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ABSTRACT 

 

 Play in the school setting is a highly contested issue in today’s restrictive 

academic environment.  Although many early childhood educators advocate the use of 

play in their classrooms and emphasize the importance of play for children’s learning and 

development, children beyond the preschool and kindergarten years are not often 

afforded opportunities to learn through play in their classrooms.    

 This eight-month study, conducted in a first grade classroom in the outskirts of 

the Phoenix Metropolitan area of Arizona, analyzed young children’s playful responses to 

literature as they read various books together in the classroom context.  The purpose of 

this study was to develop deep understandings about the affordances of play in response 

to text within a first grade classroom and to investigate the ways that children utilize play 

to respond to literature and to construct meaning. This dissertation is informed by these 

guiding research questions: 

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?   

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 

2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?    

In order to answer these research questions, I utilized several theoretical 

frameworks including: sociocultural theories of learning and literacy, the role of play and 

imagination in development, funds of knowledge, and reader response theories.  This 

study was also informed by recent research findings in the areas of play and culture and 

play and literacy.   
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I implemented a classroom Reading Center wherein I studied children’s 

cooperative reading transactions and play as reader response.  I collected data through 

classroom observations and field notes, videotaped and transcribed transactions, 

audiotaped and transcribed conversations and interviews, artifact collection, teacher 

observations of responsive play, family home visits and interviews, and the use of family 

story backpacks.  This data, analyzed through thematic analysis, the constant comparative 

method, and grounded theory, revealed rich information about the ways that children 

utilize play to respond to literature in the classroom setting.  The findings of this study 

provide evidence to suggest that through their play as reader response, their responsive 

play, children create a social space in the classroom which connects official school 

literacy practices and academic instruction with their social play practices.  In this new 

space, children’s play and talk take central roles in their explorations and uses of literacy.  

Findings further suggest that play can be seen as a generative source of academic 

learning, that the notion of response in research and practice be reconceived in the field to 

include play as a valid and valued form of reader response, and suggest that further 

research be conducted on children’s responsive play.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

Nathan, Carl, and Brad gather on the carpet in the corner of their first 

grade classroom to read the big book, Ten Dogs in the Window, by Claire 

Masurel (2000).  They kneel on the carpet with the book laid out in front 

of them and scoot close together so that they can all see the illustrations.  

Brad is in the middle, with Nathan and Carl on either side of him.  Using 

his finger to track the print on the page, Brad reads the words out loud, 

“Ten dogs in the window...”  As they read together, the boys realize that 

on each page, the book presents a situation wherein the new character 

chooses a dog from the window to take home.  As they continue to read 

and make predictions about which dog will be chosen next, they turn their 

reading predictions into a game.  As a new character is presented on each 

page, the boys race to point to the dog that they think the character will 

choose.  “That one!” Nathan says as he points to a dog with a long face 

that strikingly resembles the woman in the illustration, “…because they 

look the same.”  Brad then turns the page to see if Nathan’s prediction is 

correct.  “You won that one!” Carl shouts, as they all laugh and continue 

to read and play together. 

The play that the boys enter into, responding to the story by inventing and playing 

a game as they read together, creates a social context that encourages and supports their 

understandings and interpretations of the story and their meaning construction as they 

engage in cooperative interactions focused on the contents of the book.  In this context, 
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the boys’ play motivates their collective interest in reading and understanding the story 

and in discussing the characters and story events.  Conversely, their understandings and 

interpretations of the text and their discussions of story events and illustrations inform 

and motivate their playful responses.  This reciprocal relationship between the boys’ 

understanding of the story and their play creates a classroom reading experience that is 

both fun and supportive of their meaning construction.  These interactions also allow for 

the creation of a space within their classroom in which the boys are able to practice and 

extend their literacy learning.   

This vignette, describing the boys’ reading and play transactions, demonstrates 

that play of this sort, in relation to and in response to stories and books, can be valued as 

essential to the linguistic, social, and intellectual development of children (Paley, 2004; 

Rowe, 1998).  The boys’ creative responses also demonstrate how play, as a 

developmentally-appropriate activity for young children, can mesh perfectly with 

emergent and early literacy learning (Christie & Roskos, 2009) in the classroom context. 

 As a classroom teacher, I have observed numerous instances, similar to the 

vignette presented here, wherein children interweave playful responses with storybook 

readings.  This dissertation aims to explore these intersections in-depth and to examine 

the ways that children in a first grade classroom utilize play to respond to literature.  In 

order to observe children’s play as reader response in the first grade classroom context, I 

created a Reading Center in which children were invited to respond to stories through 

play.  During this study, I carefully noted and analyzed the sociocultural resources that 

children drew from in order to inform their playful responses to books.  I also explored 
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and examined the ways that children constructed meaning and understanding together as 

they read, talked, and responded to various stories through play.   

 This chapter includes a description of the educational and political climate in 

which play is currently situated, information on the background contexts that guide this 

study, and an introduction to the research.  The chapter concludes with an overview that 

highlights the organization of this dissertation.  

Time for Play: An Educational and Political Context 

In framing a theory of play as reader response and situating it within a diverse 

first grade classroom context, it is essential to identify how play is valued within the 

current educational climate.  In today’s standards driven era, time for play is shrinking in 

early childhood classrooms (Wohlwend, 2013a) and is nearly non-existent in primary and 

elementary settings.  In many educational and governmental circles, emphasis in early 

childhood and elementary classrooms is placed on instruction that focuses primarily on 

children’s cognitive and language skills (Smith, 2009), as these foci have been deemed 

most important to children’s growth and learning.  Accordingly, these beliefs, along with 

strict policy mandates and curriculum standards, have resulted in a focus in many schools 

on academic curriculum and a belief that the way children learn best is through the use of 

explicit instruction.  These academic and standards-focused pressures placed on schools 

and teachers have resulted in the devaluation of play as an essential component of 

children’s learning and growth in the classroom context.  Consequently, play has been 

marginalized in many preschool and elementary school curricula and time for play has 

become less of a priority, noted by decreased or eliminated time for recess breaks and by 
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many schools removing and selling off playground equipment (Pellegrini & Blatchford, 

2000; Zigler & Bishop-Josef, 2005).   

 The United States’ need to compete in a global market has caused this misguided 

focus in schools on standards, accountability, and testing and does not necessarily support 

children’s meaningful application of knowledge, creative thinking, or in-depth 

understanding (Olfman, 2003).  Due to these misinformed practices, exploration and 

play--although they are primary ways that children of all ages participate in and 

understand their words--are being replaced with explicit, academic, and rote instruction.  

These practices often leave the child, as a human being, out of the learning process 

(Olfman, 2003) and disregard the learning needs of many students. 

  While many early childhood advocates still promote the use of play with young 

children (preschool through kindergarten) in the classroom and often align play with 

literacy-learning (Paley, 2004; Rowe, 1998, 2007; Wohlwend, 2011, 2013a), play in 

these contexts is still diminishing in favor of academically structured activities.  Play in 

the primary and upper grades is much less valued than within preschool and kindergarten 

settings.  Given such restrictive academic climates in today’s early, primary, and 

elementary classrooms, wherein play is devalued and curricular emphasis is placed 

mainly upon academic skills, meeting content standards, and explicit instruction (Mandel 

Morrow, Berkule, Mendelsohn, Healey, & Cates, 2013), children in first grade are rarely 

afforded opportunities to learn through play in the classroom context. 
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Background Contexts 

A Classroom Study 

While there are few opportunities for children to play in today’s classrooms, as a 

former first grade teacher, I have often noted children’s incorporation of spontaneous 

play as a response to various learning experiences.  Children seem to naturally connect 

talk, play, and learning.   

In a previous study, I explored these connections and the implications of 

implementing a buddy reading system in my first grade classroom (Flint, 2010).  I 

suggested that for several years I had witnessed my students during independent reading 

time, cozy and snuggled up with books from their book bags, slowly scooting closer to 

their friends to try to talk about the books they were reading.  Each year I wondered if the 

children might learn just as much, or perhaps more, while reading and talking about the 

books together.  

Within this study (Flint, 2010), focused on the social nature of children’s reading 

transactions, several patterns emerged as students engaged in the buddy reading process.  

Not only did children utilize talk and social interaction to collaboratively transact with 

the texts and with each other, but they did so in three very distinct ways.  The findings 

suggest that children: 1) use reading strategies and prior knowledge to scaffold each 

other’s learning, 2) make varied connections with/to the stories in order to construct 

meaning within their reading partnerships, and 3) use play as a type of social interaction 

and motivational method while reading. 

 This study posits that children’s play kept them actively engaged in the reading 

process and that the opportunity to play with their partner during buddy reading time 
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allowed them to explore the literature, and their own literacies, within the context of 

cooperative reading practice.  Findings further suggest that buddy reading of this sort 

provides “learners with opportunities to incorporate their reading experiences and 

learning efforts into a fun social setting that seems to motivate them to build upon their 

prior knowledge and extend their literacy learning” (Flint, 2010, p. 295).  While it is clear 

that play, in the context of this particular study, is valued as an engaging social 

component and is found to be motivational to the children’s literacy learning, their play 

as a form of reader response is not wholly explicated and the implications of children’s 

play upon their meaning construction is not fully explored.   

 There is an abundance of rich research on play-literacy connection(s) within the 

fields of early literacy learning and classroom instruction (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; 

Christie & Roskos, 2009; Corsaro, 2003; Owocki, 1999; Paley, 2004; Wohlwend, 2011, 

2013a, 2013b).  Although play as it corresponds to emergent literacy in this capacity 

became heavily researched in the late 20th century (Yaden, Rowe, & MacGillivray, 

2000), there is currently a marked absence of research that focuses on investigating if and 

how children, of varying ages, specifically use play as a form of reader response; wherein 

play is used as a means to understand text(s) and as a way to respond to and transact with 

text(s) (and with others) during and after the reading process, in order to construct 

meaning.  Gaps in this area of focus are noted within classroom research and are most 

notably absent in research on play-literacy connections in regard to children beyond the 

preschool and kindergarten years. 

 My classroom experiences and my prior research findings on play in relation to 

buddy reading guide this study.  While children in first grade classrooms are not 
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generally provided opportunities to learn through play, my teaching and research 

experiences and my interactions with children indicate that children do utilize talk and 

play in order to respond to and make sense of their experiences and of texts.  This 

dissertation aims to expand upon the buddy reading research findings by specifically 

exploring children’s play as a form of reader response. 

A Pilot Study  

Driven by the dearth of research in the area of play as reader response, the need to 

expand upon my findings in relation to the ways that children respond to texts through 

play during partner reading, and in preparation for more in-depth research on the topic for 

this dissertation, I conducted a pilot study.  The pilot study examined the ways that first 

graders utilized play as a form of reader response within a classroom setting.  In order to 

invite and then observe children’s playful responses to stories, I created a classroom 

Reading Center in which children read together and transacted with books through the 

use of corresponding Character, Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts (images from the 

books and from the internet representing these roles).     

Findings of this six-week study suggest that through their play in response to 

literature, children utilized their funds of knowledge, became the characters within the 

stories they read together, retold stories, demonstrated comprehension, and utilized their 

imaginations to extend stories.  Within all of these contexts, children’s transactions and 

responses were socially-mediated and were guided by their engagement with the texts 

and with other children.  Children drew from personal knowledge and experience and 

incorporated and utilized imaginative play to cooperatively and interactively make sense 

of the stories they read together.  The findings of this study indicate that play as reader 
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response directly facilitated meaning construction and learning within the classroom 

context.   

 These findings note that the dialogically constructed, imagined worlds of children 

can be seen as spaces that promote meaningful transactions through the sharing and 

transformation of personal experiences (DaSilva Iddings & McCafferty, 2007).  In this 

context, children utilized their knowledge, experiences, and imaginations to extend 

stories through pretend play and to display their comprehension of the stories and the 

corresponding illustrations.  When they played and pretended in this capacity, the 

children translated their perceptions of the stories into new scenarios that informed their 

playful responses.  The story extensions created within this Reading Center demonstrate 

how the children translated their perceptions of the books and their contents into 

extended scenes through imagination and play, moving them further toward development 

and deeper understanding.  

 As with any study involving children and literacy learning, it is impossible within 

a few weeks to fully address the issues surrounding play and literacy in the classroom.  

Examining this group of first grade children and their use of play as reader response 

allowed me, though, to draw preliminary conclusions about the ways in which children 

use play to inform their classroom literacy learning.  The findings of this pilot study 

indicate clearly that first grade children do use play as a means of transacting with text(s) 

and with each other, within the classroom context, in order to construct meaning.   

 This pilot study further revealed valuable information in regard to the dissertation 

study methodology.  During the pilot study, books utilized within the Read and Respond 

Center were chosen, generally, with the goal of eliciting playful responses and 
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transactions from the students.  Consideration was not fully given to how the books might 

relate to the classroom curriculum, to teacher input on book choice, nor to the cultural 

and linguistic features of the chosen books and how these factors might relate to the 

children and their reading responses.  In light of these considerations, during the 

dissertation study, diverse, authentic, multicultural books and books that reflected 

multiple identities were utilized within the Center.  Books were also chosen 

collaboratively with the classroom teacher so that they would relate to classroom 

instruction while still prompting playful and engaged responses from the children. 

 This dissertation draws from the findings of this pilot study, my experiences 

working with children in the classroom setting, and from my previous research as it aims 

to explore the interconnected nature of children’s play, language, and literacy and to 

analyze the ways that first grade children construct meaning through play as reader 

response in the first grade classroom context. 

Introduction to the Study 

 Informed and guided by my classroom experiences and the interrelated findings 

of the pilot study and my classroom research, the purpose of this study was to develop 

deep understandings about the affordances of play in response to text in a first grade 

classroom and the role of play in young children’s learning as they responded to literature 

in this context.  This study also explored and analyzed the sociocultural resources young 

children drew from as they responded to stories and examined the ways that children 

incorporated and utilized play to make meaning with texts and with each other in the 

classroom setting. 
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 Given that play is generally not permitted in the first grade classroom context and 

is thus not easily observable, this study implemented a Reading Center (based on the pilot 

study Reading Center), created by me, wherein children were invited through books, 

collaborative talk, and Character Cutouts (described in Chapter 3) to respond to literature 

in playful ways.  Employing this Reading Center allowed for the creation of a space in 

the classroom in which play was encouraged and valued and wherein children’s play in 

response to text could be readily observed and analyzed.   

 In this approximately eight-month long study, I became an observer-as-participant 

(Glesne, 2011) as I studied 30 first grade children while they utilized the Reading Center 

and responded to books through play.  Multicultural and varied literature were used in the 

Reading Center in order to elicit meaningful and playful responses from the children and 

to connect to classroom learning.  I carefully analyzed children’s play as reader response, 

noting the sociocultural resources each child drew from to inform their transactions and 

the ways children constructed meaning together as they read and responded to various 

books. 

 This study aims to augment the literature on the nature of play, literacy, and 

literary development and understanding in a first grade classroom, contribute to the 

scholarly work on children’s social and playful responses to books, and extend the 

research on the nature of play as reader response.  The data gathered from these 

observations can help to fill gaps in research regarding the ways that first grade children 

connect to literacy within the classroom environment through play in response to 

literature.  The data and findings can also help researchers and practitioners consider how 
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these connections might then be valued within primary/elementary classrooms in the 

context of today’s restrictive educational climate. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

 This study is comprised of six chapters and begins with this introductory chapter, 

Chapter 1, which highlights the multiple experiences that led me to this research.  

Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical framework and the literature review, both of which 

undergird and inform all aspects of this study.  Drawing from theory and from recent 

scholarly work on children’s play-literacy connections, this chapter also introduces the 

responsive play framework that emerged as a result of this research.  Chapter 3 presents 

my methodological approach, framed by my commitment to understanding the ways that 

children draw upon their sociocultural resources to inform their play and the ways that 

they construct meaning with texts and with each other within a diverse first grade 

classroom context.  A description of the school and of the classroom curriculum is 

provided in this chapter, along with an introduction to the 30 students and the teacher 

who participated in this study.  Within this chapter I also describe the study design and 

my approach to data collection and analysis.  Chapter 4 presents the findings from the 

data, organized by categories, that address the types of knowledge and experiences that 

children draw from as they respond to literature through play.  These categories 

demonstrate children’s use of their varied sociocultural resources as they engage in 

responsive play and are discussed in separate sections within this chapter.  Chapter 5, the 

final data chapter, presents the findings that address how children utilize play to construct 

meaning within the responsive play framework.  The included categories highlight the 

ways that children incorporate and utilize play to create understanding in relation to 
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storybooks read within their first grade classroom.  Chapter 6, the final chapter, provides 

a summary of my primary findings, discusses the implications of these, and makes 

suggestions for future research and practice.  Most importantly, this chapter addresses the 

preeminent question, why do these findings matter? 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This inquiry intersects and expands upon several research literatures in order to 

create a theoretical framework that undergirds play as reader response.  This chapter 

connects the guiding research questions to the relevant theories and professional literature 

and introduces a theory of responsive play that draws from these works.   

 In this chapter, sociocultural theories on learning and literacy are discussed to 

understand how readers respond to texts through social transactions and how play can be 

positioned as a social practice through which meaning is constructed.  Theories on the 

roles of play and imagination in children’s learning and development, within a 

sociocultural framework, are also discussed as important factors in regard to children’s 

play as reader response.  Because this study also focuses on the sociocultural resources 

that children utilize to understand and respond to texts, the concept of funds of 

knowledge is discussed in this capacity.  Reader response theories and the transactional 

theory are also examined in order to understand the various ways that readers respond to 

texts and move toward deeper textual interpretations and understandings.  Recent 

research findings in the areas of play and culture and play-literacy connections, including 

children’s dramatic responses to texts and children’s play in response to stories are also 

examined, as they directly inform this study.   

 While children’s play and reader response have been independently examined in 

depth, the explicit connections between them have not been fully considered.  In 

interweaving the aforementioned theories with relevant research in the areas of play, 

literacy, and response, this inquiry focuses on constructing a new framework that 
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connects these concepts and underpins play as reader response, which I term, responsive 

play.  This study is informed by these guiding research questions: 

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?   

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 

2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?    

 This chapter describes the theoretical frameworks that inform this research and is 

interwoven with relevant scholarly work and findings from recent studies.  Sections 

include: sociocultural theories of learning and literacy, the role of play and imagination in 

development, funds of knowledge, reader response theories, and sections that focus on 

the connections between play and culture and play and literacy.  Following these 

sections, I present my theory of responsive play.  The chapter concludes with an 

interpretation and brief summary of this information in regard to this study. 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

Sociocultural Theories of Learning and Literacy 

 The Vygotskian sociocultural learning framework (Bodrova & Leong, 2007) that 

supports this inquiry relies on some basic principles including the concept that knowledge 

is socially situated and actively constructed.  This theory suggests that learning is directly 

influenced by social interactions, people learn and acquire mental processes through their 

engagement(s) with others, by sharing and interacting with others in various settings 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Similarly, this study is informed by Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of 

dialogism, which suggests that everything means or is understood as a part of a greater 

whole and that there is continuous interaction between meanings, all of which have the 
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potential for impacting and conditioning the other.  Scholars who utilize these 

sociocultural perspectives and apply them to classroom research view children’s literacy 

in cultural terms and examine students’ uses of literacy, their roles, artifact use, tools and 

signs (including speech, written language, art, play, etc.), and explore the dialogic 

relationships between and among these aspects within the social context of everyday 

classroom life (Dyson, 1989, 1993, 2003; Gutiérrez, 1994; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-Lopez, 

& Turner, 1997; Moll, Saez, & Dworin, 2001).   

 Within a sociocultural framework such as this, literacy is considered a dynamic 

and complex combination of interactive and interpretative processes wherein 

development is determined by social as well as cultural factors (Luria, 1982; Vygotsky, 

1978).  Through social transactions and through the use of culturally determined and 

defined symbols and tools (mediators), basic processes involved in literacy learning are 

transformed into higher mental/intellectual functions (Vygotsky, 1978, 1981).  The 

essence of Vygotsky’s psychology in relation to the sociocultural framework that 

underlies learning and literacy can be summarized as: “Human thinking develops 

through the mediation of others” (Moll, 2001, p. 6).  Further elaborating upon this idea, 

Scribner suggests (as cited in Moll, 2001) that: 

The world in which we live is humanized, full of material and symbolic objects 

(signs, knowledge systems) that are culturally constructed, historical in origin, 

and social in content.  Since all human actions, including acts of thought, involve 

the mediation of such objects (“tools and signs”), they are, on this score alone, 

social in essence.  This is the case, whether acts are initiated by single agents or a 

collective and whether they are performed individually or with others. (p. 6)   
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Correspondingly, sociocultural theories of literacy posit that reading, writing, and 

speaking are used to communicate in varied contexts, to connect to and with others, and 

to accomplish social goals (Heath, 1983; Street, 1984).  Literacy, thus, functions as a 

social practice in that it is used not only to construct meaningful communications and 

messages, but also to get things done (Street, 1995).   

 This definition of literacy has evolved over the years to also include various ways 

of navigating and interacting across multiple modalities and no longer simply includes 

reading and writing (Kress, 2003).  The concept of literacies reflects the diverse ways in 

which children construct meaning and expands the ways that we are able to think about 

events and practices such as children’s pretend play (Wohlwend, 2011).  This expanded 

definition of literacy allows for the inclusion of materials that children interpret, 

consume, and appropriate as social and cultural practices, including those that are 

interpreted and demonstrated through play (Dyson, 2001).  This reconceptualization of 

what counts as literacy consequently allows us to recognize play as “a literacy for 

creating and coordinating a live-action text among multiple players that invests materials 

with pretended meanings and slips the constraints of here-and-now realities” (Wohlwend, 

2011, p. 2).   

 In positioning play as a modality of literacy in this capacity, this inquiry 

highlights how imaginative play can be interpreted as a social practice, imbued with rich 

meanings, messages, contexts, and goals.  The meaning that is constructed within the 

social frame of play as reader response in the classroom context then both informs and is 

informed by the dialogic, sociocultural nature of the reading-play transactions.   
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The Role of Play and Imagination in Development 

 For the purposes of this inquiry, I define play according to Nourot’s (1998) 

concept of play as a voluntary and pleasurable experience which incorporates imagined 

and creative play with others.  I interweave this definition of play with that of Wohlwend 

(2013b) who defines play in the classroom context as a “social and semiotic practice that 

facilitates pivots to imagined contexts by recontextualizing classroom realities and 

maintaining a not-real frame” (p. 80).   

 In his theory on social and imaginative, make-believe play of the variety 

suggested by Nourot and Wohlwend, and its role in the development of the child, 

Vygotsky (1978) posits that play’s influence on a child’s learning and development is 

enormous.  He submits that: 

…In play, the child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily 

behavior; in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself.  As in the 

focus of the magnifying glass, play contains all the developmental tendencies in a 

condensed form and is itself a major source of development. (p.102)   

Vygotsky (1978) suggests that when they play and pretend, children translate their real 

world perceptions into the actions that then define their play worlds and that it is within 

these translations, transactions, and negotiations that learning and development occurs.  

Within the Vygotskian framework, play is viewed as promoting cognitive, emotional, and 

social development (Bodrova & Leong, 2007).  The shared meanings that are created 

within these play worlds then also encourage the social and emotional competence of 

children (Welsch, 2008).    
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 Children are part of multiple social and cultural worlds (Heath, 1983).  As such, 

children actively contribute to social and cultural classroom landscapes through their 

cooperative transactions, including talk and play (Bakhtin, 1986; Bruner, 1990; Miller & 

Goodnow, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978).  Play is the predominant narrative of childhood and is 

essential to children’s learning and development (Gaskins, 2014).  It is also a natural way 

for children to negotiate and navigate relationships, construct and try on multiple 

identities, and explore various social constructs (Cohen, 2009; Gee, 2012).  Through their 

imaginative play, children are able to connect and explore various aspects of their worlds 

(New London Group, 1996; Wohlwend, 2013b).   

 In defining and understanding play within a sociocultural framework that 

considers these factors, it is important to understand the concepts of imagination and 

translation and how these ideas underlie creative activities such as play.  According to 

Vygotsky (1978), it is through play that children construct imaginary situations.  Children 

draw from their previous experiences and combine and creatively rework these to create 

new behaviors and experiences (Vygotsky, 2004).  When children transform the 

interpreted meanings of actions and objects they change something real into something 

make-believe or imaginary (Vygotsky, 1978).  Accordingly, Vygotsky (1978, 2004) 

submits that everything simultaneously informs and is informed by everything else.  

Therefore, everything is always ‘in translation.’  Vygotsky (2004) further suggests that: 

A child’s play very often is just an echo of what he saw and heard adults do; 

nevertheless, these elements of his previous experience are never merely 

reproduced in play in exactly the way they occurred in reality.  A child’s play is 

not simply a reproduction of what he has experienced, but a creative reworking of 
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the impressions he has acquired.  He combines them to construct a new reality, 

one that conforms to his own needs and desires.  Children’s desires to draw and 

make up stories are other examples of exactly this same type of imagination and 

play. (p. 11-12)  

 This sort of creative imagination and translation is a process of transformation 

wherein socioculturally constructed concepts are utilized to both accommodate and create 

new concepts (Kress, 2009).  Within this process of translation, the original concept is 

changed or transformed, thus translated into a new concept.  When dialogically drawing 

on their multiple experiences to utilize their imaginations in play, children rework and 

translate these experiences and combine the various elements to produce new scenarios 

for themselves that meet their needs and desires within the play context (Vygotsky, 

2004).   

 While they play, children draw on their past experiences, engage in imaginative 

mental transformations, and develop the capacity to work with a wide variety of concepts 

and abstractions, including alphabetic symbols, promoting literacy learning and 

development (Owocki, 1999).  These types of imaginative translations are also important 

in relation to reading and literacy.  Rosenblatt (1938) proposes that it is within the realm 

of this type of imagination that children rehearse the various possibilities of behavior and 

action available to them in any given circumstance.  She suggests that children go 

through a process of imaginative trial and error in which they try out different modes of 

behavior and action in order to work out their probable effects (Rosenblatt, 1938).  

Rosenblatt further suggests that storybooks promote this type of experimentation because 

they offer such a variety of unique, vicarious experiences for children to live through 
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(Rosenblatt, 1978).  Through the medium of literature, children can both participate in 

and create their own imaginary situations and utilize their personal experiences to explore 

their worlds, the story world, and the world around them (Rosenblatt, 1938). 

 Therefore, it is within the socially-mediated context of shared reading 

events/practices that play as reader response can be situated.  Children mediate print texts 

for themselves (Vygotsky, 1978) and collaboratively and interactively translate 

information and construct meaning as they respond to each other and to stories, through 

imaginative play.  Play provides children a way to utilize their sociocultural resources to 

learn about their worlds (Butler & Weatherall, 2009).  In the same capacity, children’s 

pretend play opens up entrance for children to play out familiar cultural contexts in 

varying ways and to create imagined future worlds in order to explore and make sense of 

complex cultural spaces (Wohlwend, 2013b).  It is through the mediation of the others 

within the co-creation of play worlds, informed by the experiences lived through in 

cooperative storybook reading(s), wherein children can seek to make sense of text.  By 

intertwining reading experiences with their own real-world experiences and then 

translating them into imaginative and playful responses, children are able to make sense 

of text in rich, meaningful ways, through play as reader response.  Children’s knowledge 

and real-world experiences are thus central to their learning and development in the 

classroom context.   

Funds of Knowledge at Play 

Extending the sociocultural perspective on children’s learning and literacies 

which emphasizes students’ socially, culturally, and historically situated learning needs, 

is the concept of funds of knowledge.  Similar to the ways that children draw upon their 
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multiple experiences to utilize their imaginations and rework, combine, and translate 

these experiences in order to produce new scenarios for themselves; children also carry 

with them their funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005).  These funds 

include all of the things they have learned through living their lives and interacting within 

their worlds.  Moll (1992) notes that these funds of knowledge are the “essential cultural 

practices and bodies of knowledge and information that houses use to survive, to get 

ahead, or to thrive,” (p. 21).  These cultural practices are then brought with children to 

school and are transferred to the classroom context (Riojas-Cortez, 2001).   

Because of strict policy mandates on standards and academic curriculum, outlined 

in Chapter 1, there is a tendency, in the classroom context, for focus to be placed on 

academic instruction, leaving little room for play.  What administrators and educators in 

favor of academically-focused curricula often seem to overlook is that, just as adults in 

society utilize their funds of knowledge in order to successfully navigate their worlds; 

children also utilize their funds of knowledge as resources for learning, for skill 

development, and to perform varying tasks within their worlds, including the classroom.  

These resources are often exhibited, demonstrated, and shared by children naturally, 

through play.   

Play provides opportunities for children of all ages to invent new learning 

strategies and to support classroom interactions by allowing them to draw on their varied 

funds of knowledge (Long, Volk, & Gregory, 2007).  Because children’s funds of 

knowledge are deeply embedded in their playful interactions, teachers can utilize play as 

a means to implement children’s experiences into the curriculum in relevant forms.  

Children’s experiences and knowledge, demonstrated through their play, can be observed 



34 
 

and incorporated by teachers into content and curriculum in ways that can help students 

develop language, literacy, and school-related skills in meaningful contexts (Riojas-

Cortez, 2001).   

In the diverse classrooms of today, play can also be utilized to refute the notion 

that children from non-dominant cultures come to school with deficits.  The deficit view 

posits that children from non-dominant cultures are to blame for their educational 

underachievement.  This model attributes students' lack of academic success to 

characteristics that are often rooted in their cultures and communities.  Play provides 

opportunities for children to draw on their cultural experiences in order to add to and 

support language and literacy interactions in the classroom (Long, et al., 2007).  Play can 

also provide children with opportunities to utilize their cultural funds of knowledge in 

order to actively participate in personally significant classroom learning experiences, 

despite any cultural and/or language differences that may be present.  This additive view, 

as opposed to the deficit view, holds that children come to school with various resources 

and funds of knowledge, all of which are useful in the educational context.  Children can 

appropriate and translate past experiences in order to inform and support their learning 

and understanding (as well as the learning of others) within diverse classroom contexts, 

while they demonstrate their valuable funds of knowledge through playful responses and 

interactions.   

Accordingly, play can be understood as a “…fertile site for cultural renovation 

and innovation…” (Long, et al., 2007, p. 255).  Through play, children utilize and 

demonstrate their own personal resources in order to facilitate and support their learning 

and growth.  Children instinctively incorporate and demonstrate their abundant funds of 
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knowledge through play.  Play, thus, affords children the freedom to share their 

knowledge with others and to cooperatively create new spaces for learning and cultural 

practice within the classroom context.  Therefore, play can be seen as an informative and 

useful classroom tool.  In the framework of play as reader response in the classroom 

context, children can utilize and demonstrate their knowledge through their playful 

responses to various texts and draw on their funds of knowledge to inform their 

interpretations and responses to storybooks read in diverse classroom contexts.  

Reader Response Theories 

 Along with theories that highlight the sociocultural nature of learning, the 

concepts of play and imagination and their impact on the development of young children, 

and funds of knowledge, this inquiry draws upon reader response theories, and 

specifically upon transactional theory, in order to focus on how children’s transactions 

with texts shape their learning. 

 In her highly influential 1938 text, Literature as Exploration, Louise M. 

Rosenblatt responds to the formalist theories of the New Critics, which promoted “close 

readings” of the text and rejected all forms of reader interpretation.  Rosenblatt’s reader 

response theory challenges this idea of the text as an ‘autonomous entity,’ wherein 

meaning resides only within the text, in that her reading theory proposes that meaning is 

actively constructed during the transaction between the reader and the text.  The New 

Critics’ view that meaning resides only within the text and that the reader is merely a 

passive recipient is countered by Rosenblatt’s transactional theory, which suggests that 

the reader is an active agent in meaning making (Rosenblatt, 1978).  Meaning, then, is 

not constructed until the reader transforms the text by infusing it with intellectual and 
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emotional meanings (Rosenblatt, 1938).  In this sense, reading is a two-way, transactional 

process between reader and text; wherein readers bring “past experiences of language and 

of the world to the task” (Rosenblatt, 2001, p. 268) in order to construct meaning.   

 In further defining and elaborating upon this transactional process, Rosenblatt 

(1938) states that in 1949 John Dewey suggested a philosophical approach that, instead of 

using the term interaction that implies one entity acting separately upon another (and 

vice-versa), the term transaction should be used to describe the reciprocal relationship 

between elements that simultaneously condition each other.  She also notes that Dewey 

hypothesized that living organisms select from their environment the stimuli to which 

they will respond.  In this sense, people and their environment(s) are irrevocably 

intertwined.  Within the context of reading, the text becomes the environmental element 

to which the individual reader responds.  Simultaneously conditioning each other within 

the reading transaction, “…the reader looks to the text and the text is activated by the 

reader” (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 18).   Within the reading transaction, there are continuous 

interactions between meanings, each of which impacts the other (Bakhtin, 1981).  The 

transactional term thus denotes the recursivity of the influence the reader and the text 

have upon each other during each reading event and highlights the give-and-take 

relationship between the reader and the text (Rosenblatt, 1978).    

 Within this framework, readers must draw upon their past experiences within both 

language and life as the “raw materials out of which to shape the new experience 

symbolized on the page” (Rosenblatt, 1938, p.25).  Reading becomes an active process 

that a reader lives through, and is directly influenced by the reader’s past and present 

experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978).  Meaning, therefore, is fluid, and is newly constructed 
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with each transaction, as different stances are taken and different emotions are 

simultaneously brought to and influenced by a text.  

 Many scholars have misinterpreted Rosenblatt’s transactional theory, implying 

that it lacks a critical lens and reduces the process to simply reading for pleasure (Cai, 

2008).  Alternatively, Cai (2008) suggests that “the reader’s personal response can serve 

as the matrix for analyzing the social cultural influences on the reader” (p. 215).  

Rosenblatt (1978) similarly argues that while making personal connections to texts is 

necessary, it is not adequate.  She suggests that readers need to engage in social dialogue, 

to discuss and critically analyze texts with others, in order to examine how meaning is 

constructed in relation to the ways the literature informs their worlds, and vice versa.  In 

this sense, play as reader response provides a context in which pertinent issues can be 

explored and critical analyses and discussions can occur. 

