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ABSTRACT 

Sarah's literacy from ages 2-5 is documented through this longitudinal 

interpretative case study. The researcher, Sarah's mother, employed 

ethnographic techniques and methodologies of data analysis and data 

collection, including interviews, writing samples, audiotapes, observations, 

and field notes, to accomplish the research goals and purposes. 

The initial research goals were twofold: (a) to observe and describe 

Sarah's literacy in natural settings, particularly at home, beginning formally 

at age 2; and (b) to analyze, understand, and explain her literacy learning 

process. The model of literacy learning presented, the generative learning 

cycle, is grounded and rooted in both the data and the theory and research 

of others, notable Ken Goodman, Yetta Goodman, and Kathy Short. 

The data demonstrate that Sarah's learning is continuous and not 

hierarchically ordered as developmental stages propose. While the qualities 

of her literacy artifacts, or products, change, the quality of her thinking, 

strategies, and learning process do not. She perceives, questions, and 

invents sophisticated solutions to her inquiries concerning literacy, 

continually utilizing all she knows to outgrow herself and learn what she 

does not know. 



PROLOGUE 

Aunt Elaine and Sarah are discussing the fact that in a few 
months Sarah will be five years old and attend kindergarten in 
the fall, something Sarah is eagerly anticipating. Aunt Elaine 
asks Sarah, "What are you going to do in kindergarten? Are 
you going to learn how to read?" Sarah politely but curtly and 
without hesitation replies, "I already know how to readl" 

Since preschool age Sarah has considered herself literate. 
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She has actively demonstrated her reading and writing abilities from the time 

she was physically able to hold a book and manipulate a pencil. Her intense 

desire to be a reader and writer grows out of her participation in a highly 

literate environment where literacy is always valued and is a central part of 

her life. 

Born in Taipei, Taiwan, Sarah came to the United States at six months 

of age to join her new family: her father (a professional fine artist), her 

mother (a graduatec;tudent and teacher), and her older brother Matthew 

(then three years old). Since that time she daily sees her father and me 

research and write on topics related to our professions, read newspapers, 

books, and magazines, and write notes, lists, and letters. She listens 

attentively as we read to her and her older brother Matthew (now 8 years 

old). And she watches and listens to Matthew read books and magazines, 
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do his homework, read the Bible story in our family devotions, draw, tyP6 on 

the computer, and write letters and stories. 

At home Sarah has easy access to innumerable children's books as 

well as paper, pencils, paint, markers, crayons, scissors, and construction 

paper. Daily she chooses activities such as reading to herself or others, 

drawing, clipping coupons, and writing thank you notes, birthday cards, 

stories, lists, or valentines. She receives three magazine subscriptions in her 

name and begs for the opportunity to type on the computer. Her 

experiences with literacy also extend outside our home to church, Sunday 

School, preschool, the grocery store, and the environmental print she 

encounters in the community, for example. Anything Sarah reads or writes 

is highly praised, unconditionally accepted, and strongly encouraged by her 

family. It is in this sociocultural environment that Sarah is learning literacy 

and on the basis of these experiences that she saw herself as a successful 

reader and writer at age four, readily telling Aunt Elaine and others she is 

already literate. 

Those believing literacy is a functional construction of meaning in a 

social context agree with Sarah's statement. They acknowledge her 

growing understanding and natural purposeful everyday interweaving of 

reading and writing throughout the fabric and texture of her life to 

communicate and negotiate meaning as evidence of her literacy. 
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Others, however, strongly disagree with Sarah. For them, being 

literate means the interfacing of skills, a reader/writer, and a text to meet 

conventional standards: children are reading only when they actually decode 

words and writing only when they form letters and spell correctly. In order 

to achieve these conventions, their learning process and the quality of their 

thinking changes and evolves to that of an adult. Sarah's writing marks and 

reading enactments are "cute" and "normal," but only the first step in a 

series of stages she must progress through before she is literate. 

The purpose of this research is to describe and analyze Sarah's 

literacy from ages 2-5. The findings sharply challenge and reject the stage

oriented perspective of this learning. The examination of Sarah's reading 

and writing illuminate both the how of her learning and the sophisticated 

systematic decisions she continuously makes as a reader and writer. While 

the qualities, or characteristics, of her literacy artifacts change in her 

learning as she gains experience, the quality of her thinking and strategies 

does not. She continually uses and draws on her accumulating knowledge 

and understandings to learn what she does not know. 

My Learning 

As this research demonstrates, learning is a continuous process 

throughout life for all of us, including myself as mother and researcher. 

When this study began, my purpose was to examine and understand Sarah's 



reading and writing. So, as I collected data I focused on her reading 

enactments and writing samples and the context supporting them. 

However, through what I learned from Sarah and from my readings and 

discussions with others since the inception of the study, I realize my initial 

beliefs and understandings were naive and limited; thus, they have now 

changed. 
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Daily we communicate meaning through a variety of sign systems. In 

addition to reading the newspaper or recipes and writing notes and lists, for 

example, we, listen to music, balance the checkbook, sing in church, doodle, 

discuss or evaluate logos or paintings, or count the minutes or hours 

someone is late, all of which involve oral language at some point and usually 

some form of reading and/or writing. Young children do not grow up in a 

bubble oblivious to the richness of these other forms of meaning or how we 

naturally integrate and weave them together to support and deepen our 

understandings and provide us different perspectives on our knowing. 

Children too simultaneously depend on these alternate sign systems to 

"mean," discussing stories, playing school, asking questions about features 

in their environment, drawing pictures to enhance the stories or greeting 

cards they create, counting spoons to set the table, or following the words 

on the TV screen while singing, naturally integrating different sign systems 

to enhance their meanings, and support their understandings of the how of 

reading and writing. 
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I no longer believe it is enough to simply say children learn to read by 

reading, write by writing, read by writing or write by reading. While those 

statements are very true, in and of themselves they oversimplify and 

underestimate the process; they strip and ignore critical interwoven aspects 

of the context we take for granted. As a result such statements sound like 

reading and writing are decontextualized, isolated events, leaving oral 

language, drawing, illustrations, play, music, and life in general to being 

"understood" and "of course." As a result in many classrooms children sit 

with their book and journal to read and write, without the full support of the 

art, oral language, music, dramatic play, and dance, for example, they would 

otherwise utilize to enhance and empower their literacy. Jean Anne Clyde 

(1994) learned this from Douglas, a first grader. 

Trapped by the linear demands of oral and written language, 
[Douglas] had few strategies for organizing his thinking in ways 
that enabled him to communicate effectively with others .... 
The more global nature of art provided a more compatible 
format for Douglas's ideas. His move to art stabilized and gave 
shape to his thoughts while freeing him from the sequential 
demands of language. (p. 28) 

Maybe it's time we recognize and highlight the significance of these other 

sign systems, celebrating their uniqueness, diversity, and role in literacy for 

individual children. I seriously doubt learning to read/write by 

reading/writing could occur without them. 

So, while not part of the original intent of the research and thus not a 

strong part of the data, I will weave the data I do have on Sarah's meaning 



22 

in sign systems other than language into the discussion, demonstrating she 

integrates learning "how to mean" in al/ sign systems simultaneously and 

uses what she knows in one to enhance her understandings in another. The 

primary focus here, however, is on reading and writing. Literacy in this 

research is defined as reading and writing because that was the original 

intent and focus of the data collection. However, I no longer believe literacy 

is restricted to communicating through written language alone. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SARAH'S LITERACY: A CASE STUDY 

This longitudinal interpretive case study documents Sarah's literacy 

from ages 2-5. The researcher, Sarah's mother, employed ethnographic 

techniques and methodologies of data analysis and data collection, 

including interviews, writing samples, audiotapes, observations, and field 

notes, to accomplish the research goals and purposes. 

The initial research goals were twofold: (a) to observe and describe 

Sarah's literacy in natural settings, particularly at home, beginning formally 

at age 2; and (b) to analyze, understand, and explain her literacy learning 

process. The model of literacy learning presented is grounded and rooted 

in both the data and the theory and research of others, notably Yetta and 

Ken Goodman (1990) and Kathy Short (1994). Thus, in addition to the 

initial goals, this research informs, broadens, and enlightens our knowledge 

of literacy learning by revealing the process of one child for consideration 

of that process in other children. 

Case Study Design 

A case study design allows the researcher to examine and explain a 

phenomenon as it occurs in its natural setting, thus providing "an in-depth 
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understanding of the situation and its meaning for those involved" 

(Merriam, 1988, p. xii). It is deemed appropriate when "the interest is in 

process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in 

discovery rather than confirmation" (Merriam, 1988, p. xii) and when "the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident" (Yin, 

1984, p. 23). 

Authentic literacy by nature exists only for real meaningful purposes 

in social contexts; and, the learning process itself functions wholly only in 

individuals (Bissex, 1980). Thus, a case study is the best means of getting 

"a full picture of [Sarah] learning 'how to mean'--... building up ... a 

resource for meaning: a meaning potential" (Halliday, 1979-1980, p. 10), 

as well as experiencing "the unmeasurable efforts of will, the frustrations 

and triumphs of learning" (Bissex, 1980, p. 135). 

Research designs and methodologies are generally selected based on 

the research questions, yet intrinsic to and permeating any design and 

methodology are theories of language, learning, and knowing impacting, 

even determining, what the researcher is likely to see and learn (Harste, 

1992). The strength of a case study such as this lies in providing insight 

into the how and why particulars for a specific case within a specific 

context, rather than offering generic laws (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). 

As JUdith Schickedanz (1990), a parent-researcher studying her son's 
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literacy, states, "Perhaps it's only when we take a long look ... that we truly 

can see the magnitude of what a child's mind has been up to" (p. xiii). 

The Impact of This Study 

This parent-researcher case study focused on early literacy is by no 

means the first of its kind. It is preceded by notable others such as Glenda 

Bissex (1980), Marcia Baghban (1984), Bonnie Lass (1982, 1983)' and 

Judith Schickedanz (1990). Because of their relationship and proximity to 

the child, the documentation of literacy through the inherent "enlightened 

subjectivity" (Bissex, 1980, p. vi) of a parent, especially one 

knowledgeable about literacy processes, offers depth of insight and 

understanding no other researcher studying these same children can 

replicate. While the details of this study are particular to Sarah, together 

with the increasing number of similar studies it provides insight into the 

challenges and processes of all children (Bissex, 1980; Dyson, 1989). 

Influences on the Data 

The effects of the investigator on a study are always a point of 

consideration in any research. In many ways being Sarah's mother 

counteracts influences of the researcher's presence on the data; no one is 

in a better position to observe, interact, and understand her literacy 

learning. Because Sarah has always known and experienced nothing other 



26 

than genuine interest, support, and encouragement in any and all of he: 

literacy endeavors, any effects of my presence, questioning, observing, or 

collecting writing samples, for example, on her natural behaviors are very 

minimal. Other research (Y. Goodman & Altwerger, 1981; Harste, 

Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Taylor, 1983) substantiates that children living 

in a rich literate environment learn to read and write naturally. With or 

without this research, Sarah's family relationships and literate home 

environment, and thus literacy learning, would not be very different. If 

anything, this research acts only as a "catalyst" (Frankenberg, 1982, 

p. 51) to her literacy learning already taking place. 

Data Collection 

Multiple methods of data collection provide the evidence for this 

study. These include observations, participant observations, interviews, 

audiotapes and transcriptions, and writing samples. Kidwatching (Y. 

Goodman, 1985b), noting the oral and written evidence illuminating her 

knowledge of written language, was pivotal to assuring the data is full, 

complete, and trustworthy and to critiquing, informing, and enlightening my 

own understandings about the how of her literacy learning. While not 

always easy and impossible in totality, I tried to remain "anthropologically 

strange" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 8) and keep "some social and 
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intellectual distance" (p. 102), maintaining my objectivity while capitalizing 

on my relationship with Sarah (Baghban, 1984). 

Observations took place when I remained at a distance and watched 

Sarah reading or writing. Usually in these instances she was alone, 

drawing/writing or reading aloud to herself, but occasionally she and her 

older brother Matthew were together. I wrote field notes to capture the 

"social processes and their contexts ... in their integrity" (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1983, p. 145) and interrupted her only when and if appropriate. 

Many times these observations were or became participant 

observations where I was reading or writing to or with her, yet remaining 

sufficiently detached to observe. Depending on when or if it was 

appropriate in the situation, I wrote field notes either during or after the 

literacy event. 

Interviews were always informal conversations specifically related to 

Sarah's reading or writing. Their purpose was to discover and learn 

Sarah's thoughts, intentions, and reasonings, to "enter [her] world, to 

understand [her] perspective," thus adding an "inner perspective to [her] 

outward behavior" (Patton, 1987, p. 109). Rather than examine artifacts 

of her literacy to infer and speculate on her process, the interview 

conversations provided insights to her thinking and decision making during 

the process, to seeing reading and writing through her eyes. 
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Two aspects of these interviews were critical to their success. One 

was the questions asked. Questions were always gently probing and open

ended, such as "How did you know that?" or "What made you think of 

that7" or "Why did you read/write that?" referring to what she just said, 

read, or wrote. I took great care not to formally "teach" anything or 

provide information, and never corrected her. While I occasionally 

answered her specific direct questions, if I erred it was definitely in side

stepping these and encouraging her to think and act on her own. 

The second critical aspect of the interviews was my listening to 

Sarah. I consciously worked at setting aside as much as possible my 

personal biases, interpretations, and preconceptions to truly hear and 

understand her and her thinking. Follow-up questions were thus based on 

and in response to her, flowing from the context and not predetermined. 

On several occasions I audio taped Sarah reading a favorite familiar 

book aloud. Transcriptions of her readings were typed with and next to the 

corresponding published text to facilitate analysis of the transcripts. 

Writing samples were collected continually throughout the study to 

document Sarah's hypotheses about written language. When I was 

present during or just after she completed writing, I asked her to read it to 

me and then dated and wrote her translation of her text. However, it was 

not uncommon to find her writing lying around the house; literacy was so 

integral and natural to her life that she rarely sought me out specifically to 
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share her writing. The first two years when I queried her about these 

found samples, she usually could not remember what she wrote. Towards 

the end of the data collection, often I was able to read her writing myself 

or read enough to spark her memory. 

To account for times I was not home, I instructed my husband Ray 

on how to collect writing samples, interview Sarah, and take field notes. 

There were some occasions when he utilized this knowledge, gathering and 

providing me with data I would have otherwise missed. 

The utilization of these mUltiple data sources allows for triangulation 

by systematically comparing different kinds of data, eliminating the 

possibility of method-dependent findings (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). 

The core of the data in this study is in the participant observations, 

interviews, and writing samples. Perceptions, concepts, and themes 

emerging from these data sources were checked by indicators in other data 

to provide depth and confidence in both the analysis and the conclusions 

drawn (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). 

Data collection for this study ended the day and hour Sarah began 

kindergarten to eliminate the need to account for the influence of formal 

schooling on her literacy. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis was an ongoing process, simultaneous with data 

collection. From the beginning of the study, whenever Sarah read or wrote 

anything, my question to myself was, "What must she know, believe, or 

hypothesize to read/write that?" always drawing on her reading/writing and 

her comments and responses to my interview questions for corroboration. 

My answers, inferences and interpretation were then compared to other 

literacy research with young children to see if it was supported or 

contradicted by it and how/why. 

More formal intensive analysis in the third year of the study entailed 

reading and inductively analyzing the content of the data. The data was 

organized chronologically. Periods of time in which she seemed to 

experience some form of literacy "block," when she was afraid and 

unwilling to read or write, emerged as initial natural frames to begin 

analysis by examining the data between these times. This intense analysis 

revealed a convergence of overriding conceptual regularities in her thinking 

within these natural boundaries, with a clear divergence between them. 

The general theme of these conceptual regularities became the cycles in 

the theory. 

Throughout data collection and analysis the research and theory 

were shared with colleagues and tested against new data and other 

research to authenticate and substantiate its validity. Sarah herself 
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remained my foremost and prime "informant" and "self-correcting strategy" 

(Harste et aJ., 1984, p. xix) in the study for "interrogating" my values, 

beliefs, and assumptions (Harste, 1993b) about language learning. The 

strength and value of this study and its emerging theory of literacy learning 

lie in the window it opens into the mind of one young child learning 

literacy, expanding, deepening, and enhancing previous research and 

knowledge into the how of this learning. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SARAH'S LITERACY LEARNING PROCESS: 

WHAT IT IS NOT AND WHAT IT IS 

What Sarah's Literacy Learning Is Not: 

In Developmental Stages 

Developmental stages are stepping-stones delineating the learning 

sequence some believe children pass through on the road to being literate 

and controlling the reading and writing conventions of our society. These 

stages represent a map, including approximate ages, and "describe markers 

along the way as if there is a route to be traveled and achievements that 

can be checked off" (Clay, 1991 b, p. 267). By following this map parents 

and teachers can measure how a child is progressing and observe the 

changes that mark each stage. 

In her book Stages of Reading Development Jeanne Chall (1983) 

describes the stages she contends all readers progress through in learning 

to read. The stages are arranged and organized to show a hierarchical 

progression with qualitative differences in the characteristics exhibited by 

the learner in each stage. Each successive stage is marked by how the 

child or adult is able to read language that is 



... more complex, less frequently encountered, more 
technical, and more abstract, and by changes in how reading 
is viewed and used. The reader's response to the text also 
becomes more general, more inferential, more critical, and 
more constructive with successive stages. (p. 12) 
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Chall (1983) also maintains the reading process of a beginning reader 

differs from that of a more proficient reader. 

Those who prefer the hierarchical view of learning would 
teach that knowledge and acquiring it are different at different 
points, helping students see that up to a certain point they are 
doing fine but that at a later point, they must move on, using 
different strategy and approach .... The developmental view 
tells the reader in essence that reading is one thing at one 
time, and another thing at another. (p. 54) 

To sample the flavor of Chall's (1983) view of reading development 

and the processes involved, Table 2.1 displays the first three of Chall's six 

stages, which span the reader's age from six months to adulthood. 

Chall would not consider Sarah a reader. Rather, by this scheme 

Sarah is in "Stage 0." It is only when a child begins to decode words and 

is aware of what she can't read, a deficit view, that she is really reading. 

"Indeed, the first accommodation to the 'real' reading of Stage 1 is 

knowing that one doesn't know a word--an increase of no response in oral 

reading of connected text" (Chall, 1983, pp. 43-44), 

Emergent Literacy 

Other people's concepts of stages of development are less obvious 

than Chall's and avoid making an artificial separation between reading and 
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Table 2.1 

Three of Chall's Six Slage~ of Reading Develogm§nl 

Stage Gradel Reading Major Qualitative How These Are 
Age Process Characteristics Acquired 

Stage 0: Pre- Top- child "pretends" to being read to by 
Pre- school, Down read, names letters someone who 
reading or ages 6 of the alphabet, responds and 
"pseudo" months recognizes signs, appreciates the 
reading to 6 prints own name, child's interest; 

years plays with books, being provided 
paper, pencils with books, 

paper, pencils 

Stage 1: Grade 1 Bottom- child learns letter- direct instruction 
Initial & begin. Up sound and printed- in phonics, 
Reading Grade 2 spoken word practicing, reading 
and (ages 6 relations; reads simple stories, 
Decoding & 7) simple texts with being read to at a 

high freq. & level above 
phonically regular independent 
words; so'unds out reading level 
new one-syllable 
wds. 

Stage 2: Grades 2 Bottom- child reads simple direct instruction 
Confir- &3 Up to familiar stories with in advan. decod. 
mation & (ages 7 Top- increasing fluency skills, wide 
Fluency & 8) . Down by consolidating reading with 

basic decoding instruct. and 
elements, sight independently to 
vocab., and promote fluent 
meaning context rdg.; being read to 

at a level above 
indep. rdg. level 
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writing. Emergent literacy is a relatively new term, popularized by 

researchers such as Don Holdaway, Marie Clay, Bill Teale, and Elizabeth 

Sulzby. The term is meant to voice opposition to the beliefs of researchers 

like Chall and to ascribe importance, legitimacy, and centrality to children's 

conceptual and behavioral constructions as they enjoy and are immersed in 

making meaning in various social contexts, prior to actually focusing on 

print (Holdaway, 1984; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). 

First, 'emergent' connotes development rather than stasis; it 
signifies something in the process of becoming ... the first years 
of the child's life represent a period when legitimate reading 
and writing development are taking place. These behaviors 
and knowledges are not 'pre-' anything, as the term 'preread
ing' suggests. Nor is it accurate to regard this as stage 0 
(zero) in literacy development as Chall (1983) proposes ... it 
is not reasonable to point to 'a' time in a child's life when 
literacy begins. Rather, at whatever point we look, we see 
children 'in the process of becoming' literate, as the term 
'emergent' indicates .... Throughout children's early literacy 
experiences, many of the motives, functions, and uses 
associated with writing and reading and the psycholinguistic 
processes employed in writing and reading are identical to 
those of adults and other literate persons. (Teale & Sulzby, 
1986, pp. xix-xx) 

Many descriptions of emergent literacy subtly distinguish between 

two stages: not literate and literate, with societal conventions as the 

standard marking the difference. Emergent literacy is "seen in not-yet-

conventional behaviors" (Sulzby & Teale, 1991, p. 728) and "the reading 

and writing behaviors of young children that precede and develop into 



conventional literacy. By behaviors, I mean both the external behaviors 

and the underlying concepts that the behaviors signify." (Sulzby, 1990, 

p.85). 
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Despite their opposition to "invariant, hierarchically ordered stages" 

(Sulzby, 1990, p. 85), these proponents of emergent literacy nevertheless 

overtly or covertly acknowledge hierarchical and/or qualitative differences 

in a child's thinking between being not literate and literate, similar to Chall. 

This distinction is expressed in various ways: "Developmental perspectives 

recognize children's thinking as being qualitatively different from, yet 

growing toward, adult modes and therefore attempt to provide instruction 

in accordance with a child's developing knowledges" (Teale & Sulzby, 

1986, p. xiv); "children's ideas are qualitatively different from those of 

literate adults, and they change over time in qualitative ways" (Sulzby, 

1990, p. 85); children go from being a "nonreader to a beginning reader" 

(Clay, 1991 a, p. 19); "Children do become literate (whereas they had not 

always been literate)" (Teale, 1987, p. 47); and, "children's primitive 

emerging ideas about reading and writing" (Clay, 1991 b, p. 271). 

Don Holdaway to some extent acknowledges in his emergent literacy 

framework that reading and not reading are indeed distinct stages. In The 

Foundations of Literacy Holdaway (1979) delineated five stages of literacy 

development, ranging from emergent reading, described with words such 

as writing-like or 'reads,' to advanced early reading, described as true 



reading. Five years later in Stability and Change in Literacy Learning 

Holdaway (1984) compressed his five stages into two: emergent literacy 

(kindergarten or grade 1) and early reading and writing (grade 1 or 2). In 

early reading 

... It is expected that attention to visual detail will become 
meticulous and that this attention to graphic features 
conjoined with phonics (attention to graphophonic cues) will 
lead to accurate word recognition and real reading will then 
begin. (p. 44) 

So, although proponents of emergent literacy recognize "young 

children's reading and writing conceptions and behaviors as legitimate 

aspects of the ontogeny of literacy" and advocate not looking merely at 

"conventional manifestations of reading or writing ... [and] examining 

literacy [only] from adult perspectives but also from the children's 
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viewpoints" (Teale, 1987, p. 46), they do not believe this behavior is true 

literacy because it is not conventional reading and writing. As Nigel Hall 

(1987, p. 9) aptly states, "However, this rather begs the question of what 

can be described as 'conventional' reading and writing." 

A Child's Perspective 

Developmental stages, whether overt or subtle, are not 

representative of a child's perspective on literacy learning; they are purely 

an adult construct, an attempt to create "simplistic notions about complex 

behaviors" (Taylor, 1989, p. 186) by abstracting aspects of literacy from 
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their true contexts. Based on a "myth [that] has grown out of the 

reductionist research" (Taylor, 1989, p. 192) and on speculations from 

studying artifacts of literacy, thus confusing literacy with conventional 

correctness and process with product (Harste et aI., 1984), stages simplify, 

minimize, and grossly underestimate children's process and thinking in the 

literacy decisions they make. Stages do not reflect "the state or 

development of a child's brain" (Smith, 1988, p. 106). "The fact that a 

child can be transformed from prereader to beginning reader overnight 

through placement in a different classroom or with a different group 

indicates that we are dealing with administrative matters, not mental 

states" (Smith, 1988, p. 104). 

Focusing on the child and the child's perspective eliminates the 

possibility of the existence of stages. Children view learning as a constant 

and continuous process of active meaningful participation, not sporadic and 

in sequenced stages. In regard to literacy, immersed in "the naturally 

occurring dialectical structures that constitute purposeful literacy activities" 

(Taylor, 1989, p. 192), children actively and authentically read and write, 

constructing meaningful texts. While the qualities, or characteristics, of 

their literacy artifacts, or products, change over time, the quality of their 

thinking, decision making, and strategies does not. At all times they use 

what they know to learn what they do not know, just as we all do. The 



intuitive knowledge of learning they demonstrate involves no stages, not 

even very subtle ones. 

Emergent reading assumes the process used by proficient 
language users to be psycholinguistically different from the 
process young children engage in .... We have no evidence 
that children's psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic strategies 
are qualitatively different from the kinds of decisions which 
more experienced language users make ... the process 
children engage in is not a pseudo form of the 'real' process; it 
~ that process. (Harste et aI., 1984, pp. 69-70) 
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Children's learning process does not change; rather, as they are immersed 

in rich literacy experiences they only refine their understandings of the how 

of literacy. 

What Sarah's Literacy Learning Is: 

The Natural Learning Process 

So, if direct instruction and progressing through a series of 

developmental stages are not representative of learning, how do children 

learn? From birth young children learn to listen and speak. Michael 

Halliday's (1975) resea,rch documents children "learn how to mean" in 

learning oral language. Being immersed in an environment in which there 

are. systematic links between the language expressed and various aspects 

of the situation, children observe and participate almost immediately, 

generating language in functional ways to meet their personal and social 

needs. But how do children do this? What does the process look like? 
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This learning process, I contend, is cyclical, quite unlike hierarchical 

developmental stages, and is the same for all ages, whether infants, 

children, or adults. Life experience is its foundation, meaningful 

participation in the community is the learner's motivation, and what I call 

the generative learning cycle is the learner's process. 

The generative learning cycle, a model based on the inquiry cycle 

(Short, 1994) and the invention-convention process (V. Goodman & K. 

Goodman, 1990), functions as the learner continually wanders through her 

thinking, wonders about curiosities, and generates questions for which she 

researches/invents personal solutions over and over again (See Figure 2.1). 

The aspects of the generative learning cycle will be explained in the 

discussion that follows. 

This model emerged from my analysis of Sarah's reading and writing, 

sitting by and conversing with her about literacy, and trying to understand 

her thinking. In order to use this learning cycle to frame our discussion of 

Sarah's literacy, I will first explain its various components. Because the 

generative learning cycle is inherently multi-dimensional and cyclical, 

examining it in two-dimensional space will inevitably produce gross 

distortions. As we study it, it is important to remember (a) many cycles 

are always occurring simultaneously; and (b) at any point in any cycle the 

stream of thought and meaning is not locked into moving in one direction 

but can move backwards or forwards, in and out. 
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Figure 2.1. The Generative Learning Cycle. 

