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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to describe the 
natural development of print awareness in one three-year 
old. The following questions were analyzed: Is Alexa
reading and writing? What is she reading and writing? 
What strategies does she use to read? What functions do 
written language fulfill for her?

This was a descriptive, longitudinal study over a 
six-month period. Four types of data were collected: 
formal tape recordings used the script of "Signs of the
Environment!'; informal data as events arose in which the
subject reacted to print; two samples of the subject's 
reading in a familiar location; and Sand, A Diagnostic 
Survey: Concepts About Print. -

The data indicated that Alexa was reading in her
environment. Tests of reading concepts revealed, that she 
knew.what reading was, how one read English, where the 
front of a book was, and how to identify letters and. words 
She also demonstrated the knowledge that print can be 
turned into speech. Alexa was writing. Her concepts of 
writing versus drawing were not strongly articulated'. At. 
this stage of development, she used a larger range of 
functional strategies in oral language situations than in 
her reading.

viii



CHAPTER I

THE STUDY

Introduction to the Study 
The United States is a nation in which people com

municate with both signs and symbols. Written signs play 
such a significant part in the everyday life of its popula
tion that it is almost impossible to spend a day in the 
United States without finding it necessary to read or write. 
This need to interact with written language is so pervasive 
that our entire educational system is based upon the 
acquisition of reading and writing (Karlin, 1971). School 
children are tested and graded continuously on how well 
they interact with print.

During the past fifteen years educators, politi
cians, and parents increasingly have questioned the possi
bility of teaching pre-school children to read. At younger 
and younger ages, children have been taught decoding and 
phonics skills with mixed results (Karlin, 1971). This 
trend toward earlier reading was influenced by the re
search of Bruner (196 8) and others who believe children can 
be taught any skill at any age. A few preliminary studies 
of children who have been taught to read at an early age
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added further evidence to the case for pre-school reading 
(Cohan, 1961; Soderbergh, 1971).

However, recent findings suggest pre-school chil
dren begin to acquire written language naturally without 
direct instruction (F. Smith, 1976; Torrey, 1969). Goodman 
and Goodman (1976, p. 2). stated.

Our contention is that acquisition of liter
acy is an extension of natural language learning 
for all children. Instruction which is consistent 
with this understanding facilitates learning. 
Instruction which does not build on the process 
of natural language learning will, in some respect 
be at cross purposes with learners' natural 
tendencies, will neutralize or blunt the force of 
their learning strengths, and may become counter
productive.

If young children are interacting with print 
naturally and are learning about reading and writing them
selves, parents and educators should become more knowledge
able about this developmental process. Knowledge of the 
process will allow us to expand children's usage of written 
language in a natural way, instead of continuing to impose 
unnatural teaching strategies on the children's growing 
print awareness.

Statement of the Problem
The purpose of this study is to describe the 

natural development of print awareness in one female three 
years old. To achieve this objective the answers to the 
following questions were attempted:



1. Is Alexa reading and writing?
2. What is she reading and writing?
3. What strategies, does she use to read?
4. What functions do written language fulfill for 

her?

Significance of the Study 
As researchers studied the acquisition of oral 

language, educational programs were influenced by their 
findings (Evans, 1975). Now as written language and its 
functions are being studied (Goodman and Goodman, 19 76),
educators can utilize this information to help children

/

benefit once again. This study will contribute to the 
information available to researchers, educators, and 
parents about the natural development of sign awareness.

Assumption
This thesis is based on the assumption that the 

child will, respond to the investigator's questions to the 
best of her ability.

Limitations
One limitation of this study arises from the 

subject's close relationship to the researcher. Since 
Alexa is the researcher's daughter, it became necessary to 
keep this relationship from interfering with the objec
tivity of the interviews and analyses of the data. At the
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same time this close relationship allowed the researcher 
constant access to the subject, thus permitting the 
annotation of spontaneous behavior relevant to this study. 
An impartial second reader,was asked to review both the 
interviews and analyses of the data to ascertain the 
reliability of the mother-researcher1s interviewing tech
niques and data analyses.

Second, it is impossible for children not to focus 
on print while being interviewed about reading and writing. 
Alexa learned quickly that she would read when the tape 
recorder appeared. Since then other, activities have been 
developed with the tape recorder, but she still is aware 
something special is happening.

Definition of Terms 
1. Reading. For purposes of this study the definition 

uded here is the same as Smith, Goodman, and 
Meredith (1976). It is the active process of con
structing meaning from language represented by 
graphic symbols, just as listening is the active 
process of constructing meaning from the phonemes 
of oral language. F. Smith (1976, p. 299) further 
added to this definition of reading when he 
stated, . . children probably begin to read from
the moment they become aware of print in any 
meaningful way, and . . . roots of reading are



discernible whenever children strive to make sense 
of print, before they are able to recognize many of 
the actual words."
Early reading. Early reading is defined here as in 
the Dictionary of Education (Good, 1973) as reading 
abilities developed before a child enters school 
and receives systematic and formal teaching. 
Writing. In this, study writing is defined as that 
graphic representation which is reported by the 
young child to be letters, words, or sentences.
This is opposed to drawing a picture.
Natural language development. Natural language 
development is defined in this study as it is by 
Goodman and Goodman (1976). It is a process in 
which learners are active participants acquiring 
oral and written language.

Strongly motivated by the need to under
stand and be understood they sort out and 
relate language to non-language, acquire 
control of symbol and rule systems, use 
language appropriately for appropriate pur
poses, build an impressive, even precocious, 
repertoire of utterances and become able to 
both understand and produce language they 
have never heard before (Goodman and Goodman, 
1976, p. 1).

Print-oriented society. This refers to our com
munity with all its signs, books, and print related 
objects and activities. It is synonymous with a 
literate society.



Signs of the environment. Signs of the environment 
are defined as billboards, labels, advertisements, 
and other message carriers which are accepted by 
members of our society as representing products; 
such as Dunkin' Donuts; or as conveying certain 
messages, such as stop signs. This involves reading 
signs or abstract .representations which carry con
ventionally or collectively accepted meaning 
(Piaget, 1969). Reading signs sometimes means 
reading print alone, but it also can include using 
print and contextual clues together.
,Context. In this study context refers to the 
natural environment or packaging within which a 
word is printed, such as the McDonald's napkin 
containing the picture of the arches.
Functions of language. Functions of language are 
defined here as they are by Halliday (1969). They 
refer to the purposes or ways one can use language 
in communicating with others. A person learns that 
language fulfills certain needs and he or she will 
learn to use these new forms when they benefit or 
interest that person. Goodman and Goodman (1976) 
have suggested that Halliday's functions of oral 
language pertain to written language also.



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Historical Perspective 
For years American educators and parents have been 

embroiled in the controversial question of when to begin 
reading instruction. Historically the questions has been 
looked at from either a nature or nurture point of view 
(Durkin, 1966) . During the 1920's, Gessell and others 
espoused the point of view that readiness for reading 
depended on neural ripening. With this feeling that the 
child had to be neurologically ready to learn to read, in
struction was delayed until school age. However, Durkin 
(1966) reported that because of the large number of 
failures to prepare children to read, readiness became 
incorporated into reading programs as early as 1924. 
Morphett and Washburne (1931, p. 503) set the stage for 
much of the future teaching practice when they stated,

• • • by postponing the teaching of reading until
children reach.a mental level of six and a half 
years, teachers can greatly decrease the chance 
of failure and discouragement arid can corre
spondingly increase their efficiency.

A smaller but equally staunch group of supporters
began advocating the early teaching of reading. Doman
(1964) introduced a method of teaching very young children

7



to read. He maintained that the foundation of reading is 
the discrimination between two isolated words» These need 
to be words which have special meaning to the child. This 
guide to parents began the Doman revolution, which con
tinues to have ardent followers. Both Soderbergh (1971) 
and Cohan (1961) were influenced by Doman, when they began 
teaching their daughters to read. Soderbergh altered the 
technique, because her daughter was reading simultaneously 
from books. Hughes (1975) added the use of phonetic 
teaching to Doman1s method when she taught her child to 
read.

During the 1960's educators renewed their search 
for ways to insure reading success for all school children. 
At the same time, more young children began attending 
nursery schools and day care centers than ever before. 
Educators and psychologists applied their diverse philoso
phies as they focused on early childhood programs to insure 
children's future reading success. Bruner (1968, p. 44) 
profoundly influenced the existing concept of beginning 
reading when he stated, "Any idea or problem or body of 
knowledge can be presented in a form simple enough so that 
any particular learner can understand it in a recognizable 
form." Hunt (1961) emphasized the importance of experience 
and the child's environment to learning. At the same time 
Moore successfully began to teach three-year olds how to 
read with his talking typewriters„(Johnson, 1969).



Instructional television programs, such as "Sesame Street," 
were produced for the preschool child, in the growing 
belief that education should begin before kindergarten 
(Evans, 1975).

Yet far from being a settled issue Venezky, Calfee, 
and Chapman (1969) again suggested that certain develop
mental physical and. mental skills were necessary before 
children learn to read. Hymes (1963) wrote against 
pressuring babies to begin reading and to allow abilities 
to grow naturally in a: supportive, active environment. 
Downing (1969, p. 217) suggested "two serious difficulties 
in teaching them to read and write." These are the diffi
culties children have in understanding the purpose of 
written language and the abstractness of the reading 
terminology. As recently as November, 1976, MacGinitie 
published an article which again asked "When Should We 
Begin to Teach Reading?" He concluded there still was no 
clear answer to this question.

MacGinitie surveyed the predictive value of reading 
readiness tests and concluded that these tests were not 
able, to predict future reading success, because they did 
not match future reading tasks. In the same vein these 
tests often did not ask what the child actually knows about 
reading. All of these years have passed while the argument 
continues about when children should be taught to read and 
what they should be taught.
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All the while other educators have warned that this 

focus on the teaching of reading and reading readiness was 
misdirected. They warned that we were forgetting to look 
at the child and see what he or she already knew about 
reading. In the early twentieth century, Huey (1908) said • 
that beginning reading instruction, as it was taught in the 
schools, was unnatural and he suggested more natural ways 
children could begin reading at home. Huey (190.8, p. 314) 
recommended

The child makes endless questionings about the 
names of things as every mother knows. He is con
cerned also about the printed notices, signs, titles, 
visiting cards, etc., that come in his way, and 
should be "told" what these "say" when he makes 
inquiry.

In 1934 N. Smith wrote that elementary reading 
skills were once taught more often in the kitchen than a 
classroom.

Torrey (1969), in her case study of John, concluded 
(1) reading is learned, not taught; (2) the child learned 
his own generalizations; and (3) speech and reading are 
connected, Goodman and Goodman (1976, p. 2) suggested.

For some children their awareness of written 
language and its uses leads so naturally to partici
pation that they are reading and writing, even 
inventing their own spelling, before they or their 
parents are aware that they have become literate.