Furthering Rosenblatt’s transactional theory and framing it within a classroom 

context, Lawrence R. Sipe (2008) offers a theory of literary understanding that is relevant 

to contemporary young children with a wide variety of ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds.  In his research, Sipe examines the significance of young children’s literary 

interpretations, the factors that influence children’s literary understandings, and the 

implications of these findings for future practice and research.  Sipe’s (2008) framework 

suggests that, in the classroom, children respond to text in five different ways during 

storybook read alouds, that these responses reveal that children are engaged in five 

different types of literary meaning-making, and that these five types of meaning-making 

are instantiations of five foundational aspects of literary understanding. 
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Sipe’s (2008) five facets of literary understanding include: the analytical, the 

intertextual, the personal, the transparent, and the performative.  In the analytical facet, 

children use information from the text and illustrations of the book being read aloud in 

order to interpret setting, characters, plot, and theme.  They also analyze the illustration 

sequence and other elements of the picturebook, such as the endpages, title page, and 

front and back cover.  The intertextual facet reflects children’s abilities to relate the story 

being read aloud to other cultural texts and products: other books; movies, videos, 

advertisements, TV programs, or the work of other illustrators and artists.   

The personal facet includes the ways that children draw stories to themselves, 

making connections between their lives and the plots, situations, and characters within 

the stories.  Children demonstrate this when they utilize experiences from their lives in 

order to understand or illuminate the text being read or they use the text in order to 

understand or illuminate something in their lives.  Sipe (2008), though very briefly, also 

notes that play as a response to literature might be categorized within this personal facet 

of literary understanding.  

 According to Sipe, within the personal facet, storybook characters elicit children’s 

connections to their own play and pretend experiences.  Pantaleo’s (2008) studies of first 

and fifth-grader’s responses to contemporary picturebooks similarly supports play as 

personal response to literature, as her research reveals how children’s reading work 

closely resembles play as they construct meaning and respond to text.  Pantaleo (2008) 

further suggests, as highlighted by Rosenblatt’s (1938, 1978) transactional theory, that 

this meaning construction is greatly influenced by the children’s personal literary and 

experiential reservoirs, as well as by the literary practices of the classroom community.  
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The personal facet, then, informs the responsive play framework, as children’s 

connections to story characters, influenced by their reservoirs of knowledge and 

experience, prompt playful responses to texts.  

Following the personal facet, Sipe goes on to suggest that playful types of 

responses to literature are most likely demonstrated within the transparent and 

performative facets of literary understanding, wherein children seemingly enter the story 

world and demonstrate deep and pleasurable engagement with the text in a playful 

manner.  The transparent facet is noted when children are having what Rosenblatt (1938) 

describes as a lived through, aesthetic experience of the story.  This category is called 

transparent because it seems that the children’s world and the world of the story become, 

at least momentarily, transparent to one another.  In these types of responses, children 

tend to talk directly back to the story characters, as if they are actually in the story itself; 

or they make other comments that indicate their deep immersion in and engagement with 

the story.   

In the performative facet, children playfully manipulate the text and story 

language in order to use it for their own creative purposes.  In this capacity, the text 

functions as a sort of platform for the children’s own creativity and imagination.  The 

children’s responses are often mildly subversive, and in many classrooms, would likely 

be considered simply off-task or off-topic remarks/actions and deemed silly.  Within this 

facet, children treat the text as their own personal playground and manipulate the text 

and/or language of the story through word-play in order to make (usually) humorous 

comments (Sipe, 2008).  
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These performative play responses to literature reflect the ideas put forth by 

Bakhtin (1984) as he interprets the concept of carnival.  Highlighting the importance of 

the social aspects of learning and literacy, Bakhtin’s (1984) thoughts on the carnivals of 

the middle ages as acts of rebellion, satire, and playfulness conflates the social world with 

the imaginary (Cohen, 2011).  In this sense, pretend play is similar to Bakhtin’s 

conception of carnival, as both are imaginative, spontaneous, unpredictable, flexible, and 

powerful (Sutton-Smith, 2001).   

Both carnival and the fantasy/pretend play of children hold high regard for fun 

and laughter.  Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia, the presence of two or more discourses, 

can be noted in both carnival and in the pretend play of children, when different voices 

and discourses are tried on and official voices of parents, authority figures, teachers, 

government officials, etc. are retold through the unofficial discourse of play (Bakhtin, 

1981, 1984; Cohen, 2011).  Consequently, pretend play can embody, as did the players in 

the carnivals, playful mockery of authority figures (parents, teachers, officials, etc.), 

which may be a reason that some educators often readily halt playful classroom 

interactions, including these types of jokes and laughter (Cohen, 2011).    

Countering the notions of this type of play as an impediment to classroom 

learning, recent research in this field (DaSilva Iddings & McCafferty, 2007) suggests that 

it is through these forms of ‘carnivalesque’ classroom play that children are able to create 

circumstances and scenarios that allow them to break through prescribed language and 

curriculum structures in order to transform learning tasks and capitalize on their creative 

strengths.  These findings indicate that by invoking the imaginative and playful world of 
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carnival, children are able to create meaningful contexts for language interaction and 

learning (DaSilva Iddings & McCafferty, 2007).  

In this sense, the Bakhtinian perspective can be utilized within the facet of 

performative responses to literature as put forth by Sipe (2008), and within the 

framework of responsive play, in order to illuminate the imaginative play and multi-

voiced discourses of children as they respond to text through play, and to highlight the 

implications of these practices on classroom literacy learning.    

Play Connections in Current Research 

Play and culture. Along with the studies mentioned above, recent research in the 

intersecting areas of play and culture, conducted in various multilingual and multicultural 

contexts, reveals how play can create an important path to constructing new spaces for 

learning.  In analyzing current research in this area, implications can also be made as to 

the usefulness of play within the classroom context as it relates to literacy and language 

learning. 

In this study, the term culture is used to represent the fluidity of everyday life 

experiences and practices of communities, families, individuals, and children (Gonzalez, 

et al., 2005).  Culture as a concept and as a term is highly loaded, and not easily defined.  

For the purposes of this study and in highlighting scholarly work on the intersection of 

culture and play, the concept of culture is viewed not as biogenetically and racially 

defined or holistically inclusive, which suggests that each culture is a “package with 

highly visible bounds and composed of multiple traditions and ceremonies” (Gonzalez et 

al., 2005, p. 32), but as ever-changing, diverse, and individualized. 
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A study conducted by Long, Volk, and Gregory (2007), drawing from three 

ethnographic studies of children at play; one conducted by each author, in three different 

cross-cultural settings, reveals the cultural nature of children’s play.  In this study, 

observations were conducted on a Bangladeshi-British 10-year-old and her 8-year-old 

sister playing School at home in London, an American child living in Iceland and playing 

School with her 8-year-old classmates, and a 5-year-old Puerto Rican girl playing Church 

with siblings in her home in the Midwest United States. 

The researchers in this study used the concepts of syncretism and prolepsis to 

“illuminate children’s expertise and intentionality” (Long et al., 2007, p. 239) as they 

combined personal knowledge of multiple worlds in order to create new learning spaces 

through play in multicultural and multilingual contexts.  Syncretism is defined as the 

reinvention of culture that occurs as people draw on their diverse resources and funds of 

knowledge (Duranti, 2001).  The term hybridity is often used interchangeably with the 

term syncretism, as researchers focus on ways in which teachers and children utilize their 

varying and diverse funds of knowledge to both support and transform teaching and 

learning practices.  Similar to translation, syncretism/hybridity focuses on the active 

creation and transformation(s) of forms and ideas.   

Syncretic studies demonstrate how children actively learn within simultaneous 

worlds and that syncretic/hybrid transformations and translations are “negotiated re-

creation(s) of cultural practices” (Reyes & Esteban-Guitart, 2013, p.3) within activities. 

Challenging the deficit perspective, this study (Long et al., 2007) examined the 

knowledge and expertise that the children utilized as they learned in informal, out-of-
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school settings while blending knowledge from prior experiences with social and cultural 

practices in order to reinvent cultural practices through play. 

Similarly emphasizing the importance of play in relation to the concept of culture, 

Paley (2004) suggests that at a time when opportunities for play in classroom settings are 

increasingly fewer, when curricula is increasingly driven by high-stakes testing methods 

rather than by teacher knowledge of individual students, and at a time when school norms 

are continuously drawn from white, middle-class, monolingual viewpoints; pretend play 

can be an exceptionally powerful learning medium, across cultural contexts.  Play offers 

children the possibilities to construct and practice languages and literacies based upon 

their own lived experiences and also allows for children to use and build upon their own 

areas of expertise while learning through play (Long et al., 2007).  Much can be 

discovered by closely observing children learning and teaching each other through play in 

varied contexts (Long et al., 2007).   

These research findings challenge the notion of play as a distraction to learning 

and education and repositions play as both a scaffold for student learning and as a site 

wherein students can draw on their own funds of knowledge and personal resources to 

inform their learning. The findings also challenge the deficit perspective as they 

demonstrate the wealth of knowledge that children across cultures and languages display 

through play within various formal and informal learning environments. 

Further research focused on play in the classroom context conducted by Riojas-

Cortez (2001) demonstrates how funds of knowledge are displayed by young children 

during their sociodramatic play within a two-way bilingual classroom setting.  This study 

included 12 Mexican-American 4- and 5-year-old children in a dual-language preschool 
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program in central Texas and examined cultural elements as exhibited within 

sociodramatic play centers.  In this study, Riojas-Cortez examined the funds of 

knowledge demonstrated and utilized by the preschoolers during their sociodramatic 

play.  She found that 12 funds of knowledge categories were displayed by the children.  

These included child care, household care, family values and traditions, family 

entertainment, friendship, travel/geography, popular TV culture, education, economics, 

scientific knowledge, ranching and farming, and construction.  These funds of 

knowledge, or cultural elements, exhibited through the children’s play, afforded the 

children opportunities to blend and co-construct hybrid ethnic identities and to practice 

various cultural behaviors transmitted to them by their families. 

Contesting the notion that the culture of these Mexican-American children was 

disadvantaged for school performance, this study considers the children’s cultures as 

sources of important and valuable knowledge and as advantages and assets for school 

success (Riojas-Cortez, 2001).  The study also suggests that in order to go beyond 

superficial classroom celebrations of essentialized aspects of culture, educators need to 

utilize children’s funds of knowledge and embrace them within the classroom context in 

a culturally responsive manner.  Teachers should draw upon children’s knowledge, 

shared through their imaginative play, to help students further develop school-related 

skills such as language and literacy (Riojas-Cortez, 2001) in significant and culturally 

relevant ways.  

 Correspondingly, Paley’s (2004) research highlights the notion that within play, 

language becomes more robust and allows children to connect words and phrases to new 

ideas with greater fluency.  Her work speaks out against the decline of creative and 
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interactive play time for children and suggests that educators be able to make room for 

children’s fantasy play in the classroom.  She argues that this type of play allows for the 

psychological, intellectual, and social development of children across the globe and 

performs a great role in the language and literacy development of young children.  

Suggesting that play is actually the work of children (Paley, 2004), her research points 

out many of the misguided policies in place in education today regarding the usefulness 

of play.  

During play, children practice the cultural behaviors that are transmitted to them 

through their families.  These resources, their accumulated and shared funds of 

knowledge, then inform their play and enhance their learning (Riojas-Cortez, 2001).  

Research investigations and studies of children at play such as those presented by Long, 

Volk, & Gregory (2007), Reyes & Esteban-Guitart (2013), Riojas-Cortez (2001), and 

Paley (2004) suggest that by identifying children’s varied funds of knowledge and 

diverse linguistic abilities presented through their play, teachers can build upon them in 

order to develop culturally-responsive curricula (Long, et al., 2007) that leads to 

meaningful literacy and language learning. 

 As children use play to make sense of their worlds, they also engage in the wider 

social culture as they play out various roles and identities.  In this sense, play can be 

viewed as a “critically reflective, cultural activity” (Guss, 2005, p.234).  Children use 

play in order to access, navigate, understand, and interpret various aspects of culture 

within their worlds.  Wohlwend (2013b) suggests that when children play and pretend in 

this capacity, they open up access to familiar contexts of culture and make sense of 

multifaceted cultural spaces.  Correspondingly, recent research reveals that children 
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appropriate social and cultural tools to position themselves as knowledgeable and to 

create affinity play-groups in classroom contexts, based upon commonalties (Corsaro, 

2003; Dyson, 2003; Wohlwend, 2011).  Butler and Weatherall (2009) similarly posit that 

this sort of play allows children to draw from and utilize their sociocultural resources in 

order to actively learn about their worlds in a social context.   

Play, as highlighted by these various studies, opens up spaces for children to try 

out, try on, and challenge stereotypical aspects of culture and gender in a social capacity.  

While they play and talk together, children explore various facets of their own and 

others’ identities and Discourses using popular culture and media as well as instantiations 

of gender and race.  As they explore different identities through dramatic play and 

conversation, children also perform or do gender (Blaise, 2005) and culture.  Gender and 

culture, as socially constructed concepts, are often demonstrated by children through their 

sociodramatic play (Thorne, 1993; Corsaro, 2003; Wohlwend, 2011).  Play in the 

classroom setting, thus, allows for critical and meaningful reflections on various 

important topics.   

In the classroom context, childhood cultures are demonstrated as a fusion of 

multiple cultural systems, a hybrid of funds of knowledge (familial, communal, social, 

linguistic, cultural, etc.), experiential knowledge, and intertextual knowledge (Moll & 

Gonzalez, 1994; Souto-Manning, 2013).  As children appropriate these cultural tools and 

resources and demonstrate them through their play in response to texts, they are able to 

both recreate and challenge societal norms (Carrington, 2003; Fiske, 1989).  Play is then 

simultaneously reproductive and generative, as children are continuously “stretching, 

reconfiguring, and re-articulating their resources” (Dyson, 2001, p. 11) as a way to 
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participate in and critique their worlds.  Through their play, children explore different 

aspects of childhood and adult cultures as a way to interpret and understand the world(s) 

they live in.  These notions guide this study as it examines the sociocultural resources 

children draw from as they make sense of and respond to stories in the classroom context. 

 Play and Literacy. As children draw on various aspects of their cultures to 

inform their play and interpret their worlds, they also connect their various literacies to 

play.  In contemporary times, literacy includes multiple modes (Kress, 2003, 2009): 

reading, writing, drawing/art, digital constructions, popular culture artifacts, etc.  In each 

of these modalities, children draw from their social and cultural resources as they connect 

literacy and play.  The links between play and children’s literacies is a topic that has been 

investigated on a number of fronts in recent years.  While there is a profusion of research 

on the topic of play-literacy connections (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Christie & Roskos, 

2009; Corsaro, 2003; Owocki, 1999; Paley, 2004; Wohlwend, 2011, 2013a, 2013b), play 

as reader response is not as widely studied. 

 On one front, researchers interested in language development have examined 

sociodramatic play with preschool children, wherein children enact self-selected/created, 

pretend scenarios using personal knowledge from their own lives. These researchers have 

determined that play of this sort prompts children to use language to convey meaning 

and/or interpret ideas (Bodrova, 2008; Heath, 1983; Riojas-Cortez, 2001) and is a 

valuable tool within the field of early childhood education.   

 Christie and Roskos (2009) suggest that much research has also been done on 

play process, finding positive links between play and literacy in the areas of emergent 

writing and linguistic skills (Pellegrini, 1985; Pellegrini, Galda, Dresden, & Cox, 1991).  
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Christie and Roskos (2009) also suggest that much research has been done on play 

environment, focusing on literacy-enriched play centers wherein researchers have 

examined preschool and kindergarten settings wherein literacy is infused into dramatic 

play centers/stations.   

Children’s literacy behaviors emerge in play settings when they understand the 

purposes and features of print in context.  Within literacy-enriched play centers in the 

classroom setting, preschool and kindergarten children’s literacy skills have been found 

to be developed through play.  Recent studies indicate that there is an increase in 

children’s use of literacy materials and engagement in literacy acts (Kress, 1998, 2003; 

Einarsdottir, 2000; Kendrick, 2005) when they transact in these types of centers.  

Vukelich (1994) further revealed that kindergarten children’s ability to read print 

embedded within literacy-rich play centers was increased. 

Children play to make sense of their worlds.  Recent studies on play further 

highlight the various ways in which children engage in literacy practices as they transact 

through play in order to make sense of their literacy-rich environments.  Owocki’s (1999) 

research demonstrates how children make sense of reading and writing as they integrate 

literacy into play events by taking orders in a make-believe restaurant, creating a store 

receipt, or creating signs to designate ownership.  Guided by the work of Vivian Paley 

(2004) who invites children to dictate and act out fantasy stories in a kindergarten 

classroom context, other studies have focused on children’s play-literacy connections 

through the construction of fantasy narratives, studying the ways that children incorporate 

play with stories, storytelling, and story-acting as they move toward narrative 

competence (Nicolopoulou, 1996, 2002; Nicolopoulou, Cortina, Ilgaz, Cates, and de Sá, 
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2015).  Research on children’s literacy and play also focuses on children’s use of artifacts 

as ways to open up spaces for rich literacy and language practices, to serve as resources 

for children’s meaning construction, and to invite storytelling (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010; 

Wohlwend, 2009).   

Other researchers have additionally demonstrated that children’s learning and 

meaning making is informed as they utilize play to engage in literacy activities (Bergen 

& Mauer, 2000; Kendrick, 2005; Saracho, 2002, 2003; Saracho & Spodek, 1998, 2006;).  

Play-literacy transactions within various play environments have been found to promote 

young children’s literacy acquisition and development (Strickland & Morrow, 1989).  

These studies suggest that children’s play is a “dominant behavior of childhood” 

(Gaskins, 2014, p.34), is essential for children’s learning and development, and as such, 

can inform their literacy learning in the classroom context. 

The findings of the aforementioned research indicate that young children’s 

literacy learning can be promoted within classroom play settings.  Children learn and 

develop their language and literacies through their everyday social activities and within 

social contexts.  A play-literacy connection develops when play assists young children in 

exploring and understanding the interactions between these realms (Saracho & Spodek, 

2006).  Children can utilize social play, within the classroom context, as a way to explore 

these interactions and to develop their conceptions about the purposes and characteristics 

of literacy.   

 Drama. In connecting play and literacy in a classroom context, drama is often 

utilized as a space in which stories can come to life through role play.  J. R. Goodman 

investigated children’s use of stories as play scripts within dramatic play centers in a 
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classroom setting and found that children shared their story knowledge in order to inform 

their play (as cited in Rowe, 1998, p.15).  Goodman’s findings suggest that this type of 

dramatic play allowed the children opportunities to develop their language and 

storytelling skills.  Similar research conducted on children’s spontaneous and dramatic 

re-enactments of stories (Martinez, Cheyney, & Teale, 1991) have shown that the 

classroom context, exposure to literature, and opportunities for varied story response 

positively impacted kindergartener’s use of dramatic retellings in the classroom setting.  

These, and other investigations, have yielded data which indicate that dramatic centers 

and spaces for dramatic story retellings help children to enact and practice literate 

behaviors (Edmiston, 1993; Morrow & Rand 1991; Neuman & Roskos, 1997; Vukelich, 

1991) and can inform teachers on the positive aspects of literacy-enriched play center use 

in preschool and kindergarten classrooms. 

 Dramatic retellings and reenactments of this sort, as playful yet critical responses 

to literature, have been further studied by Medina (2001, 2004) and Wilson (2003) as 

they investigated children’s responses to literature through drama and dramatic tableau.  

In her study, Medina (2004) noted that children utilized drama as a tool to explore other 

people’s identities as they engaged in role play and improvisation in response to a text 

which highlighted multicultural and global topics.  Her findings suggest that through 

drama, children are able to go beyond the limits of the texts to interpreting and 

representing stories in various ways and demonstrating how stories are interpreted in 

relation to their own lived through experiences.  Wilson (2003) similarly examined 

dramatic tableau, in which first and second grade children created still, three-dimensional 

representations of stories.  This type of dramatic response allowed the children to 
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evaluate and demonstrate the emotions of the characters portrayed in the stories and to 

make connections to these emotions as they created the still scenes.   

 These findings suggest that drama and variations of dramatic response can be 

utilized in the classroom context, in response to books, in ways that create a “space to 

expose power relationships and adjudicate between competing beliefs and values, which 

become alive and tangible through role-play…a vehicle for children to mobilize their 

cultural/social identities” (Medina & Campano, p. 340) and to relate emotionally to texts.   

 As noted in the aforementioned studies, the use of drama as a response technique 

facilitated children’s deep and critical analyses and interpretations of texts.  The 

framework of dramatic response invites children to engage in meaningful discussions and 

to also negotiate diverse perspectives and sociocultural identities as they interpret the 

stories in various ways.  Drama opens the door to a space in which children feel safe and 

free to explore the texts and to explore their lives in relation to the texts.  These studies, 

and the studies noted in the previous sections of this chapter, provide a context for further 

exploring the ways that young children similarly utilize play to respond to literature and 

inform the construction of the responsive play framework. 

 Connecting drama and play: Play as reader response. In exploring the ways that 

children respond to stories through drama, dramatic reenactments, tableau, and dramatic 

retellings, and then extending these understandings and applying them to the ways that 

children respond to text through play, I am informed by research on play-literacy 

connections conducted in both out-of-school settings and in classroom environments.   

 In an out-of-school context, Wolf and Heath (1992) studied children’s playful 

responses to text while reading at home.  In this investigation, Wolf’s daughters’ reading 
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interactions were observed in a longitudinal study spanning from their birth to age 5, and 

of the older daughter until she was age 9.  The findings suggest that book-related 

dramatic play was a prominent feature of the girls’ responses to text and that they used 

this type of play to both control social situations and to explore their interpretations of 

stories through their dramatic and playful story re-enactments.  Similar in its findings to 

recent research conducted on dramatic play centers in classroom contexts (Christie & 

Roskos, 2009), this research demonstrates that spontaneous, book-related dramatic play 

can embody both cognitive and social purposes and promote learning.  While these 

studies on play-literacy connections are highly informative to the field, fewer studies 

have focused on children’s playful responses to text in the classroom setting, outside of 

the dramatic-play center, and specifically on play as a form of reader response. 

 A seminal piece of research that highlights play as reader response in a classroom 

context, Rowe’s (1998) 9-month study of 16 preschoolers’ literacy behaviors found that 

book-related dramatic play was a “context for literacy learning… and a process of 

comprehending books, expressing one’s reactions, experiencing books in affective and 

kinesthetic ways, as well as a means of inquiry, and participating in literacy events” (p. 

11).  

 This study investigated the ways in which preschoolers connected dramatic play 

to storybook readings.  Rowe (1998) found that children utilized play as a means to 

express their reactions to the events and to the characters within the stories.  Her study 

suggests that children use play in order to participate in reading and literacy events 

because it connects their personal play worlds to the worlds represented within the texts 

and allows them to understand and relate to the text in a meaningful and familiar way.  
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Her findings also submit that the familiar and safe play context allows children to freely 

and symbolically express their reactions to characters and situations found within the 

stories, as they relate them to their own knowledge and experiences.  Importantly, Rowe 

also suggests that playing out parts of the stories gave the children great enjoyment while 

simultaneously allowing them to explore the stories and construct meaning(s) through 

language and play.  These findings posit that play serves as an integral part of children’s 

literacy-learning processes.   

 Furthering these findings on the links between literacy and play, Rowe, Fitch, and 

Smith Bass (2003) conducted a study which observed and analyzed first graders’ uses of 

toys and dramatic play within a classroom writer’s workshop, revealing similarly 

valuable results.  This study examined young children’s play with small toys and props as 

they negotiated storytelling and creative writing within the writer’s workshop context. 

 This investigation asked what would happen if children were given the 

opportunity to link their natural urges to play with their early writing attempts (Rowe, et 

al., 2003).  The findings suggest that within the first grade writer’s workshop framework, 

dramatic play with toys supported creative story writing.  Linking dramatic play with 

writing in this capacity, this study also found that these engagements allowed the children 

to participate in “play with a purpose” (Rowe et al., 2003, p.367) and found that play 

became a platform for both imagination and reflection in relation to the writing process.  

This playful workshop format also allowed children to cooperatively co-author stories, 

take on character perspectives, represent stories with concrete objects and real-time 

interactions, shift roles from actor to author, move stories across sign systems, share their 

stories with familiar audiences, and effectively afforded teachers with opportunities to 
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observe children and mediate literacy instruction in meaningful ways.  These conclusions 

suggest that imagination, reflection, play, and writing all serve as interrelated and 

important features of children’s literacy-learning (Rowe et al., 2003). 

 Rowe’s (1998) research on reading and children’s playful responses as well as 

Rowe, Fitch, and Smith Bass’ (2003) investigation into the links between play and 

writing in a first grade context both propose that young children have a strong need to 

link play and literacy.  Further research by Rowe (2007, 2008, 2010) also suggests that 

young children explore many aspects of books and literacy as they play, moving from 

simple comprehension and simple reenactments to deeper interpretations, improvisations, 

and story extensions.  Play affords children the opportunity to explore their connections 

and tensions with/to the texts and to expand upon their literacies. 

 Wohlwend (2009) similarly found that, even in constrained classroom 

environments which emphasize print-based exercises and the use of worksheets as 

learning tools, children are able to negotiate spaces to engage in spontaneous play that 

contributes to their knowledge construction and meaning making processes.  While this 

research focused on the ways in which children incorporated their knowledge of media 

and technology to guide their learning, the findings suggest that, through the 

collaborative nature of play, children are able to create spaces in which their knowledge 

is valued and their learning is extended. 

 Rowe (1998) suggests that future research in the field focus on describing and 

examining the role of book-related dramatic play for older children (beyond the 

preschool years) and focus on the relation between the properties of play events and 

reading comprehension, as well as on the impact of various play engagements on 
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children’s writing in the classroom context.  While much research is currently available 

in the area of play-literacy connections with young children, this inquiry expands upon 

these findings in order to explore the under-researched, specific area of play as reader 

response in the classroom context.  While it is also apparent that there is ample research 

on play-literacy connections with younger children (preschool and kindergarten age), this 

study heeds the advice of Rowe (1998) and examines older children’s (first graders’) 

utilization of play as reader response and its usefulness within the primary grade context. 

The Responsive Play Framework 

 Drawing from the aforementioned theories and research findings, I explore the 

ways that responsive play affords children the opportunity to connect to and share their 

sociocultural resources, funds of knowledge, experiences, languages, and literacies as 

they read, play, and learn together.  The responsive play framework is also directly 

informed by aspects of the findings from each of the following studies. 

 Richard Beach (1993) notes that adult readers use specific processes when they 

read and respond to texts, including: becoming emotionally involved, entering into and 

creating alternative worlds, creating visual images of stories, and relating a story to one’s 

own experiences.  Correspondingly, Rowe (2007) suggests that when children read, they 

demonstrate patterns similar to those found by Beach as they respond to stories through 

book-related dramatic play.  As Rowe’s (2007) study suggests (Table 2.1), young 

children often use play for purposes similar to the ways in which older readers use 

interpretative verbal and cognitive strategies as they read and respond to texts. 
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Table 2.1  

Play as Experiential Response (Rowe, 2007, p. 57) 

 

Specific Response Processes                Patterns of Book-Related        

Identified by Beach (1993, p.52)              Dramatic Play  

 

 

Engaging      Personal response to books 

    Becoming emotionally involved,          Physically acting out emotional 
    empathizing or identifying with                        responses to book events/ 
    the text.                          characters 
 
Constructing      Aesthetic reenactments 

    Entering into and creating              Replaying book events to    
    alternative worlds, conceptualizing                                  enjoy the “lived-through” 
    characters, events, settings                                               experience of the book 
         
       Sorting out the author’s meanings 

                                                  Playing out problematic scenes                
                      to understand the author’s                 
                      meaning 

 
       Character studies 

                                      Experiencing events from the  
                                                                                  perspective of a book character 
 
Imaging      Connecting books with toys and  

    Creating visual images    props     
                                                  Locating and holding book-    

                                                          related toys during reading 
 
       All book-related dramatic play  

       events 

                 Creating a multimodal image  
                 of the book 
 
Connecting      Personal inquiries 

    Relating one’s autobiographical                                        Exploring personal questions  
    experience to the current text              using book events, characters,  
                  settings 
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When the young children in Rowe’s (2007) study responded to books through 

dramatic play, they utilized many of the same types of response processes and strategies 

utilized by the adults in Beach’s (1983) study, in order to make sense of texts and to 

construct meaning and understanding. 

 Further elaborating upon Rowe’s (2007) findings on children’s patterned 

responses to books through dramatic play, Janet Evans (2012) suggests that: 

When children enjoy what they do, they are more likely to benefit  

and learn from the experience.  Play activity linked to books being  

read and enjoyed provides exactly this kind of experience.  Children  

learn through talk, through involvement with stories being focused 

on and through the different kinds of play: pretend play, role play,  

dramatic play and small world play that bring together aspects of  

the stories and talk about the stories.  For young children, books  

often provide a bridge between the real world and the world of  

make believe, and there are genuine links to be observed between  

a child’s play, their talk, and the stories they have been reading  

or are currently reading with expert readers. (p. 322) 

Evans (2012) posits that children develop their literacy abilities through the 

interconnected links between their talk, play, and stories.  She also suggests that when 

children link play to their book reading experiences, their learning is fostered and 

extended. 

 These studies suggest that children’s book-related play, when viewed from a 

reader response perspective, is not only a way for children to reflect upon books, but also 
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an important part of their reading and response processes and of their literacy learning as 

a whole (Evans, 2012; Rowe, 2007).   As broadly explained by Evans (2012), children 

construct their literacy learning as they read stories, talk, and play together.   

Throughout my study, children utilized talk to respond to texts and to each other 

in various ways.  As they did so, they were able to interweave their experiences and their 

personal knowledge with their social, literary transactions in order to respond through 

active and imaginary play.  I suggest that within this responsive play framework, 

children’s learning is scaffolded (Vygotsky, 1978) and developed due to the social nature 

of their reading transactions.  In this study, when children read together and draw upon 

and blend their funds of knowledge and reinvent cultural and literacy practices through 

their cooperative, imaginary, and critical/analytical play as reader response--their 

responsive play--they create a third space (Gutiérrez, 1994, 2008; Gutiérrez, Rymes, & 

Larson, 1995) in the classroom context, wherein cooperative, meaningful, and relevant 

learning is valued (detailed in Chapter 6).  In today’s highly constrained classroom 

environments in which play is generally not supported as conducive to teaching and 

learning, responsive play allows children to learn in relevant, academically focused ways 

while enjoyment and play are emphasized.   

Conclusion 

 The responsive play framework draws extensively from sociocultural theory, 

transactional and reader response theory, theories of play and imagination, and the 

concept of funds of knowledge.  It coalesces children’s social transactions with each 

other and the texts with their imaginary and socioculturally informed play as reader 

response in the classroom context.  The concepts included in this framework and 
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literature review have driven this study.  The interconnected theories and findings which 

comprise the responsive play framework guide this research and also inform the analyses 

and interpretations of the data. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter presents the research methodology for this study using the following 

overarching research question and the corresponding sub-questions as a guide: 

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?   

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 

2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?    

 Due to the restrictive academic climate in today’s primary and elementary 

classrooms, wherein play is devalued and curricular emphasis is placed mainly upon 

academic skills, meeting content standards, and explicit instruction (Mandel Morrow, et 

al., 2013), as highlighted in Chapter 1, children in first grade are rarely afforded 

opportunities to learn through play in the classroom setting.  This study focuses on the 

ways that first grade children construct meaning as they connect to literacy through 

responsive play within the classroom context and considers how these connections might 

then be valued within such restrictive classroom environments.   

 Throughout this study I explore the interconnected nature of children’s play, 

language, and literacy. The forthcoming chapters focus on answering the guiding 

research questions that frame this study, examining the ways that responsive play allows 

for the promotion of meaning construction for young children, and the creation of a space 

in the classroom context wherein responsive play is encouraged and valued as useful and 

additive to children’s learning and growth.  My goal in conducting this research is to tell 

the story of one first grade classroom wherein children are invited through books and 
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collaborative transactions to respond to texts through play.  In describing this particular 

classroom, the participants, and the transactions that occurred within the Reading 

Centers, and specifically the Read and Respond Center, during the Language Arts block 

of the school day, I hope to highlight responsive play in relation to the sociocultural 

resources children utilize as they work and learn together and in relation to the ways that 

children make meanings with texts and with each other.  I set the stage by introducing the 

study design, the participants, the research context, the data collection information, and 

the data analysis steps.   

Study Design 

In order to observe and analyze children’s play in response to literature in the 

classroom context, I developed the Read and Respond Center, detailed later in this 

chapter, wherein children were offered reading engagements that invited playful 

responses to literature.  Throughout the study I was positioned as observer-as-participant 

(Glesne, 2011), wherein I was primarily an observer but had some interaction with the 

participants as I invited them to read and respond and as they transacted within the Center 

and within their classroom.  Since this study focuses on the ways that children draw upon 

their sociocultural resources to inform their play and the ways that they construct 

meaning with texts and with each other in the first grade classroom context, it is guided 

by qualitative research design and informed by ethnographic and case study methods and 

techniques.   

Qualitative Research  

 Qualitative research aims to understand the meaning people make in their lives 

within particular settings and contexts.  This type of research involves a naturalistic 
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approach as it examines people within natural settings.  Within these settings, the 

qualitative researcher attempts to “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2).  Utilizing this research 

design allowed me to closely examine the transactions of small groups of children within 

particular literacy events in their natural setting, including the Read and Respond Center, 

and to make sense of their responsive play as they brought meaning(s) to these reading 

transactions.   

 This qualitative study also is guided by many of the assumptions of the 

interpretive-constructivist research paradigm, which highlights reality as socially 

constructed and ever-changing.  This type of research follows an inductive approach in 

which researchers seeks to interpret, understand, and contextualize perceptions and 

behaviors (Glesne, 2011; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  This research paradigm also focuses 

on methods that include observing and interacting with people in their social contexts and 

within natural settings.  The qualitative research design and the interpretive-constructivist 

paradigm were utilized for this study so that I could obtain an in-depth view of the ways 

that children utilize responsive play in the social classroom environment and to examine 

and interpret the ways that children collaboratively construct meaning together as they 

transact within the everyday experiences of their classroom (Dyson & Genishi, 2005) and 

within the Reading Centers.   

