space, time 

and resources support the writer to create text 

naturally'? 

2. How is authenticity affected by other letter 

formats (i.e., invitations, thank you's, etc.)? 

3. What are the differences among signs, labels and 

captions that impact authenticity? 

4. How does the authenticity of the journal writing 

of older kids relate to younger children's journal 

writing? 
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5. Can any activity become authentic if the children 

buy into the assignment? 

Authenticity and Bilingual Issues 

An important finding of this study was that children 

will choose the language mode that allows communication with 

their audience. spanish dominant children wrote in Spanish 

to their Spanish speaking audiences and in English to their 

English speaking audiences. This deliberate choice of 

language is important to authenticity in bilingual 

classrooms. 

There are several bilingual curricular models that 

limit Spanish speaking students in audience through tracking 

by language or contrive language as a weekly mode (spanish 

only for one week, English only for the next). This 

contrivance is unnatural and does not allow for natural use 

of Spanish and English as the context of situation would 

dictate naturally. 

Authenticity and Its Impact on Teacher Researchers 

The recommendations of this study have major 

implications for supporting teachers as teacher/researchers. 

They are the most qualified evaluators of the purposes and 

meaning making of their children and as such must be 

empowered to make instructional decisions that affect their 

classrooms. 
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The concepts of teacher autonomy and accountability are 

impacted by the study. Teachers must be the primary 

decision makers to organize an environment and facilitate 

experiences that support children in wanting and needing to 

write to real audiences for real purposes. 

Definition for Authenticity 

In Chapter 1 of this study I defined authenticity as 

"The degree to which the physical, social and emotional 

environment supports a writer in creating purposeful text 

for a specific audience." As a result of this study I would 

revise this definition to reflect the purpose of the 

individual child as the overarching element. A simple 

definition may not be helpful and can easily be 

overgeneralized. As such the important subtleties of this 

complex concept might be overlooked. At present I believe 

authenticity is reflected in the individual's choice to 

create and share meaningful and purposeful text for a self

selected audience. 

criteria for Establishing Authenticity 

The classroom teacher is the most important judge of 

authenticity. The classroom teacher as teacher/researcher 

is an accepted member of the classroom community and is in 

the best position to make the observations as kidwatcher to 

ask the questions: 



1. Does the writer have an internal function for 

writing? 

2. Does the natural environment of the writer 

(outside of school) reflect the genre? 
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3. Does the writer have the power to select audience 

time and place for writing? 

The original overarching research question of this 

study was stated as: "What are the elements of the writing 

process and written texts of kindergarten/first grade 

students in a whole language classroom that constitute 

authenticity?' 

As I analyzed and organized the data it became 

increasingly clear that authenticity is controlled by the 

writer in the purposes that guide the creation of a written 

(or oral) text. Those from the outside can observe the 

writer in the decisions that are made and generally make a 

judgment about the authenticity of the observed behavior or 

text. In summary I will frame the criteria for judging 

authenticity in the form of questions a teacher can ask. 

The first and overriding criterion for establishing 

authenticity in school writing: Does the writer have 

internal purpose for the writing? 

The second criterion would be: Would this writing take 

place naturally outside of a classroom? 
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The third question would be framed: What degree of 

invitation does the writer have in when, where and how the 

writing takes place? 

The fourth question would be: Are there sufficient 

resources available for writers to have their message 

understood? 
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