If indeed children acquire reading naturally many educators
and parents need to change their thinking about reading
acquisition and'teaching programs.
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The remainder of th#se literature and research 

findings focus on information relevant to considering these 
changes. •

Natural Acquisiton of Language
Researchers in the field of psycholinguistics have 

demonstrated that children acquire oral language naturally 
as they interact with their family and other members of 
their speech community. As Slobin (1972, p. 71) stated.

Every language is learnable by children of 
preschool age, and it is becoming apparent that 
little children have some definite ideas about how 
a language is structured and what it can be used 
for.

It has been well documented that most of language acquisi
tion occurs without formal instruction (McNeill, 1970; 
Brown, 1970).

The motivation for learning to speak is the desire 
to communicate with others and to make sense out of one's 
environment. Bloom (1970) proved that when young children 
put together two and three word sentences the meaning of 
words take precedence over their grammatical function. The 
word ball, for example, may be used as a noun or a verb 
depending on the meaning being conveyed. In "Mommy ball," 
ball may be the object, meaning "Mommy look at the ball."
It can stand for the verb play also, meaning "Mommy, let's 
play ball." To convey their specific meaning children rely 
strongly on gestures, tone, and situational context.



Halliday (1975) wrote that children learn language
because it has personal meaning to them and because they
want to use language to communicate with others. Halliday
(1974, p. 16) stated that language is learned through
interaction and by following the process of language
learning, we can see how the child "learns to mean." He
suggested these tentative models of developmental functions,
which define language for the child (Halliday, 1969).:

Instrumental I want
Regulatory Do as I tell you
Interactional . Me and you 
Personal Here I come
Heuristic Tell me why
Imaginative Let's pretend
Informative I've got something to tell you

Dan Slobin also stated that there is a universality 
in the functions of language, seeing these functions as 
locating or naming objects, requesting or demanding, to 
negate or indicate refusal, to describe situations or 
events, to show possession, to describe, and to question 
(Ferguson and Slobin, 1973).

Goodman and Goodman (1976) wrote that children in 
a literate society understand that written language, as 
well as oral language, functions to allow them to interact 
in their environment. They stated, "The process of acqui
sition of written language parallels for such children that
of the acquisition of oral language" (p. 2). It is this
same need to communicate with others and to make sense out
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of printed language which causes young children to begin 
reading signs in their environment.

There have been questions by some authors about the 
relationship of oral language acquisition and beginning 
reading. Wardhaugh (1971, p. 20) wrote that one ‘’must 
readily admit that important differences exist between the 
acquisition of language and the acquisition of beginhing 
reading skills." However, other linguists and reading 
experts, including Hall (1972), F. Smith (1971), Spencer 
(1970), and Lundsteen (1976) emphasized the importance of 
the relationship between oral and written language.

In the broadest terms, it has been maintained 
that insights into the ways children learn to read, 
or react to written language, may be had by looking 
closely at the ways, they acquire their oral language,
. . . More specifically, there have been increasingly
frequent and consistent claims for learning about the 
reading and the learning to read processes by looking 
at the degree of similarity between the underlying 
processes of speaking (producing as well as under
standing utterances) and comprehending written 
language (Lundsteen, 1976, p. 20)*

F. Smith (1971, p. 9) continued describing the reader as a
language user when he stated.

The picture that has been presented shows a 
child from the very beginning of his life looking 
for rules that provide him with the key to the 
language community in which he finds himself. The 
child has rules for learning rules and he tests to 
see which particular rules apply. We shall see in 
due course that precisely the same kind of argument 
may be applied to reading— that basically a child 
is equipped with every skill that he needs in order 
to read and to learn to read; all that he needs to 
discover is the particular rules that apply.
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Clay (1973b) suggested that the most important step 

in learning to read is learning that print can be turned 
into speech and speech can be turned into print.

The reader is an active user of language, who 
brings language abilities to the reading situation to make 
sense out of "what he or she is reading and to predict what 
he or she is going to see in print. From the very beginning 
this prediction is not based upon phonics clues (F. Smith, 
1976), but is built from the interaction of that reader's 
past meanings and experience as they put information into 
their present linguistic and cognitive schemas (Mackenzie, 
1974).

Literature in Early Reading
Much of the early reading literature involves 

descriptive case studies. Reger (1966), Krippner (1963), 
and Torrey (1969) described children who read early and 
were referred to them at a later time. At a conference 
with one young reader's parents, Reger learned that the 
subject had matched television advertisement items to the 
actual products by the age of 12 to 15 months. He also 
could select a specific product from several similar ones. 
Before the child was 2-1/2 years old, he could read street 
signs and service station signs. He followed baseball 
teams in the newspaper by three years of age. Krippner 
(1963) described a young reader, who spoke by 10 months and



was generally believed to have rapid language development. 
Shortly after one year of age, the child received a picture 
dictionary which was read.to him; then he "read it."
Krippner concluded that the young reader probably was using 
both memory and pictorial clues. Soon after that he began 
to notice numbers and words in his environment, things like 
road signs. The child's parents reported to Krippner that 
he was reading books by three years of age. Torrey (1969) 
believed John was much like many readers, who began by 
reading television commercials and can labels. After inter
viewing John, his mother, and his grandmother, Torrey con
cluded that reading is learned, not taught, and that each 
person forms his or her own generalizations based on his or 
her knowledge of language.

In a pilot study Goodman and Goodman (1976) found 
evidence that children as young as three years of age used 
clues in their environment to begin reading. They believed 
it common practice for children to read not only from 
television and cans, but also market signs, favorite food 
labels, street signs, and names of familiar peoples, 
especially family members. F. Smith (1976) recently de
scribed a three-year old, who responded to meaningful print 
around him. ". . . my brief case study tells me that
children learn a great deal about reading without adult 
assistance or even adult awareness” (F. Smith, 1976, p.
322). Smith found that the child was riot responding to the
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sound symbol relationship of the words, but to his personal 
meaning of them.

Both Cohan (1961).and Soderbergh (1971) taught 
their daughters to read. These two girls, like other young 
readers reported, became aware of print naturally without 
direct instruction occurring first. Their mothers reported 
that because of this interest in words, they were taught to 
read. Cindy spoke shortly before her first birthday and 
used short sentences by two years old (Cohan, 1961). She 
was asked for her "own word" which was then printed on a 
word card. Cohan reported that Cindy naturally read 
letters from left to right, was not interested in sentences, 
was interested in learning names of letters, and did begin 
to form generalizations. She would read "Dictionary" as 
"Daddy" or "bell" for "Michelle." When the same words were 
written elsewhere, like on a chalkboard, Cindy could not 
recognize them.

Based on her hypothesis that if a child learns to 
talk without formal instruction, she can learn to read the 
same way, Soderbergh (1971) began to expose her daughter to 
written language at home by the time she was two and a half 
years old. As Soderbergh proceeded with her experiment she 
noted a developmental sequence consisting of three periods. 
During the first period of this developmental sequence the 
child went from reading her first word to her first book.
She gave the name cards of familiar objects and people the
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same care and love she would have given the objects or 
people themselves. Function words were difficult to learn 
out of context. By the end of the first month she noticed 
similarities between words and by the third month she 
compared new words to old. During the second stage the 
young reader put function words into living context, 
eliminated pointing by herself, and attempted to read some 
words alone. Soderbergh concluded her daughter was 
attempting new words by analyzing parts of the words and 
the using adjunctions, deletions, or substitutions of 
letters or morphemes. The young reader moved from 
analytical readings toward rule governed language usage 
during the third stage of reading development. She began 
to read all new words by herself. She questioned defini
tions of new words, criticized the text of a book, and 
adapted the text to fit her own language: Finally, ;
Soderbergh (1971) reported her daughter began to write.

The most comprehensive research on children who 
read before kindergarten was done by Durkin (1966). Many 
of her findings support those of Reger, Krippner, Torrey,
F. Smith, Goodman and Goodman, Cohan, and Soderbergh.
Durkin studied first graders who had read before they 
entered school, in Oakland, California, and in New York 
City. Parents indicated that these children asked, "What 
does this say?" They showed interest in books in the home 
and they also scribbled and wanted to write early.
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Television especially provided reading material for these 
early readers in the commercials, quiz shows, and weather
forecasts. The educational television reading programs

'were not reported by parents as being an important part in
their children's early reading. These young readers also
were curious about words in the environment.

When families of the early readers were inter
viewed, it became clear that none of the subjects 
learned to read early "all by himself." What also 
became clear was the wonderful productivity of a 
young child's questions— when they got answers-—  
and, too, the large amount of achievement that can 
result from a small amount of informal help at 
home (Durkin, 1966, p. 48)

As Durkin and the other researchers have suggested
by following the children's lead, by answering their
questions, and by watching their natrual development, much
can be learned about the beginning reading process.

Descriptions of Early Readers and 
Their Environments

The results of Durkin's (1966) studies showed that
early readers tended to come from all socioeconomic back-'
grounds and that they had many traits and characteristics
in common with the general population of preschool children.
In addition, early readers were more curious about the
meaning and spelling of words and were scribblers and early
writers. Parents of early readers, who were interviewed by
Durkin felt that this early reading was motivated by: being

Vread to at home, eagerness to keep up with another sibling.
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availability of reading materials in the home, interest in 
learning to print, curiosity about outdoor signs, desire 
to read correspondence from out of town relatives.

Each of these young readers spent time reading at 
home, usually with their mothers. They had someone who 
interacted naturally with them; talking, reading, and 
answering questions in much the same way they did when oral 
language developed naturally. Durkin (1966, p. 136) added,

If nothing else, findings from these two studies 
as reported in this monograph clearly demonstrate 
that the everyday world of a preschool child is 
replete with opportunities to begin to learn to 
read, without the aid of teaching kits, but with 
the help of parents who are more concerned about 
the children's interests than about their own 
ambitions.

Clay (1973b, p. 17), who tested New Zealand five^ 
year olds at school entrance agreed with Durkin when she 
stated.

The most valuable preschool preparation for 
school learning is to love books and to know that 
there is a world of interesting ideas in them.
Parents who love to share books with children 
transmit their feelings, their understanding and 
their language patterns to their little listeners.

Along with the appreciation of books and reading. Clay .
feels children build written language skills when they
converse with adults, perceive two dimensional space, and
hear book language. These all aid the children in their
reading development.

Krippner (1963), Torrey (1969), and Reger (1966) 
reported that their subjects began reading naturally. All
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three of these young readers had books, toys, and tele
vision available in their home situation. All had adults 
who answered their questions about words and signs, even 
when the adults were not aware these children were reading.

Durkin (1966) followed her California early readers 
through elementary school and found that children who 
learned to read at home did not seem to encounter problems 
with reading once school instruction begins. Further, they 
maintained their lead in reading achievement over the years.

Parents and educators who are aware of current 
research about how young children learn to read naturally 
and in what environments they benefit most, can begin to 
look at the young child and realize what he or she knows 
and decide what is the next step for that child. They 
would realize that when the child asked, "What's that say?" 
in response to a television advertisement, he or she is 
showing an awareness that language messages can be written 
down (Clay, 1973b).