The Foundation: Life Experience 

Experience is a "given" in life. From the time we are born until the 

time we die, our lives are saturated with myriads of experiences in which 

we "mean" with various sign systems, such as language, math, drama, 

music, movement, and dance, in different combinations. Some experiences 

are educative and positive, pushing us into other experiences leading to our 



growth; others are mis-educative and detrimental to our growth (Dewey, 

1938). 
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Experiences provide not only opportunities to learn (Dewey, 1938) 

but facilitate or accelerate our learning (Pia get, 1970). They present the 

"data" we draw on to expand our vision, perspective, and understanding of 

the world. Experiences are not simply physical happenings or events, 

though; they are the creative thinking and hypothesizing, the "What if ... " 

and "I wonder ... " the brain does in making sense and understanding 

(Smith, 1985a). "The word experience comes from the same root as 

experiment; it is more than something that happens, it is a test. The brain 

learns the wayan artist learns, not by accumulating facts, but by exploring 

possibilities, by testing its own creations" (Smith, 1985a, p. 203). From 

our experiences grow knowledge (Piaget, 1970). Our reasoning and 

thinking are more dependent on what we learn in our experiences than our 

cognitive ability (Harste et al., 1984) because of the background 

information and support experiences provide. Thus, limited capabilities are 

best solved not by isolated drills but by rich comprehensible experiences 

saturating us in familiarity with the specific content (Smith, 1988). 

We are never the same after any experience. Whether the experience 

involves social interaction or inner-actions, both the object and subject are 

transformed, the object in physical and/or conceptual transformation and 

the subject in widening or modifying the schema (Ferreiro, 1985). In other 
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words, transactions occurring between us and the language, math, music, 

people, books, computers, toys, and events, for example, in our 

environment forever change us and broaden our vision. 

Different situations succeed one another. But because of the 
principle of continuity something is carried over from the 
earlier to the later ones. As an individual passes from one 
situation to another, his world, his environment, expands or 
contracts. He does not find himself living in another world but 
in a different part or aspect of one and the same world. What 
he has learned in the way of knowledge and skill in one 
situation becomes an instrument of understanding and dealing 
effectively with the situations which follow. The process goes 
on as long as life and learning continue. (Dewey, 1938, p. 44) 

As our experiences expand and intertwine, new knowledge builds on 

existing knowledge and we continually understand more (Duckworth, 

1987). Past and present experiences and their resulting knowledge, 

provide the means of understanding future experiences. Each experience 

lives on in the next, either setting up preferences or causing aversions; 

each provides more learning to draw on in making sense of our current 

experiences. Through our mounting experiences, knowledge, and 

understandings, the sum of what we know across communication systems, 

our meaning potential (Harste et aI., 1984), also increases. 

The process of experiencing, learning, and being transformed 

through these experiences is the same for all of us regardless of our ages. 

What varies is the amount and variety of experiences, and thus knowledge, 

we each have at a given time. It is similar to reading a narrative. We don't 
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understand much after reading the first sentence, but through transacting 

with the text, using our background knowledge and understandings as we 

read, each paragraph and each page take on increasing meaning for us. 

For Brian Cambourne (1988), in his Model of Literacy Learning, 

experiences provide our immersion in the environment and offer 

demonstrations of literacy by others we trust. These demonstrations are 

essential to our learning because through them we see the need and 

purpose for literacy in our lives and make the decision to engage in the 

demonstrations ourselves. 

The Motivation: Sociocultural 

As humans sharing a culture holding a very definite social 

orientation, we are motivated to interact with others and make sense of 

our surroundings. Thus, language learning is first and foremost social 

(Halliday, 1975; Vygotsky, 1978)' for communication is crucial to our 

existence. Only through communicating can we share who we are with 

others as well as learn more about them, our culture, ourselves, and our 

world. While language is our primary source of communication (Halliday, 

1975), it is not the only one. Through other sign systems, such as art, 

music, drama, dance, and math, we also "mean" and share meanings in 

our communities. 
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Rather than being static our cultural environment is forever changing, 

expanding, and growing. To continue in it as active communicative 

participants, we too necessarily change and grow by learning, that is, by 

knowing, exploring, and understanding our environment (K. Goodman, 

Smith, Meredith, & Y. Goodman, 1987) through our experiences. This 

learning is continuous, natural, and synonymous with comprehending 

(Smith, 1982b). 

The Process: The Generative Learning Cycle 

The generative learning cycle incorporates the inquiry cycle (Short, 

1994) and the invention-convention process (Y. Goodman & K. Goodman, 

1990) to describe the life-long intuitive learning process we all utilize to 

understand and create meaning in our world. 

Kathy Short and Carolyn Burke (Short & Armstrong, 1993) coined 

the term "inquiry cycle" to represent a framework for planning inquiry 

experiences with children in a classroom setting (See Figure 2.2). The 

inquiry cycle draws on both the authoring cycle (Harste, Short, with Burke, 

1988) and Dewey's (1938) use of scientific method as a learning cycle of 

formulating ideas or hypotheses, testing them out, observing the results, 

and reflecting on and organizing these for future use. The arrows moving 

in both directions indicate there is a continual flow back and forth in the 

inquiry process rather than a sequence or hierarchy. 
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Figure 2.2. The Inquiry Cycle (Short, 1994). 

46 

In more general terms the inquiry cycle describes all our learning and 

meaning making. Throughout life in our experiences we continuously 

encounter curiosities that either do not fit into our conceptualizations of the 

world or about which we want more information and knowledge. These 
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curiosities cause disequilibrium (Piaget, 1970) and raise anomalies (Peirce, 

1966) and, because we need meaning and order in our lives, they set and 

keep our inquiry cycles in motion. 

Inquiry begins when learners are immersed in exploring their 
world and encounter an anomaly .... When they come across 
something which they cannot explain based on their current 
understandings, they can either ignore that anomaly or ask a 
question and search to find an explanation. If learners attend 
to the anomaly, they take the stance of the inquirer, searching 
to find and test out the connections that will allow them to 
understand and to raise new questions. (Short & Armstrong, 
1993, p. 184) 

Our questions do not arise from a social vacuum but rather from gaps we 

want to fill in our understandings and knowledge from previous 

experiences. Sometimes they begin as a focus and through our 

"wandering to get to [our) wonderings" (Hubbard & Power, 1993, p. 3) a 

more specific question or curiosity emerges. 

Once the curiosities begin to itch, we need to scratch or answer 

them. Yetta and Ken Goodman (1990) posit the personal invention-social 

convention process as how we create those answers. Our inventions 

represent our best guesses, our theories, our meaningful interpretations, 

based on our current understandings of the world and how it works. They 

span all sign systems, such as dance, drama, music, written language, oral 

language, and art, interweaving them at times to enhance meaning. 

Because inventions are always within the context of and influenced by the 

sociocultural meanings and written conventions of the community, they 
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reflect and gradually move toward and take on these conventions. Societal 

conventions, however, are never totally stable but always, over time, in 

flux. Thus, the goal can never be to totally achieve or completely master 

societal conventions, but only to employ them to facilitate sharing and 

communicating our meanings. 

The creative force inside [children] causes them to invent 
language and to constantly expand its limits and use. Outside 
them, the community pushes its language back toward the 
center of shared language and shared meaning. If the creative 
forces were unchecked, the individual's language would not 
work for social communication. (K. Goodman, 1986, p. 22) 

Inventions, like the arts, celebrate imagination, multiple perspectives, 

and the importance of personal interpretation (Eisner, 1993) within the 

context of the community. They extend the learners meaning potential into 

everwidening areas. We use our inventions until they no longer work for 

us (Smith, 1982b); then, we refine and adjust them or abandon them 

altogether. 

Perceiving-Ideating-Presenting 

K. Goodman et al.'s (1987) perceiving-ideating-presenting cycle 

describes simply and clearly the intricate workings of the generative 

learning cycle. As we practice, live, do, and explore our environment 

through our experiences, we perceive environmental stimuli, real life data, 

to wonder about. 



Perceiving is that first contact through the eyes, ears, nose, or 
skin with an object or an event that people are drawn to or 
select from the vast complex that surrounds them at anyone 
time and place .... In a sense children stimulate the piece of 
the environment that attracts them at a certain moment; it 
comes into focus for them while someone standing by may 
not even see it. Something from their past experience reaches 
out and pulls in the object or the event for closer view and 
consideration. (K. Goodman et al., 1987, p. 99) 

Any of a number of factors influence the stimulus we choose to 

perceive: the amount of experience we have, the context, our interests, 
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our questions or disequilibriums, our purpose, or some salient feature of the 

stimulus capturing our attention, for example. As our experiences in some 

area increase, so does the likelihood of the specificity in our perceptions. 

Whereas in an initial experience our perceptions may be more broad and 

global, with similar increasing experiences our perceptions tend to become 

more refined, detailed, and precise because of our general and growing 

understandings. 

Our perceptions within our experiences set a learning cycle in motion 

and keep it moving, continually becoming our wonderings, creating 

curiosities, or posing questions that knaw at us for answers and deeper 

understandings. As soon as we begin talking or thinking about our 

perceivings, we are ideating. 

We must come to terms with what has been perceived. 
Language, affect (feelings), and cognitive energy come into 
playas the new 'percept' is brought into relation with previous 
ideational and affectual constructions built through past 
experience. Intellect and affect are stimulated by novelty and 



by the need to know just for the sake of knowing. (K. 
Goodman et aI., 1987, p. 102) 

In ideating, the perceivings we understand are adapted into our 
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conceptual framework. There is no need for any inquiry concerning them 

for as they are they cause no discomfort or disequilibrium. 

We need a way, however, to bring the curiosities or anomalies that 

throw us off balance into equilibrium. So, taking ownership and 

responsibility for our learning (Cambourne, 1988), we invent, drawing on 

our all the prior information and knowledge we have available from 

previous experiences to make our best possible guess or hypothesis as to 

how the curiosity works and fits into our conceptual framework and 

understandings. Frank Smith (1985a) refers to our "interpreted summary 

of all past experience ... that is the basis not only of our present 

understanding of the world but more importantly of our predictions of the 

future" (p. 199) as our theory of the world. 

There are inherent risks involved in inventing; inevitably we will at 

least be partially "wrong." However, only as we revise our "erroneous" 

ideas through increasing experience does our learning and understanding 

deepen (Piaget, 1973, p. 21). To not take risks is to not know the 

generative potentials language and learning hold (Harste et aI., 1984). 

Living "within existing rules and predictable patterns is not to grow. It is 

only under conditions in which all of the relationships are not known that 
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language users must scamper to outgrow their current selves. In this 

process they identify new patterns and relationships" (Harste et aI., 1984, 

p. 136). As we become more experienced and knowledgeable, we become 

more confident in our risk-taking (K. Goodman, in press). 

Having perceived, ideated, and invented our solution to the curiosity, 

we then test it out by presenting it for examination by others. Cambourne 

(1988) explains this as our practicing our approximations and receiving 

relevant responses. While this presenting often happens publicly as we 

interact with others, it can also occur privately in the mind of the learner. 

We then observe and reflect on the results, make revisions and try a new 

invention (sometimes involving the whole conceptual framework itself), 

over and over until we reach equilibrium. Sometimes our inventions 

strongly reflect societal conventions; sometimes they remain more personal 

such as in personal logos or ways of signing our names. Through the 

inevitable emergence of new curiosities or questions our learning continues. 

Ken Goodman (1993) describes this natural process and its essentialness 

and effectiveness in language and literacy learning: 

I see children constructing their understandings of the world 
and their own responses to it in the context of the culture 
they belong to. And I see them as actively inventing language 
as they need it, but doing so in the context of the language of 
their home and community .... The dynamic dialectic 
between personal invention and social convention is the 
dominant force in language and literacy development, as it is 
in all learning. (pp. 82-83) 
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The importance of invention in learning cannot be overstated. 

Creating meaning and making sense of our lives and world through using 

and integrating various communication systems are natural driving forces in 

life, essential to understanding. Eleanor Duckworth (1987) contends that 

when a child invents something for the first time, it is as powerful for her 

as when it was first invented. Even Pia get (1970), often cited for his 

developmental stages based on biological maturation, nevertheless 

recognized the crucial role of invention and experience also. 

It would therefore be a mistake to consider the succession of 
these stages as the result of an innate predetermination, 
because there is a continual construction of novelty during the 
whole sequence .... The problem we must solve, in order to 
explain cognitive development, is that of invention and not 
mere copying. And neither stimulus-response generalizations 
nor the introduction of transformational responses can explain 
novelty or invention. By contrast the concepts of assimilation 
and accommodation and of operational structures (which are 
created, not merely discovered, as a result of the subject's 
activities), are oriented toward this inventive construction 
which characterizes all living thought .... Remember also that 
each time one prematurely teaches a child something he could 
have discovered for himself, that child is kept from inventing it 
and consequently from understanding it completely [italics 
added]. (Piaget, 1970, pp. 712-715) 

Our inventions naturally span all sign systems; "all art is about 

making meaning" (Stephens, 1994, p. 37). Sometimes meanings are 

better expressed primarily in one sign system than another; other times 

different systems are used in concert to support the meaning. Rarely, 

though, are we in only one system: we sing while we draw, talk while we 
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write, count while we make music, dance while we play, imagine while we 

read. Thus, we invent "how to mean" in multiple sign systems 

simultaneously, thereby supporting or enhancing our learning and meanings 

in unique ways and extending our meaning potential into new arenas. 

Through transmediation, expressing our meanings in different sign systems 

as we moving from one form of knowing to another, our perspectives and 

understandings broaden and deepen (Clyde, 1994; Harste et al., 1984). 

The generative learning cycle is continually propelled by inquiries, 

sometimes by new ones growing out of the old, sometimes by once 

accepted incongruencies now creating dissonance. The learner always 

uses what she knows from her experiences to learn what she does not 

know, being transformed in the process. 

[Cognitive development] is characterized by continuous 
construction of interdependencies between previously 
uncoordinated systems and it leads to new totalities, the 
properties of which are not reducible to the properties of the 
uncoordinated systems. Piaget speaks of this as 
depassements, that is, a new synthesis, a 'going beyond.' It 
is also characterized by the coordination of affirmations with 
negations, by the relativization of concepts, by a spiral 
construction, by a continuous interaction between what is 
considered possible and what becomes necessary, by an 
endless process in which each new solution to a problem 
introduces new problems. (Ferreiro, 1985, p. 218) 

To Eleanor Duckworth (1987) the learner knows "enough of something in 

the first place to provide a basis for thinking of other things to do--of other 

questions to ask--that demand more complex connections in order to make 
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sense" (p. 14). Some perceivings and questions may reemerge once, 

twice, or even several times but they are never the same as in the previous 

encounter; through the learner's ideating and transformation of knowing 

each revisiting is bathed and saturated with new and deeper inquiring for 

meaning from increased experiences (Pierce & Gilles, 1993). Regardless of 

where the questions or curiosities come from, learning is always on the 

cutting edge of the known and the unknown, always in Vygotsky's (1978) 

"zone of proximal development." In each transformation the knower 

ideates and is empowered to see, perceive, and invent anew. It is a highly 

complex process with many cycles going on at one time, with no one set 

order or direction in any cycle. 

Conceptualizations 

As the generative learning cycle renews itself over and over learners 

construct concepts about everything in their environment, such as 

language, transportation, music, animals, art, and weight. With mounting 

experiences conceptualizations are altered, becoming more refined. New 

ones incorporate, rearrange, or even totally replace old. 

Concepts are never completed by any individual but are ever 
expanding and always being altered. As new, significant 
experience is incorporated into a person's symbolic structures, 
attributes are added and old ones are rearranged, some 
becoming prominent as others recede. Language, as the 
representation of attributes, is one of the chief elements in the 



conceptual structure; it is also the mechanism that holds the 
other attributes together. (K. Goodman et a!., 1987, p. 104) 
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Conceptualizations are interrelated and connected, not sequenced, isolated, 

and individual. They always grow, live, and breathe in the context of 

experiences. 

The Generative Learning Cycle in Oral Language Learning 

This whole learning process is very clear in a child learning oral 

language. Experiencing language functionally and purposefully in her 

community in numerous situations such as singing in church, listening to 

books, or playing, a child is curious about how the system works because 

she wants to participate, communicate, and make meaning also. Drawing 

on her knowledge and experiences she invents her own language to meet 

her personal and social needs and purposes, such as asking for a cookie, 

explaining her drawing, inventing songs, expressing disagreement at 

bedtime, counting, or inquiring where daddy went. As she presents her 

inventions she receives the responses she needs to continually reflect and 

revise her system. Gradually, over time, her personal language settles 

within the boundaries of the language around her. At the same time she 

continually builds and adjusts her concepts and understandings about 

different aspects of oral language. Her desire and ability to keep her 

personal creative inventions in equilibrium to share her meanings with 
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others allow her to monitor and correct her own learning as she becomes a 

participating member of her social community. Through all of this she is 

not just learning language, constructing the system as she interacts with 

others, but simultaneously learning about the nature and functions of 

language itself, and learning through language to construct her reality and 

build her picture of the world (Halliday, 1979-1980). 

The Uniqueness of the Generative Learning Cycle 

The complexity of this cyclical learning process is represented in 

Figure 2.1 which we looked at earlier. The model depicts how the learning 

process itself is identical for all learners, while specific perceivings and 

inquiries are idiosyncratic, depending on the experiences and contexts of 

the learner's transactions and learning with others over time in her 

environment. 

Every learner's social and personal history with making meaning, 

whether in reading and writing or another sign system, is different. Not 

only do their social participation and observations in their family, 

community, and various subcultures vary but also their personal responses 

to and activities with signing meaning (Y. Goodman, 1990; Y. Goodman, 

1992). Contexts of specific events, be it at home or in the community, for 

example, differ also, influencing the learners attitudes, understandings, and 

meanings (Y. Goodman, 1992). And, the time spent experiencing different 
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sign systems, both in particular contexts and over the course of life and 

experience, indicates to the learner the value and significance adults place 

on it and provides continuing varying opportunities for the child's 

experiences (Eisner, 1993; Y. Goodman, 1992). Thus multitudinous 

factors influence the mounting experience and knowledge the learner draws 

on in inventing and making meaning. 

The generative learning cycle, then, is quite different from the 

developmental stages for reading outlined earlier. It is not and cannot be 

depicted sequentially; learning is not a linear process of acquiring bits and 

pieces of information, of "adding new understandings" (Sulzby, 1990, p. 

85) or adding "new conceptions, new psycholinguistic processes that had 

not been there before" (Teale, 1987, p. 47), like ingredients in a recipe for 

literacy. Immersed in authentic literacy daily, children are continuously 

surrounded by the "data" and "skills" of reading and writing with the 

support of other sign systems. Rather than "adding" anything, because of 

their forever mounting experiences, they perceive finer and finer curiosities 

and continually invent more detailed hypotheses for how these work, 

refining and fine-tuning their knowledge, understandings, and 

conceptualizations. "Learning is not a matter merely of adding new 

information; it requires a period of reconstruction of existing ideas" 

(Barnes, 1993, p. 24) as experiences mount and expand. Through 

connecting aspects of their existing knowledge or linking knowledge from 
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past experiences to present demonstrations, children communicate through 

situation-based hypotheses based on "multidimensional intertextual 

connections among concepts and processes which [are] related in complex 

and nonhierarchical ways" (Rowe, 1987, p. 110). 

Thus, the generative learning cycle is a dynamic multi-dimensional 

moving process of inventing to make meaning by integrating various 

communication systems. Whereas stage is a noun, depicting a place 

children are or are not for a period of time, cycle is, metaphorically here, a 

verb (Watson, 1993, p. 3), with action and movement implicit. Meaning 

and understanding are not created once for always before advancing to the 

next stage but in moving cycles over time; learners continually revisit their 

understandings to fine-tune through experience the understandings and 

conceptualizations about the how of meaning. "Cycles of meanings are 

... the meanings and understandings that individuals ... create over time 

as they transact with one another" (Gilles, 1993, p. 206). 

One Learning Process 

The process in the generative learning cycle is very similar to the 

Goodman Model of the Reading Process (K. Goodman, in press), in which 

the reader samples, predicts, confirms or disconfirms, and self-corrects. 

Both the generative learning cycle and the reading process are focused on 

creating meaning, drawing on past experiences and all of the background 
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resources available. The learner perceives and invents; the reader samples 

and predicts. The learner presents and reflects; the reader 

confirms/disconfirms and reflects. The learner invents again if necessary; 

the reader self-corrects if necessary. The learner is constructing concepts; 

the reader is constructing meaning in a text. Both are cycles which are 

propelled on and on. Never are absolute societal conventions necessary or 

possible for the learner to invent and communicate meaning; never is 

accurate word recognition necessary or possible for the reader to construct 

meaning. Because all learning involves one process, in a very real sense, 

the learner is truly "reading the world" (Freire & Macedo, 1987) from 

infancy on with the same learning process we all naturally and intuitively 

utilize to make meaning throughout our lives. 

Sarah's Generative Learning Cycles 

With this background and understanding we now return to my 

daughter Sarah, ages 2-5, and examine her literacy through the framework 

of the generative learning cycle, including her questions and inventions. 

This framework is in no way meant to suggest her questions are "real" 

ones she is consciously asking or that literacy learning is this simple and 

clear cut. The cycles and questions summarize and represent what I 

believe she was thinking and reasoning, after observing her reading and 



writing, talking with her, and analyzing the data. These cycles and 

questions are: 

* "What are you doing with that written language?" in which 
she investigates the function and purpose of written language 
within the community in which she lives; 

* "How can I read and write?" in which she invents for herself 
how she can participate and mean in her community. 

* "How do we read and write?" in which she consciously 
works toward shared communication of her invented meanings 
with her community. 

The sequence of these questions and the organization of this 

dissertation is not meant to suggest these cycles are ordered. Rather, I 

believe they are all occurring at all times for all of us. We never "arrive" 

and "know it all." We never know all the functions of literacy. We are 

always inventing how to "mean," and we are always fine-tuning how we 
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share our meaning. Thus the cycles are always functioning simultaneously 

with some more in the foreground than others at different times, depending 

on our needs, purposes, and perceptions. As stated earlier, the two-

dimensional constraints of written language distort the discussion of the 

multidimensional complexity of this process. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 discuss 

Sarah's questions and generative learning cycles. 
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CHAPTER 3 

WHAT ARE YOU DOING WITH THAT WRITTEN LANGUAGE? 

Sarah's inquiry into written language and the function it serves in her 

community is invisible. Michael Halliday (1975) observed that a study of 

oral language beginning at the point a child says her first words begins too 

late, that the child is obviously learning how to mean long before that. 

Likewise with written language: Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) discovered 

that what is normally thought to be the first step in reading, i.e. composing 

words according to sound, is in actuality one of the last steps. So, at the 

time Sarah overtly begins reading signs, making marks on paper, singing 

from her invented music, and reading books, she has virtually already 

answered the question "What are you doing with that written language?" 

through her experiences. By exploring and attending to the literacy events 

in her environment she demonstrates that she understands fairly well the 

meaning-filled purposes and functions written language serves in her 

community. 

From birth there is no way Sarah could be ignorant of the print in her 

visible world (Hall, 1987). When she first perceived written language and 

the people in her environment interacting with it, she most assuredly began 

ideating and creating her own meaning and relationship with it. While I 

don't know Sarah's experiences in general and with written language 



specifically before her coming to the United States, I do know print was 

part of her life. Her immersion in print, while taking a different cultural 

form, continued and no doubt intensified from the day she arrived at six 

months of age to live with us. As we see in what follows, she not only 

generally experienced functional print itself in a rich literate environment 

but also more specifically witnessed different relationships between print 

and people, particularly situation dependent print (Smith, 1984) in the 

context of the environment around her and situation independent print 

(Smith, 1984) in connected discourse. 

Sarah's Rich Literate Environment 
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Immersion in print is necessary but not sufficient for Sarah to discern 

the meaning and intricate workings of written language. In the prologue 

we examined the environment in which Sarah now lives. We saw how her 

literacy experiences always include not only a reader/writer and text but 

are embedded in a social context, have a functional use (Szwed, 1988), 

and are interwoven with other mutually-supportive sign systems such as 

talk, play, music, art, movement, or math. 

Research on young children's literacy (Hall, 1985; Harste et aI., 

1984; Leichter, 1984; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) 

verifies that through experiencing print used with intent and purpose in the 

context of natural, everyday, socially significant literacy events, as we saw 
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earlier Sarah does, children infer "relationships between print and the 

actions of other participating representatives of the culture" (Harste et a!., 

1984, p. 143), and their "roots of literacy" (Y. Goodman, 1980) germinate 

and grow. As children transact with other symbol systems intrinsic to and 

interwoven with written language, their roots are watered and fed, their 

sense making and meaning construction empowered, and their 

understandings of the different representational forms of meaning enriched 

(Y. Goodman, 1992). Such is Sarah's experience. 

While the parents and home are a child's first and most important 

teachers (Baghban, 1984; Glazer & Burke, 1994; Taylor, 1983), the 

complex literacy configuration of every home is unique to the everyday life 

of each particular family (Taylor, 1982), thus creating an individual child's 

social and personal history of literacy. For Sarah, not only is she influenced 

by her parents' work-related (art and graduate studies) and everyday 

Iiteracies, but also by her older brother Matthew's. The time Matthew and 

Sarah spend together as models and sources of evaluation for one another 

impact and facilitate their learning (Glazer & Burke, 1994). Whether 

drawing, writing, singing, reading, or enmeshed in imaginative play, they 

are active and reactive in shaping literacy experiences for each other 

(Taylor, 1983). 

Socially learned ways of interpreting and using print emerge out of a 

cultural orientation towards literacy organizing a child's early experiences 
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with print in particular ways (Schieffelin & Cochran-Smith, 1984). For 

Sarah, literacy is a cultural activity intrinsic to her experiences (Taylor, 

1983), a cultural tool for social connection, self-expression, and individual 

and joint exploration (Dyson, 1989). Thus, through her participation and 

observation of her family and others routinely and effectively using print 

laced with other symbol systems in meaningful and functional ways to 

achieve particular goals, she is socialized to literacy. She knows what 

literacy is because she knows what literacy does (Halliday, 1975) and 

actively sorts out and invents rules while utilizing print to meet her own 

purposes (Schieffelin & Cochran-Smith, 1984). Sarah is not unique in this; 

research attests that all children do it (Harste et aI., 1984). Ferreiro and 

Teberosky (1982) state, 

The children we know are learners who actively try to 
understand the world around them, to answer questions the 
world poses ... they learn primarily through their own actions 
on external objects, and they construct their own categories 
of thought while organizing their world .... It is absurd to 
imagine that four or five year old children growing up in an 
urban environment that displays print everywhere (on toys, on 
billboards and road signs, on their clothes, on TV) do not 
develop any ideas about this cultural object until they find 
themselves sitting in front of a teacher. (p. 12) 

Children not only learn what literacy looks like but what it means and how 

and why it is used (Szwed, 1988), thus continually expanding their 

meaning potential. In this manner throughout life they are continually 
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exploring what people are doing as they transact and interact with print, 

thereby answering "What are you doing with that written language?" 

Environmental Print 

Through her experiences in everyday literacy events Sarah 

distinguishes between two specific forms of written language, each serving 

different personal and social functions. The first, environmental print, is 

embedded virtually everywhere, for example on signs, labels, and logos. 

The physical setting of this print provides Sarah with clues to the meaning 

(Smith, 1984). 

Environmental print provides encounters with written 
language. As a result of these encounters, young children 
learn words, as well as learning about how written language 
works. They learn that language is meaningful; it 
communicates a message. They learn that it is used by 
human beings for the fulfillment of many objectives. It 
provides a vast resource for looking at and thinking about 
written language. When knowledge of this resource is 
available side by side with the other types of knowledge being 
developed by young children (perhaps the "roots" proposed by 
Yetta Goodman), then the emergence of literacy is greatly 
facilitated. (Hall, 1987, p. 29) 

In our society, Sarah cannot escape environmental print. Integrated 

with the meanings conveyed through language, movement, and graphics, 

for example, her experiences in innumerable contexts with other literates 

empower her learning the functions and forms of print (Y. Goodman & 

Altwerger, 1981). 
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Children's Literature 

Connected discourse is another major form of written language in 

Sarah's life. She experiences it in newspapers, magazines, songs, the 

Bible, letters, and notes, for example. Children's literature is one form of 

connected discourse she gravitates to and especially enjoys. 