 Ethnographic and case study methods and techniques. This qualitative 

exploration is also informed by and utilizes several ethnographic and case study methods 

and techniques, including: classroom observations, field notes, video-taped/transcribed 

transactions, audio-taped/transcribed conversations, interviews, home visits, and artifact 
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collection to describe children’s transactions as they read and play together in the 

classroom setting.  Language and literacy are complex social processes (Dyson, 1993; 

Halliday, 1975; Heath, 1983, Street, 1984, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978).  Ethnographic and 

case study practices and techniques, such as the ones listed above, seek to interpret 

people’s constructions of reality and to identify patterns in their perspectives and their 

behaviors (Glesne, 2011).  In this study, these techniques were employed so as to identify 

these patterns in relation to the children’s responses to literature within the classroom 

setting.  Using ethnographic and case study methods and techniques allowed me to 

observe the language and literacy processes of children within the everyday interactional 

context(s) of the classroom community as they participated in responsive play within the 

Reading Centers.  These methods also afforded me the ability to identify different 

variables and patterns as they emerged from the observed transactions and events and 

facilitated my examination and evaluation of the data so that I could interpret the 

meanings that children constructed as they interacted within the classroom environment. 

 Further, by utilizing ethnographic and case study methods in this study, I was able 

to more aptly explore the sociocultural resources that children drew from to inform their 

playful responses to the literature and other children.  Ethnographic and case study 

methods and techniques combine “close analysis of fine details of behavior and meaning 

in everyday social interaction with analysis of the wider societal context—the field of 

broader influences” (Erickson, 1986, p. 120).  Researchers using these techniques are 

interested in the meanings that people make within particular contexts and assume that 

they make sense of language and literacy through social activities which are, in turn, 

informed by many factors beyond those in the visible world (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  
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The sociocultural resources that the children draw from to inform their literacy practices 

and their responsive play in the reality of the first grade classroom intersect with the 

historical, political, cultural, familial, and personal realities of each child.  Understanding 

these factors and their influences on teaching and learning is the essential purpose of 

qualitative research, and is imperative to answering the questions that frame this 

qualitative study. 

Research Timeline 

 In order to effectively explore and examine the ways that children utilize 

responsive play in the social classroom environment and to interpret the ways that they 

cooperatively constructed meaning together as they responded to text through play, it was 

important that I was present in the classroom setting over a long period of time.  To get a 

better picture of the students and the dynamics during the Language Arts block, and 

specifically during the Reading Center portion of the school day, it was necessary that I 

visit the classroom on a regular basis.  I conducted observations and collected data for 

approximately eight-months, from mid-October 2014 through the end of May 2015.  

Table 3.1 is the timeline for my study and illustrates not only aspects of my data 

collection but also the duration of this classroom research. 
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Table 3.1 

Research Timeline 

Dates Research Activity 

October 2014 Gain Dissertation Proposal approval 

Prepare IRB forms for submission 

October-December 2014 Gain IRB approval 

Get official access to the setting 

Gather Site/Principal/Teacher/Parent/Student 

permissions. 

Initial data collection and transcription 

January-February 2015 Begin broad but intensive data collection and 

transcription (2-3 times per week). 

Begin preliminary and ongoing data coding and analysis. 

February-May 2015 Intensive data collection (2-3 times per week) 

Gather data from other sections of the school day (other 

Reading Centers, read-aloud time, math, recess, testing, 

etc.). 

Interviews (teacher, students) 

Home visits (family conversations/interviews to gather 

Funds of Knowledge information). 

Begin sending Family Backpacks to gather more 

information about each child/family. 

Continue ongoing data coding and analysis 

June 2015 Final transcriptions and data analysis 

Summer and Fall 2015 Formal data analysis 

Begin to write drafts of some chapters 

Fall 2015-Spring 2016 Formal data analysis 

Writing chapters and drafts of dissertation 

Spring 2016 Dissertation completion and Defense 
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Participants 

 While most studies related to the intersection of play and literacy focus on early 

childhood education within preschool and/or kindergarten classrooms (Mandel Morrow 

et al., 2013), this study focuses on children’s use of responsive play in a diverse first 

grade classroom context within the Horizon View K-8 School (pseudonym), so as to 

understand the responsive play of children within the primary grade setting.  All names 

included in this study are pseudonyms.  

The Students 

 In choosing the participants for this investigation, this study was guided by the 

need to gather information and data from a diverse group of children, in order to obtain a 

wide view of children’s responsive play within the first grade classroom context.  The 

choice of participants was also guided by the need for the sample to be somewhat 

demographically representative of the city and state where the school is located, and 

similarly representative of the makeup of both the full student body and the grade level of 

the school in which the classroom is situated.  The classroom and the students within the 

classroom were chosen as purposive samples in this respect.   

 Classroom demographics. The participating classroom in this study is comprised 

of 31 students.  Included in this research are the 30 students in Mrs. Swanson’s first grade 

classroom at Horizon View K-8 School who agreed to participate in the study.  One 

student’s family did not give consent for participation in this study.  This student still 

utilized the Read and Respond Center, but was not observed or recorded.  Of the 30 

participating students, 18 are girls and 12 are boys.  They range in ages from 6- to 7-

years-old.  The children’s reading levels, according to information provided by Mrs. 
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Swanson, are on a continuum from emergent-early readers (those who may struggle with 

blending letter sounds together to read some words) and fluent readers (those who are 

able to read chapter books), the range of reading levels is important to this research in 

that a variety of responses from diverse readers along a continuum of reading levels and 

ranges can reveal rich data about the ways that the children transact with and respond to 

stories. 

 Table 3.2 represents the children in the focal classroom. This table includes the 

children’s names, gender, parent-reported ethnicity (reported specifically for this study), 

teacher-reported cumulative reading levels (Below Grade Level, On Grade Level, or 

Above Grade Level), whether or not the students participate in Title-I reading groups (for 

readers who need extended assistance), and participation in ELL (English Language 

Learning) instruction for which students are pulled out of the classroom for Language 

Arts instruction.  
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Table 3.2 

Classroom Demographics, Reading, and ELL information 

 First Name 

 

Gender Ethnicity Reading Level Title I 

Reading 

Group 

ELL 

1 Alyssa F White Below Level x  

2 Logan M White Above Level   

3 Paige F White Above Level   

4 Maya F White Above Level   

5 Francisco M Hispanic On Level   

6 Madison F White Below Level x  

7 Cody M White Above Level   

8 Mariana F Hispanic On Level   

9 Chloe F White On Level   

10 Julieta F Hispanic Below Level   

11 Hunter M White On Level   

12 Lily F White Above Level   

13 Carlos M Hispanic Below 

Level 

  

14 Collin M White On Level   
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15 Lucia F Hispanic/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Above Level   

16 Tuan M Vietnamese On Level   

17 Morgan F White On Level   

18 Luis M Hispanic On Level   

19 Kaylee F White Above Level   

20 Mia F Hispanic 

/Pacific 

Islander 

Above Level   

21 Bianca F Hispanic On Level  x 

22 Mateo M Hispanic/ 

White 

Below 

Level 

x  

23 Daniella F Hispanic Below 

Level 

x  

24 Zoe F White On Level   

25 Noah M White Below Level x  

26 Brianna F White Below 

Level 

x  

27 Diego M Hispanic Below 

Level 

 x 

28 Emma F White Below 

Level 

  

29 Rebecca F Native 

American/

White 

On Level   

30 Gabriel M Hispanic/ 

White 

On Level   
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 Of the 18 girls and 12 boys in Mrs. Swanson’s first grade classroom, 1 reports (all 

reports are by parents) being Asian (Vietnamese), none report being Black, 8 report being 

Hispanic or Latino, 5 report being of Two or More Races (2 are Hispanic and White, 2 

are Hispanic and Pacific Islander, and 1 is Native American and White), none report 

being Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and 16 report being from a White 

background, as noted within the table.  While the parents in Mrs. Swanson’s classroom 

have higher rates of reporting that their children are of two or more races (as reported by 

parents specifically for this study) than was initially reported to the school for 

demographics information (see Table 3.4), the classroom is generally representative of 

the ethnic diversity noted within Horizon View’s collective first grade student body (see 

Tables 3.3, and 3.4).   

 

Table 3.3 

Mrs. Swanson’s first grade classroom student demographics  

Asian Black Hispanic 

or 

Latino 

American 

Indian/Alaska 

Native 

Two or 

More 

Races 

Native 

Hawaiian 

or Other 

Pacific 

Islander 

White Total 

1 0 8 0 5 0 16 30 

 

 

 

 



71 
 

Table 3.4 

Horizon View K-8 School: First grade student demographics  

Asian Black Hispanic 

or 

Latino 

American 

Indian/Alaska 

Native 

Two or 

More 

Races 

Native 

Hawaiian 

or Other 

Pacific 

Islander 

White Total 

2 2 41 1 2 1 40 86 

 

 

 While age and grade level are parallel among the classroom participants as they 

are all members of one first grade classroom; ethnicity, reading level/intervention status, 

and ELL status vary among the students, as noted within Table 3.2.  Because issues such 

as these can factor greatly into the ways that children work and talk together, construct 

meaning with texts, and can reflect the resources and funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, et 

al., 2005) that each child brings with them to classroom readings and responses, this 

classroom and the students within it were also chosen as purposive samples for their 

general diversity in these respects. 

The Teacher  

 The first grade classroom that was observed throughout this study includes a 33-

year-old, White, middle-class (self-reported), female teacher, Mrs. Swanson.  Mrs. 

Swanson graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree in Elementary Education from the 

University of North Dakota.  She is an experienced first grade teacher and has been 

teaching for nearly 10 years.  Mrs. Swanson has held credentials and taught in both 

North Dakota and Arizona.  The majority of her teaching experience has been in the first 

grade, although she has also worked as a Reading Specialist and had a short stint as a 



72 
 

substitute teacher.  Mrs. Swanson is married and has two small children.  Her husband is 

also a teacher and teaches Middle School Social Studies in a different school district. 

 Mrs. Swanson’s teaching style is warm and friendly, yet learning focused. 

She structures lessons in order to target the needs of all of the children in her classroom.  

Mrs. Swanson also values cooperative learning.  She believes that that peer work and talk 

helps the students to understand and to learn.  While she is often frustrated at the rigidity 

and pace of the mandated curriculum, the test-based focus that she is required to follow, 

and the lack of time for fun, play, read-alouds, art-based activities, and exploration etc., 

Mrs. Swanson follows the curricular guidelines as mandated by her school 

administrators.  Yet, because she believes that children learn through exploration and that 

learning for young children should be fun, Mrs. Swanson also incorporates instruction 

that is child-centered, choice-based, and enjoyable for the children in coordination with 

the mandated curriculum as often as possible.  

My Positionality as a Researcher  

 I previously worked as a first grade teacher at the school site where this study was 

conducted.  Although the administration at the school is new, I am well acquainted with 

many other staff and faculty.  I also have a friendly relationship with Mrs. Swanson, the 

classroom teacher who participated in this study, as we are former grade-level 

teammates.  I have not ever worked with the students in her current classroom, although 

one student has an older sibling which I taught in a previous year. 

 The research questions and approaches utilized within this study are derived in 

part from my teaching experience at this site and my informal experiences with children.  

This study is also influenced greatly by the data revealed in the pilot-study I conducted 
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on this topic, as noted in Chapter 1.  A great benefit of these combined experiences, for 

the purposes of this study, is that I was able to enter the classroom as a somewhat known 

and trusted figure at this particular school site.  As I conducted my research, I was able to 

draw upon my teaching knowledge and my knowledge of young children along with my 

relationship to the school site and the teacher to inform my data collection and analyses.  

I was also greatly informed by the outcomes of the pilot-study, which guided the many 

choices that were made within the context of this research.  Because of my extensive 

experiences with members of this school site and the families of students who attend, my 

positive relationship with the classroom teacher, my experiences with and knowledge of 

this particular age-range of children, and the wealth of information gained from the pilot-

study experience, I was able to effectively and conscientiously observe and gather data in 

this setting.   

Within the context of this study, I did not specifically observe teacher-student 

interactions or teaching methods with the intent of analyzing the teacher’s instructional 

practices and/or techniques, rather I observed individual/small group student responses 

and/or student-student transactions within the classroom Reading Centers (the teacher did 

not participate in the Centers).  While I did observe other sections of the school day, 

including explicit teacher instruction, read-alouds, teacher-guided reading groups, etc., 

the teacher was aware that her instructional techniques and methods were not the focus of 

the study.  In this regard, my friendship and former teaching alliance with Mrs. Swanson 

did not negatively impact my research nor my relationship with her, in that she was not a 

direct focus of study, except in generalized terms and in relation to interviews that were 

conducted with her.   
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Our friendship and former work partnership, structuring my somewhat insider 

status in relation to this particular school site, grade level, teacher, and classroom, may 

have allowed for greater confidence from Mrs. Swanson in my ability to conduct the 

research.  This also gave me greater freedom in working with, talking to, and observing 

the students in the classroom, as she knows that I am a qualified and certified teacher.  

This emic or insider positionality (Pike, 1954) gave me great flexibility in working with 

and observing children and their interactions within the classroom.  An Etic or outsider 

positionality (Pike, 1954) was also incorporated as I observed students and their 

transactions from outside points of view.  While I was able to visit the classroom as a 

somewhat knowledgeable insider, I was not technically a classroom member and was not 

fully afforded this perspective.  Correspondingly, as I viewed children’s interactions 

through an adult lens, I was also an outsider in this capacity.  These outsider perspectives, 

combined with my insider positionality, afforded me opportunities to observe and gather 

varying data within the classroom in a somewhat balanced capacity (Brayboy & Deyhle, 

2000).  

Throughout the study, I was mainly positioned as observer-as-participant (Glesne, 

2011), in that my primary focus was observation, though I had some interaction with the 

participants.  In order to take field notes and to record children’s transactions within the 

Read and Respond Center that I developed for this study, I sat near Center and observed 

and recorded the students as they transacted with and responded to the books.  I also 

observed the children as they navigated the Reading Centers designed and implemented 

by Mrs. Swanson and as they worked in other areas of the classroom.  Beyond 

introducing myself and the study to the students and occasionally interjecting to answer 
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student questions, to clarify things that were done or said, and to interview the children, I 

was mainly positioned as an observer and interviewer in the classroom context.  While 

my presence and the presence of the camera inevitably impacted the nature of the 

children’s interactions and discourse, I generally did not directly participate in the 

Reading Centers. 

 As a researcher, my positionality and identity served as filters through which all 

of my data was interpreted.  As an adult, a White female, and a former teacher who has 

come to the classroom to observe the language, literacy, interactions, and play of diverse 

children in this particular first grade classroom, I was never afforded a full emic/insider 

perspective (Pike, 1954).   My observations and findings were colored and marked by my 

conceptions about what children were “doing” and the “meaning” behind what they did, 

as I viewed them from these many lenses.  It was imperative for me, that throughout my 

research I realized and reflected upon these positionalities in order to be aware of how 

they may have unintentionally transformed my observational data in relation to the 

children’s interactions and responses.  As Ruth Behar (1996) suggests: 

To assert that one is a ‘white middle-class woman’ or a ‘black gay man’ or a  

‘working-class Latina’ within one’s study of Shakespeare or Santeria [a Yoruba  

religious system] is only interesting if one is able to draw deep connections  

between one’s personal experience and the subject under study.  That doesn’t 

require a full length autobiography, but it does require a keen understanding of 

what aspects of the self are the most important filters through which one  

perceives the world and, more particularly, the topic being studied.  Efforts at 
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self-revelation flop not because the personal voice has been used, but because it 

has been poorly used, leaving unscrutinized the connection, intellectual and 

emotional, between the observer and the observed. (p.13-14) 

As children’s voices are often missing in research conducted on/with children in 

the debate about what actually matters in childhood (Corsaro, 2003), it was necessary for 

me, within this research, to ensure that the children’s voices were recognized and heard, 

so that I could come to have a closer understanding of their actions and words in relation 

to stories, response, and play. 

Research Context 

The School 

 Horizon View K-8 School, the school that this study was conducted in, is located 

in a semi-rural, suburban area on the outskirts of the Phoenix metropolitan area in 

Arizona.  The school is approximately 10-years-old.  All of the classrooms are situated 

within one building, separated into two wings, with a library in the center.  The school 

houses Kindergarten-8th graders and currently has approximately 810 students (see 

Table 3.5).  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



77 
 

Table 3.5 

School Demographics Summary and Ethnic Composition by Grade Level 
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 Census and demographics information. Unites States Census Bureau 

Information Data Tables (2015) (see Appendices A and B) reflect the diverse nature of 

the state of Arizona’s population, according to the most recently available census 

information, and demonstrate the demographics of the state and the city populations in 

which this study was conducted.  The school population (see Table 3.5) is somewhat 

representative of the demographics for both the city and the state in regard to ethnicity, 

with a majority of families noting that they are from White or Hispanic or Latino 

backgrounds.  Yet, with 49% of the school’s student population noting that they are from 

White backgrounds and 39% of the student population noting that they are from Hispanic 

or Latino backgrounds, the school has a slightly lower population of White students and a 

slightly higher population of Hispanic or Latino students than is represented within both 

the city (78.3% White and 23.4% Hispanic/Latino) and state (84% White and 30% 

Hispanic/Latino) census information.  Though not indicated, students from Mexican-

American backgrounds make up a majority of the Hispanic or Latino category as 

classified in Table 3.5    

 Also differing from the census information for the city (see Appendix B) which 

indicates that the median household income for residents in this area is approximately 

$57,000 per year, Horizon View is a Title-I funded school.  This indicates that a majority 

(over 50%) of the school population is from low economic and/or working-class families 

wherein they qualify to receive free or reduced-cost lunches based on their family 

income.   

 The research for this study was conducted in a first grade classroom within the 

Horizon View K-8 School site.  This site was chosen as a purposive sample due to the 
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diversity of its student population in regard to ethnicity and socioeconomic status (SES), 

how this diversity is generally representative of the community population that the school 

is situated in, and because children’s diversity in these regards can provide a broad view 

of the sociocultural resources that they draw from to inform their learning and 

understanding as they construct meaning(s) in such a diverse, neighborhood school 

context.  

The Classroom Environment  

 The classroom’s physical space and arrangement. Mrs. Swanson’s first grade 

classroom is located down a long hallway in the East wing of the school.  The library is 

in the center of the school, between the two wings, separating the elementary student 

wing and the middle-school student wing.  Down the East, elementary hallway (the first 

hallway beyond the school entrance) is the Nurse’s office, the hallway that leads to the 

administrative offices, and the teacher’s lounge.  At the far end of this hallway are two 

double doors that lead to the side of the playground.  Mrs. Swanson’s classroom is 

situated between another first grade classroom and the restrooms in the middle of this 

hallway, just past the exit to the teacher’s lounge.  To the right of the restrooms, around 

the corner, is another hallway which leads to a second set of double doors that lead to the 

main section of the playground.  The school’s Kindergarten classrooms are located on the 

opposite side of the hallway from the first grade classrooms.  Toward the end of the 

hallway is a Special Education classroom and some empty classrooms that are currently 

being used for either testing or storage.  Bulletin boards line the walls near all of the 

classrooms and display colorful student work and art. 
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 The physical arrangement and the appearance of Mrs. Swanson’s classroom 

supports the focused, yet comfortable learning atmosphere which I perceived throughout 

my visits.  There are several areas in the classroom with carpets so that the children can 

comfortably read and work together.  The classroom is also rich with books and print 

material.  Student art and work adorns the walls and the classroom is generally warm and 

inviting.  Figure 3.1 includes a map (ALTEC at the University of Kansas, 2008) of Mrs. 

Swanson’s classroom.  I follow the map by describing the areas of the classroom in 

general and the areas where students generally engaged in Reading Centers. 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Map of Mrs. Swanson’s first grade classroom (ALTEC at the University of  
        Kansas, 2008). 
 

 In the center of the classroom, student desks are clustered into six groups of six 

desks.  This, according to Mrs. Swanson, is to facilitate peer support, cooperative 

discussions, and small group work.  Incorporating comfort and a relaxed feel into the 

classroom environment, Mrs. Swanson has placed rugs in areas where she and the 



81 
 

children frequently meet, read, and talk together.  These open areas for reading and 

meeting are located along the outer edges of the classroom.  The two kidney-shaped 

tables, also located along the periphery of the classroom, are utilized for reading groups 

and small group instruction with Mrs. Swanson or with the paraprofessional who 

frequents the classroom.   

 Student work is often completed at the children’s desks, but is also conducted at 

the writing table (student table) located near the back of the room and on carpeted areas 

or various open spaces on the floor.  Whole group instruction often takes place on the rug 

near the front of the classroom, next to the interactive whiteboard.  Mrs. Swanson has 

placed a chair (for herself) and an easel in this location to facilitate instruction.  Although 

not noted in the diagram, there is a projector attached to the ceiling in front of the 

interactive whiteboard that is also used to aid instruction. 

 During Reading Centers, discussed in depth in a subsequent section of this 

chapter, children utilize the writing table, the floor area in front of the whiteboard and 

near the door, the carpeted library area at the back of the room, their desks, and other 

areas of open floor space.  Children use the carpeted meeting area at the front of the 

classroom near the whiteboard to participate in the Read and Respond Center, which was 

implemented for this study. 

 Daily schedule. The classroom schedule runs from 8:30a.m. to 3:10 p.m. (see 

Table 3.6).  The daily schedule is hung in a small pocket chart on the wall in the front of 

the classroom, near the door.  The Guided Reading Groups/Skill Practice and Reading 

Centers block of the schedule, the focus of this study, was generally held in the mornings 

and sometimes went into the afternoons depending on the material that needed to be 
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covered and based on the needs of the students.  While this daily schedule was utilized to 

maintain general class routines, Mrs. Swanson noted that assemblies, school activities, 

classroom curriculum goals, and testing often caused the schedule to be shifted and 

adjusted as needed.  Accordingly, this schedule was not always strictly adhered to.   

 

Table 3.6 

Daily classroom schedule 

8:30-8:55                                                                                Calendar and Reading 

8:55-9:30 Reteach and Enrich 

9:30-10:20 Guided Reading Groups/Skill Practice and Reading Centers 

10:25-11:05 Recess and Lunch 

11:10-11:30 Read-Aloud or Read to Self 

11:30-12:05 Computer Lab 

12:05-12:45 Writing or Science or Social Studies 

12:45-1:05 Recess 

1:10-2:00 Drinks/Specials  

2:00-3:10 Math/Clean-Up 
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 As noted in Table 3.6, the first section of the day (before the lunch break) is 

dedicated to Language Arts with a focus on reading.  A typical day begins with Calendar 

and Reading, which generally includes calendar practice, general counting and math 

skills practice, and an overview of the day.  During this time, there is also a focus on 

reading and decoding skills, as Mrs. Swanson guides the children through mini-lessons 

and practice, including correcting sentences on the whiteboard, searching for sight words 

within paragraphs, decoding difficult words, choral reading practice with a sight word 

focus, listening to stories on tape and reading along, and/or read-alouds.  Reading 

instruction continues with Reteach and Enrich wherein the children rotate to other 

classrooms based on ability and need (according to test scores) in relation to the current 

reading skills being taught.  Reteach and Enrich is further elaborated within the Reading 

Curriculum section of this chapter.   

 Following these activities, from 9:30-10:20 a.m., the children return to Mrs. 

Swanson’s classroom to either join Mrs. Swanson for a guided reading group or to join 

Mrs. Paul, a paraprofessional who is scheduled to assist Mrs. Swanson from 9:30-10:00 

a.m. by working with individuals and small groups on sight word recognition and reading 

skills.  Mrs. Paul is often unavailable during these scheduled times, because she also 

assists with testing and other ancillary duties across all of the grade levels.  During this 

portion of the day, the children also rotate through the Reading Centers.  It is within this 

time period that the majority of my observations took place. 

 After a short recess and lunch break, students return to the classroom.  During this 

time, Mrs. Swanson often turns off most of the lights in the room and allows the children 

to rest at their desks as she reads to them from a chapter book.  Sometimes she also lets 
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students read quietly at their desks.  After this time, the class goes to the computer lab to 

work on either math or reading skills through the use of purchased educational software 

and then returns to the classroom to work on either writing, social studies, or science, as 

needed. 

 Following this portion of the day, the students are given a 20-minute outdoor 

recess which also serves as a bathroom break and allows the children to drink water from 

the water fountain located inside near the restrooms.  After recess, Mrs. Swanson 

generally lines the students up to bring them inside and allows them to get a final drink of 

water (as the Arizona sun is quite hot) before they go to Specials.  Specials include 

Physical Education (P.E.), Library, Music, and sometimes Art, which were on a rotating 

schedule wherein some specials are held more than once per week.   

 After returning from Specials students return to class to end the day with Math.  

Math often includes whole group lessons, practice (whole group, small group, and/or 

individual), and sometimes Math Center work.  This portion of the day also includes 

clean-up wherein Mrs. Swanson passes out any papers that need to be sent home, children 

gather their folders, papers, homework, get their backpacks and lunchboxes, and line-up 

to walk to either the buses or to parent pickup to wait for their rides home. 

The Reading Curriculum 

 The mandated first grade reading curriculum.  The first grade curriculum at 

Horizon View K-8 School has a strong reading focus.  Reading is taught according to the 

Common Core State Standards.  At Horizon View K-8 School, these standards are 

aligned to a calendar that is accessed by teachers and staff through a computer program 

called Beyond Textbooks.  This program outlines the specific standards to be focused on, 
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details in what order they should be taught, and how long the focus lasts.  Also included 

are uploaded lesson ideas provided by other teachers who use this program.  Formative 

assessments are utilized before each standard is taught, to determine what students 

already know and what they need to learn.  These are also utilized after a standard is 

completed, highlighting what the children have learned and what they may need to be 

retaught.  

 Reteach and Enrich. Reteach and Enrich is a program that corresponds to 

Beyond Textbooks and relies upon the formative assessments that are given to students 

after standards are taught.  When children pass the formative assessments with an 80% or 

above, they are sent to classrooms that focus on enrichment activities related to the 

standard.  If they score lower than 80%, they go to a classroom where the focus is on 

intensive practice and reteaching of the skills related to the standard.  Grade level 

teachers work on rotating schedules of teaching Reteach or Enrich according to team 

preference and each standard.  Teachers utilize uploaded lessons or lessons of their own 

creation to teach in both Reteach and Enrich.  Reteach and Enrich lasts approximately 30 

minutes and is conducted daily.  The goal of this program is to help all students master all 

concepts and standards. 

 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt and Hampton Brown. In order to teach reading 

according to the Common Core State Standards and the outline/calendar provided by 

Beyond Textbooks, the first grade classrooms at Horizon View K-8 School utilize the 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Reading series along with the Hampton Brown Phonics and 

Friends program.   
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According to the Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Reading website (Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, 2015), this reading series contains Leveled Readers and an all-in-one Practice 

Book for students.  The program aims to motivate early readers with research-based 

AlphaFriends (alphabet cards shaped like animals or items that begin with that letter) that 

reinforce letter-sound mastery through letter-sound practice.  The program also contains 

Teacher Support Books and Teacher Manuals.  The website further notes that the 

program meets the full range of the Common Core State Standards and build upon 

students’ strategic reading at their own level.   

According to the Hampton Brown Phonics and Friends website (Cengage 

Learning, 2015), this series aims to provide explicit instruction in the areas of phonemic 

awareness and phonics and strategic application of these skills during reading.  The goal 

of the program is to help children read with automaticity and accuracy.  The program 

contains Sing-Along Songs, Big Books, CD’s, Rhyme Cards, Big Phonics Storybooks, 

Teacher’s Guides, and Sound and Letter Card Packs, all which focus on phonics and 

phonemic awareness.  Like the Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Reading series, this program 

also notes that it is easy to align with the Common Core State Standards. 

According to Mrs. Swanson, these programs seem to have some classroom value.  

She suggests that while these two programs do not really focus on all aspects of student 

learning, are often too rigid and scripted, do not allow for reading enjoyment and 

pleasure, and focus mainly on deconstructing texts into fragments, sight words, sounds, 

and letters; they do create pathways for focused small group instruction, thematic 

discussions, and provide resources for some readers who struggle with phonemic 

awareness and phonics.  Mrs. Swanson further notes that she does not precisely follow 
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the scripted lessons in these programs and instead picks and chooses items and lessons 

that work with what her students need to learn in relation to the standards she needs to 

teach.  She views these curricula as resources to pull from rather than as programs that 

should be followed exactly according to their suggested use and directions. 

 Mrs. Swanson’s classroom reading curriculum. Along with the curriculum 

mandated by the school and the district, Mrs. Swanson also incorporates her own 

materials and agenda into her daily instruction.  As previously noted, Mrs. Swanson does 

not believe that the Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Reading series and the Hampton Brown 

Phonics and Friends program provide for a full and well-rounded curriculum for her 

students.  While still focused on the Common Core Standards and in alignment with these 

two programs, Mrs. Swanson also adds to the reading curriculum by reading a variety of 

non-prescribed picturebooks and novels to the children in her class.  Most often, she 

chooses books to read that correlate to the focus or theme provided within the mandated 

materials, but that also add to student learning.  According to Mrs. Swanson, this allows 

the children to enjoy books, to learn to become life-long readers, and to be exposed to a 

variety of stories.   

 Mrs. Swanson provides a classroom library, from her own sources/funding, that 

contains books from various genres and levels which the children are free to choose from 

throughout the year.  From this library, Mrs. Swanson allows students to choose several 

books to keep in a “Book Bag” at their desk, to read from when time permits.  Mrs. 

Swanson adds books to these bags, as well, specifically chosen for each child to read, 

based upon needs and goals. 
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 Mrs. Swanson also utilizes the internet and other resources to plan for creative 

learning activities that correlate to the standards being taught and that extend the 

instructional activities provided within the prescribed curriculum.  While there is not 

much time, according to Mrs. Swanson, for in depth arts and crafts type activities in 

regard to the reading curriculum, she does try to implement these activities as much as 

possible. 

 The Reading Centers.  While Reading Centers are technically included in the 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Reading program and Mrs. Swanson utilizes many of the 

ideas suggested by this series, she also uses different Reading Centers and includes 

activities that are not outlined in this program.  These hybrid Reading Centers (part 

program/part Mrs. Swanson’s concepts) include: 
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Table 3.7  

Reading Centers 

 

Name of the Reading Center What is Done in this Center 

Read to Self Children stay on the rug in the back of the 
room near the library/bookshelves.  The 
intent is for the children to spread out and 
read independently and quietly.    

Read Together Children sit with a partner (wherever they 
like, but not near the other centers) and 
read from the Anthology (Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt series).  They read 
chorally or take turns reading pages. 

Work on Writing Children sit at the long table at the back of 
the room and work on writing sentences 
and practicing spelling words for the 
week, and on their own stories, poems, 
letters, etc. as determined by the teacher. 

Listen to Reading (Tablets) Children can sit with a friend or 
independently and locate their names on 
the tablets in order to access books that 
are assigned according to their reading 
levels (as determined by the teacher). The 
books are read to them and then they read 
along. A quiz generally follows each 
book.  They must read each book 3 times 
and pass the quiz in order to get access to 
more books/levels. 

Word Work Children sit at the long table at the back of 
the room or on the floor at the front of the 
room and work on writing spelling words 
3 times each, writing spelling words and 
sight words in different colors, etc. 

Read to the Teacher The teacher calls small groups of children 
to the kidney-table to work on reading 
skills/leveled readings.  Choral 
reading/guided reading is used and 
children are asked comprehension 
questions.  Focus is also placed on 
practicing sounding out words, 
recognizing sight/spelling words, using 
illustrations for clues, etc. (reading skills 
and strategies). 
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The Read and Respond Center  

 This study utilized a modified version of Patricia Edmiston (Enciso)’s (1990) 

Symbolic Representation Interview (SRI), in order invite responses from students within 

the Read and Respond Center, which was implemented in the classroom for this study.  

This research method, as employed by Edmiston (Enciso), asks the readers to create and 

manipulate paper cutouts that represent story characters as well as themselves (as the 

reader) while they are reading.  This method was implemented by Enciso with individual 

readers and was utilized as a form of ‘interview’ in order to measure reading engagement.   

 Enciso suggests (1996) that in order to bridge the gap between students' literary 

experiences and their ability to convey those experiences, she developed the SRI as a way 

to give children the means to both talk about and depict their engagement with the story.  

When Enciso asked readers to create these paper cutouts representing themselves and the 

story characters, her goal was to observe and analyze students’ engagement during the 

reading process by examining the ways that they used these cutouts as symbols to 

demonstrate and represent their thoughts, actions, interpretations, and their involvement 

with the texts as they read.  Enciso (1996) further suggests that: 

The SRI combines a standard methodology—introspection or a thinkaloud 

protocol (Benton, 1983; Flower & Hayes, 1981; Langer, 1989; Sternglass, 

1989)—and the creation and movement of paper cutouts that represent characters, 

the setting, the reader, the author, and the narrator. (p. 180) 

When children utilize this method of response, they do not have to rely solely on their 

“linguistic abilities to express the complex, simultaneous emotions, thoughts, actions, and 

questions that might be part of [their] reading experiences and transactions” (Enciso, 
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1996, p. 180).  The SRI allows children to more fully express themselves while reading 

and makes their reading engagement more observable to the teacher and the researcher. 

 Drawing from aspects of this model, in the modified version of this SRI that I 

present in this study, small groups of students were provided a story book along with 

corresponding Reader, Author, Illustrator Cutouts (see Figure 3.2) in order to invite 

playful reader responses, transactions, and connections within the Read and Respond 

Center.  Character Cutouts were also utilized to invite play and discussion (see Figure 

3.3).  These Cutouts were chosen as representative of the book creators (authors and 

illustrators), the characters (character images from the books), and of the students 

themselves (readers). 

 The images for the Cutouts were chosen so that they would be easily identifiable 

to the children.  An image of a pencil was used to represent the author so that the children 

would understand that the author writes the words in the stories.  An image of a 

paintbrush was utilized to represent the illustrator so that the students would understand 

that the illustrator creates (paints, draws, etc.) the illustrations in the books.  An image of 

a mirror was used to represent the students as readers, in that when they use this Cutout, 

they can see themselves in the mirror, within the stories, and within the reading 

transactions.  Images of story characters were represented as images of the characters as 

they were represented in the books or in online images of the books. 