Goodman and Goodman (1976) have suggested two 
instructional concerns; (1) to determine and expand on the 
literacy learners have already achieved, (2) to establish 
and expand awareness of the function of literacy. As more 
young children spend a part of each working day away from 
their nuclear family, it becomes imperative for day care 
and nursery school teachers to fill the place that mothers 
played in encouraging their young readers to ask questions.
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to read the environment,' and to meet with early reading 
successes. Previously, other educational programs had been 
developed, such as the Tucson Early Education Model, to 
help children expand oral language naturally (Hobson, 1973). 
To do this, research in the mother-child relationship for 
oral language development was observed. This natural 
method was then systematized and employed by teachers to 
expand the child's usage of oral language. Similarly, 
research on the natural acquisition of written language 
like that reported here, begins to provide a foundation for 
the natural expansion of written language.

Research Methodology
Research in early reading includes many one-child 

descriptive studies. Reger (1966), Torrey (1969), and F. 
Smith (1976) each reported the behavior of one child who 
read early. Soderbergh (1971) and Cohan (1961) studied 
their daughters' acquisition of print over an extended 
period of time. These studies of individuals describe the 
child's own system of learning to read. As Ervin and 
Miller (1963, p. 109) stated, "It is necessary, first to 
develop techniques and discover units through the study of 
the individual systems before comparisons between indi
viduals or group studies are possible."

The use of a diary enhances the collection of data, 
because it allows continuous observations as the child
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develops. Wright (1964, p. 81) wrote that a diary kept at 
home stands to reveal "the actual unfolding of one stage 
after another in the life of a child." The diary study 
allows researchers to look at the longitudinal growth of an 
individual. Mouly (1969) stated that longitudinal studies 
have provided some of education's most conclusive research 
findings.

Studies of oral language acquisition have influenced 
educational research. Many of these acquisition studies 
were one-child longitudinal descriptions. Leopold (1949) 
kept a complete record of his daughter's bilingual acquisi
tion of speech until she was seven years old. Weir (1962) 
tape recorded the utterances of her infant son, adding to 
existing information about phonological development. In 
the foreword to Weir's (1962, p. 17) Language in the Crib, 
George Miller wrote.

What Dr. Weir overheard in her nursery has 
given us a revealing glimpse behind the scenes.
We find some rather unexpected kinds of self- 
instruction taking place, and language learning 
suddenly seems a great deal more complicated than 
many psychologists hoped it would be. Such a 
glimpse is both valuable and tantalizing.

Halliday (1974) recorded the language of his son Nigel
every six weeks. From this collection of descriptive data
Halliday identified stages of oral language development,
which related to the specific functions language fulfilled
for Nigel.
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The results of these one-child studies applied only 

to the particular subject; yet as additional researchers 
reported similar results, conclusions became generalized to 
the development of oral language. In the same way longi
tudinal descriptive studies of written language acquisition 
will add to the growing information about the development 
of reading and writing abilities.

Summary of the Literature Review
There is widespread agreement that children learn 

to speak naturally without formal instruction. It how is 
suggested that children learn to read naturally (Goodman 
and Goodman, 1976; F. Smith, 1976). This assumption is 
based on the beliefs that speaking, listening, reading, 
and writing are forms of language and that a common need 
to communicate motivates the processing of all language.

Case studies have suggested how a few early readers 
began processing written language. Researchers now are 
looking at many young children to see how they are inter
acting with print (Goodman and Goodman, 1976; F. Smith,
1976).

Teachers and parents who are responsible for 
expanding the language of young children will benefit from 
research about how children learn to read naturally. Be
cause of its focus on one young child, who is interacting
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with print in her environment, the present study will add 
greatly to this needed information.



CHAPTER III 

STUDY DESIGN AND PROCEDURE

General Design 
. This research is a descriptive, longitudinal study 

of one three-year old female child for a six month period. 
According to Best (1959, p. 102),

Descriptive research describes and interprets 
what is. It is concerned with conditions or rela
tionships that prevail. . . .  It involves an 
element of interpretation of the meaning or sig
nificance of what is described.

Good (1973, p. 345) defined a longitudinal study
as "the continuous record of growth for one individual, as
contrasted with cross-sectional views of growth." Mouly
(1969, p. 1149) stated that the longitudinal study

. . . is of prime interest to anyone concerned with
child growth and development as it relates to the 
total process of education. It has provided some 
of our most conclusive research findings.

Subject
Alexa was three years one month in March, 1976, 

when this study began. She is the younger daughter of 
parents who actively are involved in reading and writing 
at home and at work. She began walking at fifteen months 
and was talking in short sentences by sixteen months of 
age. When the study began she spoke clearly, had a large
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vocabulary, and used sentences varying in length up to ten 
or eleven words. Alexa attended a proprietary day care 
center for approximately twenty hours a week, nine months 
a year, where she interacted with adults and other children 
in a play situation.

Her school age sister read to herself at home, but 
not to Alexa. Both girls prefer to have their mother read 
aloud to them from the many children's books in the home. 
Alexa had no specific teaching in reading or writing. When 
she asked what a word said or how to write something, she 
was given the appropriate response. Examples of this 
response occurred when Alexa asked, "What does this say?" 
Her father answered "It says 'train'." When she asked how 
to write Grandma, she was shown the manuscript for Grandma. 
When Alexa wrote the letter A and said, "This is Alexa," 
her mother responded, "Yes, A is in Alexa." Like other 
children who have been written about as early readers 
(Durkin, 1966; Reger, 1966), Alexa was seen as having 
normal abilities for her age. Her parents were aware that 
she could name many words in her environment, but they did 
not connect this to reading until the pilot study began.

Collection of Data

Formal Recorded Sessions
The first type of data was gathered at formal 

recorded sessions between the researcher and the subject
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in a private area of the home. These taped sessions were 
transcribed and the transcriptions became the working 
scripts from which the data were analyzed, A pilot sample 
was taken in December, 1975. Subsequent samples were 
taken once a month for a six-month period from March 31, 
1976, to August 31, 1976. Table 1 shows the eleven signs 
which were added monthly to the study when Alexa verbally 
indicated that she was aware of them in an informal situa
tion. An example is the addition of TWA, when Alexa1s 
father flew to Germany on a TWA aircraft. At that time, 
in that context, Alexa distinguished TWA from all other 
airlines and all other signs in her environment.

The interviews were guided by questions from the 
script of Y. Goodman's "Signs of the Environment" (1975), 
Levels 1 through 4 were employed (see Appendix A).

1. Level 1 asked open-ended questions, which described 
the child's reaction to two-dimensional print in 
context. From here on this.level will be referred 
to as Level 1, Print in Context. Examples of these 
items include a napkin from Dunkin' Donuts, a 
hamburger wrapper from McDonald's, and a shopping 
bag from Levy's.

2. Level 2 asked open-ended questions which described 
the child's reaction to print presented in familiar 
graphic units. The context of the ,packaging was 
minimized at this level, but the commercial



Table 1, Signs of the Environment Presented Each Month

Signs.Read
. Month 1 Month 2 . . Month .3....... Month .4. ... Month 5 Month 6
Coke Coke Coke Coke Coke Coke
Trix Trix . Trix Trix Trix Trix
Milk Milk Milk Milk Milk Milk
McDonald's McDonald’s McDonald's McDonald's McDonald’s McDonald's

Levy’s Levy's Levy's Levy's Levy's
Food Giant Food Giant Food Giant Food Giant Food Giant
Dunkin’.
Donuts

Dunkin' 
Donuts

Dunkin' 
Donuts

Dunkin'
Donuts

Dunkin' 
Donuts

Der Wiener- 
schnitzel

Der Wiener- 
schnitzel

Der Wiener- 
schnitzel

Der Wiener- 
schnitzel

Der Wiener' 
schnitzel

. Stop Stop Stop
TWA

Stop
TWA
Mother's 
Cookies

28
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lettering remained intact. From here on this level 
will be referred to as Level 2, Familiar Graphic. 
Units. An example is Coca Cola printed in the 
familiar white script on a red background.

3. Level 3 asked open-ended questions which described 
the child's reaction to graphic language units 
when no familiar contextual cues were present.
From here on this level will be referred to as 
Level 3, Manuscript. An example is when Trix was 
read from a manuscript card that had been printed 
by the researcher using both upper and lower case 
letters,

, 4. Level 4 focused on the child's concepts of written 
language.

Informal Sessions
The second type of data was collected at informal 

or spontaneous sessions. These data included (1) samples 
of Alexa's reading and writing and (2) her reaction to 
print around her. It was collected as natural events arose 
in which Alexa reacted to print. The data were tape 
recorded or noted in a diary. The following kinds of 
interactions were described: While in a moving car,
watching television, reading labels on foods or at stores, 
and looking at books.
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Reading in a Familiar 
Location

Two forty-minute recorded samples were gathered at 
the Food Giant, a local grocery market, to describe Alexa 
reading in a familiar location. A tape recorder was 
placed in the shopping basket where Alexa was seated. She 
was asked, "What can you read?11 These samples were taken 
in March, 1976, and in August, 1976.

Sand Test
The final task in the study was the administration 

of the Sand, A diagnostic Survey; Concepts About Print Test 
(Clay, 1973a) to describe those reading concepts Alexa had 
begun to use naturally. From here on this test will be 
called the Sand Test. The Sand Test is an informal test of 
which concepts about reading the child has internalized.
It was designed to be used with five-year old school 
entrants in New Zealand. Examples of these concepts in
clude: finding the front of a book, left to right
directionality, and locating the first letter of a word.
The child was asked to demonstrate each concept, because 
verbal explanation alone did not prove the child's under
standing of that concept. Items 1-10 and 21-24 were 
administered to Alexa (see Appendix B). Items 11-20 were 
omitted, as instructed by Clay (1973a) because of Alexa's 
inability to answer item 10.



Methods of Analysis 
The data of this descriptive longitudinal study 

were analyzed to answer the following questions:
1. Is Alexa reading and writing?

%
2. What is she reading and writing?
3. What strategies does she use to read?
4. What function does written language fulfill for 

her?
The working scripts of the formal sessions were separated 
into communication situations (Wilkinson, 1971). The com
munication situations were divided into three parts. Each 
part consisted of the interviewer's question and the 
subject's response. After the researcher categorized the 
information from these three parts of the communication 
situations, each category was tallied and converted into 
percentages for statistical analysis. The analyses of the 
three questions in each communication situation provided 
the data for Chapter IV

Was Alexa Reading and Writing? ’
What Was She Reading and Writing?

Formal Reading Sessions. "What does this say?" or, 
"Have you ever seen this before?" were asked in the first 
part of each communication situation. The subject';s answer 
was categorized by the nature of the reading response.
These responses were used to answer Questions 1 and 2:
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1. Exact response refers to reading a sign correctly. 

The child was shown the sign Mother's Cookies and 
read Mother's Cookies.

2. Categorical response refers to the substitution of 
a generic for a specific sign or vice versa. 
Examples include reading Scotties as Kleenex or 
her father's name Mark as Daddy.