Whereas environmental print provides clues for meaning from the 

physical setting, literature does not. Through literature Sarah quickly learns 

that the language and meaning of a specific book remain the same 

regardless of where the book is located, or when it is read. She also learns 

that written language differs from spoken language (Smith, 1984). 

Sarah's fascination with books and her love for reading virtually 

began with her first encounter with literature. From a young age she 

begged to be, and was, read to regularly. Her love for literature resides not 

in any specific aspect of literacy learning but in the rich experience 

literature provides. 

The joys of adventure, the delight in the beauty of the world, 
the intensities of triumph and defeat, the self-questionings and 
self-realizations, the pangs of love and hate--indeed, as Henry 
James has said, 'all life, all feeling, all observation, all vision'-
these are the province of literature. Whatever the form-
poem, novel, drama, biography, essay--Iiterature makes 
comprehensible the myriad ways in which human beings meet 
the infinite possibilities that life offers. (Rosenblatt, 1983, 
p.6) 
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Through literature Sarah penetrates worlds she never imagines or even 

dreams exist (Bruner, 1984). She "lives through" experiences with others 

rather than merely gaining "knowledge about" them (Rosenblatt, 1983, 

p. 38); and, she learns language, factual content, and critiques her political 

and social world (Short & Armstrong, 1993). Literature is the reflective 

mirror and open window (Cox & Gaida, 1990) to understanding both her 

own and other cultures, supporting her in constructing and expanding her 

knowledge of the world (Lewis & Long, 1991). As life experiences change 

us and live on in future experiences, so literature has "the transforming 

power ... to take you out of yourself and return you to yourself--a changed 

self" (Huck, 1990, p. 4). 

This all may seem a bit eloquent and far-reaching, considering that 

while we read books such as Goodnight Moon (Brown, 1947), The Little 

Mouse, The Red Ripe Strawberry, and The Big Hungry Bear (Wood & 

Wood, 1984), and The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 1969), many of 

Sarah's favorite books as a baby and young toddler were board books, 

primarily on single concepts such as animals, Bert and Ernie's opposites, a 

day in the life of a baby, counting, or the alphabet. For her experience at 

the time, though, those books provided 

the human experience that literature presents ... [and allowed 
Sarah as the reader) ... to participate in another's vision--to reap 
knowledge of the world, to fathom the resources of the 
human spirit, to gain insights that will make his own life more 
comprehensible. (Rosenblatt, 1983, p. 7) 
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Sarah experiences and thus knows the richness literature holds. I 

believe it is only because of the captivating power and life in literature that 

she learns anything at all about literacy through literature. The "brain

enticing content" stimulates her "to perceive, to relate, and to remember" 

(Holdaway, 1984, pp. 15-16). Thus, her love of literature for literature's 

sake invites and opens the way for her to learn about literacy through it. 

That literature does indeed playa vital role in children's literacy 

learning is not contested. In addition to providing "some global sense of 

what reading is all about and what it feels like" (Bissex, 1980, p. 130), 

Snow and Ninio (1986) believe "picture book reading helps young children 

to internalize some basic skills and concepts important for true literacy" 

(po 121). It is well recognized that children who are read to and love books 

succeed much easier in school (Wells, 1986). 

The beneficial effects of reading to children are numerous. Being 

read to positively influences children's attitudes toward stories and books 

(Bissex, 1980; Cohn, 1984; Lass, 1982; White, 1984) and enhances their 

language, imagination, and visual development (Butler, 1979). By 

extending, clarifying, or even disregarding print to create a coherent, 

relevant text for her child, thus adapting the text to her child's needs, the 

adult supports her child's growing understanding of and competence in 

meaningful text construction (Altwerger, Diehl-Faxon, & Dockstader

Anderson, 1985). Through listening to literature children create 
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frameworks for stories in their minds, realizing stories begin, progress, and 

end (Glazer & Burke, 1994), and learn to pay attention to the linguistic 

message as the primary source of meaning (Wells, 1985). Hearing the 

functions of language (Halliday, 1975)' such as personal, imaginative, 

controlling, or finding out, in natural operation, children identify with the 

story and deepen their understanding of language as symbolic and 

representational (Holdaway, 1979). Children learn what readers do, such 

as how to hold the book, rely on print to carry the message, read front to 

back, and use reading language such as page, word, and front (Y. 

Goodman, 1984; Hall, 1987). Cultural ways of "taking" from the text 

(such as using knowledge of the world to make sense of the text, or 

questioning), the literary heritage of the culture, literary conventions, 

concepts about books unique to English, positive attitudes and motivation 

to read, strategies (such as prediction and self-monitoring), and 

opportunities to develop responses to literature also depend in large part on 

storybook-readings (Teale, 1984). Above all, children learn that reading 

and literature are highly valued in their culture (Baghban, 1984; Bissex, 

1980; Schieffelin & Cochran-Smith, 1984). Only experience and being 

read to foster the growth of these understandings and the awareness that 

environmental print and literature are different functions and forms of 

written language. 



Understanding and using narrative book-like skills depends 
both on development and experience, the experience being 
exposure to stories read aloud. These stories will present 
children with access to a variety of styles of written language 
use, access to conventions involved in talking like a book, and 
access to a way of using language that depends for its effect 
on the manipulation of language rather than context. Such 
experiences will contain many surprises for young learners, 
but it is the child's resolution of the problems implicit within 
these surprises which constitutes the learning. (Hall, 1987, 
p.35) 

Drawing and Writing 

Rich social experiences with a variety of sign systems enable 

children to differentiate between the many kinds of symbols representing 

meaning, thus expanding the children's meaning potential. 

The grasping of a new function or meaning for a potential sign 
is established in social situations as children interact with 
others; that is, children's signs evolve new functions as those 
signs are seen to serve new human ends--as they are invested 
with new social energy. (Dyson, 1989, p. 7) 

One such "grasping of a new function" for signing meaning is a child's 

differentiating between writing and drawing. 
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Often as this differentiation occurs, emphasis is placed on the child's 

writing, with drawing being relegated to "cute," even a disposable "frill" in 

schools. The importance of drawing in children's learning to "mean" is 

thus overshadowed by writing. 

In our verbal culture, the wordless nature of art has veiled its 
essence and diverted attention, talent and effort from the 
grand role visual thinking plays in the human intellect .... 



Drawing develops visual judgement: children learn to form 
and to distinguish simple figure-ground relationships and 
prepare for the complexities they will confront when they learn 
to print and write. (Fein, 1993, pp. xii, 73) 

In addition, in drawing children learn control, order, decision-making and 
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discipline (Fein, 1993). Thus in differentiating between signing meaning in 

drawing and signing meaning in writing, writing cannot be elevated in a 

way that overlooks and even ignores the critical role art plays in 

"meaning." 

Initially, research documents, children do not distinguish between 

writing and drawing (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). Through experience 

they learn the linguistic meaning resides in the print (Wells, 1985), thereby 

differentiating drawing as a non-linear iconic representation of the form of 

the object from writing (alphabetic for Sarah) as linear non-iconic symbols 

(Ferreiro, 1991). Children learn both that "Letters are used to represent a 

property of the objects of the world (including human beings, animals, etc.) 

that drawing is unable to represent (Le., their names)" (Ferreiro, 1990, p. 

16) and that drawing a,nd writing can represent different meanings within 

one text. Children thus discover it is not the lines that distinguish but the 

way the lines are organized (Ferreiro, 1990). 

Several factors significantly impacted Sarah's discriminating between 

the meanings signed in drawing and writing. For example, on numerous 

occasions she observed: her parents reading books, magazines, music in 
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church, or the newspaper and discussing them; her mother writing papers, 

notes, or letters; her father drawing, painting, or sculpting; her brother 

reading, writing, or drawing; plus, innumerable hours she read and listened 

to stories, independently explored and interacted with literature, and 

manipulated pencils, crayons, or markers on paper. Figure 3.1 is one of 

the first examples of Sarah differentiating between the meanings signed in 

these different symbol systems. [The (2:7) indicates Sarah was 2 years and 

7 months old. This notation will be used to designate age.] 

"a heart" 

Figure 3.1. Sarah (2:7) distinguishes between drawing and writing. 

When I queried Sarah about her work, she replied she made "a heart, " 

referring to the picture. Ferreiro and Teberosky's (1982) research reveals 

children specify an article when referring to a picture (i.e., "a ball"), as 

Sarah did, but not in reading the text (i.e., "ball"). (At the time I 

unfortunately did not think to ask her about her lines.) 
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Later that same day Sarah, Matthew (then 5 years old), and I were 

making "I Can" books. I wrote what Sarah told me she "can" do and she 

illustrated it (see Figure 3.2). 

-: . 
~ 

~ · · · · · · ~ 

· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · !u · · 

I con swim, 

.: 

Figure 3.2. Sarah's (2:7) "I Can" book. 

Again we see a definite distinction between her circular drawings and my 

linear writing. In both Figures 3.1 and 3.2 Sarah's "scribble" drawings are 

signs by which she boldly asserts herself and her individuality; they do not 

necessarily reflect her desire to reproduce something in her visible world 

(Fein, 1993). Even in her bold assertion, however, "What look like 

scribbles are not scribbles at all but organized and systematic reflections of 

decisions which she has made about how the written language and artistic 

systems are organized" (Harste et aI., 1984, p. 33). As Sarah continues to 



experience and use these symbol systems to construct, to share, and to 

express her meanings, her understanding of the different perspectives 

these systems offer through different forms and functions deepens. 
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Summary: "What Are You DOing with That Written Language?" 

Sarah, through her natural social everyday experiences, learns that 

what people do with everyday reading and writing, environmental print, 

and literature is "mean" in functional ways for specific purposes, differing 

in form and function from drawing and other sign systems. Thus, her 

understanding that print communicates and involves an act of meaning (Y. 

Goodman, 1983) deepens. Simultaneously, as her experiences and 

understandings increase and she continues to explore new functions of 

written language, Sarah perceives and invents how she too can participate 

in signing meaning, incorporating into her inventions sociocultural 

agreements on how we share meaning with each other. 
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CHAPTER 4 

HOW CAN I READ AND WRITE? 

Sarah's learning "how to mean" through different sign systems is a 

continuous process. Through such everyday experiences as observing 

people interact with written language, math, art, or music for functional 

meaningful purposes, interacting with print herself, realizing her fingers are 

instruments for making marks (Fein, 1993), and listening to and talking 

about stories and their illustrations, her "roots of literacy" (Y. Goodman, 

1980) dig deeper and deeper into the soil of her literate environment. 

It would be possible to argue that just as speech has part of 
its origin in the simple making of sounds so reading has part of 
its origin in looking, and writing in grasping. Thus the ultimate 
antecedents of literacy behaviour can be observed in very 
early infancy. Just as other aspects of behaviour become 
more differentiated as development proceeds so looking 
becomes laden with cognitive intent. (Hall, 1985, p. 59) 

Michael Halliday (1979-1980) also contends learning is a continuous 

process: 

Even the move into written language, which is often made to 
seem as if it was a totally new experience unrelated to what 
the child has already learned, is simply part of the same 
massive project in which every child is engaged, the 
construction of the ability to mean. (p. 19) 

Sarah's "massive project" of making meaning is the center and core 

of all her life experiences, whether in play, work, language, songs, or 
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drawing. These experiences facilitate and propel her learning that she is 

both a symbolizer and a socializer (Dyson, 1989): a symbolizer, not limited 

to the present but able to represent objects or events with symbols or 

signs (Harste et aI., 1984; Piaget, 1970) as in math, music, language, 

drama, or art, for example; and, a socializer, not making meaning in 

isolation but constructing it socially with others. Because sign systems are 

an intricate part of our "meaning" in everyday life, not surprisingly, the first 

overt reading and writing sprouts from Sarah's "roots" appear "couched 

within [the] other symbolic media" (Dyson, 1989, p. 7) she utilizes to 

represent meaning, thus allowing her to "[slip] ... naturally into literacy" 

(Harste, Burke, & Woodward, 1981, p. 139) virtually unnoticed. In being 

liberated to express and represent meaning beyond present activities and 

events Sarah expands her meaning potential in a powerful way. 

As Sarah gains experience with print and continues observing others 

interacting with it, she perceives aspects of print she has not perceived 

before, focusing her curiosities and quest into "How can I read and write?" 

more specifically. She by no means fully grasps "What are you doing with 

that written language?" but because she perceives literacy in a functional 

context she also simultaneously becomes more and more intrigued with 

how print "means." So, wanting to be a participating member of her 

community, she invents. Her invented ideas and hypotheses are based on 

her experiences and the knowledge of language she has at her disposal in 



n 

her linguistic data pool (Harste et aI., 1984) and naturally already 

incorporate cultural agreements on how we share meaning together; her 

inventions represent her theory of the world (Smith, 1985a), her "world 

view" and "make sense to [her] inasmuch as the world ever makes sense 

to anyone" (Halliday, 1979-1980, p. 16). 

Sarah's inventions of written language are unique, creative, and 

ingenious; in that they are no different than the inventions of other 

children, such as Paul (Bissex, 1980), Giti (Baghban, 1984), Adam 
.. . 

(Schickedanz, 1990), and Jed (Lass, 1982, 1983). We now explore 

Sarah's inquiry into "How can I read and write?" in environmental print, 

writing, and reading literature. 

Reading Environmental Print 

From her first oral readings Sarah demonstrates her understanding 

that print says something and that she expects that something to make 

sense (Smith, 1976), similar to other young children (Baghban, 1984; 

Bissex, 1980; Y. Goodman & Altwerger, 1981; Lass, 1983). She utilizes 

all the knowledge, concepts, and language she has available, based on her 

experiences with print and other people, to invent and create meaning for 

print in a specific context (Y. Goodman, 1983). For example: 

* By age 2 1/2 she recognized and read signs such as 
"McDonalds," "Target," and "Stop" in their contexts. 



* On the way home from vacation we stopped at a place in 
Utah to eat. While we were waiting for our food, Sarah (2:7) 
looked out the window, pointed, and said, "Look, Mommyl 
There's K-Martl" referring to a large sign for a motel across 
the street which read "K Motel." 

* When shopping for decorations for her birthday cake, Sarah 
(3:0) insisted on holding the candied letters that spelled 
"Happy Birthday." As we left the baking aisle, she glided her 
finger under the words and proudly read "Sarah Martens." 

* Sarah (3: 1) saw an ad in the newspaper for Disney videos. 
She looked at the logo, which consisted of a castle and the 
words "Walt Disney," pointed to the words, and said, "That 
says Peter Pan." 

* As we were driving down Broadway Street, Sarah (3: 1) 
excitedly said, "Mommy, there's Toy's-R-Usl" She was 
pointing to a car dealer's sign which read "Cars of Tucson" in 
letters of similar shape, assorted colors, and positioning to the 
letters on the "Toys-R-Us" sign. 

* In digging through a bag of toys from a friend, Sarah found 
a soup-can sized can, decorated to look like a crayon. 
Evidently it was missing the lid and had been a bank because 
the label said, "Bankola Bank." Pointing to the words, Sarah 
(3:4) read, "Put crayons in here." 

* As I was getting some hamburger buns out of the package 
for dinner Sarah (3:4) said, "I know where those came from-
Frys," pointing to the word "Frys" on the package. 
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Sarah's meaning making does not occur "out of the blue." It is in a 

meaningful context nurtured by numerous conversations with others, rich 

experiences with print, and brightly colored words and logos. She 

understands print has a specific communicative function (Smith, 1976) and 

as a symbolizer and socializer negotiates symbolic meanings, print 

contexts, her experience, and social contexts (Dyson, 1989) to invent 
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meaning. While her personal invented meanings may not always be 

"conventional," they are logical predictions growing out of her experiences 

and knowledge and suggest her primary concern for providing appropriate 

meanings for graphic units (K. Goodman & Y. Goodman, 1979). 

Sarah's Writing 

Like other young writers (Baghban, 1984; Bissex, 1980; Lass, 1982; 

Schickedanz, 1990), Sarah's writing is again firmly situated within the 

context of her growth as a symbolizer and socializer (Dyson, 1989). From 

birth her interactions with others through sign systems such as play, 

gestures, movement, song, art, and speech nurtured her "meaning" and 

making sense of her world. Inadvertently and playfully she realized she can 

make marks with her fingers by running them through sand, on the carpet, 

or in steam on the mirror and naturally began reaching for crayons and 

pencils to sign her own meaning (Fein, 1993). Her writing grows as a 

distinct symbol system to represent meaning out of these experiences 

(Dyson, 1989; Vygotsky, 1983). 

Sarah's process in inventing our writing system is parallel to that 

followed hundreds of years ago by our ancestors in the human race in 

inventing art (Fein, 1993) and the written language system (Y. Goodman, 

1990) in response to their various social, personal, and political needs. Her 

invention evidences her desire to participate as a writer and satisfy her 
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purposes and needs in her community (Y. Goodman, 1990). When at 2 

1/2 she refers to the marks she wrote on paper and requests, "Read thisl" 

she reflects "a basic understanding of written marks as cultural objects 

which have a sign potential ... she [had] accessed the deep structure of 

literacy without controlling in any precise way the surface structure" 

(Harste et at., 1984, p. 108). Her inventions represent her best guess as 

to how written language works, based on her perceivings, understandings, 

and knowings within her experiences in her environment. 

Sarah signed meaning through writing as soon as she was physically 

able to hold a pencil. Her first markings contained all the strokes needed to 

write every alphabet in the world (Platt, 1975). From her immersion in rich 

literacy experiences, her writing became situated within the boundaries 

established by her culture. 

Because the English writing system is alphabetic and largely made up 

of lines and circles (DeFord, 1980)' Sarah perceived these salient features 

first, generally accepting society's letter shapes and concentrating on how 

these shapes are organized (Ferreiro, 1990). So, her first writings were 

horizontal or vertical lines, reflecting her observations of the graphic top-to

bottom and left-to-right organization of her culture (See Figure 4.1). In this 

she is inventing an answer to her inquiry, "How do we read and write?" 

(Note: Ferreiro and Teberosky's (1982) research suggests that sometimes 

children's writing graphically resembles the object it represents. Thus we 



Mark 

people 

Figure 4.1. Sarah's (2:7) first writings. 
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may speculate on why Sarah chose to write people with long and multiple 

lines similar to how big people look to her at age two.} 

Shortly after these and other similar writings, Sarah realized that her 

lines did not fully resemble the symbols she saw in her books and 

environment. She subsequently became very reluctant to write, stating, "I 

don't know how." After a few weeks, however, through playing and 

experimenting in drawing with markers she discovered she could make a 

circle and thus write the letter "0" (See Figure 4.2). The free distribution 

of graphemes, limited only by the boundaries of the paper and with no 

linearity and little variety, is common in children just differentiating 

between drawing and writing (Ferreiro, 1984). 
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Figure 4.2. Sarah's (2: 1 0) writes with nons. 

Perhaps the curvature of the "5" beginning her name influenced 

Sarah's discovery of the "0". Harste et al. (1984) report that very often 

young children's initial writing resembles the graphic organization (i.e., 

linear or circular) of the first letter of their names. While her drawings are 

also circular, circles are "the earliest embodiment of humanness in which 

features develop" (Fein, 1993, p. 40). The dots and lines embedded in 

them definitely designate them as portraits, different from her nons. So, 

Sarah also invents forms to sign her meaning in art; with meaning as her 

goal she is not concerned with representing the reality of her everyday life 

(Fein, 1993). Her complex decisions in organizing her writing and drawing 

(Harste et aI., 1984), regardless of any influence of her "5", are clearly 

evident. 
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When I asked Sarah what she had written here (See Figure 4.2), she 

replied nons, with a surprised look questioning why I did not recognize 

them. At this point she did not see "0" as representing meaning other than 

its letter name. Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) state that in constructing 

concepts about written language children initially see letters as objects in 

the world which, like any other object, have a name. 

"The question 'what [do the letters you wrote] say?' is not 
meaningful at that level because letters are not substitute 
objects that stand for something else. They are what they 
are. The letters cannot say anything or, at most, they can say 
what they really are. That is why the only answer to all such 
questions is 'letters.' (Ferreiro, 1984, p. 161) 

In time and through rich social experiences with written language, 

listening to stories, and reading books and environmental print herself, for 

example, letters move from only having their particular letter name to 

representing other meaning and "saying something." For Sarah, as is 

sometimes the case (Ferreiro, 1984), this move was accompanied by a 

drastic reduction in the quantity of "o"s. 

Sarah (3:0) and Matthew (6:2) were playing together, drawing and 

writing with markers. When I asked Sarah what she had written (See 

Figure 4.3; there was no drawing with these sentences), she read her 

sentences to me, coming close to a one-to-one correspondence between 

her syllables/words and her "o"s. Making her "o"s placeholders for 

meaning demonstrates her deepening understanding that written language 



I 1 ike to p
l ay 0 D '0, with Scott. 

~ 00 0 
4 

I 1 ike to play 
with my toys. 

o~. 

I like to Playo 
with Carl. 

o D 00 

I 1 ike to ri de 
my bike. 

Figure 4.3. Sarah's (3:0) nons are placeholders for meaning. 

communicates meaning. She knew this meaningfulness already about the 
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written language on signs and in books but now was evidencing her under-

standing that what she writes can be meaningfully interpreted also. Thus, 

Sarah revisits again her understanding of the distinction between drawing 

and writing, refining it from drawing letters as objects separate from her 

picture to writing letters to place hold meaning. 

(Note: Again, according to Ferreiro and Teberosky's (1982) 

research, Sarah may be reflecting physical characteristics of people in her 

writing. Carl and Scott were neighborhood boys several years older, and 

thus considerably larger physically, than Sarah. It is possible that the 

unusual size of the nons in the sentences about Carl and Scott refer to their 

larger size in comparison to herself.) 
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From a hierarchical stages viewpoint, Sarah's reading of her nons as 

just letters (See Figure 4.2) appears to be a "set back" from when she had 

earlier read meaning for her lines (people and Mark in Figure 4.1). From an 

invention perspective, however, this indicates she is generating meaning 

and exploring other ways to express her meaning (Y. Goodman, 1985a). It 

is a developmental moment, a "breakthrough" in her making sense of 

written language (Whitmore, 1992; Whitmore & Y. Goodman, in press). 

(For Whitmore and Y. Goodman developmental moments have nothing to 

do with stages. They define development as the constant continuous 

striving and refining of making meaning through rich literacy experiences, 

not in stages.) 

In the months that followed, Sarah wrote more in her play and drew 

and wrote alone or with Matthew. Other letters, upper and lower case, 

from her environment appeared in this writing (See Figure 4.4). 

Figure 4.4. Sarah (3:4) writes with other letters. 
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Her distinct drawing accompanied by writing, shown in Figure 4.4, 

represents the familiar illustration/text organization of many surface 

structures in literature and environmental print Sarah sees in her 

interpretive community. Her utilization of this surface structure reflects her 

intention to participate and communicate meaning (Harste et aI., 1984). 

Sarah expanded her meaning potential by inventing and signing 

meaning in other sign systems also. In addition to dramatic play, drawing, 

and continually expanding her oral language, Sarah (3:3) invented her 

"songwriter" (See Figure 4.5). Observing her family and friends sing from 

music in church and enjoying singing herself is no doubt the impetus to her 

creating an original form of musical notation, possibly reflecting the flow of 

the melody through the wavy lines in her surface structure. 

Figure 4.5. Sarah's (3:3) "Songwriter." 
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For months Sarah wrote her songwriter at home and at church for her 

personal singing, also sharing it with her family so we could sing with her. 

Because the function and oral and written forms of singing are distinct 

from those of spoken and written language, the surface text of Sarah's 

songwriter is signed differently than the surface text of her written 

language (Harste et aI., 1984). 

Thus we see Sarah expanding her meaning potential by inventing 

ways to intentionally sign meaning in different forms to fit her functions 

an,d needs. She makes her best guess as to the rules for surface text so 

she can "mean" for her social and personal needs and purposes in her 

sociocultural community. Following these initial forays into the how of our 

written language system, Sarah continues refining her understandings by 

inventing a systematic way to relate written language, oral language, and 

meaning. 

Sarah Invents the Syllabic Hypothesis in Writing 

One way children attend to the relationship of the parts of language 

to its whole is by inventing the syllabic hypothesis, creating a one-to-one 

correspondence between their spoken words or syllables and the letters 

they write in order to represent their oral words or sentences in print 

(Ferreiro, 1984; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). Connecting the whole of the 
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language they use globally to the "parts" marks the beginning of children's 

understandings of phonics (Ferreiro, 1986; K. Goodman, 1993). 

Word and syllabic inventions are the beginning of phonics, 
even though the children don't yet understand the alphabetic 
principle: that letter patterns relate to sound patterns (not 
individual letters to individual sounds). (K. Goodman, 1993, 
p. 71) 

Ferreiro reports that initially a child utilizes the syllabic hypothesis to 

justify something already written. By elongating her words/sounds when 

reading, the child "forces" a match with what is on the paper (Ferreiro, 

1979-1980), stopping her voice only when she runs out of letters. The 

syllabic period gradually reaches a period of consistency, where one of the 

child's perceived syllables matches one letter, with no syllables repeated or 

omitted. Through this the child learns criteria to regulate the quantity of 

letters and begins to focus her attention on different sound patterns in 

words (Ferreiro, 1991). 

Sarah too invented the syllabic hypothesis in reading and in writing 

but in reverse to the process suggested by Ferreiro's findings. Rather than 

elongating her words or syllables and moving to a strict one-to-one match 

with what was written, Sarah began with writing the one-to-one match 

first and then moved to elongating her words or syllables with her voice. 

The beginnings of her attempting this one-to-one match between her 

writing and her oral words/syllables were already seen in her "o"s in Figure 

4.3. 
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Sarah first invented the syllabic hypothesis in writing one morning 

when Matthew (6:6) was making a birthday card for his teacher. Wanting 

to socially participate in this activity, Sarah (3:4) took a marker, wrote her 

card, and then pointed and proudly read, "Hap-py Birth-day" (See Figure 

4.6). Each of her symbols symbolically represented a syllable of her 

speech to sign her meaning. 

Figure 4.6. Sarah's (3:4) first use of the syllabic hypothesis: 
"Hap-py Birth-day." 

In the two weeks following her "Hap-py Birth-day" numerous other 

examples exemplified Sarah employing the syllabic hypothesis. Again, 

Sarah wrote and drew these in a social-play context, conversing about 

what she was drawing and writing as she worked. She first drew the 

picture, then wrote her message, inventing both upper and lower case 

forms and saying a word/syllable as she wrote each letter. In this way, she 

signs the meaning potential in her head onto paper at the point of 

utterance. Some examples are in Figure 4.7. 
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A 8 

ITT T 
I like Mom-my. 

I T I I 
1 like Oad-dy. 

T T T T 
I love ra i nbows . 1 like Mat-thew. 

c o 

I love Matthew. I love Grandpa. 

Figure 4.7. Sarah (3:4) uses the syllabic hypothesis. 



(Note: Where the translation of Sarah's writing is not explicit, I will type 

her letters with the translated meaning under those letters. I necessarily 

will have to reorient some of her letters in doing this and will also, on the 

basis of my experience and conversations with Sarah, type the letter she 

means, which at times will look different than those displayed in her 

writing.) 
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Through these examples we again see Sarah negotiating between 

drawing, talk, her social world, and her experiences (Dyson, 1989). With 

the syllabic hypothesis Sarah connects written language, oral language, 

and meaning, evidencing one solution to "How can I read and write?" 