 These specific Cutouts were also chosen for use in this study so that they could 

provide for a maximum variety in role choices for the children to utilize as they 

responded to the stories through play.  It was my belief that this variety would prompt the 

children to play different roles and take on different identities, take on various 
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perspectives, and view the stories from different lenses as they read and responded 

together in playfully inspired and engaged ways.  Though they are similar to puppets, 

these Cutouts were utilized less as “props” and more as “invitations” for the children to 

engage in playful responses to stories.  This simultaneously allowed me, as the 

researcher, to observe their thoughts, feelings, and actions as they used the Cutouts 

during their play to demonstrate their emotions, actions, and questions and to convey 

their literary experiences and responses to the stories.  While Enciso’s research and her 

use of the SRI focused primarily on introspection and gaining insights into what children 

were thinking as they read, my research focused on utilizing the modified SRI and the 

Cutouts to encourage children’s use of play as a means of response.   

 

Figure 3.2. Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts used in the Read and Respond    
                   Center.  
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Figure 3.3. An example of character cutouts from the book Abuela by Arthur Dorros                
                  (1997). 
 
 
 

 This Reading Center was implemented, purposefully, with vague instructions, so 

that children did not feel there were “correct” or “incorrect” ways to interact within this 

new Reading Center.  I let the children know that I was going to create a new center, 

called the Read and Respond Center, in which they were able to read books with their 

friends and use the various Cutouts to respond however they wanted to.  I did note that, 

unlike the other centers, they were allowed to play in this center, so long as they focused 

on the book, were quiet, stayed on the carpeted area where the center was located, and so 

long as their play was related to the book somehow. 

A discussion took place in which we evaluated the term “response” and 

collectively determined that it means that children are able to discuss and play with and 

about the book in various ways.  The cutouts were shown and discussed briefly, as well.  

It was also noted that the children did not have to use the Cutouts if they did not want to, 
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that this Center might be shorter or longer than other Centers, that they may have 

different partners or groups in the Center at different times, and that everyone might not 

do the Center each day. 

I also showed the children the camera that I would be using to record the sessions, 

where it would be placed, how it worked, and let them know that they should not touch or 

move the camera without permission.  I told them that I would be sitting near the Center 

so that I could observe their readings and their responses, but that I might also be walking 

around the classroom to observe other Reading Centers in order to learn more about their 

reading and responses. 

After evaluating the children’s reading levels (provided by Mrs. Swanson) I 

created groups of approximately 3 students that included a reader from each level 

(Above-, On-, and Below-Grade Level) and began observations and filming.   

Books utilized in the Read and Respond Center. Mrs. Swanson and I agreed 

that the children should have heard the book read to them before they encountered it 

within the Read and Respond Center.  This familiarity, we concluded, could aid readers 

who might struggle with the text and could also aid in deeper comprehension as they 

reread the text together after already having heard it real aloud to them by the teacher.  

Most books were read aloud to the children by Mrs. Swanson before being placed in the 

Center for use, though a few were not. 

 All students need to find their lives and cultural experiences reflected within the 

books they read in their classrooms (Short, Lynch-Brown, Tomlinson, 2014).  So that the 

children participating in this Reading Center might find personal and cultural connections 

with the books they were reading together and so that these books might allow for rich 
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language and play responses, diverse, authentic, multicultural books and books that 

reflected multiple identities were utilized within this study (see Table 3.8).  These books 

were used for several group rotations throughout study, so that each child/group had a 

chance to read and respond to each book presented in the Center.  Other books read aloud 

by Mrs. Swanson and/or used by children in other Reading Centers are referenced 

throughout this study, but were not chosen specifically for use in the Read and Respond 

Center. 

Table 3.8 

Books Utilized Within the Read and Respond Center 

Books Utilized Within the Read and Respond Center 

Dorros, A., & Klevin, E. (1997). Abuela. New York, NY: Puffin Books. 

Geisert, A. (2013). Thunderstorm. New York, NY: Enchanted Lion Books. 

Jenkins, S. (2011). Actual size. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Munsch, R. N., Martchenko, M., & Dann, S. (1980). The paper bag princess. Toronto:  
Annick Press. 

Reynolds, A., & Brown, P. (2012). Creepy Carrots. New York, NY: Simon and  
            Schuster. 

Shannon, D. (1999). David goes to school. New York, NY: Scholastic Inc. 

Sheth, K., & Ebbeler, J. (2013). Tiger in my soup. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishers. 

Soto, G., & Martinez, E. (1992). Too many tamales. New York, NY: Putnam. 

Wiesner, D. (1991). Tuesday. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

 

 Prompted by findings of the pilot study that preceded this research, the books 

used within the Read and Respond Center were chosen collaboratively with Mrs. 

Swanson based upon issues of diversity and identity and were also chosen based upon:  
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correspondence to the class curriculum (so that they related in some capacity to what was 

being taught and discussed in class), ease of reading (so that many/most of the children in 

the class would be able to successfully read the stories), and student interest/enjoyment 

(so that most children would enjoy transacting with the books chosen).  Books chosen for 

all of these factors allowed for the most playful, relevant, and meaningful transactions 

within the Reading Center framework and allow for varied, in-depth student responses. 

Data Collection 

 As Erickson (1986) notes, data collection is an ongoing process wherein data 

must unfold and reveal itself.  In order to better understand the research setting, in this 

case the classroom, the students, and their behaviors in regard to their responses to text, it 

was important that I observe in the classroom over an extended period of time.  As 

described in the section on Study Design (see Table 3.1), data was collected over an 

approximately eight-month period so as to get a full description of and a deep 

understanding of the children I was observing within the classroom context.  Data 

collection methods for this research included primary and secondary data sources. 

Primary Sources 

 The primary sources utilized in this study allowed me to gather information about 

the ways children respond to books and to each other through responsive play in the 

classroom context.  They also provided a way for me to understand how the children and 

the teacher in this classroom think about reading, the Reading Centers, responding, and 

play in the school environment.  These sources included classroom observations and 

descriptive field notes, videotaped and transcribed transactions, audiotaped and 

transcribed conversations and interviews, and artifact collection.   
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 Classroom observations and descriptive field notes. I began my data collection 

with broad observations of general school and classroom activities from mid-October of 

2014 through mid-January of 2015 so as to obtain a wide view of children’s daily 

classroom practices as they unfolded.  I took general field notes during this time, which 

included the date, time, names of the participants observed, classroom location of the 

observations, observed behaviors and dialogue, as well as methodological notes.  More 

intensive and focused observations began in mid-January of 2015 and continued until 

the end of May of 2015 when the school year ended and the observations concluded.  In 

order to collect data and note patterns in the children’s responses to texts, I conducted 

classroom observations two to three times per week (depending on the classroom 

schedule), for approximately one to two hours per session.   

 Videotaped and transcribed transactions. The Read and Respond Center was 

utilized during the regular classroom Reading Center rotation times, but stood alone (all 

children did not go to this Center each day), so that children’s/group’s responses were 

not restricted by the time allotted and the rotation schedule for the general Reading 

Centers.  Reading Center sessions were videotaped and extensive field notes were taken, 

which included the date, time, the participants’ names, the book used in the Center, 

descriptions of the transactions, conversations, and the dialogue of the children.  Also 

included in these field notes were methodological and theoretical notes for future use in 

grouping students and book choice, as well as notes about methodology, theory, 

personal insights, and repeated response behaviors across groups.  Three children were 

able to participate during the study but chose not to be videotaped, so their sessions were 

only observed and not recorded. 
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 I transcribed 64 video recordings of children responding to books through play in 

this Center, which equates to approximately 22 hours of video.  Nine observations of the 

three students who were not able to be videotaped were also transcribed, equaling 

approximately three hours of data.  Video files and observations were all transcribed by 

me, as I felt I was best able to accurately capture the nuances of each session and to 

capture the language and behaviors utilized and demonstrated within each event.  Videos 

and transcriptions were organized by date, numbered, and saved as computer files.  Two 

backups were also made to prevent the loss of data due to technological issues.  While 

most of the transcriptions were full and complete, some sessions were selectively 

transcribed as certain sections seemed more relevant and connected to this study than 

others. 

Ochs (1979) suggests, “One of the important features of a transcript is that it 

should not have too much information.  A transcript that is too detailed is difficult to 

follow and assess.  A more useful transcript is a more selective one” (p. 44).  Similarly, in 

Ways with Words, Shirley Brice Heath (1983) describes a selective transcription process 

in which conversations are framed in a top-down, sequential fashion, with nonverbal acts 

placed in parentheses.  A combined and modified version of these formats was utilized 

within this study and represents the back and forth motion of the conversations included 

within the Read and Respond Center transactions.  The language and speech of the 

children was transcribed as pronounced and include invented spellings that represent 

these pronunciations. 

 Audiotaped and transcribed conversations and interviews. Beginning in 

February 2015 and continuing through the end of May 2015, student and teacher 
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interviews were completed in order to gain important insights into the experiences and 

funds of knowledge that each child brings to the classroom and to the Reading Center in 

order to make meaning.  Several student interviews were conducted throughout the 

observations in order to clarify children’s thinking and understandings as they responded 

to books in the Read and Respond Center.  Teacher interviews were also conducted in 

this manner. 

 Students were interviewed in small groups of approximately two to four students.  

Nine of these small group student interviews were completed over the course of this 

study.  The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by me.  The recordings 

yielded approximately 135 minutes of audio and were transcribed in full.  Student 

interview audio files were categorized by group participants and date and then stored on 

my computer.  The teacher, Mrs. Swanson, was also interviewed.  This interview session 

lasted approximately 30 minutes and was also audio taped, fully transcribed by me, and 

stored in the same capacity.  Several informal conversations and unstructured interviews 

were also completed with individual students, small groups, and the teacher throughout 

the study, and were transcribed and stored similarly. 

 Artifact collection. Photographs of the classroom environment and children 

working in the Reading Centers and other areas of the classroom were taken periodically 

throughout this study.  Also included were children’s drawings of the Read and Respond 

Center, highlighted in Chapter 5. 

Secondary Sources 

 The secondary sources utilized in this study allowed me to gather more 

information about the ways children respond to books within and beyond the Reading 
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Centers and throughout the classroom/school environment.  These sources allowed me to 

gain a more holistic view of each child, understand the teacher’s perspective on 

responsive play, learn about the families and their stories and experiences, and 

understand more about home funds of knowledge that might be drawn from in the 

classroom.  These sources included teacher observations of responsive play, family/home 

visits and interviews of parents/families, and the use of take-home Family Story 

Backpacks.   

 Teacher observations of responsive play. Throughout this study, Mrs. Swanson 

was shown field notes and asked questions about children’s responses to books in the 

Read and Respond Center.  Her insights into their responses in relation to classroom 

activities and experiences provided an alternate viewpoint from which to view the data 

and corroborate analyses.  Mrs. Swanson also, on occasion and of her own volition, 

provided detailed information about responsive play that she noted in the classroom 

when I was not present, providing valuable data and information for this study.  This 

information was written down in my field notebook along with the date and my 

personal, methodological, and theoretical notes on the information provided. 

 Family home visits and interviews. Beginning in February 2015 and continuing 

through the end of May 2015, family interviews in the home context were conducted. 

These visits and interviews allowed me to find out if/how children and their families 

view, understand, and value literacy and play, and note if/how these views and home 

experiences impact the child’s responses to books in the classroom.  Throughout this 

study, I completed six audio taped home visits in order to learn more about the students 

and their families.   
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 As a guide, a family funds of knowledge survey/questionnaire (Gonzalez et al., 

2005) (see Appendix C) was utilized to inquire about various information (family 

structure, labor history, daily and weekly activities, distribution of household tasks, 

language, and parenting) and to prompt meaningful conversations with the families.  The 

visits were formatted informally and consisted of families showing me around their 

homes and having conversations with me, prompted by the study and the survey 

questions.  The questions were not strictly adhered to and were used only as a way to 

guide the conversations.  Each of these visits lasted approximately 30 minutes for a total 

of approximately 180 minutes of audio recorded data.  These audio recordings were 

transferred and saved as computer files, fully transcribed by me, and backed up twice.   

 Family Story Backpacks. In order to find out more about the children 

participating in this study and about their families, and in order to find out about their 

reading and response practices at home, I implemented a Family Story Backpack rotation.  

Because all children come to school with stories that reflect the cultures of their families 

and communities, it was important for me to understand about children’s strengths with 

stories in this capacity.  In order to learn about children’s families and their relationships 

to stories and response, I utilized the Family Story Backpacks designed by the CREATE 

program at the University of Arizona (Acevedo, M.V., Kleker, D., Pangle, L., & Short, 

K.G., in press).   

 These backpacks include various books, toys, items/artifacts, and journals to 

invite families to record summaries of their engagements with the backpacks, including 

their responses and their own stories.  The Family Story Backpacks contain: 
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• Transportable curriculum to facilitate the sharing of stories around themes 
significant to families. Checked out on a rotating basis by children for one 
week to share with their families at home. 
 

• Each backpack contains 3 books (1 nonfiction and 2 fiction books), 1 
related artifact, and a family journal. Could also include a digital recorder 
to record the family’s stories.  

 

• Themes for backpacks focus on broad topics that families often tell stories 
about: relationships with grandparents, bedtime routines, birthday 
traditions, play, living in the desert, monsoons, etc.  
 

The backpacks were sent home with children on a rotating, weekly basis.  They 

were chosen for their relevance to the study in that they invited various responses to 

books, called upon various funds of knowledge, and highlighted stories and play.  The 

backpacks used in this study included:  

Together as a Family 

Artifacts: Family Finger Puppets 

Books:  
•Zamorano, A. (1997). Let’s eat! - Spain 
•Gonzáles Bertrand, D. (2007). We are Cousins/Somos Primos - Bilingual,       
Latinos in US 
•Kerley, B. (2010). You and me together - Global 

 

The Story of My Name 

Artifact: ABC wooden blocks 

Books:  
•Dunklee, A. (2011). My name is Elizabeth! - Canada 
•Colato-Laínez, R. (2009). René has two last names/René tiene dos 

Apellidos - Bilingual, El Salvador 
•Ogburn, J. (2012). Little treasures: Endearments from around the world -
Global 
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Let’s Play 

Artifacts: Plastic ball, La Lotería, Go Fish! or Old Maid cards 

Books:  
•Stewart Konrad, M. (2010). I Like to Play - Global 
•Colato Laínez, R. (2006). Playing Lotería/El juego de la Lotería - 
Bilingual, Mexican 
•Tafolla, C. (2014). What can you do with a paleta? / ¿Qué puedes hacer 

con una paleta? - Mexican American 
•McLerran, A. (2004). Roxaboxen - American Southwest 

  

While the incorporation of the family home visits and interviews and the use of 

the family story backpacks added to the broader knowledge about the children and their 

family and home contexts, they did not provide specific knowledge relating to children’s 

play as reader response in the classroom setting.  These sources did contribute valuable 

information, though, about the general ways that children used literacy in their family 

lives and the ways in which play was valued in the home contexts, informing my holistic 

view of the children and the play and literacy knowledge and experiences that they 

brought with them to the classroom and to the reading transactions.   

As advocated by current qualitative researchers, I used triangulation, the use of 

multiple complimentary data sources (Hubbard & Power, 2003), in order to give me clear 

and usable information.  Through the use of these complimentary and varied primary and 

secondary data sources, patterns of response(s) and play behavior(s) and 

interactions/transactions were highlighted, thus contributing to the overall data as they 

directly relate to the overarching research question and sub-questions that undergird this 

study.  
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Data Analysis 

 The primary objective of this analysis was to examine the affordances of play for 

responding to texts in a first grade classroom, focusing on the sociocultural resources 

children draw from to inform their responses and on how play is utilized to make 

meaning with texts in a first grade classroom setting.  I analyzed my data through a 

sociocultural lens, highlighting students as not only essential parts of the cultural 

classroom landscape, but also as active contributors through talk, interaction and 

transaction, participation, and collaboration (Bakhtin, 1986; Bruner, 1990; Miller & 

Goodnow, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978).  Data was analyzed in an ongoing fashion, informed 

by thematic analysis (Glesne, 2011), the constant comparative method, and grounded 

theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  This allowed for the continuous comparison of gathered 

information and the construction of themes both within and across the data sets and 

further allowed me to inductively construct a theory of responsive play as I gathered and 

analyzed my data concurrently.  

Thematic Analysis and the Constant Comparative Method 

 My interpretation of the data was informed by thematic analysis and the constant 

comparative method.  Thematic analysis consists of searching through the data for 

patterns and themes, data coding, and the exploration of relationships within and among 

the categories and thematic ideas represented by the codes as they relate to other data or 

factors (Glesne, 2011).  Correspondingly, the constant comparative method, according to 

Glaser and Strauss (1967), utilizes four steps in data analysis (Hubbard & Power, 2003): 

1. Analyze data in terms of categories and concepts.  Look at the categories to 

determine what concepts are represented in these categories and how they 
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relate back to the research questions.  Note what ideas have emerged based on 

observations and other data and think about how to define the categories.  

Continue to gather data and code in this way. 

2. Integrate the conceptual categories and the properties of each.  Relate these to 

the larger categories and to a larger scheme or framework. 

3. After collecting data, define a theory or make claims about what has been 

learned.  Compare this to the data. Refine. 

4. Write up a theory by describing and summarizing it. 

 Informed by these combined methods and techniques, I began to analyze my data 

during as well as after collection, in a constant and continuous fashion, so as to compare 

data pieces, note patterns, and to begin to construct initial codes and themes.  Utilizing 

aspects of both of these data analysis approaches, I began by reading and re-reading the 

data pieces and sets and searching for patterns.  Children’s playful responses and their 

naturally occurring language, produced within the Center and within their responses to 

the books and to each other, and information gathered from both primary and secondary 

data sets as outlined in the Data Collection section of this study, were noted and analyzed 

in this way.   

 As data coding is an important aspect of both thematic analysis and the constant 

comparison method, and involves “deriving categories from data over time, and then 

using these categories to build theory” (Shagoury & Power, 2012, p.143), emerging 

themes were noted and cataloged within and across each data set, so as to clearly 

distinguish and understand arising patterns in relation to the guiding research questions 

that frame this study.  Words and phrases that represented these noted patterns and 
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regularities were written down so as to make note of any recurring ideas both within and 

across the data sets (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006) and were later color coded.  Discrepant data 

was also documented and investigated in relation to the research questions and other data.  

Member checks were frequently conducted in order to check findings with the students, 

the classroom teacher, and parents in cases where questions emerged as to possible 

connections that were unclear. 

 After these initial read-throughs, data analyses, and creating the initial codes, I 

developed a full list of open codes from the analyses of both the primary and secondary 

data.  After sifting through these open codes, I reorganized my data into more focused 

codes around the first research sub-question: What are the sociocultural resources that 

children use to respond to text?  Similarly, I focused on the second research sub-question: 

In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning with text in 

the classroom?  Using these questions and open code categories as initial frameworks, I 

searched through the entire data set to identify any further patterns and themes and coded, 

and re-coded my data.  After data collection was complete and after combining and 

collapsing these categories into a manageable set, I searched for major ideas and themes 

as they related to the framing research questions and the noted emerging themes.  As part 

of the data analysis process, and in accordance with thematic analysis and the constant 

comparison method which inform this analysis, I organized the findings under broad yet 

focused, relevant themes which emerged from the data as a whole.  
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Coding Example 

 In order to further clarify my analysis and coding techniques, this section 

highlights an excerpt from the data to demonstrate aspects of the coding process.  This 

excerpt is evaluated and explicated in later chapters.   

 Guided by the framing research questions, I noted patterns in children’s playful 

responses and coded them to correspond to the general categories I had initially created in 

order to analyze and group the data.  I began with the research questions and these broad 

categories, coded by color: 

Question 1: What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to  

                   text? 

 

• (Green): personal stories, experiences, relating the stories to themselves,  
               making personal connections 

 

• (Pink): references to the home, religions, storybook practices/reading at  
             home or with family, language use 

 

• (Yellow): references to other books, TV, movies, songs/music, media,  
                 pop-culture, classroom instruction/content, their own writing,  
                 reading strategies 
 

• (Bright Pink): classroom discourses, storybook language (once upon a  
                         time, etc.), “bad words,” home language use 
 

Question 2:  In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make  

                    meaning with text in the classroom? 

 

• (Orange): story retellings, story predictions, hypotheses, clarifications 
 

• (Blue): pretending, inserting themselves into the stories, becoming  

                                    characters, extending the stories, acting out scenes 

 

• (Purple): gender, sexualization, body image, religion, language  

                discussions 

 

• (Light Purple): relating to images of characters (looks, beauty), “I  

                           like…”, “they are like me…” 
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• (Bright Yellow): illustration responses 

 

• (Light Yellow): the book itself, physical aspects of the book, story  

                                                   sequence 

I went through each transcript and color-coded each vignette, category by category, until 

all of the transcripts were coded for each group/category. 

The following excerpt, highlighted by some of these codes, demonstrates how several 

categories could be found in one excerpt from the data.  These codes were initially very 

flexible and tentative. 

Logan: I’m the reader! (Blue) 
 
Diego: I’m this. (The tornado) (Blue) 
 
Logan: Once upon a time there was a storm. (Turns the page) There was  
             three piggies’ house. (Pointing to the pigs in the illustration)    

             (Pink) (Yellow) 

 
Diego: (To Daniella) Be the pigs…be the pigs! (Blue) 
 
Logan: There was one pig house with straw. (Yellow) 
 
Diego: Hey look, sheep! (Pointing to the illustration and to Daniella)  

           (Bright Yellow) 

 
Daniella: (Laughs) 
 
Logan: So there was three houses, so the first pig house was made out of  
            straw, the second. (Pink) (Yellow) 
 
Diego: Pigs! (He found the pig Cutout and moves it over the page as he  
            becomes the pigs) Oink! (Bright Yellow) (Blue) 
 
Logan: The second one was made out of…out of wood. And this one  
             (pointing to the house in the illustration) is made out of bricks.  

             (Yellow) (Bright Yellow) 

 

Daniella: I’m sheep. (Holding the sheep Cutouts) (Blue) 

 
Logan: It’s raining. (Yellow) 
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Daniella: It’s a rainstorm!  There was lots of rain. (Yellow) (Orange) 
 
Diego: It’s me…it’s me, I’m a tornado! (Referring to the tornado on the     
            page) (Blue) (Yellow) 
 
Logan: It was a big storm. (As the reader) (Orange) 

 
Diego: Woah!!!  That’s water! (Pointing to the illustration of the storm)  

            (Yellow) 
 
Daniella: One, one world, um, this, this world, it had water floods…it was   
                big water, in the ocean. (Green) (Yellow?) 
 
Logan: Yah. 
 
Daniella: Yah, that happened. (Nodding her head) (Green) 
 
Logan: That happened when I was in California. I saw a humongous  
             flood! (Spreading his arms to show the large size of the flood)  

             (Green) 
 
Daniella: It was big, it was big (Nodding her head). It was the ocean…it  
               was the ocean and the whole world was flooded. (Green)  

               (Yellow?) 
 
Diego: Floods? (Tilts his head to the side and looks at Logan) (Orange) 
 
Logan: It covered my tent...it covered my tent. (Moving hands to gesture a  
            high level of water) (Green) 

 
Diego: It was just all water, huh? Sploooosh! (Waves his hand over the  
            illustration as a wave of water) (Orange) (Blue) 

 
Logan and Daniella: (Nodding) Yah.  

Question marks were used when the category was unclear.  Later evaluation and analyses 

of these classifications often led to a change in coding, as well, and helped me to narrow 

down the categories into more focused sections. 

Further defining, delineating, and outlining the patterns and themes found in the 

above coding exercises, and focusing on robust data excerpts, the categories were 
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modified and outlined.  Data was coded according to these more specified and focused 

categories and these themes were outlined: 

Question 1: What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to                  

                   text? 

 

a. Experiential Knowledge 
b. Funds of Knowledge 
c. Intertextual Knowledge 

 
Question 2: In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make  

                   meaning with text in the classroom? 

 

       a.   Relating to Stories through Play  
                  b.   Reinterpreting Stories through Play  
                  c.   Reconfiguring and Repurposing Stories through Play 

Later, after deeper and more focused evaluation and analyses, the categories were once 

again reevaluated and reorganized to form these resulting categories and /sub-categories: 

Question 1: What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to                  

                   text? 

 

a. Experiential Knowledge 

• Drawing from experiential knowledge to create personal 
connections and responses 
 

b. Funds of Knowledge 

• Utilizing funds of knowledge to make meaningful connections 
c. Intertextual Knowledge 

• Connecting to texts through intertextuality 
o Other books and stories 
o TV and movies 

� Appropriated words and phrases 
� Princesses and superheroes 

o Popular Music 
o Drawing from classroom learning 

� Connecting to experiences with other texts 
� Connecting to learning across content areas 
� Connecting to conceptions of classroom discourse 

and identities 
 

Question 2: In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make  

                   meaning with text in the classroom 
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a. Relating to Stories through Play  
� Utilizing sociocultural resources to make meaning through 

social play 
o Exploring different perspectives through personal 

connections 
� Relating to texts through aesthetic responses 

o Having fun 
b. Reinterpreting Stories through Play  

� Trying on different discourses and identities to reinterpret story 
characters 

� Retelling stories in their own words 
o Extending stories 

� Developing and practicing literacy skills through responsive 
play 

o Making predictions 
o Clarifying understandings 
o Analyzing stories 

� Reflecting critically 

• Gender roles 

• Ideals of beauty 
c. Reconfiguring and Repurposing Stories through Play 

� Living inside and through stories 
� Reconfiguring stories through imaginative reinterpretations and 

recreations 
� Imaginatively repurposing stories 

o Taking on various viewpoints and viewing books as 
artifacts 

o Creating extended play scenarios 
 

 The goal of this data analysis was to determine what resources children utilized to 

respond to texts and how children used play to construct meaning in a first grade 

classroom context.  Using aspects of these data analysis methods and techniques, I was 

able to answer the framing research questions.  The answers to these questions then 

became the basis for the assertions that I provide in subsequent chapters of this study.  

Indexing, categorizing, and coding data in this capacity are key components in building a 

grounded theory (Schatzman & Strauss, 1973).  Using these processes, I was able to 

inductively construct a theory of responsive play. 
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Grounded Theory 

 In constructing a theory of responsive play I used patterns and themes found 

through a combination of both thematic analysis and the constant comparison method of 

data analysis (Charmaz, 2011).  Grounded theory is defined as the discovery of theory 

from data that is systematically obtained through research in this fashion (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967).  Utilizing aspects of this inductive approach allowed me to construct a 

theory of responsive play from the patterns that emerged from my data (Schatzman & 

Strauss, 1973).  This theory is introduced in Chapter 2 and further elaborated in Chapters 

4 and 5. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter presented the methodology that was used for this study.  I discussed 

the study design, the research timeline, the participants, the setting and research context, 

the conceptualization and implementation of the Read and Respond Center, the methods 

utilized to collect data, and the types of data analyses that led to a theory of responsive 

play. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TYPES OF SOCIOCULTURAL RESOURCES USED IN RESPONSIVE PLAY 

 Sociocultural learning theories submit that children’s knowledge is actively 

constructed and that development is contextually-bound and socially situated (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2007). Children’s learning and development is thus directly influenced by social 

interactions as they learn by sharing, interacting, and transacting with those in their 

environment (Vygotsky, 1978).  In the context of this study, children integrate social 

interactions and literacy experiences with their own personal life experiences and 

knowledge, in order to combine, rework, translate, and transform these into playful 

literary responses--responsive play.  Through their playful responses to literature, 

children draw from, combine, and reconfigure these experiences in order to construct new 

realities for themselves that conform to their own needs and desires (Vygotsky, 2004).  

As such, a child’s play of this sort is not merely a reproduction of their experiences or of 

the stories in isolation, but are instead, creative and imaginative reworkings of the 

impressions they have acquired by living through the readings as they are informed by 

their own past experiences (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978).  In this capacity, children are able to 

draw from their varied sociocultural resources in order to construct individual and 

collective meaning through responsive play.   

These questions guide my analysis and interpretation of children’s responsive 

play within the first grade classroom context:   

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?  

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 
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2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?    

In this chapter I address the first sub-question related to the types of knowledge and 

experiences that children draw from as they respond to literature through play.  The 

following three categories were identified within the data:  1) Experiential Knowledge 2) 

Funds of Knowledge and 3) Intertextual Knowledge.  These categories demonstrate 

children’s use of their varied sociocultural resources as they engage in responsive play 

and are discussed in separate sections within this chapter.  The second sub-question, 

which highlights and describes the ways in which children construct meaning through 

their responsive play, is addressed in the following chapter.   

In regard to the analyses presented in the following sections of this chapter, and as 

noted in Chapter 3, selective transcription was utilized to highlight the responsive play 

transactions observed within this study.  Methods outlined by Ochs (1979) and Heath 

(1983) describes a selective process of transcription wherein conversations are framed in 

a top-down, sequential fashion, with nonverbal acts placed in parentheses.  This format 

was utilized within this study.  The language and speech of the children was transcribed 

as pronounced and include invented spellings that represent these pronunciations. 

In order to understand the analysis and interpretation of the resources children in 

utilized as they responded to text in the first grade classroom environment, it is important 

to clearly define the term ‘sociocultural resources’ as used within the context of this 

study.  The next section of this chapter begins with this definition and details how this 

term is used in relation to literacy and play in the classroom context and within the 

responsive play framework.  Subsequent sections of this chapter then define and highlight 
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the three identified types of sociocultural resources that children used within this study.  

These categories are explicated through various examples and interpretations from the 

data and a discussion of each.  This chapter closes with a concluding discussion in regard 

to these findings. 

Defining Sociocultural Resources in the Classroom Context 

Sociocultural Resources 

Children are “competent, they have knowledge, and their life experiences have 

given them that knowledge” (Gonzalez, et al., 2005, p. ix-x).  Based on this premise, the 

concept of ‘sociocultural resources,’ as utilized within this study, is defined by positing 

that children from diverse backgrounds bring unique experiences, literacy and discourse 

practices, languages, learning styles, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and values to the classroom 

environment.  All of these are resources that children can draw from to inform their 

understandings in the classroom context.  In this capacity, the sociocultural resources to 

which children are exposed at home and in their personal lives are utilized and drawn 

from at school so as to make meaningful connections, construct meaning, and facilitate 

learning.  

Recent research suggests that students from diverse backgrounds, similar to the 

children in this study, learn best through classroom instructional practices that take into 

account a variety of students’ sociocultural resources including: student languages, 

cultural practices, background and prior knowledge, funds of knowledge, home and 

personal experiences, etc. (August & Hakuta, 1997; Garcia, 2000; Gonzalez et al., 2005; 

Rueda, Monzó, & Higareda, 2004).  Educators agree with these research findings and 

have long suggested that linking new concepts to students’ prior knowledge and 
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experiences is essential to student learning; and that effective instructional practices 

generally build from and expand upon students’ experiences and knowledge--their 

sociocultural resources--in order to facilitate meaningful engagement and understanding 

in the classroom context (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Rueda et al., 2004).  Research on this 

type of instruction also suggests that when teachers utilize aspects of students’ home 

lives, daily routines and practices, and build upon their sociocultural resources in this 

way, they are more likely to be engaged, to make meaningful and lasting connections, 

and to learn in a classroom setting (Foster, 1993; Gonzalez et al., 2005).  The experiences 

that children bring to school from home are thus essential to their learning.  These 

findings indicate that the experiences, knowledge, values, beliefs, and practices to which 

children are exposed at home and in their personal lives are valuable resources that can 

be utilized to facilitate academic learning by creating a bridge between home, 

community, and the classroom.  This is consistent with a sociocultural perspective on 

learning which focuses on the specific needs of students as they come from and are 

situated within particular cultural, historical, and institutional contexts (Vygotsky, 1978; 

Wertsch, 1998).   

Children’s literacies and play. Children’s literacies and their discourse 

practices, as important aspects of their sociocultural resources, are situated and 

distributed among various overlapping and interconnected junctions of experiences 

within homes, neighborhoods, communities, classrooms, schools, online sites, media-

related complexes, political contexts, consumer markets, and global and transnational 

networks (Gee, 2012; Kendrick, 2003; New London Group, 1996; Street, 1995; 

Wohlwend, 2013b).  Through imaginative pretend, fantasy, and dramatic play, children 
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are afforded opportunities to explore these interconnected junctions and to develop 

knowledge in relation to their multiple and multimodal literacies (Kress, 2003) as they 

intersect with the rules of social life and as they correspond to their sociocultural 

resources and identities (Cohen, 2009).   

Children naturally draw from and demonstrate their experiences, resources, 

practices, and identities through their imaginary play.  When combined in a classroom 

context, as noted within this study, children’s literacy practices and play can produce 

pathways through which children can draw from their sociocultural resources in order to 

inform their academic experiences and their learning.  Play thus “provides a conduit that 

allows children to import their personal literacy resources and lived histories into the 

classroom” (Wohlwend, 2013, p. 85).  By integrating cooperative literacy events (Heath, 

1983) with their own life experiences and knowledge--their sociocultural resources--in 

the classroom environment, and then translating these into playful reactions to literature 

through responsive play, children are able to construct meaning. 

Types of Sociocultural Resources Used in Responsive Play 

Experiential Knowledge 

Experiential knowledge, as defined in this study, is informed by Rosenblatt’s 

(1938) concept of ‘experiential reservoirs,’ in which readers draw upon their own “past 

experiences with life and language as the raw materials out of which to shape the new 

experience symbolized on the page” (p. 25).  This highlights children’s knowledge and 

experiences as meaningful and important for both literary response and meaning making.  

Rosenblatt (1938) further elaborates: 

The reader, drawing on past linguistic and life experience, links 
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the signs on the page with certain words, certain concepts, certain 

sensuous experiences, certain images of things, people, actions,  

scenes.  The special meanings and, more particularly, the submerged 

associations that these words and images have for the individual reader 

will largely determine what the work communicates to him.  The reader 

brings to the work personality traits, memories of past events, present 

needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment, and a  

particular physical condition. These and many other elements in a never- 

to-be-duplicated combination determine his inter-fusion with the peculiar  

contribution of the text. (p. 30) 

Similarly, Sipe (2008) suggests that readers, and children specifically, seem to naturally 

and universally connect story events or characters to their own lives.  This involves 

linking the text to one’s self and detailing the ways in which characters or story plots 

share similar or dissimilar life experiences to those of the reader.  Sipe (2008) further 

posits that when children draw stories to themselves in this capacity, “they may develop 

the ability to make much more important and meaningful connections as they become 

more astute and sensitive readers” (p. 153).  Informed by research on utilizing students’ 

sociocultural resources within the classroom (August & Hakuta, 1997; Foster, 1993; 

Garcia, 2000; Gonzalez et al., 2005; Rueda et al., 2004, Wohlwend, 2013b), guided by 

Rosenblatt’s and Sipe’s views on the ways in which readers make personal connections 

with texts, and framed in the context of responsive play in the classroom environment,  

experiential knowledge, as used within this study, is defined as a type of sociocultural 

resource which includes all of the personal life experiences, feelings and emotions, and 
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knowledge which children bring to the reading and response transaction.  This resource is 

then utilized by children as they draw stories to themselves by constructing personal 

connections with each other and with the literature, so as to make meaning.   