3. Corrected response refers to one which is corrected 
to the exact response from either an inappropriate 
or a categorical response.

4. - Inappropriate response refers to reading the sign
incorrectly. The child was shown Mother's Cookies 
and read Levy's.

Reaction to Print. Question 1 also was analyzed 
in terms of (1) the subject's reaction to print in a 
familiar location and (2) her concepts about reading.

To study her reaction to print in a familiar loca
tion two tape recorded samples were gathered at a local 
food store. This information provided an example of 
Alexa's constant exposure to print.

To categorize reading concepts, the answers from 
Level 4 "Signs of the Environment" (Y. Goodman, 1975) were 
described to indicate her verbal information about printed 
language. The Sand Test (Clay, 1973a) was evaluated to .
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further describe the child's concepts about print. This 
test required that the child show the interviewer her 
response. It was not assumed that the verbal explanation 
proved competency on these concepts. The behavior of the 
subject was described to show which reading concepts she 
employed. The numerical scoring was not included. Since 
this was a test primarily designed for five-year olds, a 
lower score would be assumed natural and would not provide 
the researcher with as much information as the description 
of behavior.

Writing. . Alexa's writing was analyzed according to 
Clay's (1975) general principles of beginning handwriting 
and J. Smith's (1972) basic strokes of manuscript. Her 
concepts of written language also were examined.

What Strategies Did
She Use to Read? '

Question 3 was answered in terms of the cues used 
to focus on the graphics of the signs.

The interviewer asked, "What are you looking at?" 
or a similar question. The purpose was to determine what 
strategies the child was using to read the sign. In some 
instances this information was included in the first 
question, "What does this say?" The subject's answer was 
categorized in terms of the cues she stated she was using
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to focus on the graphics of the signs; these categories are 
not mutually exclusive:

1. Graphophonic correspondence indicates the child's 
usage of letter-sound relationships while reading. 
The child was shown Levy's and read Le-la.

2. Configuration refers to the shape of the sign in
cluding the number of words involved and any unique 
features, such as apostrophes.

3. Use of print to name refers to the child indicating
that the print "said something." The print named
or labeled, but the child did not indicate what she
was using for a cueing system to read. One example:

M: What does .this say?
A: Trix.
M: How do you know?
(Alexa pointed to print)

A second example occurred when the subject read the
sign Milk inappropriately. She read it as Coco's.
She was asked how she knew it said "Coco's” and she
pointed to the incorrect print (Milk).

4. Context is used here as in Chapter I to mean the 
packaging within which a sign is printed or any 
pictorial representation on the. packaging, such as

■ McDonald's arches.

What Functions Did Written 
Language Fulfill For Her?

Question 4 was answered in terms of (1) the meaning
or function that written language served the subject as
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contrasted to (2) the function of her oral language in the 
reciprocal communication situations. The final part of the 
communication situation was categorized according to 
Halliday1s (1969) functions of language and became the 
bases upon which to analyze Question 4:

1. Instrumental refers to the language used to satisfy 
material needs.

2. Regulatory refers to the language used to regulate 
the behavior of others.

3. Interactional refers to the language used to inter
act with others.

4. Personal refers to the language used as an expres
sion of the child's individuality.

5. Heuristic refers to the language used to enable the 
child to explore her environment.

6. Imaginative refers to the language used to pretend 
or to create one* s own environment.

7. Informative refers to .language used, to communicate 
information.

Interjudge Reliability
One limitation of this study arose from the sub

ject's close relationship to the researcher. Since Alexa 
is the researcher's daughter, it became necessary to deter
mine that the data were analyzed objectively. An impartial
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second reader, a graduate student who is trained in educa
tion and psycholinguistics, reviewed twelve of the com
munication situations to test the reliability of the re
searcher 's categories and data analyses. This reviewer 
agreed with the researcher's analysis of 35 of the 36 indi
vidual categories within these twelve communication situa
tions.

Explanation of Dialogue
Examples from the tape recorded communication 

situations are used in Chapter IV to illustrate specific 
reading behaviors. In the dialogues M refers to the 
researcher, A refers to the subject.

Summary
This research is a descriptive, longitudinal study 

of one three-year old female child for a six-month period. 
The subject was three years one month when the study began. 
The data were collected at formal recorded sessions, by 
reading in a familiar location, through the administration 
of the Sand Test (Clay, 1973a), and in informal sessions, 
The information recorded at informal sessions will be used 
as examples or clarification where it is appropriate.

The working scripts of the formal recorded sessions 
were separated into communication situations (Wilkinson, 
1971). The analyses of the communication situations pro
vided the data for Chapter IV. The nature of Alexa's



reading and writing responses were analyzed to answer 
questions 1 and 2- Her concepts about print, her reaction 
to print, and her writing also were categorized to answer 
Question 1. Question 3 was answered in terms of the cues 
Alexa used to focus on the graphics of the signs. Question 
4 was answered in terms of (1) the meaning or function that 
written language served the subject as contrasted to (2) 
the function of her oral language in the reciprocal 
communication situations.



CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

It was the purpose of this study to describe the 
natural development of print awareness in one three-year 
old female child. To achieve this objective the answers to 
the following questions were analyzed:

1. Is Alexa reading and writing?
2. What is she reading and writing?
3. What strategies does she use to read?
4. What function does written language fulfill for 

her?
The results will be discussed in terms of these four 
questions. "

Was Alexa Reading?

Formal Sessions
The formal tape recorded sessions of "Signs of the 

Environment". (Y. Goodman, 1975) gave insight into the 
subject's reading. During these recorded interviews, the 
subject was presented two-dimensional signs to read. Table 
2 is a summary table which shows the nature of Alexa1s 
response to these two-dimensional signs. At all levels of 
contextualization, Alexa produced exact responses. At

38
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Table 2. A Summary of the Nature of Alexa’s Responses to 

Print in the Environment

Exact
Cate
gorical Corrected . .Inappropriate

Level 1 
Print in 
Context 92.5% 0 5% 2.5%
Level 2 
Familiar 
Graphic Units 59.4% 9 6.2% . 34.4%
Level 3 
Manuscript 11.1% 2.2% 2.2% 8.4.4%

Level. 1, Print in Context, Alexa produced the exact
response for 92.5% of the signs she was shown and she
corrected another 5% of her responses. This resulted in
approximately 98% correct responses at Level 1, Print in
Context. At Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, over 50% of 
her responses were exact. Alexa corrected an additional 
6% of her responses for a total of 65.6% correct responses 
at Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units. At Level 3, Manuscript, 
Alexa read 11% of the signs exactly; 2.2% of her responses 
were categorical, and 2.2% were corrected. This repre
sented approximately 16% correct responses at Level 3, 
Manuscript, and is a substantial decrease from Levels 1 
and 2.
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Reading in a Familiar 
Location

To observe the subject" reading in her environment, 
Alexa was taken to a local food store during the first and 
last months of the study. She was asked, "What can you 
read?" As the shopping basket was pushed from aisle to 
aisle she identified many products that she used at home 
and some that were not available at home.

Interesting changes did occur over the six months. 
During the first session, Alexa named 34 individual items; 
during the second, she named 36. This close number would 
be expected because the same amount of time was used for 
both sessions. However, during the first session the sub
ject named 12 items which were used at home and during the 
second session she identified 24 items used at home. This 
increase indicated a growing awareness of her home en
vironment and the ability to locate similar items in 
another setting. Alexa showed an awareness of packages and 
products she saw at home. She also indicated an awareness 
that packaging was saying something. The only direct 
graphophonic correspondence she exhibited was when.she 
selected and read M&M Candies. As she read she pointed to 
each M.

Reading Concepts
Alexa1s concepts about reading were tested in two 

ways. First she was asked questions from Y. Goodman1s
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"Signs of the Environment," Level 4, to indicate verbal 
knowledge about printed language (see Appendix A). The 
first question she was asked was, "What do you read?" For 
the first two months Alexa seemed to be looking at pictures 
when she read. The first month she replied, "We read 
sharks." During the second month Alexa said that she was 
reading pictures. The third month Alexa answered, "Camel, 
no ABC. ABCDEGQ." The fourth.month Alexa answered, "I can 
read books."

Each month she also was asked, "How do you read?" . 
Alexa's answers varied from: "That's a U," to "I'll go get
my books and try to read," to "I'm too little. I just 
look." It was during the fifth month that Alexa demon
strated she was developing an awareness of what reading is 
and how one reads English. She brought a book to the 
interviewer and opened it to the first page. When Alexa 
"read" her voice tone and phrasing changed. Making up her 
own story, she read, "Nancy Katherine was named the queen 
and when everybody came see canna had a queen." It is not 
clear what her story meant.

"Why do people read?" was the next question. The 
first month Alexa answered, "Daddy reads to me." The third 
month she answered, "Cause they read letters." The fourth 
month Alexa answered, "Because they like to."

The Sand .Test (Clay, 1973a) required. that the. child 
show the interviewer her response . (see Appendix B) . It was
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not assumed that the verbal explanation proved competence 
in these concepts. The child must "locate, recognize, and 
use this.information" (Clay, 1973a, p. 10). In this test 
Alexa was able to show the interviewer the front of the 
book, where to begin reading, the direction to read, the 
first part of the story, the bottom of the picture, one 
letter, two letters, one word, and two words. When asked 
to identify capital letters, she oould identify A and T. 
Alexa particularly was involved in the meaning of the story 
and she did not wish to be distracted from what the inter
viewer was reading. When the interviewer stopped reading 
to ask Alexa questions or to ask her to perform a task,
Alexa was restless and wanted to get back to the story line.

Was Alexa Writing?
Alexa was writing her name (see Appendix C). She 

also wrote letters to her grandparents. Level 4 of "Signs 
of the Environment" (Y. Goodman, 1975) revealed that 
verbally Alexa was not differentiating between her own 
production of writing and drawing. This is illustrated in 
the following example, when Alexa drew a rainbow:

M: What can you write?
A: I '11 write a rainbow.

While Alexa was writing functionally at an early 
developmental stage, she could not always distinguish 
between the verbal concepts of writing and drawing. When 
she was asked specifically to write her name or draw a
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picture of herself, she always was able to differentiate 
between the written word for her name arid a picture of 
herself.

Summary
Alexa is reading and writing. She has strong con

cepts about what reading is and how English is read. She 
read many signs in her environment, especially when they 
appeared in a familiar context or in a familiar location. 
She was able to read only a few words in manuscript. She 
was able to haridle a book and knew how to read from the 
beginning of the book to the end and from left to right. 
Finally, Alexa demonstrated knowledge.of what Clay (1973b, 
p. 29) called "talking like a book." Clay stated that this 
ability was related to the understanding that print can be 
turned into speech. .

Verbally Alexa did not distinguish between writing 
and drawing. When functionally producing written language, 
she did distinguish between her own name and a picture of 
herself.