Several points are worth noting here, all of which pertain to her 

stretching and broadening her meaning potential to invent meaning and 

forms to represent that meaning. First, in the majority of her literacy 

artifacts, Sarah signs meaning through her art and her writing in a 

supportive social environment. She converses with herself and others 

around her as she works or plays and she experiments with different 

mediums such as markers, crayons, pencils, construction paper, scissors, 

and glue, freely creating meaning however she chooses. 

Second, in addition to writing, artistic inventions are evident. Having 

exploited circles, Sarah invents concentric arcs, partial circles, to serve as 

rainbows (Fein, 1993) (See Figure 4.7.A). And, the detail she embeds in 

her portraits (See Figure 4.7.C and 4.7.0) deepens: she finds a way to 
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connect a body to the head and adds ears (See Figure 4.7.0). Perhaps the 

wide mouth extending beyond the limits of the head represents the arms 

she knows "stick out" the sides of the body. Her art, writing, songwriter, 

and reading are examples of the multiple avenues she uses to construct 

meaning, using the meaning in one to learn meaning in another and learning 

her choice of communication system affects the meaning potential she can 

express (Rowe, 1986). 

Third, virtually al/ of Sarah's writing, other than learning to write her 

own and her family members' names, for the next 5 months begins with "I 

love ... " or "I like .... " This form is a very restricting and constrained in 

comparison to her expanding and varied oral language. However, the 

syntactic structure of this written self-made sentence starter provides her 

with a theme and format (Rowe, 1987) representing her and who she is, 

through which she can change specific content, depending on her 

semantic-pragmatic purposes. So while in one sense her sentence starter 

is confining and limiting, in another sense to her it is liberating. The 

comfort-level she feels with it frees her to concentrate on various aspects 

of the how of our writing system. Her "I like ... " is an example of the 

"workbook" exercise Glenda Bissex (1984) suggests children sometimes 

organize for themselves as they search for the rules governing language. 

Sarah invents her "workbook" without having ever experienced "real" 

workbooks. 
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Fourth, still learning the relatively stable aspects (Y. Goodman, 

personal communication, 1993) of written language, Sarah invents new 

forms of letters. Sometimes, for example, she experiments by seeing how 

many lines she can add to the "I" and still have it be an "I" (See Figure 

4.7.D). 

Fifth, Sarah does not write with letters from her name, as children 

often do (Harste et aJ., 1984), choosing instead to write with basically two 

different letters, I and t. I believe she is so intent on using the syllabic 

hypothesis to understand the how of the written/oral/meaning relationship 

that what letters she uses at this time are not important. To incorporate a 

variety of letters would only add another variable to an already complicated 

"mystery" for her. 

Finally, repeating the same letters in her writing seemingly disputes 

some of Ferreiro and Teberosky's (1982) findings. Their research proposes 

that once children realize the distinction between writing and drawing, they 

begin examining how letters are arranged and organized to be readable. 

This involves two principles, one quantitative and the other qualitative. 

Quantitatively children believe that to be readable writing needs a minimum 

of two to four, generally three, letters. This criteria Sarah generally 

applies. Qualitatively, however, children believe there needs to be an 

internal variation in the letters, that writing is not readable if the letters are 

repeated three or more times. Clearly, even though she is writing 
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sentences and not words, Sarah is not concerned about this. Her focus on 

the meaning of her writing and the relationships involved diminishes the 

importance of surface features at this point. (Note: In Figure 4.7.8, while 

there is not much internal variation within each sentence, there is variation 

between sentences. Sarah perhaps means to distinguish in this way 

between the meaning of each sentence.) 

Following these two weeks of strict one-to-one correspondence with 

the syllabic hypothesis, Sarah suddenly began both elongating her voice to 

match her writing and incorporating new letters, primarily a and h, 

inventing their lower case forms. While these new letters are in her name, 

she was not writing her name herself yet, or even expressing any interest 

in learning. Figure 4.8 displays some examples of Sarah's writing at this 

time. 

Sarah then for one week without any outside influence decided to 

shift from repeating the same sound over and over in her elongation (as in 

Figure 4.8) to singling out and trying to hear the particular different sounds 

in a word (See Figure 4.9). Her artwork became very simplistic, compared 

to just a few days before, and again there is not much variety in the letters; 

concentrating intently on the written/oral/meaning relationship was her 

focus. 



a h a h a h a h 
1 like moh-uh-uh-uh-uh-my. 

(I 1 i ke Mommy.) 

aID h II ttt 
I like some guh-uh-uh-uh-uh grass. 

(I like some grass.) 

~ rittt 

v 

ITO h a h 
I like Moh-uh-uh-my. 

(I 1 i ke Mommy.) 

I a h a h a b h a a h 
I like the buh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh-uh baby. 

(I like the baby.) 

Figure 4.8. Sarah (3:5) elongates her voice to match her writing. 
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I I I M U 
I 1 ike luh-oo-ke 
(I like luke.) 

\!tf\NI ' 
\ \ ... 1.. IlIl.I 

\. 
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'- y \, 
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\ 
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''''\ 

"' Itt t t t t 
1 like the ss-nn-ow-wuh. 
(I like the snow.) 

Figure 4.9. Sarah (3:6) listens to the sounds in words. 

Supported by social context, speech, play, drawing, and music, 
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Sarah continually refines her understanding of our written language system 

by 'generating her best guess about the how, based on her experiences 

with others and the written language in her environment; she uses 
.' 

everything she knows to invent and learn what she does not know. 

Reading and writing are by no means separate aspects of language but 

rather are highly interrelated (K. Goodman & Y. Goodman, 1983) with each 

other and other sign systems. We now explore the interrelationship of 

Sarah's reading and writing during this time, examining her reading process 

and how she continues to explore the relationship between written 
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language, oral language, and meaning in reading supported by alternate 

sign systems. 

Sarah's Reading Process 

The potential for meaning in any text is realized only when the reader 

breathes life and meaning into it. As Louise Rosenblatt (1978) says, 

... The text is a necessary condition, but is not a sufficient 
condition, for the re-creation of a particular work. The text is 
merely an object of paper and ink until some reader responds 
to the marks on the page as verbal symbols. (p. 23) 

Sarah has been breathing life and meaning, based on her experiences, 

knowledge, beliefs, and purposes for reading, into text for as long as I can 

remember. As with other children (Bissex, 1980; Cohn, 1984) it is 

constructing a meaningful text that always drives her reading. 

It is clear that meaning dominates their efforts to retrieve 
stories. From the very beginning, they do not seem to be 
concerned with reproducing the exact words. What they 
strive for is to have their version make sense. They simply 
'read' it, using their knowledge of its structure and of the 
patterns of written language to do so. (Ooake, 1985, p. 86) 

Myna Matlin (1984) describes young children's meaning-dominated 

reading of familiar books as "holistic remembering," where the child 

integrates a semantic use of pictures, her experience with the text, and her 

knowledge of the language in books. The "book language" children read 

signifies their understanding of the uniqueness of the organizational 

structure of stories in connected discourse and how it differs from the 



organizational structure of, for example, oral language or environmental 

print (Harste et aI., 1984; Smith, 1977). 
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Holistic rememberings are not imitations of books but representative 

of the child's deep processing of the text (Cohn, 1984; Holdaway, 1979). 

"With repeated exposure to books, [the child] is constantly building and 

synthesizing meaning. And as she grows and changes, the books are 

changing with her" (Mikkelsen, 1985, p. 368). Thus, in the transmediation 

(Harste et al., 1984) involved in holistic rememberings, moving from 

knowing the story in its original form by hearing it read to knowing it in a 

personally invented form by retelling it from the book, the child as "critic" 

re-creates the story, enlarging her consciousness and outgrowing herself to 

know more than she knew (Frye, 1984). Sarah's holistic rememberings 

demonstrate her "enlarging her consciousness" in constructing a 

meaningful story using reading strategies and her knowledge of the world, 

in taking a critical stance toward the stories she reads, and in her 

integrating sign systems to support and enhance her understanding of the 

story. Appendices A, B, and C contain transcripts of Sarah's readings of 

stories. While the transcripts cannot communicate her enthusiasm, 

confidence, and sophisticated intonation, they nevertheless illuminate how 

meaning dominates her reading in these aspects (Doake, 1985). 
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Sarah's Reading Strategies 

Readers employ cognitive strategies to construct meaning in a text 

(K. Goodman, in press). Research (Pappas & Brown, 1987) verifies that 

young readers do this too, that their readings are not "memorized" 

renditions of the story, but require cognitive and linguistic strategies to 

construct meaning just as in other areas of cognitive and linguistic 

development. Sarah's reading strategies are no different than those of any 

other reader of any age. She samples the available information for what is 

productive and useful, infers the information she needs but does not know, 

predicts or anticipates the information coming, confirms or disconfirms her 

predictions by monitoring her meaning making, and self-corrects for 

meaning, if necessary (K. Goodman, in press). 

Sarah's (3:5) reading of The Mixed-Up Chameleon (Carle, 1975) (see 

Appendix A) exemplifies her focus on meaning, her pure enjoyment in 

transacting with this text, both aesthetically and efferently (Rosenblatt, 

1983), and her utilization of reading strategies. She infers and predicts, for 

example, where the published text on one page reads 

I wish I could see things far away like a giraffe. 

and she read: 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be tall 

like ... see things far away like a giraffe." 
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Sarah inferred the page would follow the pattern on the previous page ("I 

wish I could run like a deer. ") and started to predict "be tall like a giraffe." 

While her prediction would have fit the story, she realized it did not match 

the language of the text, disconfirmed that prediction, and reread it 

correctly. Another example occurs later in the published text. 

Just then a fly flew by. The chameleon was very 

hungry. But the chameleon was very mixed-up. 

It was a little of this and it was a little of that. 

And it couldn't catch the fly. 

Here Sarah read: 

And then this spider flew by. And then the 

chameleon was very mixed-up. And he didn't 

... couldn't catch the fly. 

Sarah inferred and predicted something like "he didn't know how to catch 

the fly" but she stopped and self-corrected to retain the language of the 

published text. The fact that she read "spider" for "fly" the first time does 

not disrupt the meaning for her so she continues, correcting it, though, 

when it occurs in the next sentence. She was possibly still learning the 

distinction between spiders and flies herself at this point. 

All readers utilize all of their background knowledge when they read 

to construct meaning. Again, Sarah is no different. She draws on her 

understandings to read and make sense, interpreting and personalizing the 
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story for herself. Appendix B contains Sarah's (3:4) reading of Goldilocks 

and the Three Bears (Marshall, 1988). Some of her miscues, or departures 

from the expected responses to published text, reflect her experience and 

knowledge as a three year old: 

Text: ... said someone new in town. 

Sarah: ... said someone new in Phoenix. 

Text: "I'm dyingl" cried Baby Bear. "Now really." said Mama 

Bear. 

Sarah: "I'm cryingl" said Baby Bear. "Not really." said Mama 

Bear. 

Text: "Why don't we go for a spin while the porridge is 

I· " coo Ing ... 

Sarah: "Let's go for a spinning wheel while ... " 

Sarah adds to her linguistic pool (Harste et al., 1984) by using specific 

words and phrases such as "I don't mind if I do" and "smithereens," 

learning language, learning about language, and learning through language 

(Halliday, 1979-1980) through the literature. 
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Sarah As Critic 

Nina Mikkelsen (1985) states, "Readers might read once. But critics 

take a second look, a third, a fourth, an umpteenth, devouring the text or 

surrendering to it" (p. 372). Sarah is a critic, reading and rereading 

literature. She likes "living through it, likes consuming [the excitement and 

adventure] in literature, over and over again. n 

Sarah's re-creations (Frye, 1984, p. 992) of the story in her holistic 

rememberings reflect her understanding and enlarged consciousness about 

the story and her world. She tests her own ideas and opinions, compares 

them, and revises them as all discerning critical readers do (Mikkelson, 

1985). For example, while reading The Mixed-Up Chameleon (Carle, 1975) 

(See Appendix A), Sarah comments on how she thinks the illustrations 

should be arranged, compared to how they are: 

Sarah: (reading the text) And he saw a zzzoo. And he saw a 

zzzoo. (pointed to the word zoo in the picture). 

(commenting) Mommy, the turtle shouldn't be 

there (pointing to the turtle in 

the picture), the flamingo 

should be there. 

Hattie and the Fox (Fox, 1986) (see Appendix C) was also one of 

Sarah's (3:4) favorite stories. Several of her comments in this transcript 

reflect her voicing her opinion and giving her interpretation of why certain 
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events occurred. She frequently discusses the different animals she likes 

and the phrases specific ones speak, such as "Good grief'" or "Who 

cares?" most assuredly intrigued and captivated by the rhythm and flow of 

the story language. She has an explanation for why the horse and cow 

speak when they do: 

Text: "Who cares?" said the sheep. "So whan" said the 

horse. "What next?" said the cow. 

After reading orally Sarah said, " ... 'Who cares?' said the 

sheep and that's because the horse is slower and 

that's why the cow says, 'What next?' n 

While I cannot interpret Sarah's thinking or reasoning, it makes sense to 

her in her thinking based on her experience at that time. It demonstrates 

her transaction with the story, trying to make sense for herself. 

Sarah's Integration of Sign Systems 

Throughout all of her readings, Sarah integrates various sign systems 

to support and enhance her transaction with the story and the meaning she 

is constructing. These sign systems are not only integrated with each 

other, but enable her use of the reading strategies and empower her stance 

as a discerning critical reader. Oral language and discussion about the 

story, the illustrations, connections with her life or the life of someone she 

knows occur regularly. She and Matthew act out stories such as Peter Pan 
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(Hirata, 1991) or Cinderella (Perrault, 1979) in their dramatic play; she 

sings books that are songs, such as The Wheels of the Bus (Ziefert, 1990) 

or Old Macdonald Had a Farm (Adams, 1975). Sarah also integrates math 

into her readings. Numerous times in her reading of The Mixed-Up 

Chameleon (Carle, 1975) (Appendix A), for example, she stops to count 

how many animals we had read about so far. The shift in stance and 

stretching of meaning potential each of these sign systems provides offer 

Sarah a new perspective on her knowing (Harste et aI., 1984), deepening 

her understandings. 

Her transcripts (see Appendices A, B, and C), as well as all of 

Sarah's other readings, illuminate her drive to construct meaning as she 

reads. As with all readers, as Sarah gains experience she will move away 

from holistic remembering and focus more and more on the print. 

However, it is an illusion to believe the print in the text and the meaning 

she, or any reader, constructs will ever be identical; since no two people, 

with their different experiences, understandings, and knowledge, are 

identical, the meaning they individually construct from their transactions 

with the same text can never be identical. And because they infer and 

predict based on their personal construction, the language they read will 

rarely be an exact and accurate rendition of the published text. Thus, the 

uniqueness of the meaning she constructs as she breathes life into paper 

and ink are her personal inventions which will continue throughout her life. 
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She will only strengthen her integration of sign systems, reading strategies, 

and critical thinking about text as she gains more experience as a reader. 

Sarah Applies the Syllabic Hypothesis to Reading 

Sarah's growing understanding of the functions of written language 

fuel her fascination with print (Taylor, 1983) and with how it makes sense 

in reading as well as in writing. Thus, as she "navigates the pages" 

(Taylor, 1983) in her transactions with the text, either being read to or 

reading to herself, she puzzles and pours over the print with "aggressive 

curiosity" (Holdaway, 1991) to understand the mysterious relationship 

between the language she hears and the language written on the page. 

The syllabic hypothesis she employs in writing she also applies in reading 

to connect her oral holistic rememberings and the written language of the 

text, thus demonstrating a keen awareness of the interrelationship between 

reading and writing. 

In Sarah's first recorded application of the syllabic hypothesis in 

reading she corroborates Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) findings by 

justifying what is already written. Sarah (3:4) was reading Hattie and the 

Fox (Fox, 1986). When she came to the page of text that read 

But the cow said, "MOOI" so loudly that the fox was 

frightened and ran away. 

She pointed to those words in the text but read: 
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"The fox ran aaaaaaaaaaway," 

not stopping her "aaaaaway" until her finger came to the end of the 

sentence. Knowing her oral reading and the text are related, she invents 

the how. 

Numerous other examples of Sarah exploring this how are evident. 

In these, however, Sarah usually makes a one-to-one correspondence 

between an oral word or syllable and a written letter, just as she has been 

doing in her writing. 

* Sarah (3:4) was reading Time for School, Little Dinosaur 
(Herman, 1990). On one page is a picture of a bus stop with 
a sign that said "BUS. II Sarah said, "I know what that says. 
Bus (pointing to the B), Bus (pointing to the U), Bus (pointing 
to the S)." 

* In reading the title The Wheels of the Bus (Ziefert, 1990), 
Sarah (3:4) pointed to each letter of each word and read 
"Bus" for each. 

* On the page in The Stupids Die (Allard, 1981) where the 
clock bongs eleven times, Sarah (3:5) pointed to each letter of 
the first six "bong"s, which were all on one line, and read 
"bong," but for the last five "bong"s on the next line she read 
the word "bong" while pointing to each word. 

* After I pointed out the word "Owl" on one page of 
Goodnight Owl (Hutchins, 1972), Sarah (3:5) found and 
pointed to it herself on the next page, then pointed to the 0 in 
to and said, "There's Owl too." 

These books were some of Sarah's favorites at the time which she 

read herself or asked to have read to her over and over and over each day. 

While much of that repetition was because she was enthralled with and 
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"living through" (Rosenblatt, 1983) the experience of the text, I also 

believe she sensed that through those repeated readings she would 

eventually discover how written language, oral language, and meaning are 

connected. The hours Sarah spent pouring over books and listening to 

them read provide opportunities to test and refine both her syllabic 

invention and her use of the reading process itself. She is motivated in this 

by her deep love of literature and her desire to participate fully in her 

literate world. 

Sarah's Language About Language 

Sarah not only acts, reads, and writes with the process of all readers 

and writers, she also speaks like a reader and writer. Being immersed in a 

literate environment, she quickly learns the language of readers and writers 

and, as a member of her literate community, begins speaking that language 

herself. For example, 

* Sarah uses the word spell correctly. One day she (3:4) said, 
"Mommy, I know how to spell Oreo. OEOEOEOEOEOEOE." A 
week later as I was getting her medicine, which was purple, 
for her cold, she said, "I know how to spell purple. E-G-I-F." 
Her spellings evidence her understanding of what it means to 
spell a word. 

* Sarah understands the metaphor says in reading. She points 
to words in books, stating, for example, "This says Bus." In 
referring to Matthew's button from Pizza Hut on which is 
printed Book It, she (3:5) pointed and said, "This says Pizza 
Hut." 



* Sarah distinguishes between the words read and write. The 
following conversation occurred when I was asking her about 
a picture she (3:4) drew and wrote about. 

Prisca: "What did you write?" 
Sarah: "w,w,a ... " (she began reading the letter names) 
Prisca: "Read it to me." 
Sarah: (reads) "I like Mr. Kopatz." 

* Sarah is aware of different conventional features in books. 
In looking at a book Matthew (6:6) had written she (3:4) 
pointed to the copyright symbol (~) and said, "I know what 
this says. It says copy." Not long after that she picked up 
my autographed copy of The Happy Hippopotami (Martin, 
1970), pointed to the autograph and read, "Dedicated to 
Mommy's books." 

* Sarah talks about periods and has some understanding of 
their function in signaling "stop." We saw her use them in her 
songwriter (See Figure 4.5). She also knows what question 
marks look like, occasionally pointing them out as, for 
example, she (3:6) did one day in the title of Are You My 
Mommy? (Dijs, 1990). 

In learning and using the language of readers and writers Sarah 

connects herself to her literate world and verifies her membership in the 

"literacy club" (Smith, 1985). 

Summary: "How Can I Read and Write?" 

Having a good understanding of what others do with written 
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language, namely, read and write for meaningful purposes, Sarah gathers 

all of the knowledge and experience she has in her linguistic data pool 

(Harste et aI., 1984) to invent how to mean in her own reading and 

writing. Her inventions reflect influences from her culture. 



[Sarah] had identified what reading looked like, had identified 
it as a distinct kind of activity, had identified it as an important 
activity and had identified being able to read as an 
achievement to be proud of. For [her], being literate had 
social status and was a desirable goal. (Hall, 1987, p. 20) 

With her increasing experience, she continually sharpens her literacy. 

While the qualities of her literacy artifacts (her products) in reading and 

writing change, her learning process and the quality of her thinking, 
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decisions, and strategies do not. She continues to draw on and make the 

most of everything she knows to learn what she does not know. Still 

deepening her understandings of what written language is for and 

experimenting with how she personally reads and writes, Sarah's 

awareness is simultaneously heightened to how people in her sociocultural 

community socially share meanings with each other. 
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CHAPTER 5 

HOW DO WE READ AND WRITE? 

Two major events jarred Sarah's thinking and heightened her 

awareness that she had more to learn about the how of "meaning" in 

written language. These events invited her to revisit her personal 

inventions and understandings with new perceivings about the social 

sharing of meaning. Evidence of her working already in this learning cycle 

is unmistakable in her directionality, letters, surface text, and writing 

structure resembling that in her environment. She only intensifies this 

inquiry as she explores the writing of her name and confronts the 

alphabetic principle. 

Sarah Writes Her Name 

The first of these jarring events centered around Sarah learning to 

write her name. At 3 1/2, right before Christmas, Sarah entered preschool. 

While the curriculum at the preschool included occasional work on letters, 

sounds, and handwriting with little emphasis or opportunity for the kind of 

functional purposeful writing Sarah did at home, it nevertheless was rich in 

language, play, drama, and music, orchestrated by very loving and caring 

teachers. Up until this experience, Sarah expressed no interest in writing 
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her name, other than incorporating some of her letters into her writing, as 

we saw earlier. 

The day she entered preschool Sarah's sense of urgency on this 

changed dramatically; she just had to know how to write her name now, 

not because the school insisted but because she made up her mind it was 

time to learn. Through practicing spelling it orally, like when she was 

"napping," for instance, finding "her letters" in books and menus and on 

logos, and practicing writing it both as a separate activity and to 

accompany her drawing, Sarah learned her name within a few days, writing 

it with an upper case < S > and the rest lower case letters. 

Sarah played with the directionality of her < S > and other letters for 

several weeks as many children do. Directionality is not easy to learn for 

while our writing system generally moves left-to-right, many letters move 

right-to-Ieft. Letter directionality is the result of whether the letter is 

started at the top right and moves left or the top left and moves right and 

whether the writer begins at the top or bottom of the letter. Distinguishing 

and learning what letter is positioned in what direction takes time. Thus 

Sarah experimented with writing her name. 

For the first three weeks after learning her name, Sarah (3:7) wrote 

her < S > positioned conventionally about half of the time and the other 

half she wrote it backwards. In writing it "backwards," though, she is only 

following the left-to-write organization of the English writing system. The 
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<a> were always backwards, the <r> positioned correctly, and the 

< h > often "uncommitted" (see Figure 5.1.A). 

A B 

o 

Figure 5.1. Sarah (3:7) learns to write her name. 

Then for four days she often wrote her whole name from right-to-Ieft, but 

always with the < S > facing in the conventional direction and the other 

letters remaining the same as earlier (see Figure 5.1.8). After those four 

days, she never reversed the writing of her whole name again, but her 

< S > always moved from left-to-right beginning at the top of the letter, 

resulting in it looking backwards (see Figure 5.1.C). Only days later on her 

own she corrected her < a >, reversed her < r >, and left the < h > still 

often "uncommitted" (see Figure 5.1.0). Then, a year later she suddenly 
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shifted to all upper case letters (see Figure 5.22). While Sarah sometimes 

intermixed upper and lower case letters in her other writing, she never did 

so in her name. 

Once she accomplished her name, Sarah worked intensely on 

learning to write Matthew, Mommy, and Daddy. This name writing, along 

with seeing her friends' names written in school, made her keenly aware 

that specific letter patterns represent specific sound patterns in 

words/names, quite unlike the system of one letter (with little variety in the 

letters she used) per word or syllable she was using to represent her 

meaning up until this point. 

The Alphabetic Principle 

The second event jarring her thinking on the how of written language 

occurred about two weeks later. Sarah (3:6) was writing a thank you note 

for a Christmas gift. Employing her personal sentence starter, she told me 

she was going to write I love you. After writing I, she suddenly looked up 

at me and said, 

Sarah: "I know what says luh, luh, IUh." 

Prisca: "What?" 

Sarah: "L goes luh." 

Prisca: "How do you know?" 

Sarah: "Because luh for love." 



With that she wrote an < L> next to her I, followed by an inverted U. 

(See Figure 5.2.) 

Figure 5.2. Sarah's (3:6) I Love You. 
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When she finished writing, she stared at the paper, then at me, then back 

at the paper, and just sat, quietly contemplating her discovery. I could 

almost see the "wheels" turning in her mind. In that "developmental 

moment" (Whitmore, 1992; Whitmore & Y. Goodman, in press) I believe 

Sarah realized and comprehended how written and oral language and 

meaning are related, allowing us to share meaning. Her meaning potential 

was reaching to new heights, from signing her meanings strictly by her 

personal invention to situating her inventions more within the context of 
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her community so she can share them with others and they can share their 

meanings with her. 

Thus Sarah's inquiry into "How can we read and write?" becomes a 

more intense focus, while she continues to learn and invent functions of 

written language and invent how she can "mean." In the weeks that 

followed this "developmental moment," the disequilibrium she experienced 

between what "should be" in our writing system, and what she actually 

"could do" with the knowledge and experience she had, created a gradual 

but increasing reluctance on her part to write. When she did choose to 

write, however, she no longer elongated sounds, as she had just days 

before, and she made a concerted effort to write syllabic-alphabetically 

writing letters to represent sounds in her words or syllables as best she 

could and inserting a placeholder when she was unsure of what she needed 

(see Figure 5.3). 

In Figure 5.3 Sarah uses the letter < I > for the word / and < L> to 

represent the word love. In Figure 5.3.A, Jesus is 9 s because Je- sounds 

like the letter name < g > and the second syllable begins with lsi. In Figure 

5.3.8, Sarah uses the number 2 to represent the word to, < s > for §.ee, a 

placeholder for the, and 8 t for Qar-age becauselbland Ipl as well as It I and 

/dl are articulated in the same part of the mouth. Articulation will be 

discussed more later. In Figure 5.3.C, Sarah placeholds the with <L> and 

represents the word lebr.a with z r. In Figure 5.3.0, < L> placeholds to, 



I L 9 s 
I love Je-sus. 

ILL z r 
I love the ze-bra. 

I L 2 
I love to 

s 1 B t 
see the par-ade. 

IL Lee J E 
I love to see the hor-sey. 

Figure 5.3. Sarah (3:7-3:8) begins to write with the 
syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis. 
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the letter < C > represents the word see, < e > placeholds the, and hor-s!1.Y 

has < J > as a placeholder and < E > to represent the second syllable. 

Similarly, Sarah became increasingly hesitant to read, much 

preferring and requesting we read to her. The tension between what 

"should be" and what she "could do" in reading was evidenced in her 

tense, concerned facial expressions, her stiff mannerisms, and her sudden 
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unwillingness to even attempt to read many books. In the books she did 

elect to read, she was much more concerned than she had been previously 

with using the exact words of the text, asking things like, "How does it 

go?" when she was unsure and remaining unwilling to proceed until she 

knew. Generally, her "holistic remembering" no longer "counted" for her 

as reading. 