As demonstrated by the data, children responded to literature and to each other 

through their play by connecting their own personal lives, experiences, and knowledge to 

the books they read together in their first grade classroom.  In the following section, I 

describe the ways in which children used their experiential knowledge to draw the 

literature to themselves and to inform their responsive play as they responded through 

personal stories and connections, relayed personal knowledge and information related to 

or prompted by the stories, and related their life experiences to those portrayed in the 

text(s).  This section concludes with a discussion of these findings. 

Drawing from experiential knowledge to create personal connections and 

responses. In the following series of classroom Reading Center excerpts, children, 

informed by their experiential knowledge, integrate their cooperative literacy experiences 

with their own life experiences and knowledge and transform these into imaginative 

reactions and responses to literature through play, in order to construct meaning and 

understanding.   

In the following vignette, Hunter, Carlos, and Tuan sit in a close circle on the 

carpet in the Read and Respond Center, and begin to read Too Many Tamales by Gary 

Soto (1992), a story about Maria who secretly tries on and then loses her mother’s ring as 

she helps to make Christmas tamales.  The children in the story then quickly eat all of the 

tamales in order to find the ring that they believe must have fallen into one of them.  Mrs. 

Swanson read this story aloud to the class on a previous day.  Figure 4.1 depicts the 
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Cutouts used in relation to the Too Many Tamales Book which the children use in the 

following excerpt.  These are used along with the Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts 

noted within Chapter 3. 

 

            Figure 4.1.  Too Many Tamales Cutouts. 

 

In this vignette, Carlos picks up the book and then chooses the Reader Cutout, 

holds it up, and retells the story in his own words.  He uses a low voice as he pretends to 

be the official reader or narrator of the story, moving the Reader Cutout along the text on 

the page as he retells the story and the others look on.  As Carlos’ narrator play continues, 

Hunter and Tuan begin to act out each scene as Carlos describes it, choosing and then 

“becoming” various Cutouts of the characters, the ring, and the tamales as the story 

progresses.   

In this sense, when children “become” a character or Cutout within the responsive 

play framework, they draw upon their sociocultural resources in order to “try on” the 
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different identities, roles, and Discourses (Gee, 2012), the “ways of behaving, interacting, 

valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and writing, that are accepted as 

instantiations of particular identities” (p. 3) of the chosen characters or Cutouts (as they 

interpret them).   Through their play, children demonstrate their understandings and 

interpretations of these identities and Discourses when they respond as these characters.   

Tuan: Don’t eat me! Don’t eat me! (Holding up the tamales Cutout and         
          pretending to be the tamales) 
 
Carlos: This little boy eats the burrito…I mean chipotle (Shaking his         
             head)…tamale! (Pretending the Cutout of the children are eating) 
 
Hunter: Chipotle! (Holds up the tamales Cutout) 

Carlos: It’s not a burrito, it’s a tamale. 

Tuan: He eats a chipotle? (Laughs) 

Carlos: He eats the last tamale and he swallows the ring. (Said in the low  
            narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: Oh yah! Nom, nom, nom! (Pretends the boy Cutout is eating,  
             putting the Cutout near the tamales Cutout that Tuan is now    
             holding) 
 
Carlos: And he eats the last tamale and eats something hard. (Said in the   
             low narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: (Grasps his throat as if he is choking on the ring) It was the ring!    
             Wait (He then flips through the pages of the book). I didn’t  
              swallow it, the mom had it (Pointing to the page that shows the  
              Mom had the ring)! 
 
Carlos: Oh yah! 

Tuan: Ta-da! (Holds up the ring Cutout) 

All: (Laugh) 

At this point, the boys choose new Cutouts and begin to collectively retell 
the story once again.  This time Hunter retells the story and plays the role 
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of the Dad, while Carlos becomes the illustrator and begins to “paint” the 
illustrations on each page. 
 
Hunter: The Dad is cooking a ring. I’m cooking it (Holds up a Cutout and  
             waves it over the page). It should burn.  
 
Carlos: Wait, I gotta paint this (As the illustrator, moves the Illustrator         
             Cutout over the illustrations and begins to draw and paint the  
             images on the page) 
 
Hunter: Yah, but it’s supposed to burn.  Metal and fire don’t get along. 

Carlos: Metal and fire don’t get along? 

Hunter: No, they don’t, they just burn something. It will explode, metal  
             and fire. 
 
Tuan: How could they explode? 

Carlos: I don’t know, but I can find out, because I’m the illustrator! (Holds  
            up the Illustrator Cutout and holds it up to the ring Cutout). Excuse  
            me, sir…will you explode? (Having the Illustrator Cutout “ask” the  
            ring Cutout if it will explode). Pshhhhhhhh! (Makes an explosion  
            noise and drops the Cutouts to the floor). 
 

In this excerpt, the boys utilize and draw from their experiential knowledge to 

inform their interpretations, make personal connections to the story, build 

understanding(s), and integrate their own knowledge and experiences to simultaneously 

inform the play and move it forward and to clarify and make meaning together in relation 

to the text.  As they play and act out the scenes according to Carlos’ retelling and 

narration, the boys discuss the terms burrito, chipotle, and tamale.  Carlos first calls the 

tamales burritos and then chipotles.  He corrects himself and Hunter and Tuan 

incorporate Carlos’ chipotle term into their playful responses.  Carlos corrects Hunter and 

Tuan again, noting that the proper term is tamale.  While children’s home language use is 

elaborated upon and specifically highlighted in the next section, under the Funds of 

Knowledge heading, it is clear that Carlos’ knowledge of language in relation to the term 
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‘tamale’ as presented within the story is drawn upon and thus informs the retelling and 

the responsive play of this group of boys. 

Subsequently, as the boys continue to respond to the story through play, Carlos, 

who has become the narrator in this responsive play scenario, notes that the boy swallows 

the ring.  Accordingly, Hunter grasps his throat, as he becomes the character, to indicate 

that he is choking on the ring.  Hunter then says, “wait…” as he realizes something, flips 

through the pages, and finds that in fact, the boy does not swallow the ring in the story, 

that the Mom actually had it all along.  When Hunter says, “I didn’t swallow it,” he also 

indicates his positioning as the character within the responsive play context as he takes on 

the identity of the boy in the story.  Together, the boys, drawing from their prior 

knowledge of the story (it had been previously read to them by Mrs. Swanson), realize 

that he did not swallow the ring and thus come to a collaborative agreement and 

understanding of the story events as depicted within the illustrations and the text.   

Within their responsive play, the boys use their prior knowledge of the book to 

retell the story in their own words, to relay their understandings and comprehension of 

the story, and also to clarify their misunderstandings of the events according to the text.  

Their learning in this capacity was collaborative and demonstrates the social nature of 

their meaning construction and story comprehension.  Through the mediation of the 

others (Moll, 2001; Vygotsky, 1978) in the Read and Respond Center context, the boys 

were able to clarify and construct story meaning and understanding due to the social 

nature of the reading transactions.  Through their collaborative and social reading of the 

story and through their playful reinterpretations of the story events, based on their prior 

knowledge of the story and the coinciding visual images and text, the boys were able to 
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rework and reinterpret their understandings and demonstrate their comprehension of the 

story details through their responsive play. 

In the next segment of the excerpt, the boys again retell the story events together, 

this time with Hunter leading the retelling as he takes on the narrator role and as the 

others move the Cutouts along the pages to act out the scenes as they become various 

characters.  When they get to a page depicting the family preparing and cooking the 

tamales, Hunter notes that if they cook the ring, it should burn.  He believes that metal 

and fire would cause an explosion, bringing in his prior knowledge (however correct) 

about the interaction of fire and metal.  The boys question this theory, and a brief 

discussion ensues.  This experiential knowledge, drawn upon by Hunter, and the 

subsequent questioning and discussion of this theory drives the responsive play forward.  

Carlos, who has become the illustrator, playfully asks the ring if it will indeed explode.  

He replies, this time as the ring, and drops the ring Cutout to the floor as it “explodes,” 

demonstrating that this theory is believed to be true.    

Together, the boys draw on Hunter’s knowledge (despite its correctness) about the 

interactions between fire and metal to question the validity of the story.  Hunter believes 

that the story is not correct, in that the ring would burn or cause an explosion if it were 

indeed placed in the oven.  This type of questioning and the interpretive strategies 

employed, informed by experiential knowledge, and used in response to text within a 

responsive play framework can help children move from simple story retellings and 

surface comprehension to more critical questioning, reflection, and deeper 

understandings (Rowe, 2007).  While Hunter’s assumptions about metal and fire are not 

necessarily true (though they might be true in relation to a microwave oven) and while 



125 
 

the story suggests that the ring was not actually baked in the oven, his questioning of the 

story, drawn from his experiential knowledge, inform the meaning making of the group 

as a whole, through critical reflection.  

In the following vignettes, three different groups demonstrate their use of 

experiential knowledge as they transact with and respond to the mainly wordless picture 

book, Thunderstorm, by Arthur Geisert (2013).  This story portrays a farm at different 

stages during a destructive storm.  Figure 4.2 depicts the Cutouts that correspond to the 

Thunderstorm book which the children used within the Read and Respond Center.  

Again, these are used along with the Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts. 

 

 

         Figure 4.2. Thunderstorm Cutouts. 

 

In the first vignette, Noah, Cody, and Tuan are reading the book together.  Cody 

becomes the reader and the boys look at the illustrations together, sitting side by side on 

the carpet in the Read and Respond Center.   
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Cody: Oh! (Points at the illustration of lightning hitting a power line)…I  
           know this, it happened to me… and the lights…so if that gets  
           breaked or punched in half (tapping the illustration of the power   
           line), then boom, everything goes pitch dark. What if that happens  
           right now? It does…Ahhhhhh!!!! (Looks around, as if the lights are  
           out, touching the carpet to find his way around)  
 
Tuan: And there’s all kinds of cows, too…look out! (Stands up and walks  
          around the other boys as if he cannot see in the dark) 
 
Cody: Yah, then we can’t find power, then we would be, then we would  
           be so scared! We would just cry…and cry, and cry…and now we  
           don’t know where are the toys…and we trip, and fall! And we  
           would never find our mom and dad, or sister. And now we can’t  
           read. And nothing! (Shakes  
           head slowly, clenches his teeth, and holds his fists up under his   
           chin, as if he is afraid) 

 
Tuan: And now I can’t be able to play inside cars! (Throws his arms in the  
          air) 
 
Cody: Next we do…how do we get it? Can we…let’s fix it! (Moves his  
          fingers into pincher positions and begins to adjust and fix the power  
          line in the illustration) It’s back on! 
 

  Noah: Whew! 
 

In this excerpt, before they begin to use the Cutouts, the boys read through the 

story together.  Cody has interesting insights about the first pages of the story, in which a 

power line is shown being struck by lightning.  He uses his experiential knowledge about 

storms, electricity, and power lines, prompted by the text, to insert himself and the other 

boys into the story and to imagine what would happen if the power went off.  He directly 

references his experiential knowledge when he notes, “I know this, it happened to me,” as 

he makes a personal connection to the text and draws the story to himself as he relates it 

to his past experience.  Tuan and Noah play along and also insert themselves into the 

story as they act out the imagined scenario of a power outage and complete darkness.  

Cody suggests that they can fix the power line and after he fixes it, by using his hands 



127 
 

and imagined tools to adjust the power line within the story illustration, says “it’s back 

on!”  In this capacity, the boys are immersed in the imagined context of this situation, 

prompted by the text, and informed by the experiential knowledge that is shared within 

the group.  Through their social responsive play in this regard, the boys demonstrate their 

understandings and reinterpretations of the story events as they make personal 

connections to the story and are informed by their life experiences. 

Also reading Thunderstorm, Logan, Daniella, and Diego use their experiential 

knowledge to inform their responses and to make connections to the story and each other.  

They each choose the Cutouts that they would like to become and read and retell the 

story. 

Logan: I’m the reader! 
 
Diego: I’m this. (The tornado) 
 
Logan: Once upon a time there was a storm. (Turns the page) There was  
             three piggies’ house. (Pointing to the pigs in the illustration) 
 
Diego: (To Daniella) Be the pigs…be the pigs! 
 
Logan: There was one pig house with straw. 
 
Diego: Hey look, sheep! (Pointing to the illustration and to Daniella) 
 
Daniella: (Laughs) 
 
Logan: So there was three houses, so the first pig house was made out of  
            straw, the second. 
 
Diego: Pigs! (He found the pig Cutout and moves it over the page as he  
            becomes the pigs) Oink! 
Logan: The second one was made out of…out of wood. And this one  
             (pointing to the house in the illustration) is made out of bricks. 
 
Daniella: I’m sheep. (Holding the sheep Cutouts) 
 
Logan: It’s raining. 
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Daniella: It’s a rainstorm!  There was lots of rain. 
 
Diego: It’s me…it’s me, I’m a tornado! (Referring to the tornado on the     
            page) 
 
Logan: It was a big storm. (As the reader) 
 
Diego: Woah!!!  That’s water! (Pointing to the illustration of the storm) 
 
Daniella: One, one world, um, this, this world, it had water floods…it was   
                big water, in the ocean. 
 
Logan: Yah. 
 
Daniella: Yah, that happened. (Nodding her head) 
 
Logan: That happened when I was in California. I saw a humongous  
             flood! (Spreading his arms to show the large size of the flood) 
 
Daniella: It was big, it was big (Nodding her head). It was the ocean…it  
               was the ocean and the whole world was flooded. 
 
Diego: Floods? (Tilts his head to the side and looks at Logan) 
 
Logan: It covered my tent...it covered my tent. (Moving hands to gesture a  
            high level of water) 

 
Diego: It was just all water, huh? Sploooosh! (Waves his hand over the  
            illustration as a wave of water) 
 
Logan and Daniella: (Nodding) Yah. 

In this excerpt, as the reader/narrator, Logan retells the story.  Drawing on his 

experiential knowledge in relation to home and school storybook reading experiences, he 

uses traditional storybook language and begins the retelling with “once upon a time,” 

taking on a narrator and/or storyteller Discourse (Gee, 2012).  Drawing on his home and 

school experiences with books, Logan demonstrates his enculturation into the world of 

the storybook reading event as he appropriates traditional storybook language, 

specifically in relation to fairytales, which often begin with “once upon a time” (Heath, 



129 
 

1983).  He draws on his knowledge of and experiences with storybook structure and with 

read-aloud performances to inform his responsive play, as guided by the text, and 

informed by his role as the reader/narrator of the story.  Interestingly, Logan then 

pretends that the story he is telling, as the imagined reader/narrator, is similar to (or IS) 

the story of The Three Little Pigs.  He draws from this well-known (to him) text to 

imaginatively reinterpret the story and illustrations in Thunderstorm.  He references and 

points to illustrations in Thunderstorm as he describes and retells portions of The Three 

Little Pigs, connecting and intertwining the two stories in playfully responsive ways.  

Diego plays along and is excited to find the pig and tornado Character Cutouts so that he 

can join in on Logan’s playful story reinterpretations and become these story characters.   

When visiting Logan’s home during a family home visit/interview, Logan and his 

father showed me the loft area of their house.  In this loft were several types of books on 

various shelves and in bins, a child-sized sofa, chair, and lamp located on a rug near the 

books, which created a comfortable “reading spot,” dress-up clothing items (hats, shirts, 

purses, ties, jackets, etc.), various toys, a plastic playhouse, and a pretend kitchen with 

utensils and plastic food items, etc.  Logan and his father both noted that Logan was an 

avid reader, loved to use his imagination to play, and was actively encouraged (along 

with his sister) to do both.  In his home, literacy, imagination, and play were all highly 

valued.  This is evidenced in Logan’s responses and in his willingness to engage in 

various imaginative play scenarios within the Read and Respond sessions.  Logan has 

clearly been exposed to a variety of books and fairy tales, as demonstrated by his use of 

“once upon a time” and by his references to other books and stories.  
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 In this case, the home visit provided background knowledge about Logan and 

offered a glimpse into his literate home life.  While the family home visits and interviews 

were secondary a data source, the information gathered about Logan and his family life, 

in relation to literacy and play practices, presented valuable insight into how these home 

experiences and practices influenced his interpretations of and responses to literature in 

the school context and within the Read and Respond Center. 

While I discuss the ways in which children reference and make connections to 

other texts in detail in the Intertextual Knowledge section of this chapter, it is clear that 

the children in this vignette drew from their experiential reservoirs (Rosenblatt, 1938) in 

relation to traditional story book reading and specific tales, in order to make connections 

to the book and draw it to themselves so as to reinterpret the story and construct meaning. 

 In the next section of this excerpt, the children become different characters as they 

transact with the story and the illustrations.  As they play in response to the text, Daniella 

describes her knowledge of a flood that happened in real life.  She is referring to a 

tsunami or hurricane (as she describes the storm as coming from the ocean) that covered, 

in her estimation, the whole world.  Logan relates to Daniella’s shared knowledge as he 

tells his own story about a flood he personally witnessed in California while on a 

camping trip.  The thunderstorm and tornado in the story brought great destruction to the 

farm.  Daniella’s experiential knowledge is utilized to prompt meaningful discussion and 

to inform the group’s meaning making in relation to the destructive forces of nature and 

storms depicted within the text, while they playfully respond to the story events.  

Learning about these types of storms and flooding as Logan and Daniella share their 

knowledge and experiences with him, Diego asks a clarifying question, “floods?”  Logan 
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helps Diego to understand the meaning of “flood” by demonstrating the water’s level 

through gesture and suggesting that it covered his tent.  To sum up his newfound 

knowledge, Diego uses responsive play to demonstrate his understanding by washing 

over the illustration with a mighty “sploooosh!” and an imagined wave.  The children in 

this vignette drew from and shared their own knowledge and experiences, through 

responsive play and discussion, in order to make sense of the text in relation to their own 

world(s).   

In the next excerpt, Paige, Alyssa, and Emma also read Thunderstorm together.  

The girls choose Cutouts to become and read through the story. 

Paige: (Holding the Reader Cutout that has foil on it-resembling a mirror,  
           and holds it up to the wall) Alyssa…Mirror, mirror on the  
           wall…who is the fairest of them all? The tornado is! 
 
Alyssa: (Answering Paige) Paige is…Paige is, yes she is. Paige is the  
             princess… 
 
Paige: And you’re just…and you’re just, and you’re just a little dog. (To   
           Alyssa) 
 
Alyssa: Woof, woof! (Pretending to be a dog) 
 
Alyssa: I’m getting sucked up to the tornado…help, help!!! 
 
Paige: Wait, wait…you’re a little…oh you’re a little flea! 
 
Alyssa: What is a flea?! 
 
Paige: It’s the tiniest thing you could ever see. 
 
Alyssa: How bout I’m lice? I could go in your hair…gonna make you itch  
             it (Laughs and pretends to be lice in Paige’s hair) 
 
Paige: Ahh! 
 

When Paige begins the transaction by playfully asking the Reader Cutout (which 

is a mirror, see Figure 3.1) who is the fairest of them all, she is referring to the Disney 
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Snow White movie.  Alyssa, picking up on this theme in Paige’s play, answers Paige and 

notes that she is the fairest princess.  While, again, the use of intertextuality, this time in 

the form of media and pop-culture references (referring to the Snow White movie), is 

detailed in a separate section under the Intertextual Knowledge heading, it is evident that 

the girls use their knowledge of pop-culture in relation to Disney princess storylines to 

inform their responsive play. 

As they transact with the Thunderstorm text, Alyssa chooses to become many 

characters.  First, at Paige’s suggestion, she becomes the dog from the illustrations in the 

story.  During the reading transaction, Alyssa also uses responsive play to act out a scene 

wherein the tornado is sucking her and the others up into it.  Enjoying Alyssa’s playful 

responses and interpretations of the story, Paige suggests that Alyssa become a flea.  

Alyssa, unsure, asks Paige what a flea is and Paige answers that it is “the tiniest thing you 

could ever see.”  Understanding Paige’s reference to a tiny creature, Alyssa uses her 

knowledge of lice to become a louse in Paige’s hair, moving the responsive play forward.  

This sharing of knowledge, informed by the text and expressed through responsive play, 

allows the girls to collaboratively make connections to the text and to reinterpret the story 

in personally resonating ways while creating new meanings and understandings together.  

 The girls’ playful transactions continue: 

Emma: Tornado, tornado! (Pointing to the book) 
 
Paige: (Places a tornado Cutout on the page and moves it about the page) 
 
Alyssa: Ahhhh, you’re sucking up me! (Swirling her hand around) Ahhh,  
             I’m going in circles! 
 
Paige: Ahhhhh! That’s why my Mom moved to Arizona! 
 
Alyssa: Why? 
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Paige: Because of the tornadoes. To not be sucked in. 
 
Me: Wait, what did you say? That that’s why your Aunt moved? 

 
Paige: I said that’s why my Mom moved to here before she had babies  
           because she used to live where there was tornadoes, hurricanes and  
           everything, so she wanted to move to Arizona. 
 

 When Emma brings Paige and Alyssa’s attention back to the text and shows them 

the tornado, Paige uses the Character Cutout and becomes the tornado while Alyssa again 

acts out a scene in which the tornado is sucking her in.  Their reenactments and 

reinterpretations of the story and the illustrations are thus guided by the girls’ collective 

knowledge of tornadoes and their power to suck items, animals, and people into their 

swirling winds.  Herein, Paige also relates to and connects with the story in a personal 

way and shares with the others that storms such as those depicted in the text are the 

reason that her Mother decided to move to Arizona.  Prompted by the text and the 

responsive play, Paige is reminded that her Mother moved away from an area that had 

frequent tornadoes to Arizona, where these types of storms don’t generally exist, so that 

she (and her babies) would not have to deal with the destruction of such storms.  This 

demonstrates a personal connection she is making to the text and sharing with the group.  

The girls continue their play, flip pages, and choose different Cutouts to become as they 

continue to read the story:   

Paige: Oh, no!!!! (Using the Cutout to fly across the page) 
 
Alyssa: (Flying her pig Cutouts off the page) I’m flying! 
 
Paige: Lookit! We’re flying! 
 
Emma: (Making noises and flying a Cutout through the air) 
 
Paige: Let’s run through the pages! 
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Alyssa: Then we crashed into each other. (Crashing her Cutout into   
              Paige’s) 
 
Paige and Alyssa: (Swirl their Cutouts on the end pages as if they are in  
                              the tornado) 
 
Paige: Wait, no wait…I’m in the eye of the tornado….feels like  
            everything’s still. (Abruptly stops moving the Cutout) 
 
Emma: It does? 
 
Paige: Yah. 
 
Emma and Alyssa: (Freeze in place with their arms in the air as if they are  
                               in the eye of the tornado) 
 

Continuing their responsive play, Paige shares her scientific knowledge about 

tornadoes and specifically about the “eye” of the tornado with the group.  Emma does not 

know this information and clarifies with Paige.  The girls play in response to this new 

information and stand still as they become caught in the tornado’s eye.  The girls shared 

their experiential knowledge, both personal and scientific, with each other as they 

cooperatively read and transacted with each other and with the text through their 

responsive play.  The social nature of the Read and Respond Center allowed for this type 

of sharing and concurrently allowed for learning in relation to this shared knowledge.  

In this final vignette, Julieta and Francisco read the book, Actual Size by Steve 

Jenkins (2011).  This is a non-fiction book in which illustrations of animals, or portions 

of the animals, are drawn to actual size and compared to humans and/or other animals.  

This book did not have Character Cutouts available for the children to use, other than the 

general Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts.  
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In this excerpt, Julieta and Francisco flip through the book together. They begin 

comparing the body parts (eyes, hands, etc.) of the animals from page to page and playing 

in response to the text. 

Francisco: That’s my Dad’s size. (Pointing to the Gorilla hand, turns page) 
 
Julieta: Oh, a tiger! Ahhhhh! Run!!! (She puts her head on the page-into  
             the tiger’s mouth) Got me! (Waving arms in the air) 
 
Francisco: I’ll save you! (Pulls her head up off of the page). Tigers can eat  
                 people, really. 
 
Julieta: Yah. They do. My Mom said that at the zoo. 
 
Francisco: A bear! (Looks close into the eye of the bear on the page)  
                 Ahhhh! (Turns the page, Looks at the crocodile and pets him on  
                 the head) Hi, Buddy. Do you love me? 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) What? 
 
Francisco: He’s my puppy. (Laughs). Look at his teeth! (Pointing to the  
                  illustration) 
 
Julieta: I’m gonna be like an old Gramma. (Looking/speaking to me and  
            pointing to her teeth) 
 
Me: Why…no teeth? 
 
Julieta: Yah, look! (Shows all of her missing front teeth) (Shaky, Grandma  
            voice-to Francisco) I’m a Gramma! 
Francisco: Shark Gramma! Rawwwww! (Puts his hand into the sharks  
                  mouth on the page) 
 
Julieta: Hah. Shark Gramma would be funny! (Laughs) 
 

In this vignette, Julieta and Francisco read the book together.  Francisco relates an 

illustration to his Father and makes a comparison about his Dad’s hand size to that of the 

gorilla on the page, drawing on his personal experiential reservoirs in relation to his Dad.  

When they turn the page and find an illustration of a tiger, Julieta inserts herself (literally) 

onto the page and into the story as she is eaten by the tiger.  Here, Francisco shares his 
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knowledge about tigers and suggests that they might actually eat and/or attack people.  

Julieta supports Francisco’s comment as true by noting that her Mother suggested this on 

a trip to the zoo, also sharing her personal experiential knowledge in order to relate to and 

make a connection to the text and to Francisco.  This demonstrates how Julieta and 

Francisco both draw upon their experiential reservoirs to inform their interactions and 

transactions with the text and to make connections between their experiences, their home 

lives, the story, and each other as they play in response to the story.  Their responsive 

play continues as Francisco looks deep into the bear’s eye (in the illustration), and again 

while he pretends that the crocodile is actually a pet, “like his puppy.”  This demonstrates 

how Francisco’s transactions with the text and with Julieta are directly informed by his 

personal experiences and knowledge.  

When Francisco tells Julieta to look at the crocodile’s teeth in the illustration, 

Julieta tells me (as I observe their play) that she is going to be like an “old Gramma,” 

because she has no teeth.  Prompted by Francisco’s play in response to the crocodile’s 

teeth in the text, Julieta uses her knowledge about Grandmothers and relates this 

information to herself and the character she wants to become in the responsive play 

scenario, because she is in fact missing several teeth.  As Julieta relates the term 

“Gramma” to a specific set of rules she has constructed from her personal knowledge of 

Grandmothers--they are old and often have no teeth--she draws upon a ‘figured world’ 

that she has constructed for herself in which “Grammas” are recognized characters with 

these specific attributes.   

The term ‘figured world’ has been defined by Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte, and 

Cain (1998) as: 
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 A socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which particular 

characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and 

particular outcomes are valued over others. Each is a simplified world populated 

by a set of agents who engage in a limited range of meaningful acts or changes of 

state as moved by a specific set of forces. (p. 52) 

The term “figured worlds” has been further elaborated upon and defined by Gee (2014) 

as being based upon “stories, theories, or models in our minds about what is ‘normal’ or 

‘typical’” (p. 88) Figured worlds can also be called “social” and/or “cultural models.”  

These figured worlds or social models are what people use to make sense of and 

determine what is normal or what counts as a typical (Gee, 2014), to them.   

In this case, Julieta presents her figured world in which “Grammas” are generally 

old and have no teeth.  Julieta then puts on her best old-woman/ “Gramma” voice and 

tells Francisco that she has become a “Gramma” within their responsive play transaction.  

Francisco, prompted by the book (he has turned the page which now shows shark teeth) 

and by Julieta’s “Gramma” play, suggests that Julieta is actually a shark Grandmother.  

He inserts himself (he places his hand on the page) into the story with Julieta, wherein 

she has become the shark Grandmother in the illustration, and she attacks his hand.  

Through their responsive play, informed by their experiences, by the 

conversations they have had, and by the figured worlds they have constructed, children 

cooperatively navigate, reinterpret, and make connections to stories.  In doing so, they 

create a space in the classroom wherein their experiential knowledge is valued and in 

which they are able to make connections to each other and to texts.  In turn, these 
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connections help children to build upon their interpretations and construct meaning and 

understanding.  

Discussion 

Pantaleo’s (2008) studies of children’s responses to storybooks reveal how 

children’s reading “work” closely resembles play as they construct meaning and respond 

to text together in the classroom.  Pantaleo further suggests, as highlighted by 

Rosenblatt’s (1938, 1978) transactional theory, that this meaning construction is 

significantly influenced by children’s funds of knowledge, as well as by the classroom’s 

literacy practices.  Children’s connections to story characters and events are thus greatly 

influenced by their knowledge and experience, and can prompt playful responses to texts 

in the classroom context.  

 Rosenblatt (1978) further suggests that reading often involves focusing on the 

“lived-through” experiences of a text.  This focus allows readers to have a virtual 

experience in which they become a part of and ‘live’ within the story world, connect with 

characters, and become emotionally invested in the story (Galda & Liang, 2003).  By 

connecting their prior knowledge and experiences to new knowledge or information 

presented within the text and/or presented by the others that they are sharing the reading 

experience with, the children’s understandings and experiential knowledge are built upon, 

so as to facilitate learning and meaning construction (Myhill & Brackley, 2010).  It is 

precisely these sorts of meaningful and connected experiences that allow for children to 

make further connections in the academic context (Dewey, 1938). 
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Funds of Knowledge 

As noted within Chapter 2, the term “funds of knowledge” was defined by Moll 

and Greenberg (1990) and further highlighted and developed by Gonzalez, Moll, and 

Amanti (2005) as they examined and incorporated the knowledge of children and families 

into their classroom learning.  Moll (1992) defines funds of knowledge as the “essential 

cultural practices and bodies of knowledge and information that houses use to survive, to 

get ahead, or to thrive,” (p. 21).  These are the essential and vital spheres of knowledge 

that families hold onto generationally in order to survive and function in their 

environments.  Included in these crucial funds of knowledge are families’ home language 

use and practices, their religious, cultural, and literacy practices, and their ways of living, 

surviving, and thriving in both home and community contexts.  Rosenblatt (1938), with a 

focus on reading and response, similarly posits that a student brings to their readings the 

“moral and religious code and social philosophy assimilated primarily from his family 

and community background” (p. 89).  She further submits that a student interprets a 

“book or poem in terms of his fund of past experiences” (p. 101) and that literature and 

literary responses cannot be viewed “in isolation from other aspects of activity in society” 

(p.153).  Children’s household cultural practices contribute to the overall knowledge of 

children and to their understanding of roles, relationships, rules, values, beliefs, emotions, 

and the organization of society which they carry with them into the classroom 

environment (Riojas-Cortez, 2001).  When these household funds of knowledge are 

drawn upon within the classroom context in this respect, students’ knowledge and 

experiences are validated and legitimized at school (Gonzalez, et al., 2005).  In these 
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ways, children’s funds of knowledge inform their readings and responses within the 

context of this study.   

This dissertation, while guided by these definitions and conceptions of funds of 

knowledge, seeks to use the construct fairly broadly to refer to children’s funds of 

knowledge as including the things they have learned through living their lives and 

interacting within their socioculturally situated households and communities.  

Specifically, and within the context of this study, I utilize the funds of knowledge 

construct to focus on the home and community experiences and practices (including 

cultural practices, religious practices, and languages) that children utilize at home and 

then draw upon at school, as a knowledge base, to inform their responsive play in the 

classroom setting.  A broad use of this construct in these regards highlights these funds of 

knowledge as a type of sociocultural resource that can be drawn from in order to create 

meaningful links to and build upon the knowledge, values, and beliefs that the children 

bring with them to the classroom environment (Rueda et al., 2004).  As they respond to 

texts through play, children drew upon aspects of their funds of knowledge in order to 

construct meaning as they connected the stories to their lives outside of school. 

As demonstrated by the following data, children responded to literature and to 

each other through responsive play by seemingly drawing from their funds of knowledge 

in order to connect with the text(s) and to make meaning as they read together.  

Children’s responses often included aspects of experiential knowledge, funds of 

knowledge, or an amalgamation of both.  As I had limited information about many of the 

children’s home lives and community environments, it was sometimes challenging to 

make a determination as to whether or not children’s responses were drawn from the 
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essential knowledge that their families use to survive and thrive or simply from their 

general experiential knowledge.  When I did conclude that children were drawing from 

their household funds of knowledge, that decision was based on my familiarity with the 

children’s home language(s) and/or their religious and cultural practices.  This 

information was derived from family visits and interviews (with some families) and from 

information gathered from the school, from the teacher, and from speaking with students 

about their family practices and home lives. 

Language use in the home is essential to families’ communication, navigation, 

and survival and is used as an essential knowledge base that children draw from to inform 

their understandings of their worlds.  Similarly, family religious and cultural practices, 

including traditional food preparation practices and family traditions, are foundations of 

significant knowledge that children and families utilize to make connections to and to 

understand other aspects of their lives and experiences.  Accordingly, when children in 

this study utilized, drew from, and referenced these knowledge bases, the data was 

classified as funds of knowledge, rather than experiential knowledge. 

In the following section, I describe the ways in which children seemed to draw 

from and build upon their cultural and household funds of knowledge to inform their 

responsive play and to make meaning.  Children constructed understandings and made 

meaningful and relevant connections between home and school in relation to home 

practices, language, and religion as they respond to texts through play.  This section 

concludes with a discussion of these findings. 

Utilizing funds of knowledge to make meaningful connections. Cognizant of 

the additive nature of building upon children’s funds of knowledge in relation to 
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classroom learning (Valenzuela, 1999), Mrs. Swanson often used read-alouds to model 

the ways in which children could draw from their own home and family experiences and 

practices in order to make meaningful connections to literature.  For instance, while 

reading the book When I Am Old with You by Angela Johnson (1990), a book about a boy 

and his Grandfather, Mrs. Swanson calls upon the children to share the types of activities 

they do with their Grandparents and the names they called their Grandparents at home.  