What Was Alexa Reading?
Print surrounds Alexa constantly in her environ

ment. She sees her family reading and she herself has many 
books and printed games. When she is in the car, watching 
television, or at a shopping center, she is surrounded by
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print. Alexa demonstrated that she was aware of the print 
in her environment and that she was reading.

Formal Sessions
A total of eleven signs were presented to Alexa to 

read, as shown in Table 1. Signs were added to the formal 
study when Alexa verbally indicated that she was aware of 
them in an informal situation. By the sixth month Alexa 
was asked to read: Coke, Trix, Milk, McDonald's, Levy's,
Food Giant, Dunkin' Donuts, Der Wienerschnitzel, Stop, TWA, 
and Mother's Cookies.

Level 1, Print in Context. Table 3 shows that the 
exact response was given in the vast majority of Level 1, 
Print in Context, trials. This occurred for all items 
acro s s  time. Only one item, Der Wienerschnitzel, was read 
inappropriately during Month 4. During Month 1 Trix was 
corrected. During Month 2 Food Giant was corrected. This 
represented approximately 98% correct responses at Level 1, 
Print in Context. We can conclude that Alexa was reading 
all eleven signs at this level of contextualization.

Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units. Table 4 indicates 
that at Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, Coke, Trix, Dunkin' 
Donuts, and Mother's Cookies were read exactly at each 
presentation. Levy's was corrected in Month 2 and was read 
exactly the remainder of the time. Milk was read



45
Table. 3. The Nature of Alexaf s Responses to Print at 

Level 1, Print in Context

Month
1

Month
2

Month
3

Month
4

Month
5

Month 
' 6

Coke ER ER ER ER ER
Trix C ER ER ER ER
Milk ER ER ER ER ER
McDonald's ER ER ER ER ER
Levy* s ER ER ER
Food Giant C ER ER
Dunkin*Donuts ER ... ER ER
Der Wiener’-' 
schnitzel ER ER I ER
Stop ER ER ER ER
TWA ER ER
Motherxs 
Cookies ER

ER = Exact Response 
C = Corrected Response 
X = Inappropriate Response
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Table 4. The Nature of Alexa's Responses to Print at 

Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units

Month
1

Month
2

Month
3

Month
4

Month
5

Month 
' 6

Coke ER ER ER ER
Trix ER ER ER ER
Milk ER I ER
McDonald's ER I I
Levy’s C ER ER ER
Food Giant C I I I
Dunkin' Donuts ER ER ER ER
Der Wiener- 
schnitzel I I I I
Stop I I
TWA I
Mother* s 
Cookies, ER

ER = Exact Response 
C = Corrected Response 
I = Inappropriate Response
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inappropriately during Month 3, but was read exactly during‘ 
Months 1 and 5. Der Wienerschnitzel and Stop were read 
inappropriately each month they were presented. TWA was 
presented only once in the sixth month and it was read in
appropriately at this level. Food Giant was corrected 
during Month 2, but was read inappropriately the remainder 
of the time. In summary, Alexa was reading Coke, Trix, 
Dunkin' Donuts, Mother's Cookies, and Levy's exactly during 
all monthly trials. She was not reading Der Wiener- .. „
schnitzel. Stop, or TWA at Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units. 
McDonald's, Food Giant, and Milk were read correctly during 
some trials and inappropriately during others.

Level 3, Manuscript. Table 5 shows that Alexa's 
responses were largely inappropriate at Level 3, Manuscript. 
During the trials she never read these signs correctly: 
Mother's Cookies, TWA, Stop, Dunkin' Donuts, Food Giant, 
or Milk. She correctly read Levy's, Coke, and McDonald's 
only once each. Trix was the only sign she was able to 
read exactly during three different trials.

The names of Alexa's family were also presented for 
her to read as is shown in Table 6. The names were printed 
in manuscript. Alexa's name and her sister Tanya's name 
were presented along with other Level 3, Manuscript, signs 
during the formal sessions. Mark and Myna, her parents' 
names, were presented only on a card with the four family
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Table 5. The Nature of Alexa's Responses to Print at 

Level 3, Manuscript

Month
1

Month
2

Month
3

Month
4

Month
5

Month 
' 6

Coke I I ER I I
Trix I I ER ER ER
Milk I I I I I
McDonald,s I I I I ER
Levyr s ER I I I I
Food Giant I .1 I I I
Dunkin* Donuts I I I I I
Der Wiener- 
schnitzel CR I I I I
Stop I . I I I
TWA I
Mother1s 
Cookies I

ER — Exact Response
CR = Categorical Response
I = Inappropriate Response
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Table 6. Alexa’s Responses to Reading the Names of Her 

Family Members 1

Month Alexa Tanya Mark Myna
1

2

Corrected: 
McDonald’s 
That *s me

Exact
Response:
Tanya

Categorical 
Response: 
Daddy

Exact 
Response: 
Myna

3 Categorical 
Response: 
Alexa Faye 
Haussler

Corrected 
Response: 
Happy 
. Birthday 
That1s T 
for Tanya1

Categorical 
Response:
My dad

Inappro
priate: 
Poco— our 
dog

4 Exact
Response:
Alexa

Exact 
Response: 
Tanya'

Categorical 
Response: 
Daddy Faye 
Haussler

Categorical 
Response: 
Mommy Faye 
Haussler

5 Exact
Response:
Alexa

Categorical 
Response: 
Tanya B„

6 Categorical 
Response: 
Alexa Faye 
Haussler

Exact 
Response: 
Tanya

Categorical
Response:
Daddy

Categorical 
Response:
You (the re
searcher)
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members' names printed on it. The first month, Alexa read 
her name as McDonald's, then corrected by saying, "That's 
me!" On the third and sixth months she read it as Alexa 
Faye Haussler. On the fourth and fifth months she read it 
as Alexa. Tanya was read correctly each time. During the 
third month Alexa answered, "That's T for Tanya!" Mark was 
read each time as my dad. Daddy, or Daddy Faye Haussler. 
Myna was read as Myna, Poco, Mommy Faye Haussler, and you 
(the researcher). Alexa was reading the names of her 
family members.

It is interesting to note that Trix and McDonald's 
both begin with consonants which also begin names in her . 
family. Alexa verbalized her recognition of the letter T 
when she stated, "That's T for Tanyar" She also recognized 
the letter M, when she read M&M's at the Food Giant, She 
did recognize her parents' names which began with the 
consonant M; however, she did not use graphophoic corre
spondence when she read them. Alexa also recognized the A 
on the Anaheim Baseball Stadium while riding in the car on 
a family vacation. She remarked, "There's Alexa!"

Reading in a Familiar 
Location

As an example of Alexa reading in her environment, 
she was asked to read at a local food store during the 
first and the last months of the study. She identified 
many products that were used at home and some that were not
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available at home. Most of her reading was influenced by 
the language of her family. Dog food was the name for all 
idog food products, because in her family no brand name is 
preferred or specified. She placed some products into her 
own personal categorizing system. Dark brown soft drinks 
always were Coke and all soft drinks in green bottles were 
7 Up.

During the first session Alexa read 34 items 
correctly. Twenty-five of these items were read according 
to Alexa's own categories or categories of her family.
Nine brand names were read exactly. During the last month • 
26 items were read categorically, 10 brand names were read 
exactly.

It was apparent that Alexa's past experiences 
influenced which items she focused on. One example was 
when she stated, "I want apricot jelly. What Uncle Dave 
made.” In the market, Alexa verbalized that she was • 
focusing on the context, such as the packaging and the 
food inside the packages. When she read "Pickles," Alexa 
told the researcher that she was looking at the pickles in 
the jar. She also stated she could read Food Giant, 
because of the red letters.

What Was Alexa Writing?
When she wrote her name once a month it changed 

from circular scribbles the first month to the beginning
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strokes of letters written on a vertical plane during the 
last months of the study (see Appendix C). This progres
sion was analyzed according to Clay's (1975) general 
principles of beginning writing. Developmentally, Alexa 
followed Clay's progression:

Month 1: Circles and random form of drawing
Month 2: Circles and random form of drawing
Month 3: Accidental discoveries brought the child

close to letters
Month 4: Random form of drawing
Month 5: Gross approximation of letters
Month 6: Gross approximation of letters

J. Smith (1972) wrote that he believed handwriting
was a developmental process, which utilized seven basic
strokes for manuscript:

V / \ —  C 3 O
J. Smith (1972, p. 390) stated:

It develops in children as an art form. In 
the beginning, the child first shows his creative 
tendencies on paper through the scribble stage.
While he experiments with scribbling, the child 
naturdlly learns the basic strokes required to make 
manuscript letters.

Only the straight line strokes are present in Alexa's name
as she writes it in capitals. Alexa used all seven of
these basic strokes of manuscript writing. Her writing
had progressed from the art form stage, because she did
indicate a knowledge of the functions of writing.
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What Strategies Did Alexa 

Use to Read?
Reading signs of the environment, like all reading, 

is very complex. The reader must process much information 
to construct the meaning of the sign. Smith et al, (1976) 
stated that to process all this information the reader 
develops strategies which are generalized to recurrent 
reading situations. Strategies Alexa stated she used to 
read graphic information in her environment will be dis
cussed here. These strategies included cuing into 
graphophonic correspondence, configuration, using print to 
name, and context. These categories are not mutually 
exclusive and the subject could be using more than one of 
them in any reading task.

Strategies

Contextual Strategies. In the formal recorded 
sessions, Alexa frequently indicated that she was using the 
context to cue her reading. Below is an example of con
textual cuing at Level 1, Print in Context:

M: What does this say?
A: It's a Dunkin' Donut napkin.
M: How do you know?
A: It is.
M: What are you looking at?
A: At this (points to the coffee cup).

Her explanation in the following interview suggests the 
nature of the subject's strategy while looking at a two- 
dimensional McDonald's hamburger wrapper.



54
M: ■ What does this say?
A: McDonald's
M: What are you looking at?
A: A "hang-ge-burg."

The pictorial representation of the wrapper may have 
carried the McDonald's message to Alexa, because there is 
a hamburger drawn on the wrapper. However, the wrapper 
also had held a hamburger at one time. The complexity of 
the subject's reasoning was not as easily analyzed as the • 
surface responses first suggested. In any case context 
played an important part in the subject's reading of the 
McDonald's wrapper.

In Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, Alexa continued 
to use as much of the context as she had available. • Below 
is an example of context cuing at Level 2, Familiar Graphic 
Units:

M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: It says Dunkin' DonutsI Dunkin' Donutsl
M: What tells you it says Dunkin' Donuts?
A'; Words.
M: Show me what words say Dunkin' Donuts,
(Alexa pointed to the sign which is written
in a circular pattern)

The following is another example of Alexa's use of context 
while reading familiar print:

M: Can you tell me what this is?
A: White is the words of Coke.

In Level 3, Manuscript, no familiar context was 
available to use as a reading strategy.
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Print to Name. Alexa used print to name at all 

three levels of the formal sessions. She indicated that
the print "said something," but she did not reveal which

" ; - cuing system she was using to read. This is an example of
using print to name (Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units):

M: What does this say?
A: Milk.
M: What says milk on here?
(Alexa pointed to Fed Mart, then pointed to 
milk)

When the subject pointed to signs she always swept her hand 
across print from left to right and from top to bottom.