This reluctance did not apply, however, to certain favorite stories 

with which Sarah was very familiar, such as The Gingerbread Man retold 

by Bill Martin Jr. (1990) and Are You My Mommy? (Dijs, 1990). With 

these her confidence grew and she proudly used familiar words like I and 

no as her "guide" if she chose to follow the printed text with her finger as 

she read. Gradually, over the following weeks, through our reading to her 

and her growing confidence in these books, her hesitancy dissipated and 

she again became eager and willing to read herself, even books she had 

only heard once or even not at all. 

This freedom in reading did not immediately transfer to writing, 

however. In time, even with the supportive encouragement she was 

receiving, Sarah would not write at all, stating "I can't" or "I don't want 

to." As Yetta Goodman (personal communication, 1993) says, things "fell 

apart" for Sarah; the rules and system she invented for written language no 

longer rang true and, confronted by what she perceived as her own 



"inadequacy" and lack of knowledge of how to "do it right," she hit a 

literacy block and froze. 
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What happened to Sarah here is similar to what happens to other 

children and adults whose focus is on conventions and accuracy in reading 

and writing. When conventional correctness is the emphasis, the 

conventions can overshadow and even eclipse the whole purpose of 

literacy, namely, the construction and sharing of meaning. 

Then for Valentine's Day Matthew and Sarah received money as 

gifts. At my suggestion, Matthew wrote his thank you note, but Sarah 

refused. I made the same request of her two or three times over the next 

few days but did not force the issue when she continued to refuse. Finally, 

one day Sarah initiated a conversation about writing her thank you note 

and asked me to sit with her while she worked. She drew her picture and 

then told me she was going to write Thank you for the money. She began, 

simultaneously saying and writing, "Thank you for . ... " She did not write 

anything for thank but for you for wrote U 4. Then she asked, "Mommy, 

how do you write the?" Realizing that if I spelled the with t-h-e, a one 

syllable word with three letters, I would only add to her disequilibrium 

rather than help her work it through, I simply explained that when I get 

stuck and am unsure of what to write, I just put a "stick" in that spot; that 

way, I know something goes there and can fix it later but continue writing 
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now. Sarah eagerly accepted this strategy, put a "stick" (she used a lower 

case < i » for the and thank, and wrote m e for mon-ey (see Figure 5.4). 

; u 4 ; m e 
Thank you for the mon-ey. 

Figure 5.4. Sarah's (3:9) "Thank you for the mon-ey." 

Having the "stick" as a placeholder, reminiscent of her nons, when she was 

unsure of what to write gave Sarah permission and freedom to continue 

even when she was insecure about something, just as she knew she was 

free to read "verbal sticks" to make meaning in literature. What Sarah 

began to understand was that conventions are not meant to inhibit or stop 

the sharing of meaning but are cultural agreements to facilitate the sharing. 

It's okay to not know and not be "correct" all the time, that making 
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meaning is always the purpose and goal for reading and writing. She never 

hesitated to write nor said "I can't" again after that. 

Interesting and important to note is how Sarah has refined her art up 

to this point, fine-tuning the details and signing increased meaning in her 

drawings. Her initial wide mouths are now more proportional; her figures 

usually have arms; hair covers the entire head; and, many figures also have 

eyebrows. The people figures with enlarged heads may indicate, I believe, 

the positive self-image she has and the general confidence she exudes. 

For the next six months Sarah's writing increasingly reflected the 

syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis, similar to that in Figures 5.3 and 5.4. (See 

also Figure 5.5) 

In Figure 5.5 she uses her "stick, n that looks like < I> or < i >, as a 

placeholder when she is insecure about how to represent a syllable or 

word. Letter names or numbers she perceives in words/syllables she 

usually represents with those letters/numbers, for example < u > for you, 

< e > for -ey or -py, and 4 for for. She also represents words or syllables 

with the consonant representing the stressed sound, such as < M > for 

Me, < b > (a reversed < d » for -Donalds, < d > for -!lay, and < L> for 

love. Because the /w/ in we is articulated in the same way as the 

beginning of < Y >, she represents we with < Y >. The < p > for Birth- is 

again because of the similarity in articulation for /p/ and /b/. 



i U 4 1 i e Y i i M b 
Thank you for the mon-ey. We went to Me-Donalds. 

I l U Sarah 
I love you. Sarah 

i e P diU 
Hap-py Birth-day to you 

Figure 5.5. Sarah (3:10) continues writing with the 
syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis. 
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Sarah's placeholder "stick" opened new avenues for writing and thus 

her "I like ... " theme waned and basically disappeared. For several 

weeks, "Thank you for the money" was written on virtually everything, 



122 

regardless of what it was or who it was for, as she enjoyed and exploited 

her new discovery and freedom. 

Because she was very involved in the social life of preschool, Sarah 

gradually began to frequently write lists of her friends at school, 

increasingly moving beyond the syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis in these 

names. Observing her friends write their names with more than two or 

three letters, when the names only had two or three syllables, encouraged 

her to analyze these words and syllables in more depth (Ferreiro, 1979-

1980). The names in Figure 5.6 are a compilation taken from innumerable 

lists of guests Sarah wanted to remember to invite to her birthday party. 

They were written at home over a six month period in which her birthday 

fell mid-way. The names exemplify her growing understanding as she 

gains experience and knowledge with the alphabetic principle that the 

syllable is not the unit of analysis but may be broken into smaller elements 

(Ferreiro, 1991). 

This perception and understanding did not appear immediately in 

Sarah's other writing. There were sporadic glimmers of her deeper analysis 

in that writing every so often but it was in her new theme (Rowe, 1987) of 

listing her friends as she played that she concentrated on writing greater 

detail. She never asked how to spell a specific name and rarely asked if 

what she invented was "correct," content and satisfied with writing her 

lists as she played, knowing she could "mean" without conventions. 



Bianca ~q r\V~ 

Katie kb lAb 

Chelsea 'Lc' T Lee, 

Krysdal kttlr KIC~o 

Lt~ Bt{ A \.. ~le ~AV '''~' Jesse Ben Alex 
David Belinda 

Figure 5.6. A compilation of names Sarah (3:9-4:3) wrote over a six 
month period, demonstrating her moving to analysis 
beyond the syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis. 
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Sarah employed her "stick" placeholder when she needed it for about 

four months, then it disappeared. It helped to teach her that not knowing 

correct forms does not prevent inventing to share meaning. 

In time, as her lists continued, Sarah's other writing consistently 

revealed more detailed analysis of words and syllables. The first example 

of this was in a birthday greeting to our friend Terri (see Figure 5.7). 
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TAY 
Terri I~~~ 1~1~n I MS U I L U 
I miss you. I love you. 

tl\Ay I L TAY 

CrLJ~~ A f 
I love Terri's 

Brub kAk 
birthday cake. 

Figure 5.7. Sarah (4:3) moves to analysis beyond the 
syllabic-alphabetic hypothesis in other writing. 

Thus, as Sarah gains experience her perceivings and curiosities in 

trying to make sense of her world become more focused and specific. In 

expanding her meaning potential, she continually sharpens how she signs 

meaning in oral language, written language, drawing, and other sign 

systems, weaving these systems together, so we can share meaning 

together. The qualities of these products change but the quality of her 

thinking, strategies, and learning process in the generative learning cycle do 

not; she perceives, questions, and invents sophisticated solutions, based 

on her understandings, to always learn more and "outgrow" herself. We 

now probe more deeply into her inventions in written language by 
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examining three areas, namely spelling, punctuation, and genre, and how 

her reading of literature influences and supports these. 

Sarah's Spelling 

Sarah's experiences with signing meaning in various systems have 

lead her to the realization that there are cultural agreements about signs 

facilitating our sharing meaning with each other, which need to be 

balanced with her personal meanings and inventions. Knowing now that in 

written language, meaning is represented alphabetically beyond one letter 

for one syllable, Sarah sharpens her understanding of the relationship 

between patterns of letters and patterns of sounds and how these are 

written in her culture. Ken Goodman (1993) describes what this entails: 

Eventually, as they continue to try to make sense of written 
language, young readers and writers discover [the alphabetic] 
principle and begin to do two things: 
* They remember what written words look like. 
* They develop their own rules for how the spellings relate to 
how the words sound. 
As in all language learning, they overgeneralize the rules at 
first. (p. 71) 

Sarah's spelling inventions clearly incorporate her sense of the 

graphic system as well as the phonic system of rules that relate the 

orthography and her own phonology (K. Goodman, 1993). Her learning is 

in the context of and enhanced by such things as observations and 

participation in oral conversations, playing with Matthew, listening to 



126 

literature, reading books and environmental print herself, and playing and 

inventing in her writing. Because she expects these sociocultural systems 

to make sense and be logical, her personal spelling inventions are 

systematic and logical within her expanding and deepening theory of the 

world (Smith, 1985a). Following an examination of the phonic and graphic 

influences in Sarah's writing, we will experience with her the discrepancy 

she eventually discovers, as all readers and writers do, between these two 

systems. In our exploration of these aspects of Sarah's writing, we will 

briefly refer again to some of Sarah's earlier writing samples. We begin 

with Sarah's use of her personal phonics. 

Sarah's Phonics 

Most research on children's "phonemic awareness" greatly 

oversimplifies to simple letter-sound relationships a very complex system 

children in our society must come to control in order to communicate 

effectively through writing. 

An important aspect of language learning that often gets 
overlooked: the most important language phenomena are not 
directly observable in the language that we hear. We don't 
hear phonemes. We hear sounds, and we must organize 
those sounds into patterned language to make sense of them. 
We must invent for ourselves the significant units--phonemes-
and learn what features of the sounds are significant and non
significant for each phoneme. Furthermore, we must do all 
this from the otherwise formless flow of sound that reaches 
our ears, even though particular sounds may be changed by 
what follows and precedes them, and allophones may exist in 



different positions in the stream, and the significant features 
of sounds may change as we assign the phonemes .... And 
the same process of invention is at work in learning to read 
and write - the same remarkable human ability to invent and 
test our inventions against the social conventions. (K. 
Goodman, 1993, p. 83) 

Children invent the significant phonemes they hear and then write 

their phonemes influenced by how they perceive the sounds. In his 
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research on preschool children's knowledge and categorization of speech 

sounds, Charles Read (1971) found this perceiving draws on conventional 

information such as the letter name, the sound of the letter name, and the 

place the sound is articulated in the mouth. How the child initially 

perceives sound patterns in a given context determines how she represents 

them in writing. These spelling strategies of young children are very logical 

and reflect the children's own phonology (Read, 1971). 

Sarah's use of conventional information in her perception of sounds, 

including acoustic and articulatory features, greatly impacts her spelling. 

Earlier, for example, we saw her spelling with 

* <u> for you in Figure 5.4 and <z> in zebra in Figure 5.3.C. 

* representing Iml with < m > in money in Figure 5.4 and Idl 
with <d> in -day in Figure 5.5. 

* writing <B> fo!.,/PI and <T> for 101 in parade in Figure 
5.3.B, <T> for ICI in Figure 5.6, and <V> for !WI in We in 
Figure 5.5 because of the articulation similarities between 
these sounds. 

Other examples are contained in these and other figures also. 
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As Sarah moves beyond being syllabic-alphabetic, her perception of 

the sounds continues to highly influence her spelling inventions. In addition 

to examples similar to the ones just listed, other major sound perceptions, 

governed by her own pronunciation, her phonology, consistently appear in 

her writing. 

Just as in English 191 as in lhank and I~I as in lhe are represented by 

the same letters, Sarah chooses to represent both sounds with < v >. The 

relationships are complex. She usually pronounces lei and I~I like If I in 

for. For example, she pronounces Matthew as Ma-few and three as free. 

Because the sounds If I and Ivl are labiodentals and 181 and I~I are dentals, 

all pronounced in the front of the mouth (and all produced the same by 

Sarah), she represents all of these patterns with <v>. For example, 

Figure 5.8 contains the note Sarah wrote to her preschool teacher Miss 

Thea when she moved to Utah, telling her good-by and thank you. The IBI 

in Thea and thank are both represented with < v > . 

(Also noteworthy is the < i > in Thea. We will see Sarah tending to 

use <i> for the schwa sound of unaccented vowels.) 

The Irl sound Sarah pronounces as Iwl except in some medial and 

final positions. For example, she pronounces Terr; as Te-wee and Sarah as 

Sa-wah. Because the sound Iwl is like the beginning of the letter name 

< y >, she represents Iwl in her writing with < y >. We saw this in Figure 

5.7 in Sarah writing Terr; as TAY, allowing the <V> here to represent the 



~1.lIeJ:. 

V',,~~~ 
, " , ,. • ,'. , ' , 1A1A.J 

',', ,: .: ~"" ••• .;~ "flY 
',. . ,.. . .. 

ms vel 
Miss Thea 

va u 4 Ben ml tehr 
Thank you for being my teacher. 

I L U 
I love you. 

Sarah 
Sarah 

Figure 5.S. Sarah's (4:5) note to Miss Thea, her preschool teacher. 
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second syllable. Another example, Figure 5.9, is in a thank you note to Mr. 

Ambrose, one of the vice-presidents of the Phoenix Suns, for basketball 

tickets. The <V> in gorilla, which she pronounces gowil/a, represents her 

Irl sound. (Sometimes Sarah's < Y > resemble the letters < h > or < u >. 

From my experience and discussions with her about her writing, I know 

these are < Y > .) We also again see < v > for the sounds 181, i~/, and If I 

and < i > for the Ial sound in Suns. 

Sarah's Iwl pronunciation of Irl is not totally consistent and that is 

reflected in her writing. If the Irl is salient as in a blend or in a schwa r as 



Sarah 
Sarah 

DeY AsBoS 
Dear Ambrose 

VA u vo v TAKc 
Thank you for the tickets. 

I UK V 
I 1 ike the 

KYl 
gor; 11 a. 

I UK V SIN 
I 1 ike the Suns. 

----~~~r/ 
tLlJ 

Figure 5.9. Sarah's (4:5) thank you note for basketball tickets. 
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represented by or, er, or ir, for example, Sarah writes it. Her teacher (tehr) 

in Figure 5.8 is one example. Figure 5.10 displays another example of 

Sarah's Irl. Her ferocious dinosaur is screaming, "Roar" (note the size of 

her letters to indicate volume), which she pronounces "War." Because she 

pronounces the initial r as Iwl she represents it with < Y >; because she 

pronounces the final r as /rl she represents it with < R >. In doing this she 

represents her own developing phonology. 
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YR dINSR. I L u 
ROAR dinosaur. I love you. 

Figure 5.10. Sarah's (4: 11) dinosaur "Roar." 

Finally, we examine how Sarah represents in writing the sound of 

Ihl. Ihl is particularly difficult for her, probably because she does not hear 

the sound of it's letter name nor is it articulated like some other familiar 

sound. Sarah has invented two solutions for this pattern in her writing. 

The one she uses fairly consistently is < y >, perhaps because both Iwl 

and Ihl involve aspirations. While she usually refers to the symbol y by its 

letter name ("why"), that is not always the case. For example, Figure 5.11 

is a letter Sarah wrote to Terri, inviting Terri to come for her (Sarah's) fifth 

birthday, still 7 weeks away. After Sarah read the invitation to me, I asked 
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her to name the letters in the word house. The symbols resembling y (see 

her writing of TA Ye and YA YS) she referred to as Faa Faa, adding "It says 

"hu" [making an h sound as in house]." {She uses < Y > for the Ihl at the 

beginning and the Iwl glide she hears at the end of house. 

(Envelope) 

I L U 
I love you 

TU. TAVe. 
To Terri 

(Invitation) 

dAY TA 
Dear Ter

(Terri) 
Ye BeZ 
ri, Please 

KIm tU m 
come to m

(my) 
I YAYS. 
y house. 

Ad PRVdA. 
and birthday. 

SARAH 
Sarah 

I L U 
I 1 ave you 

Figure 5.11. Sarah's (4: 1 0) invitation to Terri. 

(In this invitation Sarah produces an Irl and uses <r> in birthday. She 

uses < v > for 161 in birthday, and interchanges Ibl and Ipl, which are 

closely related phonemes, in birthday and please. Sarah's almost 

consistent use of <y> at the end of Dear, as seen in other Figures too, is 

perplexing. My suspicion is that when she pronounces and writes Dear, 
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she articulates a Iwl glide at the end, rather than Ir/. Thus, the <y>. Dear 

(deR) in Figure 5.22 is a rare exception. In Figure 5.12 she only writes dA 

for Dear.) In this invitation she shifts to writing her name in all upper case 

letters, while still mixing upper and lower case in her other writing. 

Sarah's alternate solution for Ihl appears in a get well card to her 

classmate and friend Jonny, when he had his tonsils removed (see Figure 

5.12). After Sarah read her letter to Jonny for me, I pointed and asked her 

what"" was. I said I knew the other letter names like < d >, < I >, < N > , 

and < e > but I was not sure of that one. She replied, "That's Foo Foo. It 

says "hun [making a "hun sound as in hope]." 

dA dI Ne 
Dear Jon-ny, 

P u Vel 
pe you feel 

I MAC U 
I miss you. 

I e 
I ho
(hope) 

BATR 
better. 

SARAH. I l U 
SARAH. I love you. 

Figure 5.12. Sarah's (4:10) get well card to Jonny. 
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Sarah no doubt felt a tension with this invention, recognizing it is not a 

symbol she sees in her environment, thus this is its only appearance. (In 

Figure 5.12, the < 0> for the < J > in Jonny is because Jonny starts with 

a Idll sound and both Idl and Id~1 have similar articulation. We also again 

see Sarah representing the Irl sound in better with < r > .) As seen in 

Figure 5.8, Sarah writes < h > to represent the leI sound as in teamer, 

however. We will also see it in matm in Figure 5.29. 

With her basic rule of spelling according to her perception and 

phonology, Sarah makes logical and sophisticated decisions as she writes. 

Employing mutually-supporting sign systems, she continues to generally 

draw first, using talk to discuss what she is making and her progress as 

she works; then, she writes, whispering the words softly to herself, 

hearing herself say what she wants to write; making sense of what she has 

written, then, she reads what she wrote, often pointing as she reads. 

While her portraits and other art are still integral to her work, they are 

somewhat less detailed than earlier, perhaps because of the energy going 

into her writing. Dyson (1989) reports that whereas children's texts 

sometimes begin almost as afterthoughts to accompany their drawings, 

gradually the texts carry more and more meaning: 

... Their texts themselves will assume some of the functional 
power of their pictures and their talk, conveying their images 
and linking them to each other socially. Their texts will 
become more dynamic worlds that mediate between their own 
lives, those of their friends, and their experiences in the wider 



world. It is this process by which writing, through the 
children's activity, finds a niche in their artistic, social, and 
intellectual worlds. (Dyson, 1989, p. 14) 

As the detail and meaning signed in Sarah's written text becomes 

more full and precise, she seems to rely less and place less emphasis on 
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her drawings. While Sarah's still developing phonology is a major influence 

on her writing, it is by no means the only influence. We will now consider 

how graphic information in Sarah's literate environment affects her writing. 

Sarah's Use of Graphic Information in Her Writing 

To reiterate Ken Goodman (1993, p. 71), "how the words sound" is 

only one way children try to make sense of written language. They also 

"remember what written words look like." In actuality, this perception 

influences children's writing first, long before they build phonic 

connections. While graphic information is often overlooked or ignored in 

favor of phonics in impacting children's writing, there is research that 

substantiates its influence. We remember from Ferreiro and Teberosky 

(1982) two principles children use in deciding if something is readable: one 

is quantitative, that generally the word has at least three letters, and the 

other qualitative, that there be an internal variation in those letters. Both of 

these principles relate to orthographic information children perceive in their 

environment. Similarly, Harste et al. (1984) argue based on their research 

that the mere fact that the English spelling in children's writing is in English 
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letter-like forms indicates visual memory of graphic symbols. Glenda 

Bissex (1980) and Judith Schickedanz (1990) both report their sons, Paul 

and Adam, respectively, rely on a visual strategy, remembering what words 

look like in their writing. 

Sarah, too, relies on orthographic information as she writes, utilizing 

the organizational structures and letters in her environment. She also drew 

on graphic influences in spelling her friends' names (see Figure 5.6). 

Other evidence of the impact of graphic features on her writing are 

also clear. For example, Figure 5.13 displays Sarah's drawing and label of 

a kite. 

Figure 5.13. Sarah's (4: 1 0) kite. 

The word she wrote originally was KIT but she erased the < K> and 

replaced it with < C >. When I asked Sarah why she changed to < C > she 

replied, "'Because Casey starts with a C." Sarah fairly consistently uses 

< k> for Ikl and < c > for lsi. Thus her original KIT was a phonic spelling 
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for her. In English Ikl is represented by both the letters < k> and < c > 

depending on the following vowel sound. Abandoning the <k> for <c> 

in kite because she remembers her friend's name begins with a different 

letter but the same sound exemplifies her use of graphic information in her 

writing. 

Another example is in an Easter card Sarah (4: 1 0) drew for our 

neighbor (see Figure 5.14), The card read, NABR. ILU. Ble ZA YRI. SARAH, 

which translates to Neighbor. I love you. By Sarah. Sarah. (ZA YRI will be 

discussed later.) 

NABR. 
Neighbor. 

I L U. 
I love you. 

BIe ZAYRI. SARAH 
By Sarah. Sarah 

Figure 5.14. Sarah's (4:10) Easter card to the neighbor. 

The vowel in bye is a glide, lay/. Sarah may hear that glide but she may 

also remember the < e > she sees at the end of many words in her 

environment. 
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The names in Figure 5.15 are one of Sarah's many invitation lists for 

her birthday. 

J 

b~rf JSlk 
Jessica 

~ f{'Ats ABr AISe 
Amber Allison 

A\., e r L V Teht1~ AJ 
AJ 

I L U TehI VLs 

clAdd~ ~~t I love you Teacher Phyllis 

p'e W 
VAu 

G " ~':r fish 

V dAddy Sarah Matthew Mommy 
daddy Sarah Matthew Mommy 

Figure 5.15. Sarah's (4:3) birthday list. 

Note her < e > in Allison, again reflecting her growing awareness of this 

common final marker. (The If! sounds in Phyllis and [ish are again 

represented with < v>; and, she writes < h > for the I~I sound in teaQ/]er.) 

Sarah (4: 1 0) also invented a unique graphic representation, namely 

her personal form of cursive writing (see Figure 5.16). Rather than merely 

writing wavy lines as children sometimes do, she connects the letters of 



her words, making her "cursive" more closely resemble adult cursive 

writing, especially that of her parents. 

Mommy. I love you 

Figure 5. 16. Sarah's (4: 10) cursive writing. 

Sarah Refines Her Perceptions 
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As Sarah gains experience and proficiency as a language user her 

perceptions of both the phonological and the graphic systems become more 

sophisticated and are reflected in her phonic strategies. One of many 

examples of this is in Figure 5.17, a thank you note written in her form of 

cursive writing for a birthday gift (which, because of the distraction of 

connecting letters, sometimes causes her to forget where she is and what 

she has written). Despite my numerous explanations in different situations 

of how we usually sign our names at the end of the letter, she insisted she 

wanted to begin with her name, refusing to be restricted by conventions 

suggested by adults, choosing to invent her own form for her meaning. As 

usual, Sarah said the words under her breath to herself as she wrote. 

When she finished, she looked at the paper and in a surprised tone said, "I 



I L U. 
I love you. 

SARAH. 
SARAH. 

dAY E VAk A Vo VI dAc. 
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Dear Terri Thank you for the dress. 

VAK u FR V JIBOP. 
Thank you for the jumprope. 

Figure 5.17 . Sarah's (5 :0) writes an F in a thank you note. 

made an F!" She was aware, which I was not until I checked the data, 

that she wrote letter < F>, in the bottom line, for the first time, using it to 

represent the If! sound in for. (In the previous line she used her usual 

< v > in for.) While she is refining her perceptions of this use of < v >, she 

continues to use <v> for leI in thank and 1?l1 in the. Interesting, though, 

and another refining, is the in the first line of text spelled vi with her i 

representing the schwa. When I questioned her about what looked like 

<R> in thank, she explained it was a "cursive k. n It is distinguished here 

by no "loop" from her <R> in Sarah and FR (for). 

Sarah's confidence, self-awareness, and perception of herself is 

exemplified in the drawing in Figure 5.18. 
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tAg! . 
China. 

Figure 5.18. Sarah's (4:11) picture of a boy in China. 

Sarah explained to me that this is a picture of a boy in China. While she is 

a girl born in China, she nevertheless is using art to sign her meaning, 

understanding, and growing awareness of a unique part of who she is. Her 

spelling of China (TAg/) is very logical to her. The word China contains 

four phonemes, for which Sarah invents graphemes: she begins with < T > 

because ITI and I~I are related; she represents layl with <A> probably 

because she knows she needs the < I > for her schwa at the end and does 

not want to use the same letter for two different sounds in one word; her 

IgI may be for 101. So what looks like "random" letters are again highly 

systematic. 
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Thus we see Sarah developing complex rules based on sophisticated 

decisions. She integrates her perceptions of the visual information with her 

growing knowledge of the sound and articulation systems in inventing how 

to sign meaning in written language. As she does this she generally relies 

less on her drawings, choosing to present her meanings in her writing. 

This does not negate the importance of sign systems to her learning 

process, however. Her language, play, music, and art, for example, 

continue to enhance and facilitate her learning. We now examine Sarah's 

transactions with literature. 

Literature's Influence on the Graphics and Phonics 

in Sarah's Reading and Writing 

Sarah's use of both graphic and phonological information in her 

writing is unquestionable. While my overt data is limited since I can only 

infer connections, I believe her reading of literature has certainly influenced 

her. 

[Young readers] use their memory of how words look as a 
check on their inventions--which is why it's important that 
they both read and write as they learn written language. 
Because they check their invented spellings against the 
spellings they find in their reading, the authentic texts found in 
real children's books are the real basis of their growing 
awareness of spelling conventions. They invent rules that link 
sound systems and writing systems and test those out in their 
reading and writing too. And in the process of balancing 
personal invention and social convention they develop their 



personal phonics as they attempt to make sense of and 
through written language. (K. Goodman, 1993, p. 71) 
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One clear example of literature at least partially influencing Sarah's 

writing is in her use of the numerals 2 and 4, as rebuses or logographs, for 

the words to and for. (Other than this, she never mixes letters and 

numbers in her writing.) Figures 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, and 5.8, contain examples 

of Sarah's use of these numbers. However, as she tested this invention in 

her reading and transactions with literature this application of 2 and 4 was 

not supported. When numerals did appear, they were representing 

numbers. So, after about 9 months, she began to write to as tu and for as 

vo. One of the first instances of this was in the thank you note for the 

basketball tickets in Figure 5.9. 

Sarah's reading of literature also clearly influences and strengthens 

her understandings of the relationship between the orthography and 

phonology of English. For example, earlier we discussed her invented ways 

of representing Ihl in her writing. Sarah (4: 1 0) was reading Spot's 

Birthday Party (Hill, 1982), occasionally moving her finger under the lines 

of print. She pointed on one page to How did you find me? and then, as 

she was turning to the next page, casually mentioned, "H says "hun [made 

a "hu" sound as in How] like How." When I asked her how she knew that, 

she turned the page back, pointed to the < H > in How and said, "Because 

"hu" [repeated the "hun sound]. 



144 

Sarah is also more conscious and inquisitive about how portions of 

stories she knows fit onto the pages. Murmel Murmel Murmel (Munsch, 

1982), was a favorite book of Sarah's (4:9) for a while thus we read it 

frequently. Wanting to know how the story I read corresponds to the print, 

she pointed on one page to the word lady and asked, "What does this 

say?" Or, she might ask, "What's on this page?" indicating where she was 

referring, as she (4: 10) did with Five Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed 

(Christelow, 1989). In this instance, without answering her I simply 

pointed to the first word of the text, No, and she read No more monkeys 

jumping on the bedl Thus, Sarah's experiences and readings of literature 

support and enhance her understandings of the relationships between oral 

and written language, which influences and appears in her writing. 