Eager to share, children note that they do things like eat donuts, ride bikes, go to the park, 

go shopping, watch TV or go to movies, and get ice cream with their Grandparents.  

Children also note that they call their Grandparents nicknames such as Nana, Pop-Pop, 

Ta-Ta, Gramma, G-daddy, and Abuela.   

 During a later observation, Mrs. Swanson reads the book Abuela by Arthur 

Dorros (1997) to the class.  This is a story about Rosalba and her Abuela (Grandmother) 

who begin to fly and go on a magical adventure high over New York City.  This book 

was subsequently used within the Read and Respond Center and is read to the students in 

this instance so that they would be familiar with the story when it was presented in the 

Center for them to respond to.  Mrs. Swanson begins the session by relating Abuela to 

When I Am Old with You (which was read the previous day) in order to remind children 

of the different languages used in different homes and the different names that families 

call their Grandparents, so that the children can make further connections to and between 

the stories. 

The children sit on the carpet with their legs crossed and Mrs. Swanson 
sits in front of them in a chair, holding the book up. 
Mrs. Swanson: (Holds up the book and shows the class) Why is this book  
                         called Abuela, do you think? 
 
Students: Gramma. 
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Mrs. Swanson: Right, Abuela means Grandma in Spanish. Just like our  
                         book from yesterday, When I Am Old with  

                        You…remember some of us said we call our Grandmothers  
                        Abuela or Nana? This book has Spanish  
                        words, so you guys might have to help me when we read it. 
 
Students: I know Spanish! (Several students note this and raise their hands  
                to offer help) 
 
Mrs. Swanson: Great! It’s so great that you can help me and use your  
                         Spanish so we can all share the story and learn from each  
                         other. 
  

Mrs. Swanson continues this book introduction with a picture walk so that the 

students can make predictions about what they think will happen in the story prior to the 

reading.  As she reads the story out loud, Mrs. Swanson has genuine difficulty with the 

pronunciation of some of the Spanish words and calls upon a few different students 

(those who can adequately read and/or understand the Spanish words in the book and 

those who are willing to help) to share their knowledge and to help her and the class 

pronounce and understand the words properly.  She ends the read-aloud by again noting 

how this story related to When I Am Old with You, in that they both focused on 

Grandparents.  While Intertextual Knowledge, focusing on the dialogic nature of 

connecting books to other books in this sense is highlighted in the next section, this 

section highlights the ways in which children follow this consistent teacher modeling in 

order to draw on their own home experiences and practices--their funds of knowledge as 

a type of sociocultural resource--in order to make connections to the stories, build their 

understandings based upon their knowledge, and inform their responses as they read 

together.   

Throughout this study, children followed Mrs. Swanson’s modeling of the ways 

in which they could draw upon their funds of knowledge to make connections to their 
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home lives as they related to and responded to the stories they shared.  Often these 

connections were instantiated as remarks about their daily lives at home that they were 

reminded of or that they connected to in some way as they read through the stories and 

playfully responded together.  Some of these references included generalized comments 

about home practices and experiences such as “…I have a doggie and kitten!”, “Weeee, 

I’m flying up to God!”, “…oops, I didn’t mean to call you my sister! I’m used to playing 

with her!”, “My Dad works on trucks,” “We speak Spanish at my house,” “I cook eggs at 

home,” or “I helped my Mom make cookies.”  In other instances, the children drew 

heavily upon their funds of knowledge as a sociocultural resource so as to make deeper 

connections between the text(s) and their home lives and to construct meaning and 

understanding through their responsive play. 

In this following vignette, Carlos, Collin, and Kaylee read Abuela together, 

utilizing the story Cutouts (Figure 4.3) as well as the Reader, Author, and Illustrator 

Cutouts. 

 

Figure 4.3. Abuela Cutouts. 
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Carlos: I’m gonna be the painter! (Begins to paint the pictures) 
 
Collin: I’m the author. (Begins to write the words) 
 
Carlos: Kaylee, I’m the reader guy then. (He begins to retell the story as   
             he flips through the pages.) 
 
Collin: Read it in Spanish, OK, Reader? (As the Author Cutout, asking the  
            Reader Cutout) 
 
Carlos: Una Men. Una Papas. Una Papa that speak Español. (Laughs) 
 
Collin: Is that Spanish? 
 
Carlos: Yah. Español! 
 
Collin: (Pointing to an illustration of the Grandmother-looking at Collin)  
            Una Señora. (Then looks to Kaylee) Señora. 
 
Carlos: (Looks and nods) 
 
Kaylee: (Starts to turn the page) 
 
Carlos: Wait! Don’t turn it. I’m trying to read. 
 
Collin: (To me) He’s reading in Spanish.  
 
Me: (To Carlos) Do you know Spanish? 
 
Carlos: Yah. 
 
Collin: I do too. 
 
Me: You do? 
 
Collin: I don’t know that much. 
 
Kaylee: I don’t know Spanish. Only like 2 words. 
 
Carlos: Una Señora (Pointing to Abuela). 
 
Collin: I know some words. Amigos means friends. Hoola means…  
            Mama…? 
 
Carlos: Hola, Mama. Hola, Mama. Hola, Mama. (Using the Reader Cutout  
            and moving it across the illustration to say hello to the various  
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            characters in the book) 
 
Collin: (Moving his Cutout along the illustrations) Hola, ma’am. Hola, sir. 
 
They continue flipping through pages as Carlos retells the story and 
interacts with the characters on each page from within the story setting.  
Collin and Kaylee continue to write the words and paint the illustrations 
on each page while Carlos becomes the characters in each illustration. 
 
Carlos: How do you say thank you of Spanish? 
 
Collin: I don’t know. 
 
Carlos: Gracias. 
 
Collin: (Attempts to pronounce Gracias) 
 
Carlos: (Repeating so Collin can try again) Gracias! 
 
Collin: K, this is how you say amigo in Spanish…amigo. Friend in  
            Spanish. Amigo. And this is how you say hi in Spanish… 
 
Carlos: Vamanos amigos! 
 
 
Collin: (Holding the Author Cutout up and facing it toward Carlos) You  
            make me mad, amigo. (Laughs) 
Carlos: (Laughs). 
 
Kaylee: (Continues to use the Illustrator Cutout to paint the pages) Got a  
              lot of paint on here. 
 
Carlos: (Continues to use the Reader Cutout to retell the story)  
             Señora…wait, how do you say men in Spanish? I forgot!  Only   
             Julieta knows Spanish.  All of it. 
 
Kaylee: Julieta knows Spanish? Some? 
 
Carlos: Yah. (Nods) 
 
Kaylee: I don’t even KNOW Spanish (Continues to paint the page) 
 
Carlos: I only know 20 (Shrugs) 
 
Kaylee: I only know 2 words. 
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Collin: I only know 1 word. I mean 10. Ok I’ll write the words more.  
            (Uses the Author Cutout and moves it over the text to write the  
            words on the page) 
 
Kaylee: (Tries to turn the page) 
 
Carlos: (To Kaylee) Esperite! Esperite…Esperite! 
 
Kaylee: (Still trying to turn the page) 
 
Carlos: No, I mean Kaylee, Esperite. That means stop. That means wait  
             and stop. 
 
Collin: Yah. How do you say men in Spanish? (Pointing to the illustration) 
 
Carlos: Señor! 
 
Collin and Kaylee try to pronounce this word, Carlos repeats and has them 
repeat the word. 
 
Carlos: Ok. Sin. Your. (Looking at the book and using the Reader Cutout  
             to greet the man in the illustration) Hola, Papa. 
 
Collin: (Reads the words on one page after he writes them.) 
 
Carlos: Wait, wait, wait…Maria and…wait, what is this word? (Flips to  
             the front of the book) Ahhh, abu… (Trying to read and pronounce  
             the word Abuela) 
 
Collin: (To me) What does that say? (Pointing to the cover and the word  
            Abuela) 
 
Me: Do you know what the Spanish word for Grandma is? 
 
Carlos: Uh…no! (Puts hands onto his head) 
 
Kaylee: We forgot it! 
 
Me: Abuela. 
 
Carlos: Abuela? Abuela! Oh yah. (Smiling and nodding) (Turns back a   
            page) Hola, Abuela, how are you? I missed you. How do you fly                   
            like that? (Continues on as the reader) 
 
Kaylee: Abuelaaaa. 
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Carlos: (To me) That’s what I call my Gramma. 
 
Me: Do you? 
 
Carlos: Yah. 
 
Me: Does your Abuela speak Spanish? 
 
Carlos: Yah. 
 
Collin: My Gramma speaks Spanish and I don’t understand her  
            sometimes. 
 
Me: Really? 
 
Kaylee: My Gramma speaks English. 
 
Carlos: My Mom’s Gramma is in California. 
 
Kaylee: MY Mom’s Gramma is in California! 
 

As they read the story together, which is written in English but peppered with 

Spanish words and phrases, the language of the book prompts Collin to ask Carlos to read 

the book in Spanish, as he has chosen to become the reader/narrator.  Carlos draws from 

his funds of knowledge in relation to language in order to retell the story in his own 

words and to give voices to the characters, using Spanish.  The children discuss the 

Spanish words they know and Carlos attempts to help Collin and Kaylee learn and 

pronounce new Spanish words.  In this sense, Carlos is the more-knowledgeable peer and 

is able to scaffold or support the learning of the others (Vygotsky, 1978) in regard to 

Spanish words and pronunciations as he utilizes and shares his funds of knowledge and 

helps to create a meaningful play context in relation to the text. 

The entire reading event in this excerpt is predicated on the children’s responsive 

play.  Carlos is able to interweave English and Spanish to retell the story, inserting 

himself into the book as the reader and interacting with the story characters from within 
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this play frame (Bateson, 1972).  Pulling from both of these languages, Carlos’ 

conversations and transactions within the Reading Center are informed by these 

sociocultural resources.  Collin and Kaylee, becoming the author and illustrator of the 

story, also draw on their funds of knowledge in order to playfully respond to the text.  

Informed by this role-play, the children discuss parts of their home lives that relate to the 

story, such as the languages their Grandmothers speak and where they live.  The social 

and transactional nature of the Read and Respond Center allows the children to relate the 

story directly to their own lives and to each other, as they recreate the story through their 

imaginative play.   

The text used in this vignette, which provides a gateway to language use and 

discussion because of its use of both English and Spanish, afforded these children the 

opportunity to utilize their language funds of knowledge and for their language (in this 

case, Spanish) to be viewed, not as a detriment to learning in the classroom (which is 

often the case in today’s English-only focused classrooms) but as additive and integral to 

their learning (Valenzuela, 1999).  This viewpoint is highlighted when another student is 

referenced as the children discuss how many Spanish words they know within this 

vignette.  As they read and respond, Carlos notes that Julieta (a student in the class who is 

not currently participating in this Center) knows all Spanish.  This is suggested in a 

complementary fashion and highlights the fact that, to these children, knowing all 

Spanish in this context is seen as a valuable asset.   

Responsive play provided these children opportunities to utilize their funds of 

knowledge to inform their play and their responses to literature as they constructed 

meaning together.  It also allowed them to draw upon their home experiences and 
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language knowledge in order to add to and support their language and literacy 

transactions in the classroom context (Long, et al., 2007).  Language is a vital knowledge 

source for families and children.  It is essential for their functionality and provides a base 

of knowledge which children can draw from to inform their interpretations and 

understandings in contexts outside of the home.  The use of Spanish is classified as funds 

of knowledge in this regard.  Responsive play, as noted within the excerpt, allowed the 

children to utilize their funds of knowledge in order to actively participate in personally 

significant classroom language and literacy learning experiences.   

The children’s transactions within this group continue as they choose other 

Cutouts to become start a new play and retelling event, still using the Abuela book. 

Collin: Hey, I wanna be in that boat. Get in! (Carlos and Collin place their  
            Cutouts in the boat in the illustration) 
 
Carlos: (To Kaylee) Niña…niña means girl. Get in, niña! (Kaylee places  
             her Cutout in the boat) 
 
Collin: That kid is so scared! He should come with us! (Pointing to a boy  
             in an illustration) 
 
Kaylee: (Looking and pointing toward the illustration of the boy wearing a  
              yarmulke) That means he is Jewish. 
 
Collin: No it doesn’t! 
 
Kaylee: Yes! 
 
Me: How do you know that, Kaylee? 
 
Collin and Carlos continue to talk about the story and to “fly” in the air 
with their Cutouts. 
 
Kaylee: Umm, I go to Hebrew School, and the boys wear little hats that  
              just go to there (Points to the illustration in the book)…so that’s  
              how I know he’s Jewish. 
 
Me: Who is? 



151 
 

Kaylee: (Points to the boy in the illustration) 
 
Me: Oh. So you go to Hebrew School? 
 
Kaylee: Yah. I go to Hebrew School, because I’m Jewish, and the boys  
             wear this hat (Pointing to the book), they can be different colors,  
             but they go to there around your head (Circling her finger around  
             the top of her head) 
 
Collin: Ohhhh! (In reference to Kaylee’s remarks about the boy and his 
hat) 
 
Me: Yarmulke? 
 
Kaylee: Huh? 
 
Me: Yarmulke? 
 
Kaylee: Yah. But our Jewish, prayers…I think I only remember half of  
              one. 
 
Collin: I think we will next pray with him and then fly to California. Fly!!!  
           (Flies the Cutout over his head) 
 
Kaylee: I think we will go to Texas. I’m going to Texas to be in a  
             wedding! I have to get a dress. I’ll pretend the little girl is flying to  
             Texas. 
 

The children begin this section of their responsive play by again becoming 

characters in the book.  They interact with each other from within the story and the 

illustrations, as noted in responses such as “Hey, I wanna be in that boat. Get in!” “Get 

in, niña!” “That kid is so scared! He should come with us!” and “I think we will next pray 

with him and then fly to California. Fly!”  As they use their imaginations to play and 

transact with the book and each other from within the story, Kaylee notices that the boy 

who “looks scared” and that Collin suggested should come with them in the boat, is 

wearing a yarmulke.  Kaylee draws directly from her religious culture and Hebrew 

schooling--her funds of knowledge as a sociocultural resource--to make a strong 
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connection between her life and the text and to share it with the others (including myself) 

in the group.  Kaylee’s knowledge in this regard is both cultural and religious in nature.  

She also further relates the story to her home life when she suggests that she will pretend 

the girl is flying to Texas, where she herself will soon be going for a wedding.   

These discussions of languages, culture and religion, and home life were situated 

within the children’s imaginary play as they became the characters within the story.  

Responsive play, in this capacity, is simultaneously informed by and supports the funds 

of knowledge concept, wherein children come to school with various resources, 

experiences, and knowledge, all of which are useful in the educational context.  Through 

their responsive play, the children in these vignettes drew from their home lives and their 

funds of knowledge in relation to language, culture, and religion in order to inform and 

support their learning and understanding, as well as the learning of others, within the 

diverse classroom context, while making meaning with the text. 

In several other responsive play transactions, children read Too Many Tamales 

and also drew from their funds of knowledge to inform their transactions and their 

understandings.  As previously noted in the Experiential Knowledge section, Too Many 

Tamales by Gary Soto (1992) is a story about Maria who secretly tries on and then loses 

her mother’s ring as she helps to make Christmas tamales.  The children in the story then 

quickly eat all of the tamales in order to find the ring that they believe must have fallen 

into one of them.   

In the first vignette, Julieta and Francisco settle onto the carpet and choose 

Cutouts to become. 

Francisco: (Holding the Cutout of the children) Mom, what are you  
                  making? 
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Julieta: Tamales. 
 
Francisco: (Holding the title page Cutout) Here’s the title. 
 
Julieta: (Reading the book title, holding the Reader Cutout) Too Many  
             Tamales. 
 
Francisco: Do you have tamales at home? 
 
Julieta: Yes! They are in the fridge though. 
 
Francisco: I help make them. 
 
Julieta: I don’t.  Mine has olives or something in it though and they don’t  
            taste good. 
 
Francisco: Let’s make tamales! (Spoken as the children Cutout) 
 
Julieta: Yah! (The two begin to stir and make tamales with the Cutouts) 
 

In this exchange, Julieta and Francisco become various characters from the story.  

Within their transactions with the text, they discuss storybook elements (title) and Julieta 

reads the title of the book as the reader.  The two bring in and share their funds of 

knowledge as they relate to the topic of the book and as they transact and respond 

through play.  As traditional food preparation, such as the making of tamales, is a 

common practice in both of their homes and as such is a part of both of their home funds 

of knowledge, they discuss this topic as they transact with the book.   

Through his play, Francisco becomes one of the children in the story who is 

helping to make the tamales.  This playful transaction in which Francisco, as a character 

in the story, is making tamales prompts him to note how he actually helps to make 

tamales at home.  Julieta says she does not help, but notes some of the ingredients that are 

used in the tamales her family makes at home.  They continue their play after the 

discussion and make tamales as the characters in the story.  The playful transactions with 



154 
 

each other and with the text in this capacity created a space that allowed for these two to 

share their funds of knowledge and link them to the text in personally relevant and 

meaningful ways as they made meaning and constructed understanding together. 

Several other children, also reading this same book, made similar connections as 

they drew from their funds of knowledge as sociocultural resources.  As Mia and Maya 

read the book together, Maya notes that, “Once, we made 150 tamales! We had too 

much!”, relating her home cooking experiences and practices directly to the events in the 

story and creating a connection to the text that draws from these funds of knowledge.  

Discussing the same book within another group, Brianna similarly notes, “I love tamales 

too! I like to eat tamales. Tamales are my favorite, ‘cause I like the chicken inside it.  I 

tell my Dad, can I make tamales with you, and I help him make tamales.”  As Daniella 

responds to the text through play and becomes the tamales in the story in another session, 

she says, “I’m tamales!  The strawberry ones are so good.  You can make pink ones, too.  

They’re strawberry and they’re so good.  They’re strawberry tamales.”  Prompted by 

their transactions with the text and with each other, the children’s family funds of 

knowledge in regard to cooking and traditional Mexican foods are displayed and shared 

throughout and within their responsive play in relation to this book.   

Correspondingly, in the following vignette, which was previously highlighted 

within the Experiential Knowledge section of this chapter, Tuan, Carlos, and Hunter also 

read Too Many Tamales and utilize their funds of knowledge to make connections and to 

construct meaning.   

Tuan: Don’t eat me! Don’t eat me! (Holding up the tamales Cutout and  
          pretending to be the tamales) 
 
Carlos: This little boy eats the burrito…I mean chipotle (Shaking his  
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             head)…tamale! (Pretending the Cutout of the children are eating) 
 
Hunter: Chipotle! (Holds up the tamales Cutout) 
 
Carlos: It’s not a burrito, it’s a tamale. 
 
Tuan: He eats a chipotle? (Laughs) 
 
Carlos: He eats the last tamale and he swallows the ring. (Said in the low  
             narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: Oh yah! Nom, nom, nom! (Pretends the boy Cutout is eating,  
             putting the Cutout near the tamales Cutout that T is now holding) 
 
Carlos: And he eats the last tamale and eats something hard. (Said in the  
             low narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: (Grasps his throat as if he is choking on the ring) It was the ring!  
             Wait. (He then flips through the pages of the book). I didn’t  
              swallow it, the mom had it (Pointing to the page that shows the  
              Mom had the ring)! 
 
Carlos: Oh yah! 
 
Tuan: Ta-da! (Holds up the ring Cutout) 
 
All: (Laugh) 
 

It is clear that Carlos’ knowledge of language in relation to the term ‘tamale’ as 

presented within the story is drawn upon and thus informs the retelling and the responsive 

play of this group of boys.  As they become characters and play in response to the text, 

Carlos’ knowledge and use of Spanish at home informs his meaning making in relation to 

the text while he navigates the terms ‘burrito,’ ‘chipotle,’ and ‘tamale.’  Informed by their 

funds of knowledge, through responsive play, the children cooperatively make 

meaningful connections to the text. 
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Discussion  

Children come to school with various resources and funds of knowledge, all of 

which are useful in the educational context (Gonzalez et al., 2005).  As seen in these 

vignettes, children drew from, transformed, and shared their home and family practices in 

order to support their textual learning and understanding within their diverse classroom 

environment.  They demonstrated their valuable funds of knowledge through their playful 

responses and transactions while they shared their experiences and their knowledge and 

related them to the books and to each other.  Through their play, children utilized their 

own personal resources in order to facilitate and support their learning and growth and to 

support the learning and growth of the others within the responsive play framework. 

Play, then, can be seen as an informative and useful classroom tool.  In the 

framework of play as reader response in the classroom context, children utilize and 

demonstrate their cultural knowledge through their playful responses to text and draw on 

their funds of knowledge to inform their interpretations and responses to storybooks.  

When children responded to text through play, they drew from their vast and varied funds 

of knowledge in order to create meaningful connections and build upon their knowledge 

and beliefs as well as the knowledge and beliefs of the others in the Read and Respond 

Center.  This translocation of knowledge, wherein knowledge is not contained within the 

home but is transferred in meaningful ways to the school and other contexts, is important 

for bridging the gap between home and school and supporting student learning, 

understanding, and development in both settings.  Responsive play, thus, affords children 

the ability to utilize and share their funds of knowledge with others and to create a 
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classroom environment in which learning is built upon this knowledge, making it relevant 

and meaningful, and wherein diversity is valued. 

Intertextual Knowledge  

Coined by Julia Kristeva (1984), intertextuality is a term which refers to the 

relationship between texts through which we can trace how the reader reworks and thus 

transforms a text.  Expanding on this concept, Sipe (2008) suggests that the intertextual 

facet of children’s literacy and their intertextual responses to literature in this capacity 

reflects their abilities to relate the story being read to other cultural texts and products: 

other books, movies, videos, advertisements, TV programs, or the work of other 

illustrators and artists, etc.  As they act and react to each other and to a story, children use 

language and other semiotic systems to construct meaning (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 

1993) and as they do so, they draw upon their prior knowledge and experiences in 

multimodal capacities in order to inform their responses to a text (Kress, 2003).  

Rosenblatt (1938) correspondingly notes that there is a “complex web of influences” (p. 

87) acting upon children as they read and respond to texts.  She suggests that: 

The reader’s fund of relevant memories makes possible any reading at all.  

Without linkage with the past experiences and present interests of the reader, the 

work will not come alive for him, or, rather, he will not be prepared to bring it to 

life.  Past literary experiences make up an important part of this equipment that 

the reader brings to literature… (p. 77) 

Broadly, Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of dialogism suggests that everything means or 

is understood as a part of a greater whole and that there is continuous interaction between 

meanings, all of which have the potential for impacting and conditioning the other.  This 
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suggests that everything simultaneously informs and is informed by everything else 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978, 2004).  In this sense, children’s responses to stories 

dialogically inform and are informed by other cultural texts and products and vice versa.  

Children’s responses to each other and to the stories are thus continuously and 

recursively informed by previous experiences, knowledge, and texts in multimodal 

capacities (Kress, 2003).  Intertextual knowledge, as a sociocultural resource in this 

respect, can be drawn upon and shared so that children may define themselves and other 

students as readers, form and strengthen social groups, identify and validate their varied 

sources of knowledge, respond to literature in various ways, and construct, maintain, and 

possibly contest the cultural ideologies presented within classroom reading events 

(Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993).   

As such, intertextual knowledge is important in relation to children’s responses to 

text, in that children continuously draw upon their experiences and their knowledge from 

a variety of multimodal sources in order to inform their understandings of and their 

responses to stories while they build meaningful understanding(s).  For the purposes of 

this study, intertextual knowledge, as a sociocultural resource, is thus defined as the 

knowledge and experiences children draw upon, from varied and multimodal sources, in 

order to build upon their knowledge, construct meaning, make connections to texts and 

each other, and to respond to texts in various ways. 

The following data reveals that children respond to literature and to each other 

through their play by constructing meaning in a variety of ways.  In the following section, 

I describe the ways in which children used their intertextual knowledge as a sociocultural 

resource in order to inform their understandings of and their responses to stories and to 
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build meaningful understanding(s) and connections in relation to: 1) Other Books and 

Stories 2) TV and Movies 3) Popular Music and 4) Classroom Learning.  This section 

concludes with a discussion of these findings. 

Connecting to texts through intertextuality. As they played and responded to 

books in the classroom and in the Read and Respond Center, children made connections 

to characters, settings, themes, and more within and across varied and multimodal 

sources, including: other books and stories, TV shows and movies, popular music, and 

classroom content and learning experiences.  In the following series of classroom 

excerpts, children, informed and guided by their intertextual knowledge, integrate prior 

multimodal literacy and learning experiences with their current experiences and 

transactions with the books and with each other and transform these into imaginative 

responses to literature, through play. 

Other books and stories. Transacting with each other and with the stories, 

children related other books and stories to the texts they were reading, informing their 

responsive play and their understandings.  In the following excerpts, children 

demonstrate the ways in which their play and understandings are informed by their 

intertextual knowledge in relation to other books and stories. 

In this vignette, Mateo, Paige, and Lucia read Tuesday by David Wiesner (1991).  

Tuesday is a mainly wordless picture book in which frogs begin to fly through a town on 

their lily pads in the middle of the night.  The children in this excerpt use the Character 

Cutouts that correspond to the story (Figure 4.4), as well as the general Reader, Author, 

and Illustrator Cutouts to respond to the text.  
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Figure 4.4. Tuesday Cutouts. 

Mateo: Nom, nom, nom, I’m eating pork chops for dinner! (Using the  
             Reader Cutout to pretend to eat all the illustrations). I’m gonna eat  
             these pigs! Nom, nom, nom, nom! (Chasing the Cutouts that Paige  
             and Lucia are holding) 
 
Paige: Get away from me! (Speaking as the frog to Mateo’s frogs) 
 
Lucia: Ahhhh! (Holding the dog Cutout) 
 
The kids chase each other’s Cutouts and try to “eat” each other. 
 
Mateo: You can’t catch me, I’m the Gingerbread Man! 
 
Lucia: (Laughs) 
 

In this excerpt, Mateo, Paige, and Lucia respond to the story through play.  Mateo 

uses the Reader Cutout to “eat” the pigs at the end of the story, referring to them as pork 

chops--drawing from his experiential knowledge about where pork chops come from.  

Prompted by the flight of the frogs in the story and the way that they chase a dog in one 

of the illustrations, the children playfully chase each other as they become these 

characters within the story.  During this responsive play, Mateo draws from his 
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knowledge of other stories, in this case, The Gingerbread Man, as he playfully suggests, 

“You can’t catch me I’m the Gingerbread Man!” as the children chase each other with the 

Cutouts.  Mateo draws on his intertextual story knowledge to inform his interpretations of 

the Tuesday story and to inform the play that the children are engaged in. 

In another instance, as Julieta and Francisco read Thunderstorm, they use their 

intertextual knowledge to inform their meaning making and their responsive play as they 

reference another story.  

Julieta: Look at the skunk! I’m a skunk. (Using a low voice) 
 
Francisco: They stink! 
 
Julieta: Hey, look (Pointing at the man) 
 
Francisco: Oh, what time is it? I need to go home now. (Using a low voice  
                  as he becomes the man and turns the pages) 
 
Julieta: Awww, look at my chinny, chin-chin. (Pointing to the picture of  
             the pig) 
 
Francisco: (Pointing to a rat) Do you see that rat? 
 
Julieta: Look at the dog. 
 
Francisco: Gimme food now or I’m gonna bite your chinny, chin-chin off! 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) 
 

As Julieta and Francisco become the various characters and give them voice 

during their reading of the story, Julieta notices a pig in one of the illustrations.  She 

becomes the pig, while she transacts with Francisco and with the story, and asks 

Francisco to look at her chinny, chin-chin.  This is a reference to the story of The Three 

Little Pigs.  Similar to the excerpt presented within the Experiential Knowledge section 

of this chapter in which Logan pretends that the story he is telling, as the imagined 
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reader/narrator, is similar to (or IS) the story of The Three Little Pigs, connecting and 

intertwining the two stories in a playfully responsive way, Julieta draws upon her 

intertextual knowledge to make connections to other texts as the children engage in 

responsive play.  Julieta and Francisco draw from and build upon their mutual 

intertextual knowledge to make interpretations and construct understanding with the 

Thunderstorm text. 

 Similarly, Lucia and Lily draw on their knowledge of other stories as they transact 

with the Thunderstorm book. 

Lucia: I’m the piggies. Oink, Oink! 
 
Lily: I’m the baby foxes! This is, these are the fox family, so I’m gonna be  
         that fox. (Turning pages) Foxy Loxy!  Goldilocks and the Three   
         Foxy Loxies! 
 

The girls in this excerpt become the animal characters in the story.  When Lily 

notices that there is a fox in an illustration, she shouts, “Foxy Loxy!”  This is a reference 

to the fox in another story, Chicken Little, and indicates that Lily is relating the fox in this 

Thunderstorm story to the fox in the Chicken Little tale.  Lily then says, “Goldilocks and 

the Three Foxy Loxies!”  Drawing from two different tales, Chicken Little and now 

Goldilocks and the Three Bears and interweaving them with the Thunderstorm text, Lily 

creates connections that allow her to make interpretations and to construct meaning and 

understanding through her play as reader response. 

In the following vignette, children read Creepy Carrots by Aaron Reynolds 

(2012) in which a rabbit who loves to eat carrots, begins to be mysteriously followed by 

them.  The children use the corresponding story Cutouts (Figure 4.5) as well as the 

Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts as they read and respond together. 
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       Figure 4.5. Creepy Carrots Cutouts. 

 

Lucia: (As the Reader, retelling the story in her own words) Then there  
           was alligators in the pool, there was a wall… 
 
Mia: That’s not a pool (Shaking her head slowly).  Who would’ve wanted  
         a pool with alligators? (Laughs) 
 
Paige: I would.  Peter Pan would. (Smiles). 
 
Lucia: Peter Pan? 
 
Paige: Yah because remember his friend’s a crocodile? 
 
Lucia: Oh yah, Peter Piper. 
 
Mia: (Laughs) 
 
Paige: No, Peter Pan. 
 
Lucia: Peter Pan. (Laughs) 
 
Paige: Not Peter Piper. (Laughs) I’m Peter Pan! (Stretches her arms out  
           and rocks side to side as if she is flying) 
 

The girls in this excerpt become the reader and the story characters and discuss 

Lucia’s descriptions while she retells the story in her own words.  When Mia wonders 
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aloud why anyone would want a pool with alligators in it, Paige playfully notes that she 

might, and that Peter Pan certainly would.  Paige draws from her knowledge of the Peter 

Pan story to relate to the Creepy Carrots text and illustrations.  Misunderstanding at first, 

Lucia wonders if Paige is referring to Peter Piper, a title character in a nursery rhyme, but 

Paige reminds her that it is actually Peter Pan and demonstrates the way Peter Pan can 

fly.   

This transaction highlights the ways in which children draw dialogically from 

other texts, and in this case also from other nursery rhymes, to inform their transactions 

with each other and with the books they are reading as they create understanding and 

construct meaning together.  This type of play was noted repeatedly within this study.  

Children made several connections to other stories as they transacted with books in 

playfully responsive ways. 

In this final excerpt, Chloe and Morgan read Thunderstorm and draw from their 

intertextual knowledge in a different way. 

Chloe: (Looking through the Cutouts) Oh, look, I spy the tornado! 

Morgan: (Looking through the Cutouts) I spy the people who are…in the  

               house. I spy the sheep! 

While they search through the Character Cutouts in order to decide who they 

would like to become, the girls play an “I Spy” game in which they “spy” the characters 

within the story.  The classroom library contains several types of I Spy books, wherein 

the reader is prompted to find specific objects amidst many other objects. The girls in this 

excerpt draw from their intertextual knowledge in relation to the use of these books and 

relate it to the Thunderstorm book in a playful manner as they transact with the story.  
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The playful nature of the Read and Respond Center as well as their knowledge of the I 

Spy books, which invite playful interaction, inform the girls’ play with the Thunderstorm 

book as they “spy” different story objects and characters. 

Throughout this study and in various ways, children drew from their knowledge 

in relation to other books and stories.  Along with the examples highlighted in these 

vignettes, children often made intertextual references such as, “…I look like 

Pinkalicious!” “Hello, my name is Chicken Little,” and “…my name is Fairy 

Grandmother,” as they related the stories they were reading to books and fairy tales that 

they had read or heard before.  Children responded to literature and to each other through 

their play by constructing meaning intertextually and dialogically.  They used their 

intertextual knowledge as a sociocultural resource in order to inform their understandings 

of and their responses to stories, and vice versa, in order to build meaningful 

understandings and connections. 

Past experiences with literature are important aspects of children’s histories that 

they bring with them to literacy events in order to live through reading experiences in 

meaningful and connected ways (Heath, 1983; Rosenblatt, 1938).  As such, the ways in 

which children drew from their intertextual knowledge to inform their readings and 

responses, afforded them opportunities to bring the stories to life and imbue them with 

meaning and context, thus informing their understandings and their learning (Rosenblatt 

1938, 1978). 

TV and movies. Just as children read and responded to books together and often 

related the stories to other books in order to make connections and construct meaning, 

they also related the books and their responses to television shows and movies that they 
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had seen.  In the following excerpts, the children demonstrate the ways in which media 

and pop-culture, in the form of TV shows and movies, inform their responses to texts. 

Appropriated words and phrases. Children used various media and pop-culture 

sayings and phrases as they responded to texts through play.  In this first excerpt, Julieta 

and Francisco read The Paper Bag Princess by Robert Munsch (1980).  This is a story in 

which traditional gender roles are reversed, and the princess saves herself and the prince 

from a dragon by using her wit.  The children used the Character Cutouts (Figure 4.6) as 

well as the general Cutouts to transact with the story. 

 

 

Figure 4.6. The Paper Bag Princess Cutouts. 

 

 

Julieta: (Pretends the Reader Cutout is a spoon and pretends to eat the  
             bones in the illustration) 
 
Francisco: (Squishes his face in his hands and shakes his head slowly) Oi! 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) Where did you get that from, a movie? 
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Francisco: Probably. (Laughs) 
 

When Julieta becomes the dragon in the story and eats the bones in the 

illustration, Francisco feigns disgust and says, “Oi!”  Understanding that Francisco has 

likely appropriated this uncommon (to her) term from media and/or pop-culture, she 

questions his usage and directly asks him if he heard this term in a movie.  While unsure 

where he heard the term before, Francisco agrees that this is likely the case.  Throughout 

this study, and as demonstrated by this example, children appropriated words, phrases, 

and sayings from television and movies and utilized these to inform their responses to 

stories, build their understandings by making connections to media and pop-culture, and 

inform their play.   