Configuration. Alexa focused on configuration at 
Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, and at Level 3, Manuscript.

In two cases where the exact response was elicited, 
word configuration strategies were used, in Level 2,
Familiar Graphic Units. To read Dunkin1 Donuts Alexa made 
note of the printed circular configuration in which the 
sign was printed and she read around in the circle. When 
she showed the researcher the sign Levy's, Alexa pointed to 
each letter and also to the apostrophe:

M: What is this word?
A: It say, uh, it says, it says Levy's things,
M: How do you know that?
As Cause I love Levy's bag.
M: It does say Levy's. How do you know?
(Alexa pointed to each letter L-E-V-Y, her 
finger moved up to the apostrophe, then down 
to the S.)

She was emphasizing the configuration of the printed sign.
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One inappropriate response was repeated frequently. 

Each time the two-word sign Der Wienerschnitzel was read, 
it was read as the two-word sign Food Giant. The similari
ties in these signs are the two words of each and the space 
between the two words.

Level 3, Manuscript. In two trials Alexa indicated 
she was using word configuration to read. Levy's again was 
read correctly. When she was asked to show the researcher 
what said Levy's, she pointed distinctly to each letter and 
also to the apostrophe. Food Giant was the response for 
Dunkin' Donuts, another two-word sign. As in Level 2, 
Familiar Graphic Units, when Alexa read Der Wienerschnitzel 
as Food Giant, she was using the two words and the space 
between them as reading cues. She repeated this in reading 
all two-word signs, except Coca Cola which she read as 
Coke.

Graphophonic Correspondence. Alexa did not indi
cate that she used graphophonic cues to read at Level 1, 
Print in Context, or at Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units. 
This does not mean that she did not use these cues, but she 
verbalized a focus on other strategies.

It is only at Level 3, Manuscript, where all 
familiar context is removed, that Alexa indicated that she 
was using graphophonic strategies. Trix was the one word 
which was read correctly in all formal trials at this



57
abstract level. It is interesting to note that Tanya, the 
name of Alexa's sister, always was read correctly. The 
sign TWA, which was read incorrectly, was read as Tommy 
get up. The beginning consonant T seems to be a grapho- 
phonic generalization Alexa is using. M&M's were read 
exactly at the market. McDonald* s also was read exactly, 
while both Mark and Myna generally were read categorically 
as Daddy or Mommy. Still it must be assumed Alexa was 
recognizing the beginning consonant M, even if she could 
not verbalize the phonic correspondence. Two signs which 
were not read as exact responses demonstrated the usage of 
beginning consonant graphic correspondence. Levy's was 
read as Le-la and Der Wienerschnitzel was read as Doggie 
House. While on a family trip, Alexa was beginning to 
focus on the letter A. She was being driven past Anaheim 
Stadium and saw a huge A on the front of it. She remarked,

- "That's Alexa."

Not Print or Context Related. The following 
example shows Alexa's language play, when she read a sign 
inappropriately. The rhyming technique may be an avoidance • 
behavior that Alexa believed the researcher would permit:

M: What does this say? (Milk)
A: Pampions (whispered). Champions.
M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: Prampions. Lampions. It's ambulance.
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Developmental Aspects and Findings 
of the Formal Sessions

These data were analyzed on the bases of the 
subject's oral responses or her performance. Performance 
gives us an indication to what the subject may be respond
ing and it allows us to infer on what she is focusing. 
However, it is not completely indicative of her intuitive 
knowledge or competence. She may not even be aware of all 
the graphic strategies she is using to read.

Table 7 is a summary table, which describes the 
graphic strategies Alexa stated she used -to read. At Level 
1, Print in Context, Alexa stated that she focused on 
context cues approximately 74% of the time. About 25% of 
Alexa's responses indicated she used print to name. She 
verbalized no graphophonic or configuration cues at this 
level. It is important to note that at Level 1, Print in 
Context, only 2.6% of her responses employed no print or 
context related strategies.

Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, strategies 
mentioned by Alexa included those present at Level 1 plus 
configuration. At Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, con
textual strategies still played an important part in 
Alexa's responses. However, they certainly appeared less 
important to reading than in Level 1, Print in Context, 
occurring 35.5% of the time. Print to name and configura
tion account for 50% of Alexa1s responses. A focus on



Table 7 0 Graphic Strategies Alexa Indicated She Used to Read

Graphophonic
Correspondence Configuration . Print to Name . Context

Not Print or 
Context Related

Level 1 — 0=0 23.1% 74.4% 2.6%
Level 2 T- — 22.6% 25.8% 35.5% 16,1%
Level 3 19.6% 4.3% 2.2% '— 73.9%

cn
VjD
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print is beginning to emerge. Sixteen per cent of her 
Level 2i Familiar Graphic Units, responses were not print 
or context related.

At Level 3, Manuscript, 73.9% of Alexa's responses 
were not related to any print or contextual cues. Most. 
importantly, 19.6% of her verbal responses indicated that 
Alexa was beginning to use graphophonic cues. She stated 
that the remainder of the cues.employed were, configuration 
or print to name.

Table 8 is a developmental table which compares the 
subject's explanation of graphic strategies she used during 
months 1 and 2 to her explanation of strategies during 
months 5 and 6. When looking at the first two months and 
the last two months, interesting differences were observed 
at each level of contextual!zation,

. At Level 1, Print in Context, Alexa indicated con
siderable use of context during all four months. However, • 
during the last two months, a slight increase in the use of 
print to name was noted.

At Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, context cues 
accounted for over 50% of Alexa's oral responses during 
Months 1 and 2. For the last two months, context was 
mentioned less than 33% of the time. There was an increase 
in focus on print with both configuration and print to name 
strategies increasingly mentioned over time. It is 
interesting to note that while there was an increase in
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Table 8„ Comparison of Graphic Strategies Named During 

. Months 1,2 and 5,6

Month1
Month

2
Month

5
Month

6
Level 1:
Graphophonic Correspondence
Configuration
Print to Name
Context
Not Related to Print or 
Context

33.3% 
66. 6% 100%

33.3% 
66. 6 %

9.1%
70.9%

Level 2:
Graphophonic Correspondence
Configuration 50% 12.5% 12.5%
Print to Name 33.3% 37.5% 25%
Context 66.6% 50% 25% 37.5%
Not Related to Print or 
Context __ 25% 25%

Level 3:
Graphophonic Correspondence 25% 25% 11.1% 27.3%
Configuration 50%
Print to Name
Context
Not Related to Print or 
Context 75% 25% 88.9% 72.7%
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attention to print during the last two months, an increase 
in responses unrelated to print or context occurred also.

Level 3/ Manuscript, responses largely were un
related to either print or context during all four months.

Alexa indicated that she employed print and context 
strategies at Level 3, Manuscript, less in the last two 
months. However, in the last month of the study there was 
verbalized a slight increase in graphophonic correspondence. 
The subject's responses appeared to be less related to 
print during the last two months than during the first two 
months. This possibly is the opposite of what generally 
would be expected. It is possible that over time Alexa has 
learned enough about the print to know that she does not 
know the exact response. Therefore, she is unwilling to 
risk a serious or possible answer that would be wrong. She 
saw that Coca Cola began with the consonant C. She was 
certain it was not Trix or McDonald's, but she did not know 
the specific sign it represented, so she invented a word to 
take the pressure off herself by not attempting to read the 
word exactly. During these final two months, a degree of 
frustration was demonstrated, when she met Level 3, Manu
script, as well as any Level 2, Familiar Graphic Unit, 
tasks which she could not read.



Summary
Alexa used graphic strategies to read at all three 

levels of contextualization. At Level 1, Print in Context, 
and Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, Alexa indicated that 
she was relying on context cues more than any others. At 
Level 1, Print in Context, print was used to name also, 
but specific features were not of importance. At Level 2, 
Familiar Graphic Units, configuration, context, and print 
to name were strategies Alexa mentioned she employed.
Level 3, Manuscript, where no familiar context was present, 
Alexa verbalized a focus on graphophonic correspondence for 
the first time, However, at^Level 3, Manuscript, 73.9% of 
her responses were not related to print or context. 
Development was seen when the first and second months of 
the study were compared to the fifth and sixth. At all 
levels of contextuaiization an increase in print strategies 
was noted. When the print was difficult for the subject 
she gave more unrelated responses as time passed.

What Functions Did Written Language 
Fulfill for Alexa?

To read one must employ not only graphic strategies, 
but others as well. . Alexa also used functional strategies 
to read the signs in her environment. These strategies are 
important because they reveal the meaning base from which 
she was working.- They showed why Alexa read some words in 
her environment and not others. Again we are inferring
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from her verbal responses that these were the functions she 
used.

The functional strategies were categorized accord
ing to Halliday1s models of developmental functions„ 
Halliday (1969, p. 17) stated, "Language is defined for the 
child by its uses." First the child learns about language 
functions by observing the environment and interactions 
around her. After she knows why language is used, she 
learns how to use it herself. Halliday's principles of 
language development have been applied to Alexa's written 
and oral language so that we can observe which functions 
language served for her.

Functions

Instrumental. Below is an example of the instru
mental function of language:

A: Mother's Cookies!
M: Have you ever seen that before?
A: Did you cut out some of the bag of Mother's 

Cookies?
M: Yes, I did. Where does it say Mother's

Cookies?
A: I'll show you (points to words).
M: How do you know?
A: Mother's Cookies. Yummy. Mother's

Cookies.
The function of this sign was, "I want to eat some Mother's 
Cookies." This illustrates the instrumental function of 
language. The subject learned that Mother's Cookies 
packages had cookies in them and that by reading Mother's 
Cookies she could ask for them.
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Another example shows why the subject read a sign

which represented something she wanted„
M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: Coke again-
M: What makes you think it says Coke?
A: Mom, at dinner I'll eat this.

'Regulatory. The regulatory function was not 
employed by Alexa while she was reading. . However, this 
child who generally is quiet used oral language to try to 
regulate the reciprocal communication situtation; 
especially when she was not succeeding in the reading 
task:

M: What do you think these are called?
A: Nobody can come in. I already said that.

You can come in food shopping (inaudible).
M: How do you know that says that.
A: Because the end!

Interactive. Alexa read some signs because they
fulfilled an interactive function for her. In this case
it allowed her to interact with her father:

M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: TWA. Dad went at his trip to Germany.

This function of Alexa1s language permitted her to interact
with the researcher also:

M: What does that say?
A: Trix.
M: How do you know?
A: It is. Could I read it again?
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Personal. Below is an example of how Alexa.' s

personal taste influenced her reading:
M: What does this say?
A: ' Trix.
M: How do you know?
A: Because I like itI

Heuristic.. Below is an example of the heuristic 
function of language which allows the child to explore her 
world:

M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: Is that Trix?