Disequilibrium: When the Systems Collide 

A landmark of childhood is a child learning to write her name. 

Names are important to all of us. They identify who we are and what 

belongs to us. Earlier we mentioned that Sarah became interested and 

learned to write her name around the time she entered preschool at 3 1/2. 

School often provides this intrigue and impetus for children (Taylor & 

Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). 

For the next 15 months after this learning, Sarah proudly wrote 

S-a-r-a-h everywhere, on school papers, letters, pictures, cards, in the 



church attendance book, everywhere. S-a-r-a-h was her name, he~ 

autograph, her personal sign. Along with the names of members of her 

family, it was the one thing she had not invented, but just accepted, 

although not exactly as written, for her logo. She reproduced 

this figurative and iconic representation of who she is--~ <174 0 
as a logographic whole (Lieberman, 1985) ... until March 3, 1993. On 

that day Sarah (4:9) presented me with a stenciled picture and the 

accompanying writing (see Figure 5.19) when I got home from the 

university . 

/ 
J 

/ 

~--------------- / 

Mommy VAM CAYI SA 
Mommy From Sarah Sa

(Sarah) 
RAH. 
rah. 

Figure 5.19. Sarah (4:9) sounds out her name. 

145 



146 

When I asked her to read for me what she had written, she read, "Mommy. 

From Is ae wal, [pronouncing CAYI by elongating all the sounds], SARAH". 

(Remember that for Sarah < y > represents Iwl in her pronunciation of her 

name while < I > is her representation of the schwa sound for her). While 

a linear stage model might view this as a step backwards or a regression in 

her growth, by generating a phonic representation for her name using rules 

she used for inventing other spellings she was showing her view of the 

relationship between the orthographic and the phonological systems of her 

language. It was another "developmental moment" (Whitmore, 1992; 

Whitmore & Y. Goodman, in press) for her. 

It was slightly over a year earlier that Sarah intensified, through her 

ILU (I love you, see Figure 5.2) and then with Thank you for the money 

(see Figure 5.4)' her inquiry into how we share meaning through writing. 

During the ensuing year she had worked diligently at inventing her written 

language system, presenting her inventions, and inventing again, knowing 

her writing is situated within a community that shares her meanings. She 

was perceiving and understanding more and more in her own reading of 

literature and her own writing, her linguistic data pool (Harste et aI., 1984) 

was growing, and she was gaining more and more confidence in herself as 

a reader and a writer. Now, all of a sudden she was facing the reality of a 

personal discrepancy, one all readers and writers eventually face, between 
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the graphics she sees and writes in S-A-R-A-H and the phonic rule system 

she was inventing. Perhaps she wondered things like: 

* Why does her name start with an < S > when < c > 

represents the lsI sound? 

* How can there be two < a > that look the same but have 
different sounds? 

* Why is there an < r> where she hears the Iwl sound which 
she represents with a < y > ? 

* Why are there five letters when she only hears four sounds? 

In addition to these complexities she has to consider the complex role of 

< h > that she is still not using in any conventional way. In her name ah 

represents a single schwa sound. There is nothing logical or systematic at 

all to her about the logographic S-A-R-A-H, based on the rules for the 

alphabetic system of English she is inventing. Once again things "fell 

apart" for her (V. Goodman, personal communication, 1993). Rather than 

experience a literacy block because she did not understand, though, she did 

what she knows she is free to do to make meaning: not restricted by 

conventions, she confidently, logically, and systematically invents her name 

CA YI, the one thing she had not yet invented. As Piaget (1970) says, 

when we teach a child something prematurely and keep her from 

discovering it, she cannot invent it or understand it completely. 

At the same time Sarah recognizes the stability (V. Goodman, 

personal communication, 1993) of S-A-R-A-H, that it still represents her to 
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others in her world, so she also includes it, too. In this she is making the 

statement, though, that the logographic and alphabetic systems do not fit 

together consistently. Thus she again revisits her drawing and writing 

distinction to deepen her understandings, now in distinguishing between 

writing her name conventionally in our alphabetic writing system and 

drawing it iconically as her signature. 

While Sarah did not write CA YI every time she wrote her name over 

the next several weeks, she did write it on three other occasions, usually 

adding Sarah. Five weeks from the first instance of this, she invented her 

name again in the Easter card to our neighbor we looked at earlier in Figure 

5.14. This time she spelled her name ZA YRI. With this spelling she 

incorporated some graphic information from S-A-R-A-H, even though she 

had not solved the incongruency between the two systems for herself. 

She writes five letters for four sounds, adds the < R> she sees but does 

not articulate, retains the < Y > for the Iwl she does articulate, and uses a 

< z > for the lsI phoneme. Izl is closely related and looks more like the 

backwards < s > she usually writes when she signs her name. 

Over the next few months Sarah also invented spellings for Mommy, 

Daddy, Matthew, and zoo, as displayed in Figure 5.20, which she had been 

spelling conventionally for months. Right after she wrote her first < F> 

(see Figure 5.17) she decided to incorporate this newfound discovery into 
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her own name, probably more for the joy of "showing it off" than because 

it fit into her invented system. 

(1/\1 iV'-6= MIME 
(~'") Mommy 

M dAdE 
(S 0) Daddy 

MAVIJ 
MAVu 

(~.II) Matthew 

.s Uv 'ZOO (1:.1) zuu 
zoo 

{)~f\: I' 0) SAYF 
Sarah. 

Figure 5.20. Sarah (4:11-5:2) invents other spellings. 

(It is interesting that the orientation of the < S > in SA YF is conventional.) 

Sarah had reached a critical step in learning to spell: phonics is not a 

simple one-to-one relationship. Spelling reflects sound but there are 

definite limitations (Smith, 1982b); our written language system neither 

strictly alphabetic nor strictly logographic. 

Children equip themselves best for reading and writing by 
building a personal understanding of the phonics of their forms 
of English, rules for relating their own phonology to print. 
They'll know that those rules aren't as dependable as other 
language rules because standard spellings are arbitrary-
neither capricious nor random, but the result of human social 
decisions and agreements. And they'll know that's okay, 



because they have lots of other information to use. (K. 
Goodman, 1993, pp. 50-51) 
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It is only through continually inventing in her reading and writing that Sarah 

will resolve and reconcile these differences and tensions. 

Phonics is always both personal and social, because we must 
build relationships between our own personal speech (our 
idiolect), the speech of our community (our dialect) and the 
social conventions of writing. It is always contextual because 
the values of both sound and letter patterns change in the 
phonological, grammatical, and meaning contexts they occur 
in. [For example, when Sarah does and does not articulate the 
sounds /rl and /hl.] And it's never more than part of the 
process of reading and writing. For these reasons, phonics is 
learned best in the course of learning to read and write, not as 
a prerequisite. In fact, our phonics is determined by our 
speaking, listening, reading and writing experiencesl (K. 
Goodman, 1993, p. 51) 

Fortunately Sarah is a risk-taker who thoroughly loves to read and write 

and is no longer overwhelmed by what she does not know and understand, 

as she was a year earlier. 

We see Sarah understanding more and more how to share meanings 

in reading and writing, integrating both graphic and phonic information. 

Through her reading and writing, other rich experiences, and themes such 

as her lists, all supported by other sign systems, she deepens her 

understandings and expands and broadens her ability to share her meanings 

with others. 
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Sarah's Punctuation 

Punctuation is the conventionalized means by which an author 

shares with a reader necessary information about meaning or language 

structure not contained in the words of the text. Oral language utilizes, for 

example, volume, voice speed, facial expression, situational context, 

intonation, pitch, stress, and juncture to disambiguate language and 

express meaning; written language, on the other hand, utilizes different 

syntactic rules and is constrained to grammatical divisions such as 

sentences, along with marks signifying meaning such as exclamations, to 

support, clarify, and enhance written messages for the reader (Martens & 

Goodman, in press). 

As children perceive reasons to write, be it grocery lists, letters, or 

labels, and invent forms to frame those functions, they gradually perceive 

the necessity of a means to disambiguate their writing for their readers and 

thus recognize why there is punctuation in written language. Based on 

their understandings from numerous rich experiences with written language 

they invent hypotheses for when and how punctuation functions and 

incorporate punctuation into their own writing to both represent meaning 

and segment written language into units. 
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Fonts and graphics are not usually considered punctuation, yet they 

are a means by which authors represent and communicate personal 

feelings and written meanings. We have already seen, for example, 

Sarah's hearts to convey concern and love (see Figure 5.12) to Johnny. 

Sarah also utilizes other forms of graphics to sign meaning in her 

writing. One example of her graphically punctuating meaning and identity 

in Figure 5.15 is Sarah's handprint. Beginning at about age 3:5 she began 

covering paper upon paper with tracings of her hand; her handprint became 

a graphic theme (Rowe, 1987) for awhile. Sylvia Fein (1993) points out 

that this act, very common in young children who also leave their handprint 

on walls, on windows, and in the sand, is not at all unlike our human 

ancestors, who left their handprints on rocks, clay walls, and river beds "to 

project themselves into eternity" (Fein, 1993, p. 2). In this deliberate 

Signing of meaning of herself and who she is, more permanent than on 

windows or in sand, Sarah declares her self-awareness, individuality, 

industriousness, and ownership (Fein, 1993). 

It is not uncommon in our print rich environment to utilize different 

fonts to highlight, emphasize, and represent meaning. The size of the 

letters in Sarah's Roar in Figure 5.10, to signify volume, is an example. She 

also invented a personal font (see Figure 5.21). 



VIL 
Foll ow 

V 
the 

DOZ. 
dots. 

VABE FR 
Happy Fa

(Father's) 
VRS DA. 

-ther's Day. 

I L U. 
I love you. 

SARAH 
Sarah 

Figure 5.21. Sarah's (5:0) invented font. 
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This particular font, usually combined with her cursive, was part of 

her writing only for a couple weeks, probably because she found it 

inefficient. It evidences her recognition, though, of the various fonts she 

sees daily in her environment, all of which sign meaning. 

Punctuation Segmenting Written Language 

While many children segment first by spacing between words, Sarah 

began with periods. She was introduced and became aware of them and 

their function of marking the end or stop, as she says, through her reading 
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in discussiol}s about them, primarily in relation to Matthew and his writing. 

I n many of the above examples, such as Figures 5.11, 5.12, 5.14, 5. 1 6, 

and 5.17, we have already observed Sarah using periods in the structure of 

her writing. Sarah first punctuated with periods, we remember, in her 

songwriter (Figure 4.5) to indicate to the singer it was time to "stop" 

singing. After that, her periods disappeared, probably in large part because 

of her preoccupation with other aspects of the writing system such as the 

written/oral/meaning relationship. With that understanding sufficiently 

established in her mind, she revisits the concept and perceives periods 

anew in both literature and in other writing. 

One of the first instances of Sarah punctuating with periods was in a 

thank you note to her grandfather (see Figure 5.22). It was around this 

same time that Sarah began writing her name (conventionally spelled) in 

upper case letters. 

deR KABI Y VAK U 1 
Dear Grandpa, Thank you fo-

R V Kd Ad BZl. 
r the candy and puzzle. 

I l U SARAH 
I love you Sarah 

Figure 5.22. Sarah (4:7) invents her use of periods. 
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Her use of periods here demonstrates her growing understanding of their 

function in written language. 

Another example is in a thank you note to Yetta Goodman. (See 

Figure 5.23.) When she first read the note to me, the only period was the 

one after her name. When I commented and asked her to tell me what it 

was, she replied, "It means 'the end.' Oh, I forgot some other ones." She 

then got a pen and added the other two periods following the words u 

(you) and kIm (cone), both of which are at the ends of lines as well as 

sentences. She did not, however, insert a period at the end of every line. 

I L U. 

~ 
I love you. 

dttJ4 dAY LA 
Dear Yet-

(Yetta) 
dI VAK 

~tVIH ta Thank 

U VO V Ie K 
V VOV±C~ you for the ice c-

~ k~M. 
(cream) 

Y KIM. 

rt A RII-H-. 
ream cone. 

SARAH 
Sarah 

Figure 5.23. Sarah (4:10) writes with periods. 
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Her invented hypothesis is more than simply placing periods at the 

end of lines. It is much more sophisticated and thought out, as seen in 

Figure 5.24. 

:± l.. v· JI;;. k ft8.:k AP 

k ftM!. VAC VV 

OltPNOC'E1 

o is OC' n... Ii R ~ H. 

I L U 
I love you. 

dE KABI AD 
Dear Grandpa and 

KAMI VAC U V 
Grandma Thank you f-

o LI PNOCE 
-0 the Pinocchi

(Pinocchio) 
o BOC. 

-0 book. 

SARAH. 
Sarah. 

( for) 

Figure 5.24. Sarah's (5:0) letter to her grandparents using periods. 

Sarah began this thank you note to her grandparents with Dear . .. , not 

with ILU. When she finished writing boc (book), she said "That's the end" 

and placed the period after book. She then wrote her name followed by the 

period, and finally the ILU and period at the top of the paper. As she was 

setting the paper aside, she glanced at it and said, "Qh wait," took the 

paper back, and placed a period after the E in the fourth line, which is at 

the end of a line but not at the end of her spelling of Pinocchio. After 
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staring at it with a perplexed look for a few seconds, she said, "Oh, that's 

not the end" and crossed out her period. Thus, her system for when and 

when not to insert periods is not arbitrary but definite, deliberate, and 

systematic. Sarah has never placed a period in the middle of a word and 

rarely in the middle of a sentence; her periods are at the ends of sentences, 

lines, stories, or letters. 

Sarah does not limit her use of periods to connected text. Figure 

5.25 contains yet another list of friends she wishes to invite to her birthday 

party. 

Here she places periods at the end of each name. Her invented use 

of periods exemplifies her awareness that periods mark the end of linguistic 

units, thus grappling with the concept of sentenceness. 

Sarah evidences the beginnings of understanding the function 

punctuation serves to represent meaning and segment written language. 

She punctuates meaning through her fonts and graphics and segments with 

periods. From conversations and reading print in her environment as well 

as literature, she, like Paul (Bissex, 1980) and other children learn about 

punctuation. She knows it is not scattered profusely and indiscriminately 

throughout a text but functions in specific places the author deems 

appropriate; thus she invents those functions and purposes for herself. It is 

only through exploring and examining the writing of others, as well as 
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dAZRA. 

d 
Desiree 

A1.RA-, tAYe. 
Terri 

-t A-~e, KAde. 
Katie 

tId. 

K it de· 
Todd 

BIC. IVR. 

tt d· 
Brooke Arthur 

MAC MAYe. 
l. G , t V R' Miss Mary 

Mit C MIt"l (g. 

teHR VALAC. 
Teacher Phyll is 

-t e H RVA l..AC MAC VNACI. I L U. ,.r.. ~ C V N A C -t. t ~ ~. 
1'(\ A C l- A d '4=. Miss Vanessa I love you 

MAC LAD! . 
Miss Linda 

Figure 5.25. Sarah's (4:10) list of friends for her birthday party. 

inventing, creating, organizing, and controlling her own writing, that 

Sarah's refining and sharpening of this aspect of written language will 

continue. 
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Sarah's Genre 

Sarah employs and integrates a variety of sign systems to personally 

and socially "mean" and to accomplish social ends. Gradually, just as she 

distinguished between writing and drawing, she distinguishes between and 

perceives a rich variety of functions that all sign systems, including written 

language, serve. 

Over time, through the complex dialectic that evolves between 
children's own graphic activity and their interactions with 
others, children come to discover the range of functions 
served by written language, including its capacities for social 
interaction and individual reflection. (Dyson, 1989, p. 12) 

The "range of functions served by written language" produce genres, 

defined by Michael Halliday (1975) as "a mode or organization of meaning 

that ... relates to function in the sense of use: to social context or 

situation type" (p. 111). While there is some discussion and debate in 

educational circles over how children best learn different genres, Sarah 

clearly demonstrates that in a rich natural literate environment filled with a 

rich variety of genre in everyday use in environmental print, literature, and 
. . 

language, for example, children invent their own genre forms to meet their 

specific functional needs and purposes. 

This should not be at all surprising; it is not the first time children do 

this kind of inventing. Halliday (1975) documents the beginnings of oral 

language development with children differentiating functions of language 

and then inventing forms to express those functions. Similarly, as a child's 
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knowledge of written language grows through rich varied experiences, her 

concepts, understandings, connections, and the relationships between 

them change and she perceives new possibilities, thus expanding her 

meaning potential. 

Children's ways of writing change as children begin to sense 
new functional possibilities in their activity, ends that were 
previously fulfilled through other means. Children's sense of 
what can be accomplished through writing evolves as others 
respond, both playfully and critically, to their efforts. New 
ways of writing engender new responses, which in turn 
engender the discovery of new functional possibilities. (Dyson, 
1989, pp. 256-257) 

We have already seen Sarah's "discovery of new functional 

possibilities" in earlier Figures, for example, 

* thank you letters (Figures 5.2, 5.4, 5.8, 5.9, & 5.17) 

* songwriter (Figure 4.5) 

* invitation list for her birthday party (Figures 5.15 & 
5.25) 

* greeting cards 

* Easter (Figure 5.14) 

* birthday (Figures 4.6, 5.5, & 5.7) 

* get well (Figure 5.12) 

* "I like/love ... " personal narratives (Figures 4.3, 4.7, 4.8, 
& 5.3) 

* invitation (Figure 5.11) 
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Music, play, math, movement, imaginative play, and especially art and oral 

language all in a social context are woven in various combinations 

throughout the fiber of these genres. In each Sarah invents organizational 

forms to represent her functional needs and intentions. Intuitively, she 

knows that these invented forms necessarily entail changes in such aspects 

of written language as structure, syntax, vocabulary, font, and 

punctuation. 

In addition to the above genre, Sarah has invented others to fulfill 

her personal and social needs. For example: 

* birthday signs (See Figure 5.26.) 

15 

YAB PRVdA 
Happy Birthday. 

CIN VO eAdI 
sign for Yetta. 

Figure 5.26. Sarah's (4:9) birthday sign. 

Yez I 
Here's a 

U YAN AT IB 
You hang it up. 



* notices for her bedroom door (See Figure 5.27.) 

1\f1~ftt· 

DDT£IKf01E 
KAB At. 
Keep Out. 

DOT BIk ME 
Don't Bug Me 

Figure 5.27. Sarah's (5:2) sign for her bedroom door. 

* a map (See Figure 5.28.) 

Sarah's 
house 

Krystal and AO [}sean.s house 

Figure 5.28. Sarah's (4:0) map to her friends' house. 
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* a matching game (See Figure 5.29.) 

MAH LRZ A V 
Match letters in th

(this) 
AC KA 
is ga

(game) 
M 
me 

Figure 5~29. Sarah's (4: 1 0) matching game . 

.. a "board" game (See Figure 5.30.) 

Figure 5.30. Sarah's (5:0) "board" game. 
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Sarah explained the game is played by players putting their marker (a scrap 

of paper) on Start (Strt). The first player picks a number and moves that 

many "spaces." Then it is the next player's turn. If a player lands where 



another player is, the player moving jumps over the player in that spot. 

The winner is the first one to reach End (Ad). 

* her "Book-It" list of books she read (See Figure 5.31.) 

VI TUY BIKZ 
The Two Bugs 
(The Grouchy Ladybug 

by Eric Carle) 

V VIZ MAN 
The Wise Man 
(Noah and the Rabbits 

by Sally Kilroy) 

VI LVZ BIK 
The Elves Book 
(The Shoemaker and the 
Elves by Freya Littledale) 

V BIK IV V KA 
Y 
The Book of the Co
w 
(One Cow Moo by 
David Bennett) 

'It, V~ ~i KZ 
V~l-Z fYlj\ N 
'It '- \) -Z~~ ~ -

V\ vg.t kt: V V KA 

Figure 5.31. Sarah's (4:10) "Book-It" list. 
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For the "Book-It" program through Pizza Hut Matthew had to list the books 

he read each month and take the list to school. One evening Sarah 

suddenly decided to write her "Book-It" list a month after Matthew's 

school program ended or it was discussed at home. She sat and read four 

books, writing each title on her list when she completed the book. Even 
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though the books were right beside her, she "invented" the spelling for the 

titles, not choosing to copy them from the covers. 

* messages (See Figure 5.32.) 

I VI TU KA 
I want to ge

(get) 
t dtsd 
t dressed. 

Figure 5.32. Sarah's (4:9) note to her father after her 
swimming lesson. 

* math homework and math problems (See Figure 5.33.) 

eLL{ 2 2 4 
\0 6 -, Q 2 + 2 = 4 

f) ]l<> ef YLt 4 4 40 
4 + 4 = 40 

~f~ Cd 5 5 50 

CCv> 
5 + 5 = 50 

1 1 2 
'1-1.'2- 1 + 1 = 2 

Figure 5.33. Sarah's (3:9) math "homework" and her (4:10) math 
problems. 



* dot-to-dots (See Figure 5.34.) 

BAYE BIKe 
berry box 

LAMMN 
lemon 

Figure 5.34. Sarah's (4: 11) dot-to-dots. 

* job charts (See Figure 5.35.) 

DICD. 
Dust. 

CAYB. 
Sweep. 

MAk BAD. 
Make Bed. 

KLEN YUM. 
Clean Room. 

MAVA. 
Math. 

Figure 5.35. Sarah's (5:2) job chart. 
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These are only some examples of the genre Sarah has invented to 

organize her life. In her family and community she learns and understands 

that literacy functions for a wide variety of personal and social activities 

(Taylor, 1983). She signs the function and context into the surface text, 

deciding what information and meanings to include and exclude as she 

organizes each text (Harste et al., 1984). Her genres grow naturally out of 

their functional purpose. 

The Influence of Literature on Sarah's Story Genre 

That rich thick exposure to children's literature powerfully impacts 

children's writing is by no means a new discovery. Research documents 

that the sense of story children develop from reading and listening to 

stories read aloud is the foundation on which they build and write their 

own stories (Terry, 1989). Those children reading literary texts, as 

opposed to basal-type texts, write more complex sentences and in a wider 

range of forms than their counterparts (DeFord, 1981). Thus books are 

models for children's growing knowledge of both content and conventions 

in written language (Terry, 1989). 

Not surprisingly, the immense amount of literature Sarah reads is 

strongly influencing her story or narrative genre. As her written stories 

become longer and take on the flavor of literature, Sarah demonstrates that 

she is reading like a writer and writing like a writer (Smith, 1991). 
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Everyone who becomes a competent writer uses authors in 
exactly the same way, even children who may not yet be able 
to write a word. They must read like a writer, in order to learn 
how to write like a writer. There is no other way in which the 
intricate complexity of a writer's knowledge can be acquired. 
(p. 368) 

For Louise Rosenblatt (1982, pg. 272), "[The] most eloquent verbal sign 

that the story or poem is being aesthetically experienced is the child's 

'Read it again.'" I believe that eloquent written signs of aesthetic "lived-

through" experiences with literature are reflected in children's writing. 

We remember that Sarah's first writings of "story" were all "I like 

... " personal narratives. Once she ceased relying on that "sentence 

starter," her writing turned to basically lists of names, cards, and letters, 

not stories. Gradually stories began to occasionally appear again in her 

writing. Sarah wrote the story in Figure 5.36 while sitting in church one 

Sunday. 

YAZ I saoe IBAT I 
Here's a story about a 

YHRK Ie CIMI NN Ad 
shark. He came and ate 

KAdAN YAK. 
Captain Hook. 

Figure 5.36. Sarah's (4:8) story about Captain Hook. 
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Rather than writing a personal narrative reporting some event in her life, 

Sarah exercises her imagination to tell a story about a shark and Captain 

Hook. She begins with a sentence to inform the reader she is writing a 

story and imbues her text with the meaning, choosing not to draw a 

picture to accompany it. The similar imaginative story in Figure 5.37 was 

written on a coloring book-type paper provided by the establishment at 

which her father was doing some xeroxing. 

She made a .. I .. pl ... nUllo" ... 

2 

groceries SARAH 
(R) KATrAS. Sarah 

YeZ 1 Sdoe IBIT 
Here's a story about 

1 BAY 
a bear. 

V BAY 
The bear 

ATA VM 
(went to a) 

Figure 5.37. Sarah's (4:9) story about a bear. 

Literature is also the catalyst to Sarah writing books. Figure 5.38 

displays a book she wrote entitled Christmas Fun, when Christmas was still 

months away. Through her book she remembers, reflects, and anticipates 

a favorite day. 



KAemA 
Christm
(Christmas) 

cAe vi 
-as Fu

(Fun) 
N. 

-no 

KAemAz 
Christmas 

gAt. 
card. 

I LIC T 
I like t

(to) 

u 0 PAzA 

KAcmAc 
Christmas 

vlN 
fun 

KAem 
Christm
(Christmas) 

Az I LI 
-as I 1i-
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-0 open present
(presents) (1 ike) 

z. 
-so 

K. 
-ke. 

Figure 5.38. Sarah's (5:0) Christmas Fun book. 

In these examples we can "hear" Sarah inventing literary language as 

she writes to "sound" like a story. Literature will continue to solidify the 

foundation on which this genre grows. 



The development of composition in writing cannot reside in 
writing alone, but requires reading and being read to. Only 
from the written language of others can children observe and 
understand convention and idea together .... Composition is 
learned through reading and writing. (Smith, 1982b, pp. 195-
196) 

Summary: "How Do We Read and Write?" 
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Sarah's inquiry into "How do we read and write?" reached the point 

where her inventions moved strongly towards and began reflecting the 

cultural agreements we have that allow us to share meaning with each 

other. While the qualities of her literacy artifacts and products change, the 

quality of her thinking, decisions, and strategies remain complex. She 

always utilizes everything she knows to invent what she does not know 

and thus "outgrow" herself. 

Reflections on the Interrelationship 

of Sarah's Reading and Writing 

Sign systems, we have seen, are integral to Sarah's meaning 

making. She interweaves language, art, music, math, and play in various 

combinations to enhance and provide different expressions of her meaning. 

Her literacy, her reading and writing, is naturally "couched within [these] 

other symbolic media" (Dyson, 1989, p. 7). 
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Not only are her reading and writing enhanced by (and do 

themselves enhance) other sign systems; they are intricately interwoven 

together themselves. As language processes, reading and writing feed and 

propel each other into greater and greater depths of meaning and 

understanding. 

Sarah's strategy in learning both reading and writing is the same: 

she attends to the global whole and as she gains experience and 

understanding she perceives finer and finer aspects of the parts within the 

context of the whole and invents them using all the knowledge and 

experience she has available. In each reading she moves from holistically 

remembering what is written on a page to what a specific word is in the 

meaningful context of a story; in writing she moves from whole "I like ... " 

sentences to individual words or syllables to the phonemes and graphemes 

in those words or syllables within a meaningful whole. 

Sarah's reading and writing grow together, as they did for Giti 

(Baghban, 1984), Paul (Bissex, 1980), and do for all of us. While reading 

and writing play critical roles in supporting and reinforcing each other, what 

Sarah is focusing on in one does not necessarily correspond with what she 

is focusing on in the other. For example, she vocalizes a more intense 

interest in the print when reading literature by, for example, wondering 

what a specific word is or asking what goes on a specific page. At the 

same time, I, because I have analyzed and understand her writing system, 
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am able to read her writing, sometimes even at times she cannot remember 

what she wrote. Thus, while they are highly interrelated, reading and 

writing function differently for Sarah, offering her different perspectives 

and understandings on her literacy. 

The transcripts in Appendices A, a, and C document Sarah's holistic 

rememberings of three stories. Earlier we discussed her strategies, 

language, critical thinking, and reading process. We saw clearly how she 

brings and utilizes the meaning and understandings in her head to the 

meaning potential in the text to construct a meaningful story and how she 

manipulates language and ideas, just as all other readers and writers do. 