Further drawing from television and movies, children used the phrase, “Dun, dun, 

dun!” as they transacted and played within the Read and Respond Center.  Drawing on 

their knowledge of movies and television shows which use the “Dun, dun, dun!” saying, 

often spoken but also portrayed as a musical sound and used mainly in suspenseful, 

mysterious, or scary media, children made sense of various texts.   

While reading Thunderstorm, Mateo, understanding the ominous and dangerous 

nature of the impending storm presented in the book says, “Dun, dun, dun!” after reading 

the title of the story.  Similarly, during a reading of Creepy Carrots, Lucia and Paige use 

this term and reference its use within movies as they play in response to the book. 

Mia: Ok, let’s read it from the beginning. 
 
Paige: Wanna be this funny creepy carrot? 
 
Mia: (Takes the carrot and hits the cover with it) I want it…Once upon a  
         time, you will not eat me again! 
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Paige: (Places carrots on the cover) Ahhhhh! (Moves carrot across the  
           cover). Dun, dun, dunnnnnn!!! (Ends with a high pitch “dun”) 
 
Lucia: Dun, dun, dunnn. (Ends with a low pitch “dun”) 
 
Paige: Wait, wait, it’s a movie. Now it’s a movie. Dun, dun, dunnnn! 
 

The girls in this excerpt utilize the “Dun, dun, dunnnn!” phrasing to denote their 

understanding of the creepy tone and/or sense of fear presented by the text and the dark 

illustrations therein.  When Paige, understanding these references, notes that the story is 

now a movie, she suggests that their retelling has become an imagined and very 

suspenseful film, as the girls continue their responsive play.   

Also reading Creepy Carrots, Hunter and Zoe use this phrase as they play, as 

well, to denote their understanding of the scary nature of the Creepy Carrots text. 

Zoe: Now I read it! (Begins to retell the story in her own words) One day,  
        we were out camping and we ate all the carrots! 
 
Hunter: Dun, dun, dun! (Moves the rabbit Cutout across the page) 
 
Zoe: Then the creepy carrots came and ate you up! 
 
Hunter: Brahhhh! (Growling with a low voice) 
 

 When asked about the meaning behind the “Dun, dun, dun!” phrase and why they 

used it as they read and played, several children responded that they “knew it from a 

movie.”  Mateo specifically suggested that this phrase is often used in the Scooby Doo 

television cartoon, as well, because the characters in the show are always doing 

“something scary” and “solving mysteries.”  Lily corroborated these notions as she 

suggested that it meant that “something was creeping up on you.”  Clearly drawing from 

media and pop-culture references in relation to the scary nature of the Thunderstorm and 

the Creepy Carrots books, children were able to demonstrate and share their 
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understandings and interpretations of the texts and the illustrations presented in the book, 

as they drew from and made connections to their intertextual knowledge in relation to TV 

and movies. 

Princesses and Superheroes. In the following vignette, also highlighted in the 

Experiential Knowledge section of this chapter, Paige and Alyssa read Thunderstorm and 

use the Character Cutouts to respond to the story.  

Paige: (Holding the Reader Cutout that has foil on it-resembling a mirror,  
           and holds it up to the wall) Alyssa…Mirror, mirror on the  
           wall…who is the fairest of them all? The tornado is! 
 
 
Alyssa: (Answering Paige) Paige is…Paige is, yes she is. Paige is the  
             princess. 
 

Here, the girls draw from their knowledge of media and pop-culture in relation to 

Disney princess storylines as they relate to the book and to the Cutouts.  When Paige 

playfully asks the Reader Cutout, which is a mirror, “Who is the fairest of them all?” she 

is making a direct reference to the Snow White movie.  Mariah, picking up on this theme 

in Paige’s play, answers Paige as the mirror as she notes that she (Paige) is indeed a 

princess, and the fairest of them all, to boot. 

References to TV shows and movie characters were made often in this study.  In 

other Reading Centers (beyond the Read and Respond Center), children were noted 

making such references as they read and responded to books.  In the Read Together 

Center, Hunter and Diego read a book about frogs and toads. 

Hunter: (Points to a frog) I’m this guy! 
 
Diego: (Points to a different frog) I pick this one! 
 
Hunter: I’m flying! (Puts his arms in the air) 
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Diego: Superfrog! (Puts arms out straight and begins to fly, laughs) 
 
Hunter: (Laughs)  
 

In this excerpt, the boys play in response to the book they are reading.  While they 

read about different frogs and toads, they decide to choose the ones they like best and to 

become them.  Prompted by an illustration in which a frog is jumping high, Hunter 

becomes the frog and begins to fly.  Elaborating on this idea, Diego suggests that he is 

“Superfrog” and puts his arms out and also begins to fly.  Clearly, Diego is bringing in 

his knowledge of superheroes to inform his responsive play with Hunter and the text.  

Similarly, during a teacher read-aloud about frogs, Mateo suggests to the class and to the 

teacher that a high-jumping frog is like Spiderman, another superhero. 

In the following vignettes, children read Tuesday and draw from their intertextual 

knowledge in regard to TV and movies to inform their understandings of and their 

responses to the book. 

The children flip through the pages of the book and laugh at the 
illustrations of the frogs flying around the town.  They read through the 
book fairly quickly and then decide “who to be,” referring to the Character 
Cutouts. 
 
Cody: (Holding the frog Cutout) Yah, I’m flying around! (Moves the  
           Cutout in a flying motion over the page)  
 
The boys continue flipping through pages and using the Cutouts to “fly 
around” in the scenes as illustrated on each page. Noah, who has chosen to 
become the reader, narrates the story for each page, since the book is 
wordless. 

 
Cody: (Looking at a page that depicts many frogs in the air) They’re  
           invading like aliens! Men in Black! 
 

  They flip through pages. 
 

Cody: (Looking at a page where the frog has a sheet around his neck like a  
           cape) One frog is like a Superman…Superfrog to the rescue! 
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They flip more pages. 
 
Cody: Uh oh, more frogs are invading.  Ahhhhhhh! 
 
Tuan: They’re invading! 
  
Noah: Aaaahhhhhh! 
 

In this excerpt, the boys reference the fact that the frogs seem to be “invading” the 

town and suggest that they are similar to aliens in this regard.  Drawing from his 

knowledge of movies, Cody shouts, “Men in Black!” referencing the popular movie 

about aliens on Earth.  The boys, prompted by the illustration in the book of a frog in a 

cape, also reference their media and pop-culture knowledge, this time in regard to 

superheroes.  Because the frog has on a cape, he takes on the persona of “Superfrog,” 

similar to Superman, in the eyes of the boys.  These media and pop-culture references 

inform the boys’ responses and actions as they read the book and respond through 

imaginary play.   

This superhero theme was noted in other reading sessions, as well.  Reading the 

Tuesday book, and becoming a frog in her responsive play and reacting to the frog in the 

cape, Julieta suggests, “Hey, everybody…we have a superhero!”  Similarly, in the Read 

to Self Center, Mateo reads a book and suggests, “I’m gonna save the world! I’m 

Batman!” 

 Young children’s incorporation of princess and superhero narratives in their play 

and in their writing have been explored in many capacities (Dyson, 1994; Marsh, 2000; 

Paley, 1984).  Findings suggest that this type of play is attractive to children, who utilize 

it to explore autonomy and agency as they position themselves as important people 

and/or heroes within the play context (Marsh, 2000).  Children drew from their 
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intertextual knowledge in relation to TV and movies in a variety of ways in order to try 

on important roles and identities, such as princesses and superheroes, as they constructed 

meaning and understanding through their responsive play.  Making these types of 

connections and trying on these different identities is important for children in that, as 

they make “…use of popular and traditional cultural symbols (like Superman or 

Cinderella), children may position themselves within stories that reveal dominant 

ideological assumptions about categories of individuals and the relations between them” 

(Dyson, 1996, p. 472).  These connections then allow children to critically reflect upon 

the stories. 

Popular music. While transacting with books and with each other, children in the 

following vignettes draw from their knowledge of media and pop-culture in relation to 

music and songs to inform their playful responses to the text.  In the following excerpt, 

Carlos, Bianca, and Hunter read Tuesday and use the Character Cutouts to respond to 

text. 

They flip through pages and use the frog Cutouts to fly through the air as 
they become the frogs in the story. Carlos and Bianca are waving their 
Cutouts near each other and Carlos begins dropping some from high in the 
air and letting them flutter down onto the pages of the book. 
 
Carlos: I can believe I can… (Beginning to sing) 
 
 
Bianca: (Continuing Carlos’s song)…I can believe I can fly! (Flying the  
             frog Cutout through the air) 
 
Carlos: I can believe I can flyyyy! (Singing repeatedly) I can believe the  
            dog can flyyyy! (Singing and flying the dog Cutout over the page) 
 
Hunter: I can believe I can see a pig! (Singing and dropping the pig 
             Cutout) 
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As they leaf through pages and use the Character Cutouts to fly through the air, 

becoming the frogs and the other animals in the story, Carlos begins to sing “I Believe I 

Can Fly” an R&B song by R. Kelly (1996) that was made popular with children when it 

appeared in the movie Space Jam (Reitman, Goldberg, & Pytka, 1996) starring the 

famous athlete, Michael Jordan.  Sharing knowledge of this song, the group sings the 

song together, making connections to the flying animals in the story and integrating 

popular culture with their play and the contents of the book as they cooperatively 

construct understanding. 

 In a similar instance, Diego and Alyssa read Tiger in My Soup by Kashmira Sheth 

(2013) and use the Character Cutouts (Figure 4.7) as well as the general Reader, Author, 

and Illustrator Cutouts to transact with the story.  Tiger in My Soup is a story about a boy 

who desperately wants his sister to read him a book, but she is too distracted, even when 

he finds a tiger in his soup.  

 

 

    Figure 4.7. Tiger in My Soup Cutouts. 
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They choose the Cutouts they would like to become and read through and 
retell the story in their own words. They then look at illustrations in which 
the tiger appears to be making a mess of the house.  Diego suggests that he 
is the tiger, as he holds the tiger Cutout. 
 
Diego: I came in like a wrecking ball… (Singing as he moves the tiger  
           Cutout across the page in a sweeping fashion) 
 
Alyssa: The tiger came in like a wrecking ball. (Laughs) 
 
Diego: (Singing again and moving the Cutout across the page.) 
 
Alyssa: (Singing along with Diego) 
 

In this excerpt, Carlos suggests that the tiger “came in like a wrecking ball” as he 

sings and moves the Cutout across the pages of the book.  “Wrecking Ball” is a pop-

music song performed by Miley Cyrus (Gottwald, McDonald, Moccio, Skarbek, & 

Walter, 2013).  Carlos suggests, through his use of this song, that the tiger came in to 

“wreck” things, as a wrecking ball would, and Mariah supports this idea by noting that, 

indeed, the tiger did enter the story in this fashion.  Carlos clearly draws upon and brings 

in his media and pop-culture knowledge to inform his transaction with the text through 

his responsive play in this regard.  Sharing knowledge of this pop-culture reference, 

Alyssa is also able to make connections between this song and the text and to Carlos as 

they read and sing together.   

In this context, wherein popular music is drawn upon as a resource for children to 

demonstrate their literacies and competencies through their responsive play, children are 

able to open up spaces for learning and understanding in the classroom context that frees 

them to think through popular culture and to link their intertextual knowledge and their 

competencies to classroom learning. 
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Drawing from classroom learning. Children not only draw from their knowledge 

of books, TV, movies, and popular music, but also rely upon their intertextual knowledge 

related to school.  They draw from experiences and educational content found within the 

classroom and school environments to inform their responsive play.  In the following 

excerpts, children connect their responses to their classroom experiences with other texts, 

to their learning across content areas, and to their conceptions of classroom Discourses 

and identities (Gee, 2012).  

Connecting to experiences with other texts. In this vignette, Julieta, Mariana, and 

Francisco read Thunderstorm and use the Cutouts as they play in response to the text. 

The girls choose and become several characters and objects as they read 
through the story and actively retell and act out the scenes. 

 
Julieta: (As the sheep) Oh, I’m so scared! Look! (Points to the storm  
             coming) 
 
Mariana: (As the pigs) Me too! 
 
Julieta: Wind! Shhhhhhhh! (As the wind) 
 
Francisco: Look, the tornados outside! (As the people Cutout) 
 
Julieta: Baaa! (As the sheep) 
 
Francisco: Tornado! Whoooooshhhh! (As the tornado, moving across the  
                   pages) 
 
Mariana and Julieta: (Moving and swirling the sheep and pigs across the  
                                  page, making sheep and pig noises) 
 
Mariana: Remember the flying book? (To Julieta) 
 
Julieta: Oh, yah…the pigs! 
 
Mariana and Julieta: Oink, Oink (Both begin to pretend to fly around the  
                                  carpet.) 
 
Julieta: Remember the frogs flying on lily pads? (To Mariana) 
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Mariana: (Laughs) Ribbit! (Hops on the carpet) 
 
Julieta: And they wanna eat the guy’s lunch! 
 
Mariana: (Laughs) Yah…That was fun to be them like that. 
 

 In this excerpt, Julieta, Mariana, and Francisco become the characters in the story 

and construct an understanding of the text.  As they play in this capacity and make sense 

of the story events, Mariana draws on her knowledge of the book Tuesday, which was 

read in the Center by this group on a previous day.  The ‘whooshing’ of the tornado and 

the swirling and flying of the animal Cutouts that occur within the responsive play in 

response to the Thunderstorm book prompt Mariana to recall the flying frogs in Tuesday 

and the way the girls became these characters as they read this story.  While this response 

is also informed by intertextual knowledge in relation to other books, as highlighted in a 

preceding section of this chapter, Mariana specifically calls upon the use of this book in 

the classroom context to inform the current reading and response.  She draws from this 

previous classroom experience, within the Read and Respond Center, to make 

connections to the current reading event and the responses therein. 

 Connecting to learning across content areas. Children also draw from their 

intertextual knowledge in relation to classroom learning in other ways.  When Collin and 

Brianna read Tiger in My Soup, they draw upon their experiential knowledge, highlighted 

in a previous section of this chapter, as well as their intertextual knowledge in relation to 

their classroom learning, as they become characters in the story. 

Brianna: Oh, ABC soup! (Pointing to the soup in the illustration) 
 
Collin: A, b, c, d… (Singing his ABC’s as he paints the pictures of the  
            soup as the illustrator) 
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 Informed by her experience with and her knowledge of the type of soup presented 

in the book, Brianna suggests that it is ABC soup (it has noodles in the shapes of letters).  

Collin sings the alphabet song, the ABC’s, as he becomes the illustrator and paints the 

image of the soup onto the page.  Students often practice their ABC’s as preschoolers and 

kindergartners and at the beginning of the first grade school year by singing this song and 

by reviewing letters and letter sounds.  Calling upon his experiential knowledge in regard 

to the ABC’s as well as his knowledge of classroom (and home) practices and 

experiences with the alphabet, Collin sings this song as he becomes the illustrator and 

paints the pictures on the page.  This connects his prior experiences with classroom 

literacy instruction to the text and directly informs his responsive play. 

In another vignette, Bianca and Kaylee read Thunderstorm together and draw 

upon their classroom learning to inform their playful responses to the text.  In the story, a 

clock is prominently featured to note the time passing and the time of each event in 

relation to the storm. 

Kaylee: I wanna be a bunny! (Hopping) Hop! Hop! 
 
Bianca: (Also hopping)…Oh, I’ll be a Seagull (Pointing to an illustration  
             of a bird) 
 
Kaylee: Peregrine Falcon. (Flapping arms) I wanna be the tornado!             
             (Waves her arms and makes whooshing noises) 
 
Bianca: I’ll be the house. (Laughs and stands still) 
 
Kaylee: That was fun!  I’ll be her. (Pointing to the illustration of a girl) 
 
Bianca: I’ll be the clock! 
 
Kaylee: You’re gonna be the clock?! 
 
Bianca: Yah. (Puts her arms in the air and moves them like clock hands  
              and says, tick, tock, tick, tock) 
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Kaylee: Actually, I know how to be a clock! Like Mrs. Swanson showed! 
 
Bianca: I know! 
 
Both girls then stand up and become clocks, moving their arms like clock 
hands.  
 
Bianca: That was fun! 
 

In this excerpt, the girls become characters in the story as they respond to the 

book through play.  Kaylee notes that the bird in the story is not a seagull, and Bianca 

notes that it is, in fact, a Peregrine Falcon.  Bianca then suggests that she would like to 

become the clock in the story and the girls stand up and use their arms to become clocks.  

The girls, through their play, draw upon several classroom content areas to inform their 

responses to the text.  Kaylee pulls from her knowledge of science as she references a 

Peregrine Falcon and Bianca invokes her knowledge of math as she becomes a clock.  

When asked about this reading event, Mrs. Swanson noted that the class had previously 

discussed Peregrine Falcons within the science curriculum and that the class had also 

been working on using analog clocks to tell time within the math curriculum.  She also 

stated that she had asked the children to pretend to be clocks and to use their arms as 

clock hands to show different times as they learned about telling time.  Mrs. Swanson 

indicated that she felt that the girls in this vignette were indeed drawing on their 

classroom knowledge and learning experiences to inform their responses to this text in 

these ways.  

Reading books together and utilizing play as a form of reader response, the 

children in these vignettes connected their classroom learning, across content areas, to 

their reading transactions, thus informing their responsive play in an intertextual capacity.  
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Connecting to conceptions of classroom Discourses and identities. When they 

read and respond to books through play, children also connect their responses to their 

conceptions of the Discourses and identities found within their classroom.  In the 

following vignettes and excerpts, children demonstrate their understandings of teacher 

and student Discourses and identities (Gee, 2012) as they respond to the books by 

becoming teachers and students through their responsive play.  

 In this vignette, children read Creepy Carrots and use the corresponding 

Character Cutouts as they read and respond together. 

Mariana: Ok, now, since we done that, we can read…so, pretend I’m the  
                teacher and you…are the kid. 
 
Julieta sits up to listen to the story and becomes the student while Mariana 
holds the book up for her to see.  Mariana begins to read. 
 
Mariana: Ok, now…we’re gonna read Creepy Carrots (Shows Julieta the  
                cover, holding the book as Mrs. Swanson does). 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) 

 
Mariana: Julieta, come sit down and wait for me ‘cause we’re about to  
                start. Hands in your lap. 
 
Mariana begins to read the story and hold up the book so the “students” 
can see.  Francisco joins the group. 
 
Mariana: OK…ok, class (Calling for their attention, holds up the book and  
                continues to read) 
 
Francisco: (As the student, raises his hand) What are the creepy carrots  
                  for? 
 
Mariana: Nooooo. (Points to Francisco) 
 
Julieta: (Raises her hand) 
 
Mariana: Yes, Julieta? 
 
Julieta: Can I act? (Puts the rabbit Cutout on the page) 
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Mariana: Yes, you may. (Mariana allows this and continues to retell the  
                story as Juliet acts out the scenes with the Cutouts) 
 

In this excerpt, the children actively incorporate their knowledge of classroom 

Discourses and identities into the reading and play transaction.  As she becomes the 

teacher, Mariana takes on the teacher role and uses what she believes to be “teacher 

language” and “teacher actions” as she enacts this role according to her conceptions of 

this identity (Gee, 2012).  Julieta and Francisco easily become the students in this class 

run by Mariana and begin to participate in the imagined classroom read-aloud session. 

Similarly, in the following vignette, children try on teacher and student 

Discourses as they transact with David Goes to School by David Shannon (1999) and 

utilize the Character Cutouts (Figure 4.8) and the Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts. 

 

 

     Figure 4.8. David Goes to School Cutouts. 

 

Emma begins to read the story as Mia and Paige look on.  They then begin 
to read chorally. Emma then moves to Mrs. Swanson’s chair, becomes the 
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“teacher” and reads to Mia and Paige who sit on the floor as “students.”  
Emma reads and then shows them the pictures.  Paige and Mia then use 
Cutouts and place them on the pages and move them around when Emma 
displays the illustrations.   
 
Paige: Who will read the first page? (The girls raise their hands) (Points to  
            Emma) Emma. 
Emma: (Reads the page and moves the Cutout on the page). 
 
Paige then begins reading and displaying the illustrations as Emma did 
before her.  Knowing time is running short, Emma then lets Mia play the 
teacher role for a moment before the Center ends. 
 

In this vignette, the girls’ school-based play is prompted by the text, which 

depicts David, the main character in the story, misbehaving in school.  Similarly noted in 

the previous vignette, the girls in this group appropriate the teacher and student 

Discourses that they are familiar with in order to act out the story and play these roles as 

they read and transact with the book and with each other.   

As the children in the preceding vignettes became the teacher and the students 

within the responsive play framework, they drew upon their sociocultural resources in 

order to “try on” these identities, roles, and Discourses (Gee, 2012).  These figured 

classroom worlds and roles are what these students have determined to be ‘normal’ or 

‘typical’ (Gee, 2014) and their understandings of the identities contained within this 

cultural model are drawn upon as they reinterpret and recreate these identities as they 

play in response to literature.  Through this type of role-play, the children work out their 

understandings in relation to the story as they demonstrate their understandings and 

interpretations of these identities and Discourses when they respond to the text as the 

teacher and/or the students.  Through responsive play, children therefore construct 

meaning and understanding based upon their conceptions of and depictions of these roles. 
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Discussion  

Originally introduced by anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1962), the French 

term bricolage is used to describe the spontaneous and improvisational use of a diverse 

range of resources that are ready-at-hand, in order to create something new.  Dually 

informed by intertextuality and Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism (1981) and viewed 

through the lens of bricolage in terms of the children’s responsive play in this study, the 

preceding data demonstrates the ways in which a variety of multimodal and cultural texts 

and products are drawn from, appropriated, and then transformed by the children into 

something new.   

The children in this study used their dialogic, intertextual knowledge in regard to 

other books, movies and TV, popular music, and classroom learning content to inform 

their understandings and their responses to texts through a dynamic process of 

appropriation and transformation.  They became expert bricoleurs (Lévi-Strauss, 1962) as 

they drew from their intertextual knowledge and experiences in multimodal capacities 

(Kress, 2009) in order to inform their responses to the texts, which they then 

demonstrated and shared through their responsive play. 

Discussion  

The concept of sociocultural resources, as utilized within this study, is defined by 

positing that children from diverse backgrounds bring unique experiences, literacy and 

discourse practices, languages, learning styles, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and values to the 

classroom environment.  All of these are resources which children can draw from to 

inform their interpretations, responses, and understandings in the classroom context.  In 

this capacity, the sociocultural resources to which children are exposed at home and in 
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their personal lives are utilized and drawn from at school so as to make meaningful 

connections, construct meaning, and facilitate learning.  

Children drew from their vast sociocultural resources, to inform the ways in 

which they demonstrated their literacies and competencies through their responsive play.  

In this capacity, children were able to create sites for learning and understanding in the 

classroom context that freed them to demonstrate and to think through their experiences, 

their funds of knowledge, and their intertextual knowledge--as sociocultural resources--

and to effectively link these literacies and competencies to classroom learning as they 

transacted with texts and with each other. 

 Within this study, experiential knowledge is defined as a type of sociocultural 

resource which includes all of the personal life experiences, feelings and emotions, and 

knowledge which the children bring with them to the reading and response transaction.  

This resource was utilized by children as they drew stories to themselves by constructing 

personal connections with each other and with the literature, so as to make meaning.  

Children responded to literature and to each other through responsive play by connecting 

their own personal lives, experiences, and knowledge to the books they read together in 

their first grade classroom.  They used their experiential knowledge to draw the literature 

to themselves and to inform their responsive play as they responded through personal 

stories and connections, relayed personal knowledge and information related to or 

prompted by the stories, and related their life experiences to those portrayed in the text(s).  

In this capacity, children founded an area in the classroom wherein meaningful, 

connected, and relevant learning was supported.  Responsive play, thus, affords children 
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the freedom to share their knowledge and their experiences with others and to 

cooperatively create new spaces for learning and practice within the classroom context.   

Children also responded to literature and to each other through responsive play by 

drawing from their funds of knowledge, the things they have learned through living their 

lives and interacting within their socioculturally situated households and communities, in 

order to connect with the text(s) and to make meaning as they read and responded to texts 

together.  Children constructed understandings and made meaningful and relevant 

connections between home and school in relation to home practices, language, and 

religion as they respond to texts through play within this study.  Responsive play, in this 

regard, affords children the ability to utilize and share their funds of knowledge with 

others and to create a classroom learning environment in which learning is built upon this 

knowledge, thus making it relevant and meaningful, and wherein diversity is valued. 

Intertextual knowledge, as a sociocultural resource, is defined in this study as the 

knowledge and experiences children draw upon, from varied and multimodal sources, in 

order to build upon their knowledge, construct meaning, make connections to texts and 

each other, and to respond to texts in various ways.  Children used their intertextual 

knowledge as a sociocultural resource in order to inform their understandings of and their 

responses to stories and to build meaningful understanding(s) and connections in relation 

to: 1) Other Books and Stories 2) TV and Movies 3) Popular Music and 4) Classroom 

Learning.  They drew from their intertextual knowledge and experiences in multimodal 

capacities in order to inform their responses to the texts which they then demonstrated 

and shared through responsive play as they constructed meaning together. 
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Children naturally draw from and demonstrate their experiences, resources, 

practices, and identities through their imaginary play.  When combined in a classroom 

context, as noted within this study, children’s literacy practices and play produce 

pathways through which children can draw from their sociocultural resources in order to 

inform their academic experiences and their learning.  By integrating cooperative literacy 

events (Heath, 1983) with their own life experiences and knowledge--their sociocultural 

resources--in the classroom environment, and then translating these into playful reactions 

to literature through responsive play, children were able to construct meaning. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the findings concerning the first research sub-question 

presented within this dissertation: What are the sociocultural resources that children use 

to respond to text?  The discussions highlighted and expanded upon the three types of 

sociocultural resources that children drew from to inform their responsive play within this 

study: 1) Experiential Knowledge 2) Funds of Knowledge and 3) Intertextual Knowledge.  

These sociocultural resources were discussed in relation to the ways in which children 

constructed meaning by drawing from them in the classroom environment and then 

transforming them through their responsive play. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MAKING MEANING THROUGH RESPONSIVE PLAY 

 Current research suggests that, “We assemble meanings in a dynamic way based 

on interactions and negotiations with others when engaged in joint action and 

communication” (Gee, 2014, p.215).  Research on the process of meaning making further 

submits that for young children, “Stories provide a major route to understanding” (Wells, 

1986, p. 206).  Within the responsive play framework, children, motivated by their social 

interactions, merged their storybook reading transactions with their own experiences and 

knowledge in order to rework and then transform these experiences into meaningful 

literary responses.  Book-related play of this sort provides children with various and 

meaningful opportunities for literacy learning (Rowe, 1998, 2007).   Social interactions 

and storybook reading transactions, when combined in this way, can empower young 

readers and facilitate their learning and meaning making in the classroom context (Flint, 

2010).  Through their responsive play in this capacity, children are able to interweave 

their personal knowledge with their literary transactions in order to reinterpret stories and 

translate these into imaginative play responses, wherein prior experiences and knowledge 

are built upon, understanding is developed, and meaning is constructed.   

These questions guide my analysis and interpretation of children’s responsive 

play within the first grade classroom context:   

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?  

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 

2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?    



187 
 

In this chapter I address the second sub-question related to how children utilize play to 

construct meaning.  The following three categories were identified within the data as the 

ways that children use play to make meaning with texts: 1) Relating to Stories through 

Play 2) Reinterpreting Stories through Play and 3) Reconfiguring and Repurposing 

Stories through Play.  These three categories highlight the ways in which children 

incorporated and utilized play to construct understanding in relation to storybooks read 

within their first grade classroom and are expounded and discussed in separate sections 

within this chapter.   

As noted in Chapters 3 and 4, selective transcription was utilized to highlight the 

responsive play transactions observed within this study.  A selective transcription 

process, informed by Ochs (1979) and Heath (1983), in which conversations are framed 

in a top-down, sequential fashion, with nonverbal acts and behaviors placed in 

parentheses was used to represent the conversational transactions included within the 

responsive play vignettes and excerpts.  The language and speech of the children was 

transcribed as pronounced and include invented spellings that represent these 

pronunciations. 

The next section of this chapter begins by highlighting the responsive play 

framework presented in Chapter 2 and extends it to describe how children make meaning 

through their responsive play.  The chapter continues with sections that define each of the 

three identified ways that children utilize play to make meaning with texts: 1) Relating to 

Stories through Play 2) Reinterpreting Stories through Play and 3) Reconfiguring and 

Repurposing Stories through Play.  These categories, and the included sub-categories 

therein, are explicated through various examples and interpretations from the data and 
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subsequent discussions.  This chapter closes with a concluding discussion of these 

findings. 

Utilizing Play to Construct Meaning 

 As highlighted in Chapter 2, the responsive play framework is informed by many 

theories and studies.  Richard Beach’s 1993 study suggests that adult readers: becoming 

emotionally involved, entering into and creating alternative worlds, creating visual 

images of stories, and relating a story to one’s own experiences.  Similarly, Rowe (2007) 

suggests that when children read, they demonstrate patterns similar to those found by 

Beach as they respond to stories, using play in the ways similar to the ways that adult 

readers use verbal and cognitive strategies to respond to texts.  Children utilize and 

incorporate play in their responses in order to make sense of texts and to construct 

meaning and understanding (Rowe, 2007).  Children also cultivate their literacy abilities 

within and through the interconnected links between their talk, play, and stories (Evans, 

2012).  By linking their reading experiences to their social play, children’s learning is 

fostered and extended.   

 Children’s play as reader response is not only a meaningful way for children to 

respond to books, but also an important part of their meaning making processes, and of 

their literacy learning as a whole (Evans, 2012; Rowe, 2007).  Informed by aspects of the 

findings from the aforementioned studies and building upon the concept of responsive 

play, I expand the framework in relation to how children make meaning together through 

their playful responses to stories.   

Evans (2012) suggests that children construct their literacy learning as they 

cooperatively read stories, have discussions, and play together.  Throughout this study, 
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children utilized talk to respond to texts and to each other in various ways.  As they did 

so, they were able to interweave their experiences and their personal knowledge with the 

literary transactions in order to rework the stories and to then respond to them through 

active and imaginary play.  I suggest that within the responsive play framework, 

children’s learning is scaffolded (Vygotsky, 1978) and developed due to the social nature 

of the reading transactions.  Within this framework, children relate to and make 

connections to texts and to each other, reinterpret and respond to stories, and reconfigure 

and repurpose stories through their imaginative play.  It is within the intersection of these 

connections wherein knowledge is built upon and expanded, children’s understandings 

are developed, and meaning is ultimately constructed (Figure 5.1). 

 

  

            Relating to                                       Reinterpreting 

                     Stories through                               Stories through  
                       Play                      Meaning                         Play 

                                                    Making 

                                       
 

                                           

                                       Reconfiguring and  

                             Repurposing Stories       

                                              through Play 

                                   

                                                                             Responsive Play Framework 

 

          Figure 5.1. Making meaning by relating to, reinterpreting, and reconfiguring  
                 and repurposing stories through responsive play. 
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Utilizing Play to Making Meaning(s) with Texts  

Relating to Stories through Play 

Children naturally and universally relate to and connect story events and 

characters to their own lives in personally relevant and meaningful ways (Rosenblatt, 

1938, 1978; Sipe, 2008).  The collaborative nature of responsive play allows children to 

relate to stories and characters as they interconnect their experiences and their knowledge 

with their literary transactions.  As they explore their lives, their worlds, and the story 

worlds from different perspectives by making personal connections to characters and 

story events, and as they relate to stories through aesthetic responses, they construct 

personal meaning and understanding together.   

Utilizing sociocultural resources to make meaning through social play. As 

established in Chapter 4, children bring their unique experiences, literacy and discourse 

practices, languages, cultures, learning styles, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and values to the 

classroom environment as they respond to texts.  They are able to create and open up 

spaces for learning in the classroom context that allows them to demonstrate, to share, 

and to think through their sociocultural resources and to effectively relate these to their 

classroom learning as they transact with books and with each other. 

Meaning construction is directly affected by children’s personal life and literary 

experiences, as well as by the literary experiences and practices in the classroom context 

(Pantaleo, 2008; Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978).  As children draw upon and interweave their 

sociocultural resources with their interactions and transactions with the texts and with 

each other, they are informed by the connections they make within the intersection of 

these experiences, the stories, and the others in the classroom.  As they play in response 
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to the stories, the social and dialogic nature of the reading transactions allows the 

children to draw from, combine, and share their sociocultural resources as they construct 

meaning together in relation to the stories, through their responsive play. 

In the following excerpt, taken from my field notes, children are reading in the 

Read to Self Center, but have ignored the rules (they are supposed to read independently) 

and they read and respond together. 

Logan, Collin, Rebecca, and Francisco are reading a book about sea 
creatures.  They are discussing how the book relates to their ocean/beach 
visits and discussing which fish look the scariest, nicest, cutest, weirdest, 
etc.  Logan tells a story about how he once saw a shark.  Seeing my 
interest in his story, he moved closer to me and told me that he had seen 
the shark and it had bitten off his foot.  Interested, I asked how he was able 
to grow a new one, and asked if he used magic.  He nodded yes and then 
leaned in, covered his mouth so they others could not see/hear what he 
was saying, and told me: 

 
Logan: I’m really the real Spiderman, so I just snapped it (his foot) back    
            on. 
 
Me: Oooh. (Nodding and smiling). 
 
Francisco: (Overhearing what Logan said) I’m Spiderman too…let’s catch  
                  these fish in our webs! 
 
The boys shoot webs from their wrists and catch the fish on each page of 
the book.  The others join in. 
 
Rebecca: I’m a rainbow fish. I saw those fishing once. Catch me! 
 