This example shows Alexa functioning heuristically when
she gave an incorrect response for Dunkin' Donuts:

M: What is this word (Dunkin' Donuts)?
A: That word is Coke, mean Food Giant.
M: How do you know that says Food Giant?
A: Cause I know Food Giant's (inaudible),
M: Where does it say Food Giant?
A: Show me.

Imaginary. The imaginary function was not employed 
in Alexa's reading. This function was employed during the 
communication situations and. increased in frequency as the 
subject had more difficulty reading the signs. This 
imaginary strategy is an example of how language helped 
Alexa avoid the tasks when they were too difficult:

M: Have you seen this before?
A: Nay-no. On sco sco.
M: What does it say?
A: Noah.
M: Show me what says Noah.
A: No Noah means no (pointed to McDonald's).
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Informative. The informative function was employed 

a great deal in the reciprocal communication situations, 
because of the nature of interviews themselves. Informa
tion was supplied the interviewer as seen in this example:

M: Have you ever seen this before?
A: Milk.
M: How do you know?
(Alexa pointed to Guernsey Gold.)

The informative function was used also when the subject
read from a shopping bag:

M: What does this say?
A: It's Coke. No, it is a bag! Bag! Bag!
M: How do you know it is a bag?
A: Because we got it from Levy's.
M: What does it say?
A: Levy's.
M: How do you know that?
A: Because it's Levy's bag.

Developmental Aspects of Written 
Language Functions .

Halliday (19 75) stated that instrumental, personal, 
interactional, and regulatory functions develop first in 
oral language and that they do not appear in any hier
archical order. The subject's reading did serve personal, 
interactional, and instrumental functions for her. These 
four functions are related directly to the child, her 
needs, self-concept, authority, and interactions. Reading 
did not serve any regulatory function for her in this 
research. The use of heuristic, informative, and imagina
tive functions indicate a higher degree of development, 
because they involve functions related more to the
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environment than to the child. Heuristic and informative 
functions occasionally were involved in Alexa's reading. 
Imaginative functions did not occur in her reading.

Reading in a Familiar 
Location

While Alexa was reading at a local food store she 
stated five reasons for knowing how to read products, during 
the first month. These included:

"Because just is" (regulatory)
"Because I want to buy Lucky Charms" (instrumental) 
"Because I don't use it" (personal)
"It's yucky. I don't like it" (personal)
"I love chocolate milk" (personal)

These responses served regulatory, instrumental, or personal
functions for her. According to Halliday (1975) these
functions appear first in language development.

Most of these functions appear again during month
six; however, a new function was described:

"Because it says eggs" (informative).
"We have it at home" (informative).

This function shows development over the six months because
Alexa's purpose for reading was decentering.

Formal Sessions
The last section of the formal interview asked 

the question, "How do you know?" The subject's responses 
to this question were categorized using the seven develop
mental functions of language (Halliday, 1969) to answer
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the question, "What functions do written language fulfill 
for Alexa?"

Because these data were collected in interviews 
the. subject' s responses had to be inferred to the reading ' 
process. Often this was. not possible, because Alexa 
sometimes responded only to the. immediate communication 
situation.

At Level 1, Print in Context, and Level 2, Familiar 
Graphic Units, over 50% of Alexa's responses concerned the 
function of print. At Level 3, Manuscript, less than 10% 
of her responses dealt with the function of print. 
Approximately 32% of Alexa's total responses directly 
concerned the function of the print. It is this third of 
the data which is analyzed in Table 9.

Written Language Functions. Table 9 indicates that 
at all levels ,of contextualization, personal cues were the 
most important for this child, who used them about 50% of 
the time. The subject also used instrumental cues at each 
level. Instrumental, and personal cues account for over 
66% of Alexa's responses at Level 1, Print in Context, and 
Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units. At Level 3, Manuscript,
83% of her functional cues were personal or instrumental.

At Level 1, Print in Context, and Level 2,
Familiar Graphic Units, interactional cues were used by



Table 9. Functional Strategies Alexa Used to Read

Instru
mental

Regu
latory

Inter
act iona 1 Personal Heuristic

Imagi
native

Informa
tive.

Level 1 4% —— 13. 3% 46.7% —— — —
Level 2 5.9% -— 11.8% 52. 9% 17.6% —— 11.8%
Level 3 16.7% 66.7% 16.7%

70



Alexa in her reading. No interactional function was used 
in Level .3, Manuscript.

Heuristic functions occasionally were involved at 
Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, and Level 3, Manuscript. 
The informative function was used rarely and then only in 
Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units.

Reading did not serve any regulatory or imaginative 
functions for Alexa at any level of contextualization.

As we see in Figure 1 over 86% of the written 
language was cued by instrumental, personal, and inter
actional functions during the first two months of the study 
Only 13% of Alexa's reading was cued by informational and 
heuristic cues. , Comparing Figure 1 to Figure 2, it is 
important to note there is more even distribution in the 
use of most functions during the last two months. Develop
mental ly it is important that heuristic and informational 
cues were used more frequently during this later time 
period.

To summarize, Alexa's beginning reading was 
functional. She learned to read signs which had meaning to 
her. She particularly used the instrumental, personal, 
and interactional functions when she read. • By the fifth 
and sixth months of the study, Alexa had increased her 
usage of both heuristic and informative strategies to cue 
her reading.
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Oral Language Functions

The data suggest interesting comparisons of those 
.functions which written language served and the functions 
which oral language served for this three-year old. It is 
important to remember that the oral language sample was 
taken in a structured research setting. The exact per
centage of functional language usage reported in Table 10 . 
would be different in another setting. A large number of 
informational functions were observed, because the child 
was in a question asking situation and she proceeded to 
give the researcher information. However, two trends became 
evident from the data. First, at all three levels, Alexa 
used oral language differently than she did written. All 
functional strategies, except instrumental, were present 
in what appeared to be a more sophisticated use of 
language. Second, at each level of contextualization 
language functions were used differently.

At Level 1, Print in Context, 100% of the responses 
were informative. At Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units, 
informative functions still predominated nearly 57% of the 
time; however, interactive, personal, regulatory, and 
imaginary functions were employed also. Twenty-three per 
cent of Alexa's responses served imaginary functions. At 
Level 3, Manuscript, only 12% of her responses were in
formative. This is a significant decrease from both Level 
1, Print in Context, and Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units.



Table 10. Functional -Strategies Alexa Used in a Reciprocal Communication Situa
tion

Instru
mental

Regu
latory

Inter
actional Personal .. Heuristic

Imagi
native

Informa
tive

Level 1 —— ’— ” — 100%
Level 2 — 7.7% 15.4% " 7.7% •- 23.1% 46.2%
Level 3\ ......... 19.5% .2,4% 12.2% 2.4% 51.2% 12.2%



76
In the oral language context, over 50% of her responses 
were imaginary and many were regulatory.

Summary
In summary, language served varied functions for 

this subject in both print and situational context. At 
this stage of development, she used a larger range of 
functional strategies in oral language situations than in 
her reading. When selecting signs to read, Alexa focused 
mainly on herself, her needs, and her interactions.
Alexa1s oral language strategies served to take the 
pressure of not knowing off her, especially at Level 3, 
Manuscript. Her language became imaginative and regula
tory, signalling a great change in her behavior.



CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION

Conclusions
This thesis studied one three-year old female 

child, who lives in a print-oriented society. Questions 
were asked to determine:

1. Is Alexa reading and writing?
2. What is she reading and writing?
3. What strategies does she use to read?
4. What functions does reading fulfill for her?

Reading .
Alexa was reading in her environment = On location, 

such as at a local supermarket, Alexa relied on the context 
of the situation for reading cues. She indicated that 
packaging and signs were saying something. Rarely did she 
state that she was focusing on graphophonic correspondence.

The formal sessions of the "Signs of the Environ
ment" (Y. Goodman, 1975) gave further insight into the 
subject's reading. At Level 1, Print in Context, where 
much of the packaging remained intact, Alexa stated that 
she was focusing on that context. At Level 2, Familiar 
Graphic Units, Alexa continued to search for context to 
cue her reading. At the decontextualized Level 3,

77



78
Manuscript, Alexa read 11% of the signs correctly. This is 
a decrease from the previous levels; howeverwhen the 
familiar context was removed Alexa verbalized that she was 
focusing on the print. She exhibited graphophonic corre
spondence for the letters T, A, and M.. When names of her 
family were presented Alexa could read them.

Tests of Alexa's reading concepts revealed that she 
knew what reading was, how one read English, where the 
front of a book was, and how to identify letters and words. 
By changing voice tone and phrasing when she read, Alexa 
demonstrated the knowledge that print can be turned into 
speech.

Writing
Alexa was writing functionally. Her beginning 

writing exhibited most of the characteristics described by 
Clay (1975) and J. Smith (1972). Her concepts of writing 
versus drawing were not clearly articulated.

Functions of Language
Language served varied functions for Alexa in both 

print and situational context. At this stage of develop
ment, she used a larger range of functional strategies in 
oral language situations than in her reading. When 
selecting signs to read, Alexa focused mainly on herself, 
her needs, and her interactions.
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Based on these findings, the remainder of this 

discussion will focus on implications for the subject, for 
education, and for further research.

Implications for the Subject 
Alexa was reading in her environment. At this 

early stage of development she relied heavily on context 
cues;, but, she indicated she was beginning to focus on 
print features, such as configuration and specific letter- 
sound correspondence. Alexa's reading and writing be
haviors were established at an early age. She saw her 
family using printed language at work and for recreation. 
She received letters from her grandparents and had books, 
which were read to her. She understood these functions o f ' 
reading and writing and will continue developing in written 
language competence. It is important to note that al
though she is not an early reader as defined by Durkin 
(1966) or by our society in general, Alexa is a reader as . 
defined in this study.

Implications for Education 
Teaching children to read long has been the number 

one problem in American education. The findings of this 
study suggest that the reason this is such a problem is 
that the focus is misplaced. Education should hot be 
focusing on how to teach children to read at all, but 
should be focusing on helping children to learn to read.
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The difference on emphasis is that we cannot teach someone 
to read, they must do it themselves.

A growing body of evidence from this study, and 
others (Torrey, 1969; Goodman and Goodman, 1976; F . Smith, 
1976) suggests that children in our society are aware of 
print, are beginning to develop reading strategies, and 
understand some uses for written language. Educators need 
to focus on meaningful ways to encourage children to 
continue developing this knowledge. K. Goodman (1976, p. .3) 
stated.

We can find simple, natural ways of letting 
print talk to kids, get them to realize the 
meanings that are associated with print. Lots of 
things teachers have done traditionally fulfill 
this function: calendars in the room. Attendance
charts that the kids are involved in. Little 
message boards. These kinds.of things.