Sarah's readings are her "oral compositions," so to speak, the 

counterpart of her written compositions. Her readings demonstrate for her, 

remind her, and forever instill in the fiber of her being the story language, 

complexity, and plot, for example, characteristic of well-written literature. 

They are her "rehearsals" for what and how to write; the "dangling carrot" 

she's working towards in her written composition; the horizon on the 

landscape of literacy we travel towards but can never fully reach because 

there is always more to learn. 

From a "conventional" standpoint it appears her reading "lags 

behind" her writing. From a meaning standpoint, however, nothing could 

be further from the truth. Without her oral compositions as the model and 

goal to work towards, she could not write. 
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In her writing, on the other hand, Sarah confronts the "essential 

problem--how meaning is conveyed through, and retrieved from, the print" 

(Dyson, 1984, p. 168). The numerous writing samples in this study, plus 

countless other samples, attest to Sarah creatively and systematically 

working to solve this "essential problem" for herself. In writing, as 

opposed to reading, she visually confronts and is forced to focus on how 

she is "meaning" and if that corresponds to her intention, the meaning 

potential in her head, and the sound and print patterns in her environment. 

She continually manipulates her writing, refines her inventions, and invents 

anew as she travels toward the "horizon" in her reading. 

Sarah can't get enough and never tires of writing; her appetite is 

insatiable, just as in reading. In a very tangible way every piece of writing 

she creates is visible evidence to her of her literacy, something she can 

hold onto. Each piece is proof she can "mean" like everyone around her. 

She is thus empowered to continue her refining. 

Integrating Language Systems 

We have already discussed how Sarah relates the orthography and 

phonology of English in her writing. These same strategies and 

graphophonic cues she also employs more and more in her reading. 

Graphophonic cues do not operate in isolation, however. They are 

integrated with semantic cues, or meaning, and syntactic cues, or 
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grammar. These three language systems (semantic, syntactic, and 

graphophonic) work in concert to provide contextual cues for making sense 

of text. To be a proficient reader and writer, Sarah, like all readers and 

writers, needs to successfully integrate them, without continually relying 

more on one than another. 

Sarah's reading and writing both evidence her grasp and 

understanding of the semantic and syntactic systems. Everything she 

reads and writes makes sense (semantic) and sounds like language 

(syntactic). She also has growing experience with the graphophonic 

system because she knows how written language looks and sounds. But it 

is the graphophonic cueing system that needs to be strengthened and 

interwoven more strongly with the other two. 

Striking the balance in integrating the three cueing systems takes 

time and practice. Already confident in the semantic and syntactic 

systems, as they perceive finer details more and more in the print, children 

sometimes "overreact" and rely primarily on the graphophonic system. 

Without support and encouragement to integrate the three to construct a 

meaningful text, rather than focusing on graphophonic accuracy, children 

can eventually develop reading problems. 

One example of Sarah (5:0) "overreacting" to the graphophonics and 

not integrating systems occurred when she was reading Good Night, 

Jessiel (Ziefert & Smith, 1990). In the story Jessie stalls so she does not 



have to go to bed. Just as Sarah turned to the page that read, in this 

layout, 

"I can't, Mom. 

My drawer is open. n 
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she said, "Look, there's Mommyl Only part of it is down here [pointing to 

the My in the second line]." She put Mom from the end of the first line 

together with My from the beginning of the second line to create Mommy. 

Reading Mommy for Mom would have been an acceptable high quality 

miscue but in incorporating My she demonstrated she was utilizing visual 

cues (she missed the graphic information provided in the punctuation and 

spacing) without fully integrating semantic and syntactic cues from the 

text. As Sarah gains experience with reading and is supported and 

encouraged to integrate systems her proficiency will grow. 

Thus, Sarah's reading and writing enhance and propel each other but 

function to provide her with different perspectives and understandings on 

literacy. In both she uses all she knows to invent what she does not know 

to learn more. 

Developmental Stages Revisited 

In spite of all the evidence just presented on Sarah's literacy, by 

Jeanne Chall's (1983) scheme Sarah is still in Stage 0, Pre-reading or 
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"pseudo" reading, not valuing her growing understandings of literacy and 

her focus on making and sharing meaning. 

Such a [stage] focus draws our attention away from the 
universals of written language literacy, which operate across 
language users at all ages and simply express themselves in a 
variety of alternative forms. It limits our thinking about 
literacy. Literacy becomes a step-by-step progression of 
control, not a vehicle for exploring and expanding our world. 
(Harste et a!., 1984, p. 12) 

Researchers and teachers using developmental stages as the lens to 

examine children's literacy learning are limited in what they see. Because 

of differing social and personal histories with literacy, differing experiences, 

differing perceptions, inventions, and understandings, no two children can 

possibly follow the same "route" to literacy, as stages contend. For 

example, at approximately age three, Adam (Schickedanz, 1990) was 

interested in words and how they looked, in writing his name, and used 

several letters from his name in his writing; Giti (Baghban, 1984) was 

writing some words and some connected text using wavy lines or sticks 

and also showing interest and ability in writing her name; Sarah was using 

o's as placeholders to write "I like ... " sentences, wrote no individual 

words, and showed no interest at all in writing her name; and Jed (Lass, 

1983) was apparently focusing on reading with little interest in writing. 

(One thing all of these children do have in common is the rich use of play, 

oral language, drama, art, and other sign systems to enhance their 

meanings and provide alternate perspectives.) 
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Thus, with different environments and experiences, children focus on 

different aspects of literacy at ~ifferent times both broadly and within 

specific literacy events, depending on their work styles, support systems, 

intentions (Dyson, 1989) and questions concerning "how to mean." They 

sometimes cycle back, as Sarah did, to revisit questions and 

understandings with deeper perceptions. In any literacy event they each 

choose to attend to certain aspects of the complex process over other 

aspects, depending their inquiry focus. In writing, the aspects to which 

children attend in signing meaning affect and determine the characteristics 

of their writing (Dyson, 1989). So, the ways children construct meaning in 

particular situations by making connections linking their past experiences in 

new ways is idiosyncratic (Rowe, 1987). 

There is no single simplifying rule which describes how the 
content, processes, and purposes of literacy will relate to one 
another, nor is there one simplifying rule which describes how 
children should combine knowledge domains, communication 
systems, or social interactions to achieve their goals as 
authors. Instead, events are multiple and non-hierarchically 
interconnected. (Rowe, 1987, p. 109) 

Thus, to attempt to create an invariant sequence all children pass 

through in literacy learning is impossible due to the "infinite variety in the 

patterns of young children's early literacy development" (Taylor, 1989, p. 

192). Our tasks as parents and educators is to 

... understand the complexity of the literacy behaviors of 
young children ... and use these understandings to support 
and enhance children's learning opportunities, guiding them in 



both direct and indirect ways as they develop personal 
understandings of literacy that are both socially constructed 
and individually situated in the practical accomplishments of 
their everyday lives. (Taylor, 1989, p. 186) 
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By letting Sarah lead the way and trusting her as a capable learner, 

providing rich experiences so she can ask herself the right questions at the 

right time, invent solutions, and explore how to mean through her themes, 

writing, and in varied sign systems, I empower her and teach her to expand 

her meaning potential, to trust herself, and to think critically and 

analytically as a learner exploring and "meaning" in her world. As literates 

ourselves we all need to know about children, literacy, and learning so we 

see what we know and value and appreciate the literacy of young children 

and encourage them as literate members of society. 



CHAPTER 6 

LITERATE SARAH AND THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM 

In this examination of Sarah's generative learning cycles we have 

seen her nurture and propel her inquiries through numerous diverse rich 

experiences, such as: 

* being read to and reading herself daily; 

* having books and magazine subscriptions of her own to read 
and interact with; 

* having easy access at all times to such things as paper, 
pens, crayons, markers, scissors, glue, and pencils; 

* having time and opportunity to "play" with literacy, 
internalizing new information and incorporating it into her 
behavior (Jacob, 1984); 

180 

* being encouraged to and "meaning" through art, music, play, and 
other sign systems, sometimes in relation to literacy and 
sometimes not; 

* daily seeing and participating with her family and others in 
reading and writing for relevant and enjoyable purposes 
to meet a variety of personal and social needs in many 
different contexts; 

* hearing and participating in discussions about literacy; 

* knowing her literate behavior is welcomed, appreciated, and 
supported with positive responses; 

* being treated like the reader and writer she is; 

* believing she is a reader and writer herself; 



* knowing literacy is valued, meaningful, and important. (Hall, 
1987) 

Other children whose "roots of literacy" (Y. Goodman, 1980) are 
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embedded in the soil of rich experiences with reading, writing, art, music, 

play, dance, math, and other sign systems invent and refine their literacy 

just as Sarah does, including children living in environments where the 

stereotypic or public view is that there are few literacy learning 

opportunities (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). As Sarah and other children 

enter school, what will they face? An environment and curriculum drawing 

and building on their expertise and experience with literacy? Or one that 

overlooks that and assumes they know very little about literacy and must 

be taught? 

Curriculum: A 'Mis-Educative' View 

Traditional school curricula approach literacy analytically rather than 

functionally and provide little opportunity for children to participate in rich, 

purposeful, relevant, literacy events enriched and fueled by mutually 

supporting sign systems, all drawing their life and meaning from the lives 

of the children (Taylor, 1986). Often there is little connection between 

the literacy and subject matter in school and the child's experiences with 

literacy and life out of school. Many teachers teach "reading and writing 
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as abstract skills ... not [considering] what reading and writing are for in 

the lives and futures of their students" (Szwed, 1988, p. 304). 

Thus, children are subjected to "drills and homilies that teach them 

that literacy is work, punitive, and a bore. Even if they do 'learn to write,' 

what they ... learn is that the purpose of reading and writing is the 

shunting of information," rather than seeing reading as a "compelling 

aesthetic experience" and writing as "a means of creating worlds that they 

themselves can experience and explore (and that they may if they wish 

subsequently decide to share with others)" (Smith, 1985a, p. 210). All too 

often it is the child who is "blamed" if learning problems arise. Many times 

teachers and administrators fail to consider it may be how the 'lessons' are 

presented that creates the learning difficulties, not the subject matter itself 

(Piaget, 1973, p. 14). "When we break the intimate connection between 

experience and learning, children are cut off from their own problem-solving 

abilities. We sever the link between their lives and their learning, and they 

suffer as a consequence" (Taylor, 1993, p. 7). 

Teachers in this form of education are "agents of conformity in the 

language use of their pupils" (Y. Goodman & K. Goodman, 1990, p. 242) 

and the "owners" of instruction (Hall, 1987). Their curriculum-based 

perspective is treated and accepted as the only one that is relevant (Wells, 

1985). Learning and children are left with no alternative but to conform to 
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both the teacher's control of the classroom and the teacher's model of 

literacy (Hall, 1987). 

Dewey (1938) refers to the experiences in this kind of education as 

"mis-educative." The "ladling" out of knowledge does not empower and 

instill in children the impetus and desire to learn. While children may learn 

"automatic skills" in certain specific contexts, they do not learn, Dewey 

says, to judge and act intelligently in new situations. Yetta and Ken 

Goodman (1990) express it this way: 

Traditional methods in schools may get willing students to 
echo verbalizations of language conventions and scientific 
concepts and even manipulate them in narrow and controlled 
contexts. But for these to become internalized and 
operationalized by learners--for the social to become the 
personal--there must be room to invent, to test out, to 
experiment, and to reach personal-social equilibrium. (p. 235) 

Curriculum: A Renewed View of an Old Concept 

In our earlier discussion we observed Sarah asking herself the right 

questions at the right times about literacy and inventing solutions based on 

all of her knowledge and experience. Through her inquiries she peaked her 

own thinking and intellectual growth (Duckworth, 1987). 

Although it is almost impossible for an adult to know exactly 
the right time to ask a specific question of a specific child ... 
children can raise the right question for themselves if the 
setting is right. Once the right question is raised, they are 
moved to tax themselves to the fullest to find an answer." 
(p. 5) 
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From birth children control, order, and monitor their own learning. By the 

time they enter school they are sophisticated learners who know better 

than anyone what they know, what they don't know, and how they can 

best learn it (Bissex, 1984). 

There is sense and logic, then, in schools providing rich purposeful 

literate environments filled with numerous experiences in different contexts 

with various sign systems, including reading and writing. It is in these 

environments and through these experiences with supportive and 

encouraging teachers that children continue to monitor their learning, 

exercising their generative learning cycles both in and out of school to ask 

questions and invent as they refine their literacy. Centering school 

curriculum on rich experiences supporting children's inquiry and creative 

inventions, out of which grow new questions, is not a new concept. 

Educators have been proposing it for years. 

Dewey (1938) believed that teaching and learning are a "continuous 

process of reconstruction of experience" (p. 87). He advocated schools 

focusing on experiences which expand on the world's knowledge and 

ideas, thus leading to growth and further experiences. 

Unless a given experience leads out into a field previously 
unfamiliar no problems arise, while problems are the stimulus 
to thinking. That the conditions found in present experience 
should be used as sources of problems is a characteristic 
which differentiates education based upon experience from 
traditional education. For the latter, problems were set from 
outside. Nonetheless, growth depends upon the presence of 



difficulty to be overcome by the exercise of intelligence. Once 
more, it is part of the educator's responsibility to see equally 
to two things: First, that the problem grows out of the 
conditions of the experience being had in the present and that 
it is within the range of the capacity of students; and, 
secondly, that it is such that it arouses in the learner an active 
quest for information and for production of new ideas. The 
new facts and new ideas thus obtained become the ground for 
further experiences in which new problems are presented. 
The process is a continuous spiral. (p. 79) 

Pia get (1973), too, advocated that students be active in their 
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learning, eager researchers rather than passive reCipients of information. 

The use of active methods which give broad scope to the 
spontaneous research of the child or adolescent and require 
that every new truth to be learned be rediscovered or at least 
reconstructed by the student and not simply imparted to him . 
. . . What is desired is that the teacher cease being a lecturer, 
satisfied with transmitting ready-made solutions; his role 
should rather be that of a mentor stimulating initiative and 
research. (pp. 15-16) 

The inquiry cycle we examined in Figure 2.2 is a core for school 

curriculum inviting and insisting on the active role of teachers and students. 

In inquiry-centered classrooms teachers and children work collaboratively to 

continually pose questions they research together. 

The function of curriculum is to support us in the inquiry 
process of searching for questions and ways of looking at 
those questions. Without inquiry, a sense of purpose and 
meaning in learning is lost and our natural inquisitiveness as 
learners is deadened. Instead of studying topics to gain bits 
and pieces of information, we ask our own questions and 
engage in inquiry. We learn to search for problems as well as 
explanations for our problems. We are both problem-posers 
and problem-solvers. (Short & Burke, 1991, p. 55) 
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In Language, Learning and Education Gordon Wells (1985) reminds 

us of the incredible amount of active learning all children (not just Sarah) 

accomplish from a very young age, quite independent of "direct teaching 

and constant evaluation." He also advocates teachers supporting the 

continuance of that learning. 

Children are innately predisposed to make sense of their 
experience, to pose problems for themselves and actively to 
search for and achieve solutions. They also show 
considerable perseverance in such activities when the 
challenge is of their own choosing. These qualities are very 
much in evidence in the pre-school years. Surely, therefore, 
they should form the foundation upon which the curriculum is 
constructed at school. If we believe that language and 
learning continue to be intimately related throughout the years 
of schooling--and it would be difficult to argue otherwise--a 
major principle in planning and implementing the curriculum 
must be to ensure that pupils are encouraged to pursue and 
extend their own interests and given the opportunity ... to 
share responsibility for the formulation, execution and 
evaluation of the learning tasks in which they engage. (p. 169) 

Curriculum from this perspective looks very different than a 

'mis-educative' formulaic curriculum centered on learning selected abstract 

conventions decided and controlled by the teacher (Harste et a!., 1984). It 

provides experiences to explore and expand human potential, "uncovering" 

rather than "covering" material (Duckworth, 1987). Students and teachers 

generate meaning and learning, not just maintain it (Harste et a!., 1988). 

[Schools] can help to uncover parts of the world that children 
would not otherwise know how to tackle. Wonderful ideas 
are built on other wonderful ideas .... All kinds of things are 
hidden from us--even though they surround us--unless we 



know how to reach out for them ... and children, in the 
doing, cannot help being inventive. (Duckworth, 1987, 'p. 7) 

Understood in this way, curriculum in school is no different than 

"curriculum" out of school: immersed in rich learning experiences in a 

thought-provoking stimulating environment students face curiosities and 

anomalies, generate questions, and research and invent solutions to 
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understand, just as they do in the generative learning cycle. As they are 

free to use and develop multiple entry points for learning in real life 

situations (Rowe, 1986), so they do in school also. "Learning in school 

need not, and should not, be different from children's natural forms of 

learning about the world. We need only broaden and deepen their scope by 

opening up parts of the world that children may not, on their own, have 

thought of thinking about" (Duckworth, 1987, p. 49). 

In school, as out, children freely and naturally integrate sign 

systems, gaining new and multiple perspectives on their "meaning" through 

these sign systems and learning the communication potentials and 

limitations inherent to each (Harste et al., 1988). 

Since young children are growing, not only as writers but as 
users of varied media, they need such opportunities to 
discover the interrelated purposes and powers of all these 
forms of expression ... in attempting to convey meanings in 
several media, children are given opportunities to see what is 
lost and what is gained when multidimensional worlds are 
shaped with linear strings of words. (Dyson, 1989, p. 271) 



188 

For some children, the freedom to use multiple points of entry for 

learning and multiple avenues for constructing meaning (Rowe, 1986) is 

critical to their success as learners. They feel "trapped" by the "sequential 

demands of language" (Clyde, 1994, p. 28) with few strategies to organize 

their thinking. With verbocentric eyes it is easy to miss "the brilliance of 

... young [minds], the deliberateness and sophistication of not only [their] 

inquiries but also [their] strategies for exploring them" (Clyde, 1994, 

p.32). 

Environments saturated with sign systems integrated with "more 

scientific forms and methods of learning ... allow students to experience 

and play with ideas rather than just memorize information to volley back to 

their teacher as proof of their learning" (Goldberg, 1992, p. 623). 

Students can express themselves, their understandings and interpretations, 

transforming their knowing in the process (Goldberg, 1992; Harste, 

1993a). Immersed in such rich experiences the limits of learning, inquiry 

and invention are endless. 

Teachers and learners bring with them to school a great 
variety of cultures, experiences, and histories. They also bring 
with them varied methods of expression. By restricting 
students to traditions ways of expression--and thus to 
traditional means of evaluation--teachers may be preventing 
these student from fully working with and displaying their 
knowledge. By widening their vision of acceptable expression 
and ways of knowing, teachers can begin to create a 
community in which students have the essential freedom to 
learn. (Goldberg, 1992, p. 623) 
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In centering curriculum on rich experiences in which inquiry and 

invention in multiple sign systems thrive, schools are not acting counter to 

current educational research but only matching teaching to what we know 

about children and learning. Sarah, like all children, has strategies for 

learning and "meaning." They do not need school to teach them about 

literacy or to be literate; they need school to provide varied experiences 

supporting and encouraging them in their natural learning through inquiry 

so they expand their "meaning" to include a wider variety of personal and 

social purposes. It is through rich functional experiences with language, 

reading, writing, art, music, drama, play, math, and other sign systems that 

Sarah and all children will continually grow into participating members of 

society. 

From this perspective, curriculum is not a course to be run. 
Rather, curriculum is a meaning-making potential where 
knowledge is created, acted upon, and recreated at the point 
of experience. It provides opportunities for both teachers and 
students to experience themselves as learners, engaged 
together in inquiry in order to create, critique, and transcend 
their present realities. (Harste, 1993a, p. 5) 

We began with Sarah's statement, "I already know how to readl", 

so we shall end. In the interim we have lived through her generative 

learning cycles with her, her resourcefulness, discoveries, and frustrations, 

observing how efficient, organized, systematic, and creative she is in 

expanding her meaning potential. She is not in "Stage 0" (Chall, 1983) or 



any other stage. "Yes, Sarah, you do know how to read ... and write. 

You are literatel" 
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EPILOGUE 

For five years Sarah actively signed meaning through oral language, 

play, music, math, art, movement, written language, and other sign 

systems, freely integrating these to enhance and provide deeper and 

different perspectives on her knowing and "meaning." Literacy is 

cultivated to be an integral part of her life by her experiences with its 

natural everyday functional uses; like language, she knows what literacy is 

because she knows what literacy does (Halliday, 1973). She is confident 

and knowledgeable about reading, writing, language, and learning, and 

possesses the strategies to think, reason, and make necessary decisions to 

invent what she does not know. Her understanding of the role conventions 

play in written language to facilitate the sharing of meaning is in its proper 

perspective. Thus, when kindergarten began on August 23, 1993, Sarah 

entered as a sophisticated, accomplished, proficient language user, already 

"know[ing] how to read". 

Unfortunately, Sarah's opportunities to fully share the wealth of her 

knowledge and understandings about literacy never fully materialized in the 

first quarter of the school year. As discussed earlier, often in schools "little 

credit is given to parents or to children for the complex communicative 

abilities that children bring to school. ... Rarely are there opportunities for 
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children to bring their complex communicative abilities into their 

classrooms" (Taylor, 1986, p. 45). Children's understandings of literacy 

and how it functions at home and in their various subcultures are often not 

valued or seen as relevant in school, usually not "intentionally" by teachers 

but because they have been enculturated to that way of thinking. 

Such was Sarah's kindergarten experience. Sarah and her 

classmates sat at their desks doing worksheets to ensure they had the 

necessary visual and motor skills to get ready to learn the conventions and 

correct ways to read and write. Starting with the bits and pieces of 

language, the intent was to move through stages to become literate, 

which, in the eyes of the teacher and school, the children were not. 

Thus, on approximately the same day Sarah (5:3) wrote this note 

(see Figure E. 1.A) at home to our friend Sue (an adult) whose mother died, 

she traced lines to work on her fine motor control at school (see Figure 

E.1.B). (Sarah knew Sue's mother but referred to her as Sue's 

grandmother; Sarah's grandmother died eight months earlier.) 

At home Sarah (5:3) wrote me this note (see Figure E.2.A), upset 

that I was stern with her because she was out of bed playing instead of in 

bed sleeping. At school she practiced writing her name (see Figure E.2.B) 

on the lines. 
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~ 
!7DPUr: 
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Sarah I L U. 
Sarah I love you. 

Da caU 
Dear Sue 

i yaP U F 
I hope you f

(feel) 
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ee 1 better.· 

8 
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I , 

U(kDvrrll 
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• • ~ , 
Ur KaMI 
Your Grandma

(Grandma's) 
z YaV MI 
's with my 

KaMI. 
Grandma. 

• 

Figure E.1. Sarah's (5:3) letter to Sue (A) at home and work on fine 
motor control (8) at school. 

A 

i M KiNi 
I am gonna 

Y aE. 
run away. 

8 SliCCI1i - =--=--=--~ -
SilPkI ~ t§ 15'-~ 
sa.r:4h,~ 1.~m-e41 - -
5f);al~ctI-f~- -

sana;;.S ~ t Q., h-· 

Figure E.2. Sarah (5:3) writes a note at home (A) and practices 
her name at school (8). 
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About a week later she (5:3) wrote this story (see Figure E.3.A) at 

home while waiting for Matthew and at school she practiced writing letters 

correctly on the lines (see Figure E.3.B) .. 

A 

~ 1 z. i IV V Ifl ~tQ.N' 

r !( V trJOe r C(fYV' 
fYl 0.. ~T «-Iv '- i Err IZ r 

Sctrcth. 

B 

, -
....... -

Vac iPiN i ti 
Once upon a ti

(time) 
M a LatiL vi 

-me a 1 ittl e fo
(fox) 

kc a BaBe Fikc 
-x and baby fox 

a miN Fikc DaDF 
and mom fox (in a cave) 

icL Viz matEN Fim cN 
ice was melting from sn-

o 
-ow 

Viz iN v mataN. 
was on the mountain. 

(snow) 

iN v mat aN Viz i 
On the mountain was a 

maVtaN Li EN 
mountain lion. 

Sarah. 
Sarah. 

-M.m~··~~-~h:--·-- -.~ 

~.h··:·h·· b-___ L£-· .-.-..... 
b:£6---6--h-._t::~ 
:h?6 . b b b b h 

Figure E.3. Sarah's (5:3) story (A) at home and 
handwriting sheets (B) at school. 
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In math at home Sarah wrote numerical relationships, inventing"?, to 

punctuate spaces (see Figure E.4.A) and inventing how to write addition 

notation (see Figure E.4.8). At school in math she circled items used in the 

same way (see Figure E.4.C). 

A I::: If2:i 13: 3-
y ::-Y 12 ::2 l' cJ.. -~ 
7= 7J~:::: ~?.9~ 
10-:'/0] IJ-::I/~ 

l L -= 12 J 13 ::'13 

8 1"2-.-= 2 '-id:::dJ 2 
Y::::.L-(S If I fz.. 

22:2c I/o! 
2 + 2 = 4 6 + 6 = 12 

4 + 4 = 8 11 + 11 = 22 

55 + 55 = 110 

(ti)(d) ~@ 

. /:OVI·~@ 
,·b@n@ 
I.~ • 

• ===:::-=~=---...... .-.-............ _--

Figure E.4. Sarah's (5:3) numerical relationships (A) and addition (8) 
at home and math worksheet (C) at school. 
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As these writing samples verify, the richness of Sarah's functional 

uses of literacy did continue at home despite what was happening at 

school; however, she was not totally unscathed by the focus on skills and 

correctness at school. Figure E.5, A and B, contains handwriting 

"worksheets" she invented completely on her own. 

A vim CaYi Sarah I L u 
From CaYi Sarah I love you 

vi,., C Q.. '1 ,. ~ ) 'L ,. q" II, i "u ~ 
B 

J I 

~----~---- .. 

cit. Et. 
sight. eat. 

cmaL. t i h. 
smell. touch. 

-

Figure E.5. Sarah's (5:3-5:4) invented worksheets at home. 
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Sarah invented the worksheet in A for her teacher Rene. (Note she spells 

her own name CAYI and again uses'3 as in Figure E.4.A to space 

groupings.) She decided to write Rene's name with dotted letters for her 

(Rene) to trace because that is what Rene does at school for those children 

who do not yet know how to write their names. 

Figure E.S.B is another worksheet Sarah invented. The letters on the 

lines in the upper right hand corner have a sad face and are scribbled out 

"because I didn't stay in the lines, n she said. Her other letters have a 

happy face and stickers drawn because there she did stay in the lines 

there. Rene did not place sad faces on children's papers but did draw them 

on the chalk board next to her own writing when she was giving directions 

and providing examples for the children of what to do and what not to do 

on their handwriting papers. Nevertheless, Sarah and no doubt other 

children received the message that what is valued and important in writing 

is staying in the lines. 

Sarah invented other types of worksheets also, such as circling the 

object in the row of pictures meeting some criteria, as she did at school 

when studying the five senses. In her invented worksheet (see Figure 

E.S.C) the key for what to do in each row is listed on the left side of the 

paper: nose for smell, lips for eat, eye for see, and hand for touch. Thus 

she circled the flower she could smell in first row, the pie she could eat in 

the second row, the hen she could see in the third row (but not the ant or 
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the piece of candy, probably because the "rules" of worksheets only allow 

for one correct answer in each row), and the Statue of Liberty she could 

touch in the last row (but not the rain or the cloud). 