While some teachers have used these methods in 
classrooms for a long time, the vast majority feel the 
pressures of seeing that all children read by the end of 
first grade and resort to the traditional text with its 
accompanying curriculum. Following this process, indi
vidual differences among children are not honestly 
observed. The reading knowledge children bring with them 
is not utilized. Some children have reached the stage of 
reading development where they understand the function of 
reading books. These children will succeed in school.
Others will not, because they needed a different type of 
guidance. Children who read at the market, from the
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television, and in the car are reading. These children 
need a different orientation into school reading. These 
children may need to continue reading print in the environ
ment for a long time. It will be easier for these children 
to see print used functionally in the classroom and to 
continue developing reading from meaningful contacts with 
print. It has been suggested by Allen (1976) and others 
that before these children begin to read books on their 
own, they need to write their own books. They need to 
write down their language, so that they will understand 
what they are reading has importance to another author.
When they understand this they are ready to begin reading 
books. -

It has been well documented that oral language 
acquisition occurs without formal instruction (McNeill,
1970? Brown, 1970). Goodman and Goodman (1976) wrote that 
children in a literate society understand that written 
language, as well as oral language, functions to allow 
them to interact in their environment. This research on 
natural acquisition of written language provides a founda
tion for the natural expansion of written language. Just 
as educators utilized the research on oral language 
development to expand oral language (Evans, 1975), we can 
begin to utilize the research on written language develop
ment to initiate new methods of expanding reading and 
writing.



Implications for Research 
The current study raises several questions for 

future research.
• 1. What are the complete processes involved in reading 

development?

This was a study of one three-year old child, which 
provided longitudinal data for a six-month period. More 
research of. this type is needed to study the development of 
written language. It would be important for the study of 
Alexa to be continued throughout the subject's development 
of written language to enable a thorough study of her 
systems for learning to read and write. Studies currently 
are being conducted to describe the early reading behaviors 
of larger populations of children (Goodman and Goodman,
1976). These children come from varied backgrounds and 
experiences. As more studies are completed, the documenta
tion of the natural acquisition of reading will evolve.

2. What is the influence of the researcher on the 
subject and the subject on the researcher in a 
reciprocal communication situation (Wilkinson,
1971)?

It was noted that Alexa's oral responses indicated 
a high percentage of informative language functions. This 
probably was because she was responding to the situation, 
in which the researcher was questioning her (Halliday,
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1974). The effedt of chaining a response to the previous 
person's comment needs to be studied further. The process 
of analyzing receptive language processes through pro
ductive tasks also needs study.

3. What is the model for early reading behaviors?

K . Goodman (1971) wrote that reading is a psycho- 
linguistic guessing game, in which the reader uses his or 
her knowledge of language to predict what will be seen in 
print. He stated that predictions will be made from 
graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic information.'

In the current study graphophonic information was 
analyzed with the researcher's scale of graphic strategies. 
These strategies are not mutually exclusive. It was found 
that Alexa, from age three years one month to three years 
seven months, predominately stated she was using contextual 
cues to read. She did seem to use print related cues at 
all levels of contextual!zation, but verbalized a focus on 
graphophonic cues only at Level 3, Manuscript.

Semantic information was analyzed in this study 
with Halliday's (1969) seven language functions. It was 
found that Alexa used instrumental, interactional, and 
personal functions to cue her reading most of the time; 
however, her oral language served greater purpose for her.
In this developmental study, we see her beginning reading



purposes to be of a very personal nature and only later
becoming decentered, imaginative, and finally informational.

It remains for another study to determine charac
teristics of syntax in beginning reading. Two possible 
explanations will be discussed here. First, as Bloom (1970)
and Halliday (1975) have stated, the form of language

I(syntax) is preceded by ..meaning. It is possible that 
syntax plays a minor role in early reading especially when 
reading involves only one or two words. However, we must 
remember that Alexa usually read two word signs for two 
word signs and one word signs for one word signs, even, when 
the signs were read inappropriately. When studying be
ginning reading, syntax,may need to be defined much more 
broadly. Beginning readers may use the context of the sign 
to provide themselves with syntactic cues. In other words, 
the sign Shell is read because the child puts together the 
following cues: (1) graphophonic, the print; (2) semantic,
past experience of buying gasoline; (3) syntax, the entire 
red and yellow scallop shaped design.

4. What Kinds of environments and teacher preparation 
are necessary to allow children to expand written 
language naturally?

As stated earlier, this study and others like it 
provide a developmental framework upon which educational 
programs may be built. However, in a society where
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emphasis is placed on commercial reading programs arid test 
results, action research is needed in classrooms which use 
linguistically sound learning approaches. Teacher trainers 
must become enlightened about linguistic and educational 
research which focuses on the acquisition of written 
language. Teachers who are given many options for 
learning will provide many options to their students.
These students, like Alexa, will find the most meaningful 
way to read the signs of their environment.



APPENDIX A

"SIGNS OF THE ENVIRONMENT"3

Level 1, Print in Context
Child's Reaction to Two-Dimensional Print in Context 
(Directions to Researcher)
Materials:

tape recorder
packaged products These should be coded, cut
packaged food products out, and put on tagboard or
signs hard backing.
copies of response sheet

• Procedures:
1. Present the printed stimulus to the child,
2. Ask open-ended questions about the printed stimulus.̂
3. Utilize tape-recorder to record child's responses. Try 

not to let the recorder interfere with the interaction 
between you and the child.

4. On response sheet describe-how printed material was 
presented to child. Note pertinent non-verbal responses.

Sample Questions__________   Purposes___________
Have you ever see this To determine if the child has
before? had previous contact with the

printed stimuli.
What do you think this is? To determine the child's
Tell me what you think response to the printed
this is? stimuli.

. ' 3. -•=Courtesy of Y. Goodman (1975).
^Vary your language to see if different questions

produce different responses.
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How do you know?
Why did you say that?
What makes you think :sd?
Tell me what you are 
looking at?

To determine why the child 
responded in the way he/she 
did.
To determine what stimuli the 
child is reacting to.

Level 2, Familiar Graphic Units
Child's Reactions to Print in Familiar Graphic Units 
(Directions to Researcher)

These graphic units should be 
coded, cut out or photographed 
(apart from other graphic 
stimuli) and put on tagboard. 
or hard backing.

Materials:
tape recorder
trademarks and logos:

Coca Cola, Super 
Sugar Crisp, Pepsi 
Cola, Burger King, 
etc.

copies of response sheet 
Procedures:
1. Present the printed stimulus to the child.
2. Ask open-ended questions about the printed stimulus,a
3. Utilize tape recorder to record child's responses. Try 

not to let the recorder interfere with the interaction 
between you and the child.

4. On response sheet describe how printed material was 
presented to child. Note pertinent non-verbal responses,

Sample Questions Purposes
Have you ever seen this 
before?

What do you think this 
Tell me what you think 
this says?
Tell me what you see?

is?

To determine if the child has 
had any previous contact with 
the graphic unit.
To determine the child's 
response to the graphic unit.

aVary your language to see if different questions
produce different responses.
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- How do you know? To determine why the child
Why did you say that? responded in the way he/she
What makes you think so? did.

Level 3/ Manuscript
Child's Reaction to Graphic Language Units 
(Directions to Researcher)
Materials:

tape recorder
graphic language units These units should include

words that the child can 
easily find in his/her environ
ment. The list should also 
include numerals, alphabets, 
and the child's name. Some 
words should be:
a. printed in lower case 

letters;
b . printed in upper case 

letters;
c. upside down;
d. those words which were 

previously presented within 
an environmental context.

copies of response sheet 
Procedures:
1. Present the printed stimulus to the child.
2. Ask open-ended questions about the printed stimulus,a
3. Utilize tape recorder to record child's responses. Try 

hot to let the recorder interfere with the interactions 
between you and the child.

4. On response sheet describe how printed material was 
presented to the child. Note pertinent non-verbal 
responses.

Sample Questions _______________   Purpose_____
What do you think To determine what linguistic concepts
these are called? the child possesses. To find out what

the child thinks about when he sees a 
iist of words.

aVary your language to see if different questions
produce different responses.



How do you know?
Why did you say that?
What makes you say that?
Tell me about them.

Level 4
Child's Concepts of Written Language and Pictorial Repre

sentation
(Directions to Researcher)
Materials:

tape recorder 
blank paper
copy of Task 5 questionnaire

Procedure:
1. Hand the child a blank sheet of paper.
2. Ask the child to respond to the questions on this 

questionnaire.
3. In order to identify, the response with the appropriate 

question, mark each written response of the child with 
the appropriate question number.

4. Record verbal responses on the tape recorder. Try not 
to let the recorder interfere with the interaction 
between you and the child. Note on the questionnaire 
sheet pertinent non-verbal and verbal responses.
Suggested Questions Responses

1. What do you read?.
2. How do you read? ._______________________________
3. What do you think reading 

is?
4. Why do people read?
5. Write your name for me?

To determine the reasons for 
the child's statements about 
the list of words.
To find out the child's 
reactions to the words.

6. Can you write anything 
else? Show me.



7. What do you think writing 
is?

90

8. Why do people write?
9. What is language?

10. Do you speak a language?
11. What do you speak?
12. Draw a picture of your

self so I can take it 
with me.

I



APPENDIX B

Items

1. M 
A

2. M 
A

3. M 
A

4. M 
A

5. M 
A

6. M 
A

7. M 
A

M
A

8. M 
A

TRANSCRIPT FROM SAND, A DIAGNOSTIC SURVEY; 
CONCEPTS ABOUT PRINTa

Dialogue Correct - +
Incorrect - 0

Show me the front of this book.
(Showed the front of the book.) +
I'm going to read this story. Can you show me 
where to start reading?
The end where he’s digging, where he digged 
(picture). 0
Can you show me where to start reading?
Where he dug. What is that word? +
Which way do I go when I read?
That way go (-- *-) . I want you to do this first.
Do that first (top line). +
All right. . If I read like this, like you just 
told me, where do I go after here?
Uh— here. All the way through here-here-here 
(__  return sweep). 0
Can you point to it while I read?
(Pointed across line from left to right but
not with researcher.) 0
Show me the first part of the story.
This part (pointed to first word on page) and 
this part and this part (etc.). +
Can you show me the, last part of the story? 
This part and this part (etc.). 0
Show me the bottom of the picture.
See here is the bottom of the right and when 
you hold it up— see— read (etc., turned book 
around so not upside down). +

aClay (1973a).
91



Items Dialogue Correct
Incorrect

9 - M Now Alexa, where do I begin to read?
A Here? Here? Right here too. (Does not notice

inverted•print. Focused on print.)
10. M What's wrong with this?

A Wrong with what? With these? They are
moved. Look at the chalkboard (focused on 
picture).

21. M Find just one letter (yes).
M Now show me two letters (yes).

22. M Show'vme— one word (yes) .
M Now show me two words.

23. M Now you show me the first letter of a word.
M Show me the last letter of a word (nd).

24. M Show me a capital letter.
A Which capital letter? (no)

Subject could identify capital letters A and T



APPENDIX C

ALEXA'S HANDWRITING— THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF HER NAME
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March, 1976

April, 19 7 6



95

x May, 19 76
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June, 1976

July, 1976

August, 1976
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