Sarah's motivation in making all of these worksheets was real, 

genuine, and authentic for her; she chose to make them on her own. They 

were a "playing school" game to her. Clear and somewhat frightening, 

though, are her perceptions of what literacy is at school and what school 

values as important about literacy, as distinguished from and contrasted 

with the literacy integral and interwoven into the texture of her life at 

home. At home literacy accomplishes social purposes in a given context; 

at school, in large part, it is writing on the lines or circling pictures. 

Rene did, however, incorporate some writing into the kindergarten 

curriculum, namely, journals every three or four days, usually with an 

assigned topic (see Figure E.6). 

Figure E.6.A is one of Sarah's (5:2) first journal entries when 

kindergarten began. The assigned topic was to write about a favorite toy. 

Note that what Sarah wrote, "Lucky is my favorite toy," does not exactly 

match what she read to Rene. "My favorite toy is ... " may have been a 

prompt Rene gave; or, Sarah herself retained her meaning but decided to 

transform her surface structure. Sarah's (5:4) journal entry in Figure E.6.B 

was written towards the end of the first quarter of the kindergarten year in 

anticipation of a field trip to the pumpkin patch. 
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LAkE Az mI vAvA T 
Lucky is my favorite t

(toy) 
oE. 

-oy. 

i YiL cE PiBgaz 
I will see pumpkins 

aD A cDAh. 
and a stage. 

Figure E.6. Sarah's school journal entries. 

Rene also read to the children although, according to Sarah, not 

daily. Follow-up activities offered few opportunities for the children to 
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write, draw, or integrate other sign system to deepen their understandings 

and interpretations. Instead these activities were xeroxed worksheets, 

such as those in Figure E. 7. Worksheets like these confine and restrict the 

children to someone else's meaning and interpretation of the story rather 

than stretching them to think and make their own personal connections and 

interpretations through their writing, art, or drama, for example. 

H ..... ~.Q..t:_O 1,.0_ '''If''''''''''''~I',J~.'''· 
~hapes 

I ~OIO' by snlDO . • 

~~~ " 

Mike Mulligan and His 
Steam Shovel 

The Biggest 
Pumpkin Ever 

Figure E. 7. Sarah's school literature activities. 



Homework was a nightly event (except for Fridays) consisting of 

worksheets such as those in Figure E.S. 

" 

ow 
• _ ...... I r:J"i~l 

" /. , , 

1" A., .r'" .... 'J .'_'c_ .. ,,"':~ 
~ '., . ,......:,a, j 

I. 

_. ;.; ...... __ • .-....-.. __ .._ .......... c-.; -..- ..... _ .. _-

Figure E.S. Sarah's (5:2-5:3) homework. 

Sarah willingly did these but with lessening enthusiasm as the quarter 
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continued. After several weeks with no change in the type or routine for 

homework, my husband Ray and I met with Rene. We showed her 

samples of Sarah's writing at home, including her invented homemade 

worksheets, compared to the writing at school, and explained we were 

concerned about the understanding and impression Sarah was developing 

about literacy at home and literacy at school. Rene, Ray, and I mutually 

agreed, at our suggestion, that for homework Sarah could write rather than 
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do more worksheets. Figure E.g contains examples of this writing 

homework. 

8 

octoBr. 7 
October 7 

mEm a DaD YrK il v T 
Mom and dad work all the t

(time) 
iM. v FlaYr gEPE 

-ime. The flower keep
(keeps) 

c goYEN. v FlaG ac 
-s growing. The flag is 

BaHil. v KagDac 
special. The cactus 

KEPc KoYEN. 
keeps growing. 

PocD vec. 
Post Office 

octoBr. 11 
October 11 

i vEk vat va Ya 
I think that they wi

(will) 
l BE caDEN 

-11 be sending 

v mal 
the mail. 

Figure E.9. Sarah's (5:4) writing homework. 
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Rather than allowing Sarah to choose something meaningful and functional 

about which to write, however, Rene began assigning topics to her. In 

Figure E.9.A Sarah had to draw pictures of things beginning with <f> and 

write sentences about them. When I queried her about the cactus she 

explained she knew it did not begin with < f > but she just wanted to make 

it. In Figure E.9.B she had to write about what she thought she would see 

on the upcoming field trip to the post office. When she discovered we had 

no "school" paper, Sarah insisted she needed lines so drew her own. (Note 

the happy faces in the picture and at the end of the story.) 

At the end of the first quarter of kindergarten in our parent-teacher 

conference Ray and I were shown informal tests, verifying how Sarah 

could draw specific shapes, knew color words, could recognize and match 

upper and lower case letters, cut, sequence pictures, and trace on the line. 

Her report card and the supplemental report intended to provide additional 

information are contained in Figure E.1 O. 

Nothing of Sarah's knowledge of literacy, for example, its functions, 

her book handling abilities, her understanding of story, her inventions, her 

creativity, her strengths as a reader, her strengths as a writer, or her ability 

to link her own art and stories and use literacy appropriately, are 

mentioned. Form and school related conventions are the emphasis, not 

functions and inventions. Rene probably has some idea what literacy is for 

Sarah at home, her knowledge and abilities, and how she uses literacy, but 



204 

BODY COORDINATION 

SOCIAliEMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

I) MIAIlIJIII" "rQe lOamrq malO •• 1I .. (bIodlJ pUu,. .... " r: 2) Ute, playground lQUiom.rc .. ~h .. so 

I) O .... 101lII 'n.nd.~'~ r 
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EVALUATION KEY 
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Figure E.10. Sarah's (5:5) report card (A) and supplemental report (B). 



does not choose to provide opportunities or welcome Sarah or other 

children to share their literacy knowledge with her and each other. 
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The school activities symbolize to Sarah what the school deems is 

important about literacy. She and her classmates are forced to "accept a 

stereotype of language that is contrary to the insights [they have] gained 

from [their] own experience" (Halliday, 1973, p. 3). Reading and writing 

are taught as decontextualized skills having little to do with reading and 

writing in the real world. At home writing is a complex cultural activity 

intrinsic and relevant to life, at school it is taught as a "motor skill" 

imposed on children (Vygotsky, 1983, p. 290). The social uses, meanings, 

and contexts of literacy for the children are not even considered important 

or relevant. At home literacy is always "meaningful, contextualized, and in 

the broadest sense social" (Halliday, 1973, p. 12) but at school it is 

meaningless, decontextualized, and in the least sense social. Rather than 

building on and expanding her meaning potential, school constricts it. 

This discussion is in no way meant to be an indictment against 

Sarah's teacher or the school. The teacher and everyone connected with 

the school are extremely loving, caring, and committed, with the welfare 

and best interests of all children always of prime importance. The view of 

education they hold pervades our culture and thinking about what school 

should be. As a society, for the most part, parents, teachers, 

administrators, teacher educators, are entrenched in the concept that the 
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teacher is the holder of knowledge. Children are considered empty vessels 

waiting to be filled with bits and pieces of knowledge. Schools and 

classrooms are organized totally ignoring and discounting children's lives 

outside of school. 

Classrooms, be they kindergarten, elementary, secondary, college, or 

university, across the country are populated with the "Sarahs" of the 

world. Only by dismantling the walls between classrooms and the world at 

large; only by throwing out stage theories and their inadequate notions 

about learners and learning; only by defining literacy in terms of meaningful 

function in a social context; only by celebrating the "Sarahs" diverse 

knowledge and experiences with literacy as gifts to be "exploited;" only by 

creating rich functional literate classroom environments where "Sarahs" are 

immersed and supported in exploring, inquiring, and inventing literacy and 

knowledge about the world; and, only by encouraging the rich integration 

of sign systems to enhance and offer different perspectives on "meaning;" 

only then do we have any hope of empowering and propelling .these Sarahs 

into continually expanding the boundaries of their meaning potential and 

their literacy. 
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APPENDIX A 

THE MIXED-UP CHAMELEON 

(BY ERIC CARLE) READ BY SARAH (3:5) 

November 21,1991 

(CAPITALS are the ORIGINAL TEXT; lower case is Sarah's reading of the 
original) 

ON A SHINY GREEN LEAF SAT A SMALL GREEN CHAMELEON. IT 
MOVED ONTO A BROWN TREE AND TURNED BROWNISH. THEN IT 
RESTED ON A RED FLOWER AND TURNED REDDISH. WHEN THE 
CHAMELEON MOVED SLOWLY ACROSS THE YELLOW SAND, IT TURNED 
YELLOWISH. YOU COULD HARDLY SEE IT. 

The chameleon sat on a green leaf and turned green. And then the 
chameleon sat on the red flower and turned orange. And he al ... also could 
sleep. And he sat on the brown tree and turned brown. And sat, sat on 
the white sand and turned white. And he also could see it. 

WHEN THE CHAMELEON WAS WARM AND HAD SOMETHING TO EAT, IT 
TURNED SPARKLING GREEN. 

And he ate something to turn to sparkle green. 

BUT WHEN IT WAS COLD AND HUNGRY, IT TURNED GREY AND DULL. 

And turned to grey. (Sarah gave a deep Sigh.) 

WHEN THE CHAMELEON WAS HUNGRY, IT SAT STILL AND WAITED. 
ONLY ITS EYES MOVED - UP, DOWN, SIDEWAYS - UNTIL IT SPOTTED A 
FLY. THEN THE CHAMELEON'S LONG AND STICKY TONGUE SHOT OUT 



AND CAUGHT THE FLY. THAT WAS ITS LIFE. IT WAS NOT VERY 
EXCITING. BUT ONE DAY ... 
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The chameleon had a long, long, long, long tongue. (pointed to the tongue 
while she said it.) Then it caught the fly . 

... THE CHAMELEON SAW A ZOOI IT HAD NEVER SEEN SO MANY 
BEAUTIFUL ANIMALS. 

And he saw a zzzoo. And he saw a zzzoo. (pointed to the word zoo in the 
picture) 
S: Mommy, the turtle shouldn't be there (pointing to turtle in the picture) 
the flamingo the flamingo should be there. 
P: Oh, why should he be there? 
S: Because the turtle should be ... the turtle should be ... the turtle should 
be ... right ... he should be right ... here. 
P: Oh, you think he should be in a different place? 
S: Yeah. 
P: OK. 

THE CHAMELEON THOUGHT: "HOW SMALL I AM, HOW SLOW, HOW 
WEAKI I WISH I COULD BE BIG AND WHITE LIKE A POLAR BEAR." AND 
THE CHAMELEON'S WISH CAME TRUE. BUT WAS IT HAPPY? NOI 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be a polar bear." 
And his wish came true. 

"I WISH I COULD BE HANDSOME LIKE A FLAMINGO." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be handsome like a 
flamingo." 

"I WISH I COULD BE SMART LIKE A FOX." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be handsome like a fox." 

"I WISH I COULD SWIM LIKE A FISH." 
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And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could swim like a (garbled word)." 
S: I know, Mommy, how many we have ... 1, 2, 3, 4 (points while she 
counts animals pictured on the left boarder of the page) 
Hey, Mommy, I didn't do that one. (pointing to fish page) 
P: Yeah, well that was the one we just did. 
S: And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could swim like a fish." 

"I WISH I COULD RUN LIKE A DEER." 

S: Now I know how many we did ... 1, 2, 3,4, 5 (points while she counts 
animals pictured again) 
And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could run like a deer." 

"I WISH I COULD SEE THINGS FAR AWAY LIKE A GIRAFFE." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be tall Iike ... see things far 
away like a giraffe." 

"I WISH I COULD HIDE IN A SHELL LIKE A TURTLE." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be ... hide in a shell like a 
turtle. " 
S: I know how many we did this time ... 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7. (points and 
counts) 
P: Good. 

"I WISH I COULD BE STRONG LIKE AN ELEPHANT." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be a elephant." 
S: I know how many we did this time ... 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8. (points and 
counts)( 
P: Good. 

"I WISH I COULD BE FUNNY LIKE A SEAL." 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be funny like a seal." 
S: And then I know how many ... 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9. (points and 
counts) 
P: Good. 
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"I WISH I COULD BE UKE PEOPLE." JUST THEN A FLY FLEW BY. THE 
CHAMELEON WAS VERY HUNGRY. BUT THE CHAMELEON WAS VERY 
MIXED-UP. IT WAS A UTILE OF THIS AND IT WAS A UTILE OF THAT. 
AND IT COULDN'T CATCH THE FLY. 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be people." 
S: And I know how many we did this time ... 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. 
(points and counts) 
P: Good. 
S: And then this spider flew by. And then the chameleon was very mixed 
up. And he didn't ... couldn't catch the fly. 

"I WISH I COULD BE MYSELF." THE CHAMELEON'S WISH CAME TRUE. 
AND IT CAUGHT THE FL YI 

And then the chameleon said, "I wish I could be myself." And he caught 
the fly. 
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APPENDIX B 

GOLDILOCKS AND THE THREE BEARS 

(BY JAMES MARSHALL) READ BY SARAH (3:4) 

October 24, 1991 

(CAPITALS are the ORIGINAL TEXT; lower case is Sarah's reading of the 
original) 

ONCE THERE WAS A LITTLE GIRL CALLED GOLDILOCKS. "WHAT A 
SWEET CHILD," 
SAID SOMEONE NEW IN TOWN. "THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK," SAID A 
NEIGHBOR. 

Once upon a time there was a little girl in Phoenix. "What a sweet child," 
said someone new in Phoenix. 

ONE MORNING GOLDILOCKS'S MOTHER SENT HER TO BUY MUFFINS IN 
THE NEXT VILLAGE. "YOU MUST PROMISE NOT TO TAKE THE 
SHORTCUT THROUGH THE FOREST," SHE SAID. "I'VE HEARD THAT 
BEARS LIVE THERE." "I PROMISE," SAID GOLDILOCKS. BUT TO TELL THE 
TRUTH GOLDILOCKS WAS ONE OF THOSE NAUGHTY LITTLE GIRLS WHO 
DO EXACTLY AS THEY PLEASE. 

And her mom said to take muffins to grandma's house. And she said, "You 
better not take a shortcut through the forest." And she was one of those 
naughty girls ... one of those naughty girls ... and then ... and then she should 
take a shortcut through the forest she said. 

MEANWHILE IN A CLEARING DEEPER INSIDE THE FOREST, IN A 
CHARMING HOUSE ALL THEIR OWN, A FAMILY OF BROWN BEARS WAS 
SITTING DOWN TO BREAKFAST. 

And then the bears were eating breakfast 
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"PATOOIEI" CRIED BIG OLD PAPA BEAR. "THIS PORRIDGE IS SCALDING I 
I'VE BURNED BY TONGUEI" "I'M DYINGI" CRIED BABY BEAR. "NOW 
REALLY," SAID MAMA BEAR, WHO WAS OF MEDIUM SIZE. "THAT'S 
QUITE ENOUGH." 

"I burned my tonguel" said Papa Bear. "I cryingl" said Baby Bear "Not 
really." said Mama Bear 

"I KNOW," SAID PAPA BEAR. "WHY DON'T WE GO FOR A SPIN WHILE 
THE PORRIDGE IS COOLING?" "EXCELLENT," SAID MAMA BEAR. SO 
THEY GOT ON THEIR RUSTY OLD BICYCLE AND OFF THEY WENT. 

"Let's go for a spinning wheel while it's cooling off." "OK." said Mama 
Bear 

A FEW MINUTES LATER GOLDILOCKS ARRIVED AT THE BEARS' HOUSE. 
SHE WALKED RIGHT IN WITHOUT EVEN BOTHERING TO KNOCK. ON THE 
DINING ROOM TABLE WERE THREE INVITING BOWLS OF PORRIDGE. "I 
DON'T MIND IF I DO," SAID GOLDILOCKS, HELPING HERSELF TO THE 
BIGGEST BOWL. 

Till they were gone, Goldilocks was .. and there was three bowls of 
porridge. "I don't mind if I do," said Goldilocks and she helped herself to 
the biggest bowl. 

BUT THE PORRIDGE IN THE BIGGEST BOWL WAS MUCH TOO 
HOT. "PATOOIEI" CRIED GOLDILOCKS. 
AND SHE SPAT IT OUT. NEXT SHE TASTED THE PORRIDGE IN THE 
MEDIUM-SIZED BOWL. BUT THAT PORRIDGE WAS MUCH TOO COLD. 
THEN GOLDILOCKS TASTED THE PORRIDGE IN THE LITTLE BOWL, AND 
IT WAS JUST RIGHT--NEITHER TOO HOT NOR TOO COLD. IN FACT SHE 
LIKED IT SO MUCH THAT SHE GOBBLED IT ALL UP. 

That was much too hot and she spit it up. Then she tasted it in the 
medium-sized one 
and then she went to the little one and that was juuust right. 

FEELING FULL AND SATISFIED GOLDILOCKS THOUGHT IT WOULD BE 
GREAT FUN TO HAVE A LOOK AROUND RIGHT AWAY SHE NOTICED A 



LOT OF COARSE BROWN FUR EVERYWHERE. "THEY MUST HAVE 
KITTIES," SHE SAID IN THE PARLOR THERE WERE THREE CHAIRS "I 
DON'T MIND IF I DO," SHE SAID, CLIMBING INTO THE BIGGEST ONE. 
BUT THE BIGGEST CHAIR WAS MUCH TOO HARD, AND SHE JUST 
COULDN'T GET COMFORTABLE. 
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And then she found hair from the bears. And then there was three chairs. 
"I don't mind if I do," said Goldilocks and then she went to the biggest one 
and that was much too hard. 

NEXT SHE SAT IN THE MEDIUM-SIZED CHAIR. BUT THAT CHAIR WAS 
MUCH TOO SOFT. (AND SHE THOUGHT SHE MIGHT NEVER GET OUT OF 
IT.) THEN GOLDILOCKS SAT IN THE LITTLE CHAIR, AND THAT WAS 
JUST RIGHT--NEITHER TOO HARD NOR TOO SOFT. IN FACT SHE LIKED 
IT SO MUCH THAT SHE ROCKED AND ROCKED--UNTIL THE CHAIR FELL 
COMPLETELY TO PIECESI 

Then she went to the little, the softest one and she never might get out of 
it Then she went to the little one and that was just right and she rocked it 
and rocked it and rocked it. 

NOW, ALL THAT ROCKING LEFT GOLDILOCKS QUITE TUCKERED OUT. "I 
COULD TAKE A LITTLE SNOOZE," SHE SAID. SO SHE WENT TO LOOK 
FOR A COMFY PLACE TO NAP. UPSTAIRS WERE THREE BEDS. "I DON'T 
MIND IF I DO," SAID GOLDILOCKS. AND SHE GOT INTO THE BIGGEST 
ONE. BUT THE HEAD OF THE BIGGEST BED WAS MUCH TOO HIGH. 

Then there was three beds. "I don't mind if I do," said Goldilocks and she 
went to the biggest one. 

NEXT SHE TRIED THE MEDIUM-SIZED BED. BUT THE HEAD OF THAT BED 
WAS MUCH TOO LOW. THEN GOLDILOCKS TRIED THE LITTLE BED, AND 
IT WAS JUST RIGHT. SOON SHE WAS ALL NICE AND COZY AND SOUND 
ASLEEP 
SHE DID NOT HEAR THE BEARS COME HOME. 

And then she went to the little one and then she went to the littlest one 
and that was juuust right 
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THE THREE BEARS WERE MIGHTY HUNGRY. BUT WHEN THEY WENT IN 
FOR BREAKFAST, THEY COULD SCARCELY BELIEVE THEIR EYESI 
"SOMEBODY HAS BEEN IN MY PORRIDGEI" SAID PAPA BEAR. 
"SOMEBODY HAS BEEN IN MY PORRIDGE!" SAID MAMA BEAR. 
"SOMEBODY HAS BEEN IN MY PORRIDGE," SAID BABY BEAR. "AND 
EATEN IT ALL UPI" 

Then when they came back, they wanted to eat lunch. And then they said. 
"Somebody has been in MY porridge," said Papa Bear. "Somebody has 
been in MY porridge," said Mama Bear. "Somebody has been in MY 
porridge," said Baby Bear, "and gobbled it all up." 

IN THE PARLOR THE THREE BEARS WERE IN FOR ANOTHER LlTILE 
SURPRISE "SOMEBODY HAS BEEN SITIING IN MY CHAIRI" SAID PAPA 
BEAR. "SOMEBODY HAS BEEN SITIING IN MY CHAIR," SAID MAMA 
BEAR. "SOMEBODY HAS BEEN SITTING IN MY CHAIR," SAID BABY 
BEAR. "AND BROKEN IT TO SMITHEREENSI" 

Then they went to another surprise. "Somebody's been in MY chair," said 
Papa Bear. "Somebody's been in MY chair," said Mama Bear. 
"Somebody's been in MY chair," 
said Baby Bear. "And broken it to smithereensl" 

THE THREE BEARS WENT UPSTAIRS ON TIPTOE (NOT KNOWING WHAT 
THEY WOULD DISCOVER). AT FIRST EVERYTHING SEEMED FINE. BUT 
THEN PAPA BEAR LAY DOWN ON HIS BIG BRASS BED. "SOMEBODY 
HAS BEEN LYING IN MY BEDI" HE CRIED. AND HE WAS NOT AMUSED. 

And then they went upstairs. Then they wanted to go to bed when 
they ... when they were there after lunch "Somebody's been in my bedl" he 
cried ... the Papa cried. 

"EGADSI" CRIED MAMA BEAR. "SOMEBODY HAS BEEN LYING IN MY 
BEDI" "LOOKI" CRIED BABY BEAR SHE'S STILL THEREI" 
"Somebody's been in my bedl" said Mama Bear. "Somebody's been in my 
bedl" said Baby Bear. 

"NOW SEE HEREI" ROARED PAPA BEAR GOLDILOCKS WOKE UP WITH A 
START. AND HER EYES NEARLY POPPED OUT OF HER HEAR. BUT 
BEFORE THE BEARS COULD DEMAND A PROPER EXPLANATION, 
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GOLDILOCKS WAS OUT OF BED, OUT THE WINDOW, AND ON HER WAY 
HOME. "WHO WAS THAT LITTLE GIRL?" ASKED BABY BEAR. "I HAVE 
NO IDEA," SAID MAMA BEAR. "BUT I HOPE WE NEVER SEE HER AGAIN." 

"Who is that girl?" sss ... sss .. urn ... "Who is that girl?" said Mama Bear. "I 
don't know," said Papa Bear. 

AND THEY NEVER DID. 

Then she run away. 



APPENDIX C 

HATTIE AND THE FOX 

(BY M. FOX) READ BY SARAH (3:4) 

October 24, 1991 

(CAPITALS are the ORIGINAL TEXT. Lower case letters are Sarah's 
reading. [P] or [S] indicated conversation.) 
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HATTIE WAS A BIG BLACK HEN. ONE MORNING SHE LOOKED UP AND 
SAID "GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE IN THE BUSHESI" 

One day Hattie was a great big ... 
(P) A great big what? ... What is she? ... a hen? 
(S) a hen and she ... One day, One morning she said, "Goodness gracious 
mel I see one nose in the bushes." 

"GOOD GRIEFI" SAID THE GOOSE. "WELL, WELU" SAID THE PIG. 

"Good griefl" said the goose "Well, weill" said the pig. 
(S) I like the urn pig because ... llike the goose too ... 
(P) They're cute, huh? 
(S) Yeah. "Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, weill" said the pig. I like 
the goose when he says, "Good griefl" 
(P) Yeah, that's funny, huh? 
(S) And I like the pig because ... I... "Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, 
weill" said the pig. I like the goose because he said, "Good griefl" and the 
pig ... I...says ... "Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, weill" said the pig. He 
says, "Well, weill" said the pig because he's a pig. "Well" ... 1 mean ... sss 

"WHO CARES?" SAID THE SHEEP. "SO WHAT?" SAID THE HORSE. 
"WHAT NEXT?" SAID THE COW. 

"Who cares?" said the sheep. "So what?" said the horse. "What next?" 
said the cow. 
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(S) I like the sheep because he says ... "Good grief" I mean ... "Who cares?" 
said the sheep. Because he says "Who cares?" said the sheep and that's 
because the horse is slower and that's why the cow says, "What next?" 

AND HATTIE SAID, "GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE AND 
TWO EYES IN THE BUSHESI" 

And Hattie said, "Goodness gracious mel I see one nose and two eyes in 
the bushesl 

"GOOD GRIEFI" SAID THE GOOSE. "WELL, WELLI" SAID THE PIG. "WHO 
CARES?" SAID THE SHEEP. "SO WHAT?" SAID THE HORSE. "WHAT 
NEXT?" SAID THE COW. 

"Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, weill" said the pig. "Who cares?" 
said the sheep. "So what?" said the horse. "What next?" said the cow. 

AND HATTIE SAID, "GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE, 
TWO EYES, AND TWO EARS IN THE BUSHESI" 

And Hattie said, "Goodness gracious mel I see one nose, two eyes, two 
ears, two ears in the bushesl" 

"GOOD GRIEFI" SAID THE GOOSE. "WELL, WELLI" SAID THE PIG. "WHO 
CARES?" SAID THE SHEEP. "SO WHAT?" SAID THE HORSE. "WHAT 
NEXT?" SAID THE COW. 

"Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, well" said the pig. "Who cares?" said 
the sheep. "So what?" said the horse. "What next?" said the cow. 

AND HATTIE SAID,"GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE, TWO 
EYES, TWO EARS, AND TWO LEGS IN THE BUSHESI" 

And Hattie said, "Goodness gracious mel I see one nose, two eyes, two 
ears, and two legs in the bushesl" 
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"GOOD GRIEFI" SAID THE GOOSE. "WELL, WELLI" SAID THE PIG. "WHO 
CARES?" SAID THE SHEEP. "SO WHAT?" SAID THE HORSE. "WHAT 
NEXT?" SAID THE COW. 
"Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, weill" said the pig. "Who cares?" said 
the sheep. "So what?" said the horse. "What next?" said the cow. 

AND HATTIE SAID, "GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE, 
TWO EYES, TWO EARS, TWO LEGS, AND A BODY IN THE BUSHESI" 

And Hattie said, "Goodness gracious mel I see one nose, two eyes, two 
ears, two legs, and a body in the bushesl" 

"GOOD GRIEFI" SAID THE GOOSE. "WELL, WELLI" SAID THE PIG. "WHO 
CARES?" SAID THE SHEEP. "SO WHAT?" SAID THE HORSE. "WHAT 
NEXT?" SAID THE COW. 

"Good griefl" said the goose. "Well, weill" said the pig. "Who cares?" 
said the sheep. "So what?" said the horse. "What next?" said the cow. 

AND HATTIE SAID, "GOODNESS GRACIOUS MEl I CAN SEE A NOSE, 
TWO EYES, TWO EARS, A BODY, FOUR LEGS, AND A TAIL IN THE 
BUSHESI IT'S A FOXI IT'S A FOXI" AND SHE FLEW VERY QUICKLY INTO 
A NEARBY TREE. 

And Hattie said, "Goodness gracious mel I see one nose, two eyes, two 
ears, two legs, two more legs, and two ears, and a body, and a tail in the 
bushesl" Then she flew away to a nearby tree. 

"OH, NOI" SAID THE GOOSE. "DEAR MEl" SAID THE PIG. "OH, DEARI" 
SAID THE SHEEP. "OH, HELPI" SAID THE HORSE. 

"Oh, no, helpl" said the goose. "Oh, dear mel" said the pig. "Oh dear mel" 
said the sheep. "Oh, helpl" said the horse. 

BUT THE COW SAID, "MOOI" SO LOUDLY THAT THE FOX WAS 
FRIGHTENED AND RAN AWAY. 

And the cow said, "MOOI" and the fox now ranned away. 



AND THEY WERE ALL SO SURPRISED THAT NONE OF THEM SAID 
ANYTHING FOR A VERY LONG TIME. 
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They were all surprised that no one ... but no ... um ... anybody said anything 
at a long time. 
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