Collin: (As Spiderman, shoots web from his wrist) Gotcha! (To Rebecca,  
             as the fish) 
 

In this excerpt, the children transact with each other by discussing their own 

experiences (their Experiential Knowledge) with the ocean and with sea creatures and 

relating them to the story.  Suggesting that he is Spiderman, Logan brings in his 

knowledge of pop-culture/media (his Intertextual Knowledge) as he references a 
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superhero.  This comment opens the door for playful response, which Lorenzo capitalizes 

on as he suggests that he is also Spiderman.  The boys all “become” or take on the 

identity of Spiderman and catch the fish in the book with their webs.  Rebecca takes on 

the identity of a fish, specifically a rainbow fish which she knows about from her 

personal experiences with fishing (her Experiential Knowledge) and continues the play, 

daring the three Spidermen to catch her.   

As they play together in response to the book about the sea, the children in this 

vignette related the storybook to their lives and to their personal experiences and drew 

from a range of their sociocultural resources, in this case a combination of their 

Experiential and Intertextual Knowledge, in order to relate to and make connections to 

each other and to the text as they experienced it together.  This social sharing of 

experiences, demonstrated through their responsive play, afforded the children the 

opportunity to utilize and incorporate their sociocultural resources as they related to and 

constructed an understanding of the text while extending the story through their 

imaginative play. 

In the following vignette, which was highlighted in Chapter 4, Hunter, Carlos, and 

Tuan sit in a close circle on the carpet in the Read and Respond Center, and begin to read 

Too Many Tamales by Gary Soto (1992).  Children use the Character Cutouts along with 

the Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts as they read this book together. 

In this excerpt, Carlos picks up the book and then chooses the Reader Cutout, 

holds it up, and retells the story in his own words.  He becomes the official reader or 

narrator of the story, moving the Reader Cutout along the text on the page as he retells 

the story and the other boys look on.  As Carlos’ narrator play continues, Hunter and 



193 
 

Tuan act out each scene as Carlos describes it, becoming the various characters as the 

story progresses.  

Tuan: Don’t eat me! Don’t eat me! (Holding up the tamales Cutout and  
          pretending to be the tamales) 
 
Carlos: This little boy eats the burrito…I mean chipotle (Shaking his  
             head)…tamale! (Pretending the Cutout of the children are eating) 
 
Hunter: Chipotle! (Holds up the tamales Cutout) 
 
Carlos: It’s not a burrito, it’s a tamale. 
 
Tuan: He eats a chipotle? (Laughs) 
 
Carlos: He eats the last tamale and he swallows the ring. (Said in the low  
            narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: Oh yah! Nom, nom, nom! (Pretends the boy Cutout is eating,  
             putting the Cutout near the tamales Cutout that Tuan is now  
             holding) 
 
Carlos: And he eats the last tamale and eats something hard. (Said in the  
            low narrator voice) 
 
Hunter: (Grasps his throat as if he is choking on the ring) It was the ring!  
             Wait. (He then flips through the pages of the book). I didn’t  
             swallow it, the mom had it (Pointing to the page that shows the  
             Mom had the ring)! 
 
Carlos: Oh yah! 
 
Tuan: Ta-da! (Holds up the ring Cutout) 
 
All: (Laugh) 
 
At this point, the boys choose new Cutouts and begin to collectively retell 
the story once again.  This time Hunter retells the story and plays the role 
of the Dad, while Carlos becomes the illustrator and begins to “paint” the 
illustrations on each page. 

 
Hunter: The dad is cooking a ring. I’m cooking it (Holds up a Cutout and  
             waves it over the page). It should burn.  
 
 



194 
 

Carlos: Wait, I gotta paint this (As the illustrator, moves the Illustrator  
             Cutout over the illustrations and begins to draw and paint the  
             images on the page) 
 
Hunter: Yah, but it’s supposed to burn.  Metal and fire don’t get along. 
 
Carlos: Metal and fire don’t get along? 
 
Hunter: No, they don’t, they just burn something. It will explode, metal  
             and fire. 
 
Tuan: How could they explode? 
 
Carlos: I don’t know, but I can find out, because I’m the illustrator! (Holds  
            up the Illustrator Cutout and holds it up to the ring Cutout). Excuse  
            me, sir…will you explode? (Having the Illustrator Cutout “ask” the  
            ring Cutout if it will explode). Pshhhhhhhh! (Makes an explosion  
            noise and drops the Cutouts to the floor). 
 

As elaborated in Chapter 4, this excerpt demonstrates how the boys utilize and 

draw from their sociocultural resources to inform their interpretations, make personal 

connections to the story through discussions about language, build understanding(s) of 

story sequence and events, and integrate their own knowledge and experiences into the 

reading transaction.  This integration concomitantly informs their play and moves it 

forward as they clarify information and cooperatively construct meaning together in 

relation to the story.  As the boys respond to the story through play, they draw from their 

sociocultural resources, their Funds of Knowledge and their Experiential Knowledge, as 

they use Spanish terms to connect to and relate to the story, and as they discuss story 

events in relation to their knowledge of the real world in regard to cooking and metal.   

Further utilizing story events to inform their responsive play, Carlos, as the 

narrator, notes that the boy in the story swallows the ring.  Accordingly, Hunter, who has 

become this character in this story, grasps his throat as if he is choking on it.  During their 

play and as they continue to transact with the text, Hunter realizes that the boy does not 
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actually swallow the ring in the story, that in fact the Mom had it all along.  Referencing 

their prior knowledge of the story (it had been previously read to them by their teacher) 

and their reading and interpretations of the story within this Reading Center, the boys go 

back through the book to search for story details in order to determine whether or not 

their playful retelling and re-enactment of the story is correct.  The boys eventually come 

to a mutual understanding of the story events as depicted within the illustrations and the 

text and determine that their initial assumption was incorrect, and that that the Mother 

had the ring.  In this sense, the boys’ responsive play informs their cooperative meaning 

making and comprehension in relation to the story events as they navigate the story 

within and through their play. 

While playing in response to the story, the boys draw from and combine their 

sociocultural resources in order to make meaning as they collectively connect with the 

story in personally significant ways.  Within their responsive play, the boys also use their 

prior knowledge of the story, their reading and interpretations of the story informed by 

their sociocultural resources, and the book itself to clarify and construct meaning, 

understanding, and comprehension as related to the story’s sequence and events.   

Responsive play, as noted in the preceding vignettes, created pathways through 

which children could work together and draw from and combine their sociocultural 

resources in order to make connections and relate to the stories and to each other.  These 

connections then informed their language and literacy experiences and their learning as 

they interpreted and made sense of the stories through their cooperative play.  When 

children respond to books in this way, they draw from and their extensive and diverse 

experiences in order to create meaningful connections to the stories and to build upon 
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their knowledge and their beliefs as they create understanding together in relation to the 

texts.  Responsive play in this capacity, affords children the ability to utilize and share 

these sociocultural resources with each other in order to collaboratively navigate various 

stories and construct meaning. 

Learning and meaning making comprise a continuous interplay of both internal 

and individual experiences as well as social experiences (Owocki, 1999).  Children’s 

knowledge, drawn from their combined sociocultural resources influences the 

information and input that they receive from their social experiences, and reciprocally, 

children’s social experiences influence and shape the ways in which children draw from 

and build upon their individual sociocultural resources and knowledge (Bakhtin, 1981; 

Bredekamp & Copple, 2009; Dyson, 1989; Goodman & Goodman, 1990; Owocki, 1999; 

Strickland & Strickland, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978).  Children in this study dynamically 

negotiated and constructed meaning within their transactions with the others in the 

Reading Centers as they engaged in cooperative action and communication (Gee, 2014) 

through their responsive play.  The stories that children read and responded to together 

provided a passageway to understanding (Wells, 1986) and comprehension.  Within the 

responsive play framework, children, motivated by their social interactions, merged their 

storybook reading transactions with their combined sociocultural resources in order to 

make connections to and make meaning with each other and with the texts through play, 

providing them with various and meaningful opportunities for literacy learning (Rowe, 

1998, 2007).    

Exploring different perspectives through personal connections. Just as children 

draw from and combine their sociocultural resources to make connections and relate to 
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stories, they also continuously draw from their experiences and their knowledge in order 

to inform their personal understandings of and responses to stories.  In this way, they 

construct meaning as they make personal connections to each other and to the texts and 

as they view and interpret the stories from various perspectives. 

In several instances, children made personal connections to texts by relating 

themselves to the story characters and/or to the story in general and vice versa.  In one 

instance, reading Abuela by Arthur Dorros (1997), Mia suggests that she is similar to the 

character in the story and that she wishes she was in the scene portrayed in the 

illustration: “Hey that looks like me!  I wish I was there!  If I was her, I’d go there!”  She 

then proceeds to “fly” down into the scene and become the character within the book.  

Mia relates the text, and specifically the image of the title character, to herself in order to 

make a personal connection to the story.  When she suggests that, as the character, she 

would visit a certain section of the portrayed scene, she meshes her own real world 

identity with that of the character, and views the story from a new perspective.  In another 

instance, Bianca and Kaylee read and respond to Thunderstorm by Arthur Geisert (2013) 

together and relate to the text in similarly personal ways. 

Kaylee: Then I get to be a sheep…baaaa!  
 
Bianca: Then I have to be the little girl. (Pretends to put things on a  
             clothesline, as in the illustration) Then after that… 
 
The girls discuss which sister they want to be. 
 
Bianca: This is a younger one. 
 
Kaylee: I wanna be her. (The older sister) 
 
Bianca: (Looking at K) I don’t think you’re bigger than me. 
 
Kaylee: Let’s see. 
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The girls stand up to measure each other with their hands and see who is 
taller…Kaylee is taller. 
 
Bianca: So, OK, I’ll be the little sister. 
 
Kaylee: So, this is what it’s like to be a big sister! (Laughs) 
 
Bianca: (Laughs) 
 
The girls then pose as the girls in the illustration, then turn the page and 
continue to act out the scenes. 
 

Herein, the girls relate the story and the characters to themselves.  While they 

negotiate their responsive play roles, the girls relate the characters in the illustrations to 

themselves directly.  Preparing to respond to the text through their play, the girls 

determine which roles to play based on their own personal attributes, in this case their 

heights, in relation to the attributes of the characters portrayed in the story.  Since Kaylee 

is taller than Bianca, it is determined that she should play the role of the older and taller 

sister.  As she plays this role, she takes on the perspective of the older sister character 

when she suggests, “So this is what it’s like to be a big sister!” 

Vygotsky (1978) suggests that dramatic play of this sort provides children with an 

environment in which they can experience and explore various roles and perspectives.  

As they act out scenes and become various characters from the books, children 

imaginatively enter the story world and are able to feel as if they are in the middle of the 

events and as if they are inside the same world as the story (Edmiston, 1993; Rosenblatt, 

1978).  When children play in response to text, relate to stories in personal ways, and 

make personal connections to stories and characters in taking on these character personas, 

they are “no longer bound by their personal roles” (Rowe, 1998, p. 28) or their real-world 
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identities.  They are able to transform these roles and identities in order to view and make 

sense of the story from various perspectives which may differ from their own.   

Young children are best able to take on the perspectives of others when the 

context makes “human sense” (Donaldson, 1978, p.17).  When they can draw from and 

connect their own personal knowledge and experiences in order to relate to and 

understand characters and their actions and motivations, they are able to develop 

reasonable scripts for these characters (Rowe, 1998), which they then act out through 

their responsive play.  This data suggests that responsive play affords the children a space 

in which they are able to relate to stories in personal and meaningful ways and in which 

they are able to view the stories, the characters, and the world through different lenses. 

Relating to texts through aesthetic responses. Rowe’s (1998, 2007) studies on 

children’s book-related dramatic play suggest that children use play as an entrée into the 

book world in various ways.  She also notes that some of children’s book-related 

dramatic play is undertaken for the sole purpose of creating lived-through or aesthetic 

experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978) with the texts.  In these events, Rowe found that children 

were not focused on questions or concerns they had about the story or the characters, but 

were instead focused on the “immediate enjoyment of playing out some favorite aspect of 

a story” (Rowe, 1998, p. 24). 

Demonstrated by the following vignettes and excerpts, children connect and relate 

to texts and to each other aesthetically as they discuss and play out several of their 

favorite sections of the stories they read together.  These connections then foster their 

meaning making in relation to the text. 



200 
 

In this vignette, Noah, Cody, and Tuan read Tiger in My Soup by Kashmira Sheth 

(2013) and use the Character Cutouts to play in response to the story. 

Noah: What should we do now? 
 
Cody: Tuan, you have to tell…do what’s your favorite part… (To Noah)  
          You go first. 
 
Noah: Ok, my favorite part was…when that tiger was in the soup, and he  
           comed out, and he was chasing after that boy. Rawwww! 
 
Cody: My favorite part was when the tiger was out on the ground!  
          (Crouches down) 
 
Tuan: My favorite part was when the boy got scared. That’s a funny part.   
          (Laughs) 
 

As they respond to the story aesthetically and create a lived-through experience 

(Rosenblatt, 1978), the boys discuss and demonstrate their favorite parts of the story 

through their play.  They relate to the story in aesthetic ways and, in doing so, are able to 

retell and reconstruct the story through their imaginary play, supporting their 

understanding of the story events.  

 Similarly, in the following excerpt, Julieta, Francisco, and Morgan read and 

respond to Too Many Tamales and use the Character Cutouts as they read and play 

together. 

Julieta: I’m painting the pictures; you write the words (To Francisco). 
 
Francisco: No, I’m taking bites, yumm! (Pretends to eat the tamale       
                  Cutout). 
 
Julieta: Here (To Morgan)…here’s the tamales, they talk! 
 
Morgan: I wanna be this (The title Cutout)…I’m the ring, it’s my favorite  
               part when they eat them ‘cause they can’t find it! 
 
Julieta: You’re good at reading, Francisco, you be the reader. 
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Morgan: You know I can read the whole Dr. Seuss book? It’s 62 pages.  I  
               like the frog story better. 
 
Julieta: I like the tiger. 
 

In this excerpt, when children become different characters in relation to the story, 

they define each other as readers and respond to the literature in various ways (Bloome & 

Egan-Robertson, 1993).  Julieta directs the group’s interactions when she defines 

Francisco as a “good reader,” and asks him to take on this role within their cooperative 

play.  Morgan similarly defines and positions herself as a “good reader” when she makes 

an intertextual reference, suggesting that she is able to read a 62-page Dr. Seuss book.  

Morgan also responds aesthetically by noting her favorite part of the story which 

simultaneously allows her to demonstrate her comprehension of the story events.  The 

children reflect upon the other books they have previously read in the Read and Respond 

Center and discuss which ones are their favorites, drawing on their Intertextual 

Knowledge and making connections in this regard.  The children in this excerpt 

responded to the story by creating a lived-through experience in which they played out 

and discussed their favorite aspects of this and other books and used their experiences 

and knowledge to define themselves as readers, through responsive play. 

Children also responded aesthetically to books by discussing and becoming their 

favorite characters as they played in response to text.  In this excerpt, Mateo, Diego, 

Carlos, and Lily read Chicks and Salsa by Aaron Reynolds (2007) in the Read with 

Someone Center. 

Diego: I’m gonna be this guy! (Pointing at the rooster) 
 
Carlos: I want that guy! I like him the best! (Also pointing to the rooster) 
 
Lily: We can do eenie-meenie-minie-moe… 
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Mateo: I’ll pick the rat. He’s cool. 
 
Lily: How bout both of you be him (The rooster) 
 
Mateo: Then I wanna be the rat. 
 
Lily: No, I wanna be the mousie!  Mousie is my most favorite! (Laughs) 
 
Carlos: Hey guys, what are you doing over here? (As the rooster) 
 
Lily: Squeeeak! (Laughs) 
 
Mateo: Somebody cook me some food around here! 
 
Diego: (Laughs) Nachos! 
 

Negotiating their roles within this cooperative responsive play scenario, children 

discuss and choose favorite characters (and aspects of these characters) to become and as 

they play out the story.  They choose characters aesthetically, based on which ones they 

like best, which ones they think look “cool,” and which ones are their favorite.  This 

process affords them the opportunity negotiate these roles and to make personal and 

aesthetic connections to the story characters. 

The preceding excerpts and vignettes demonstrate how children take an aesthetic 

stance toward reading (Rosenblatt, 1978), turning their attention inward toward their own 

personal preferences and thoughts as they respond to the texts through play.  As noted in 

Rowe’s (2007) study, children appear to be choosing and becoming favorite story 

characters and playing out favorite story scenes for the “sheer enjoyment of experiencing 

the book in the multisensory medium of dramatic play” (p. 25).  Playing these roles and 

acting out these scenes brings these stories to life and allows children to connect with 

them and live through (Rosenblatt, 1978) them in enjoyable ways, allowing them to 

meaningfully relate to the stories and to each other. 
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Having fun. Within this study, children also relate to and connect to texts and to 

each other as they aesthetically respond to the books, demonstrating their enjoyment of 

the stories and of the reading transactions by simply having fun.  As noted in Chapter 1, 

play has become devalued within the primary grades.  Due to this devaluation of play and 

an emphasis on academics, standards, and testing, first grade classrooms such as the one 

presented in this study rarely allot time for the sorts of play that is often afforded within 

preschool and kindergarten classroom settings.  

In an interview with Mrs. Swanson, play and fun are discussed in the school and 

classroom contexts: 

 Me: Ok, tell me about play in the classroom. 
 

Mrs. Swanson: (Pause)…We try (emphasis)…to, to play, but it’s really  
                         hard to do any extra or fun activities at this point because  
                         there is so much to get to…we play with manipulatives                
                         and stuff in Math. We play a lot of games.  Learning  
                         games, but they are pretty structured still.  

 
Me: Is it different for kindergarten than it is for first grade? 

 
Mrs. Swanson: I would say it’s more, uh, I don’t know…I do know that  
                         they get to do a lot more crafts and art and playful things  
                         and we are more focused on skills and tests and  
                         assessing…compared to them. 
 
Me: Do you think the kids feel that difference? 
 
Mrs. Swanson: Oh yah, especially at the beginning of the year…they  
                         always say they wish they could go back to kinder because  
                         it was more fun. 

 
Mrs. Swanson: And I always, I always try to do, you know, activities, like  
                         theme things to make it more exciting and fun for  
                         them…but it’s really, really hard to find the time, because  
                         our day is so jam-packed and there are so many standards  
                         that we have to, have to hit, every week…it’s so hard,  
                         even…you know, I mean, it’s hard. 
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Me: (Nodding) 
 
Mrs. Swanson: Since we started your Center, I have noticed that they will  
                         say things like “I will be that guy” and act out the story  
                         and retell it to each other and play a bit more than they  
                         used to in the other Centers…There isn’t a lot of time for  
                         play in the day.  I think it’s so, like, focused on testing, and  
                         the, you’re not allowed, and you feel like if someone walks  
                         in, you feel like, oh, we better not be doing anything fun,  
                         you know what I mean? 
 
Me: Right.  

 
Mrs. Swanson: Yah, it’s sad…I feel like, there’s such a change from like  
                          kindergarten up to first, that they do all those fun things  
                          and we can’t do any of that. 

 
Mrs. Swanson suggests that as a teacher, with such strict academic standards 

goals and requirements, she does not feel that there are allowances for or time for play in 

her first grade classroom.  She further notes that the administrators at her school and in 

her district do not tend to see play as important, but are instead focused on academic 

standards and testing.  Play is seen as outside of the learning scope and is deemed 

unimportant and unnecessary in this first grade classroom context.  While Mrs. Swanson 

clearly believes that incorporating fun and play in the first grade classroom context is 

worthwhile and important for the children’s learning and understanding, she feels 

pressure to focus on test preparation and on meeting academic standards and district 

goals. 

In this interview, Mrs. Swanson further suggests that the Read and Respond 

Center, which was implemented and utilized within this study, has afforded children 

opportunities to play as they read and work together that they did not have before.  She 

also notes that, within this Center, children enjoy taking on character roles and interacting 
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in fun ways with the books.  Children similarly suggest that the Read and Respond Center 

is an area in the classroom wherein play and fun are focal. 

In the following vignette, Bianca and Kaylee read Thunderstorm together and talk 

about the fun nature of the transaction. 

Kaylee: I wanna be a bunny! (Hopping) Hop! Hop! 
 
Bianca: (Also hopping)…Oh, I’ll be a Seagull. (Pointing to an illustration  
              of a bird) 
 
Kaylee: Peregrine Falcon. (Flapping arms) I wanna be the tornado!  
              (Waves her arms and makes whooshing noises) 
 
Bianca: I’ll be the house. (Laughs and stands still) 
 
Kaylee: That was fun!  I’ll be her. (Pointing to the illustration of a girl) 
 
Bianca: I’ll be the clock! 
 
Kaylee: You’re gonna be the clock?! 
 
Bianca: Yah. (Puts her arms in the air and moves them like clock hands  
              and says, tick, tock, tick, tock) 
 
Kaylee: Actually, I know how to be a clock! Like Mrs. Swanson showed! 
 
Bianca: I know! 
 
Both girls then stand up and become clocks, moving their arms like clock 
hands.  
 
Bianca: That was fun! 
 

 In this excerpt, discussed previously in Chapter 4, the girls play together in 

response to the Thunderstorm book.  During their transaction, both girls note that the 

playful responses they are engaging in are “fun.”  While their responses to the story draw 

on many of their sociocultural resources and allow the girls to construct meaning across 

contexts as they collaboratively respond through play, their focus is also on the enjoyable 
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nature of the transactions as they relate to each other and to the text.  In numerous 

responsive play events, children noted that their transactions were fun and enjoyable in 

similar respects. 

 Throughout several informal interviews with small groups of children, the 

concept of responsive play as “fun” was often noted.  The following interview excerpts 

highlight the various ways in which children, when asked about their thoughts on the 

topic, found the Read and Respond Center and the responsive play therein, fun: 

Me: What do you like about doing the Center? 
 
Julieta: The Center of…that is fun, cause like, the sticks, are like toys. 
 
Diego: Yah. 
 
Me: So what do you think about working with your friends in the Center? 
 
Francisco: It’s fun! 
 
Diego: Fun. 

 
Me: So tell me about the new Reading Center, with the sticks. 
 
Kaylee: Oh…that one’s fun! 
 
Me: What do you guys think of the Center? 
 
Paige: It’s really fun. 
 
Me: How come? Why is it so fun?  
 
Paige: It’s because, I like to play with the sticks. 
 
Mia: I like acting it out. 
 
Me: What do you think of the Center? 
 
Cody: I know, it’s so fun…it’s like, you get to like, act it out and it’s so,  
           so fun! 

 
Me: What do you think of the new Reading Center? 



207 
 

Alyssa: The Center with the sticks? It’s fun ‘cause you can be the  
             characters in the story and you can be the author and pretend  
             you’re making the pictures and writing the words! 
 
Hunter: Fun…really fun to make like, your own story. 
 

 In order to further clarify the ways in which children thought about the Read and 

Respond Center and their responsive play, I asked them to draw pictures of the Center 

and what they do within it.  The following selection of drawings demonstrates the ways 

in which children viewed this Center as a fun space to connect with and interact with 

each other, with the Character Cutouts, and with the books. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Zoe’s drawing of the Read and Respond Center. 
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Figure 5.3. Mariana’s drawing of the Read and Respond Center. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4. Hunter’s drawing of the Read and Respond Center. 
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Figure 5.5. Lily’s drawing of the Read and Respond Center 

 

Several children, including Zoe, Mariana, Hunter, and Lily, whose artwork is 

presented here, drew detailed pictures in which the Read and Respond Center itself 

(including the carpet and the clock on the wall, me as an observer, the camera, etc.), the 

Character Cutouts, the books, and they, along with other children, are present.  In these 

drawings, children depict themselves smiling and interacting with the books and Cutouts 

and saying things (in thought bubbles) such as: “This is so FUN!” “Woohoo,” “Yaae,” 

and “Hooo,” highlighting their enjoyment and fun as they participate in the Reading 

Center.  These drawings suggest that children viewed the Read and Respond Center as a 

fun place in which they could respond to books with their friends, through the use of the 

Character Cutouts.  These images capture the playful context of the Center and the 

transactions within it, along with the fact that children found it enjoyable.   
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The children’s enjoyment is evidenced by these drawings as well as by the 

preceding interview statements in which they suggest the fun nature of this Reading 

Center.  As children’s voices are often missing in research conducted on and/or with 

children (Corsaro, 2003), I found it necessary to include these interview excerpts and 

artistic examples as demonstrative of children’s voices within the framework of this 

study.  As they transacted with each other and with the stories and made connections 

through their responsive play, children took away immediate pleasure as they played out 

different aspects of the stories (Rowe, 1998).   

Discussion 

 Paley’s (2004, 2010) classroom studies suggest that young children often use play 

as a way to make meaning as well as to make sense of their own personal lives. Young 

children also find ways, in the classroom context, to utilize play as a way to gain more 

control over their literacy practices, as a source of pleasure and enjoyment (Wohlwend, 

2013b), and as a way to relate to and respond to texts in personally significant ways.  As 

they play in response to books, children are able to make personal sense of texts as they 

explore their emotions, their attitudes, and their personal interests (Rowe, 2007).  The 

data herein, suggest that children utilized responsive play in order to relate to stories and 

characters and to make meaning in personal ways.  Responsive play can thus be 

positioned as a means for children to collaboratively make sense of stories and story 

events as they engage in cooperative and personal meaning making. 

Children constructed their literacy learning as they related personally to stories 

and characters as they read, talked, and played together.  Sociocultural theories on 

learning suggest that it is through these types of dialogic social interactions, in which 
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children are engaged in personally meaningful social talk and activities, wherein learning 

occurs most powerfully (Vygotsky, 1978; Wells, 1986).  Relating to stories through their 

social responsive play, children were able to interweave their experiences and their 

knowledge with their literary transactions, explore different perspectives as they made 

personal connections to story characters and events, and relate to stories through aesthetic 

responses and fun as they constructed meaning and understanding.   

Reinterpreting Stories through Play 

 Children’s book-related play allows them to sort through and sort out book 

meanings and author intentions (Rowe, 2007).  Children are able to make sense of stories, 

characters, and plots as they revisit, rework, and recreate them through their playful 

reenactments and responses.  In this study, children were able to work out their 

understandings of the stories through their interpretations of story characters and events 

and their subsequent reinterpretations of these, as demonstrated through their play.   

 Within the responsive play framework, on the first level of understanding and 

interpretation, children read stories together and make sense of and interpret character 

motivations, author intent, plotlines, etc. as presented within the books.  On the second 

level of understanding and interpretation, having read and interpreted the stories in order 

to understand what is happening, who the characters are and what they represent, etc., 

children collaboratively reinterpret the stories and their meanings as they recreate and 

demonstrate their understandings through play.  Responsive play, in this capacity, 

provides an arena in which the children are able to rework, reinterpret, and “refine their 

interpretations of books by revisiting and replaying scenes” (Rowe, 1998, p. 25). 
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 As they become various characters within the books, retell and extend stories, 

make story predictions, clarify their understandings, analyze the books, and reflect 

critically on story events and character depictions, children simultaneously build upon 

and construct their understandings as they demonstrate their comprehension through their 

play in response to the stories.   

Trying on Discourses and identities to reinterpret stories and characters.  

When children become a Cutout/Character within the responsive play framework, as 

noted in Chapter 4, they draw from their various sociocultural resources in order to try on 

the different identities, roles, and Discourses (Gee, 2012) of the characters (the Cutouts 

they chose to play), as they interpret them.  Through their play, children demonstrate 

their understandings of these identities and Discourses when they became the characters 

and act out their story reinterpretations. 

In the following excerpt, Paige reads Abuela and plays alone as she waits for the 

others in her group to arrive.  She takes on both the child and the Grandmother roles as 

she reinterprets and reenacts the story. 

Paige: Oh, hi, what are you doing today? (As the Grandmother-using a  
           high, shaky voice) 
 
Turns the page. 
 
Paige: Oh, hey, I’ll help you! (As the child-using her normal voice,  
           moving characters across the page) 
 
Turns the page. 
 
Paige: High, high, high, high!!!  (She raises the Grandmother Cutout  
           higher and higher on the page) 
 
Turns the page. 
 
Paige: It’s just pretend.  They’re imagining it.  ‘Cause they’re not really  
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           flying, but it’s like a travelling…like…like an adventure in their  
           mind, though! (Telling me, nodding slowly, and then putting her  
           hands on the sides of her head and then throwing her hands into the  
           air as she ends her statement). 
 
Turns the page. 
 
Paige: (As the Grandmother-using a high, shaky voice) I’m high, up in the  
           sky. I’m flying, I’m flying across town! (Flying the Cutout across  
           the page) 
 
Paige continues to turn pages and act out the scenes (Playing both child 
and Grandmother) until the others arrive in the Center. 
 

Playing by herself, Paige takes on both of the main character roles in the story.  

She reinterprets and reenacts the story scenes that unfold on each page and becomes both 

the child and the Grandmother.  Paige demonstrates her understanding of the sequence of 

story events, inserts herself into the story, and plays out each scene.  She further 

demonstrates her understanding of the story when she acts out the scenes and responds as 

the characters, moving and progressing through the story in its entirety. 

When Paige tells me (while she plays) that she understands that the characters in 

the story are only pretending they are flying, that they are using their imaginations to go 

on an adventure in their mind, she demonstrates her understanding and comprehension of 

the story as she has interpreted it.  She reworks and reinterprets the story and the 

characters through her play as she then becomes the characters and flies across the pages 

in response to the text.   

In another excerpt, also highlighted in Chapter 4, Julieta and Francisco read The 

Paper Bag Princess by Robert Munsch (1980).  They use the Character Cutouts to 

transact with the story. 
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Julieta: I’m so happy! (As the princess, holding the princess Cutout) 
 
Francisco: She didn’t like that prince! Look, the dragon is all spikey.  
                 (Pointing to the dragon’s tail in the illustration) 
 
Julieta: Oh, right. (Puts the princess Cutout down) 
 
Turn pages. 
 
Julieta: Don’t hurt me! (As the prince, now holding the prince Cutout)  
            He’s like this…Ahhhhhh! (Lays slowly onto the floor as if she is  
            fainting, putting her hand to her forehead) 
 
Francisco: (Mimicking Julieta’s actions, laying onto the floor and then  
                  sitting up) I’m a’ight.  He’s like, I got this! (He then falls to the  
                  ground again in a fainting motion).  No I don’t. (Laughs) 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) 
 

 Trying on different identities, the two discuss and become various story characters 

and share their story understandings while playing together in response to the book.  For 

instance, commenting on Julieta’s portrayal of the princess as happy, Francisco notes that 

the princess did not like the prince in the story (which is a key point in this tale) and was 

therefore not happy with him, sharing his comprehension and understanding of the 

storyline with Julieta.   

When Julieta takes on the role of the prince, she acts out her understanding of his 

character as afraid and somewhat meek.  Becoming this character, she reinterprets and 

highlights his character traits, as she understands them, through her responsive play.  

Following suit, Francisco reinterprets the prince character in relation to the story and 

according to Julieta’s reinterpretation and portrayal of him, and faints at the sight of the 

dragon.  Francisco also tries to give the prince an air of feigned bravery alongside his 

fear, though, demonstrating his slightly different perception of the prince and thus his 

own personal reinterpretation of this character.   
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When the children in these examples interpreted the stories, transacted with the 

texts, and shared their interpretations, they transformed their understandings of the stories 

and of the characters as they discussed and demonstrated their reinterpretations of them.  

They were able to make sense of the stories as they recreated them through their 

responsive play.  Bakhtin (1986) suggests that, “with comprehension there are [at least] 

two consciousnesses and two subjects” (p. 111).  Responsive play, in this regard, allows 

and enables children to understand and comprehend texts by viewing them from multiple 

perspectives and points of view, as they place themselves into stories in active roles 

(Enciso & Edmiston, 1997).  Children are able to work out their understandings of stories 

through their reinterpretations of characters and events and are thus able to construct 

meaning through their play in response to the stories. 

 Retelling stories in their own words.  Owocki (1999) suggests that “dramatic 

retelling” is the “act of retelling a story or a part of a story using masks, costumes, 

puppets, props, pantomime, or language and gesture” (p. 35).  In this study, children often 

used the Character Cutouts as a type of prop or character representation and also utilized 

language and gesture to become characters while playing in response to books.   

 When children transform their understandings from one sign system (written 

language, illustrations) to another sign system (oral language, play), they have to 

reorganize, rework, and recreate their conceptions about what they have read and 

understood (Owocki, 1999).  This process allows for and facilitates children’s literacy 

learning through “transmediation,” the process through which the expression of meanings 

constructed in one sign system is then represented and constructed through other sign 

systems (Eco, 1976; Suhor, 1984).  As noted within this study, children’s book-related 
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play involves the “transmediation of the linguistic and graphic signs from the text and 

illustrations” (Rowe, 1998, p. 29) through their responsive play as they retell and reenact 

stories. 

In the following excerpt, Collin, Madison, and Daniella read Tuesday by David 

Wiesner (1991).  In this vignette, Collin becomes the author and narrator and retells the 

story in his own words.  Daniella holds the book up for Collin and turns the pages while 

he reads and Madison uses the various Character Cutouts to reenact the scenes on each 

page.  Collin also intermittently uses the Cutouts to act out the scenes with Madison. 

Collin: (Retelling the story) They went into a house. Now turn the page.  
            (To Daniella) And there was an old lady sleeping, and the turtles  
            were sticking their tongues out, and changing channels. (Sticks his  
            tongue out) 
 
Madison: (Flying her frogs around the page) Woosh! 
 
Daniella: It’s not a turtle. 
 
Collin: It’s a toad. I’m by the old lady’s face! (He becomes one of the  
            frogs in the illustration). 
 
Daniella: The grandma is sleeping while the frogs eat her up! (Turns page) 
 
Collin: And the toad runs right by a dog. Then the dog was running from a  
            bunch of toads that were smiling. 
 
Madison: (Flying her frogs around the page as if they were being chased  
                 by the dog) Ahhhh! 
 
Daniella: (Turns page) 
 
Collin: And then one morning, they started running, because they were  
            supposed to be hibernating, but in the night time they loved it. 
 
Daniella: (Turns page) 
 
Collin: And then it was morning, they were jumping so high, they were  
            having fun.  Ohhh, they went in the water, look at his legs! 
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 Collin has taken the written texts (though this book has minimal text-it is a mainly 

wordless picturebook) and the illustrations (linguistic and graphic signs) and reorganizes, 

reworks, and recreates--transmediates--the story through other sign systems (language, 

gesture, play) as he retells the story and cooperatively reinterprets and makes sense of it 

with Madison and Daniella. 

 In the following vignette, Julieta and Mariana also read Tuesday together.  In this 

excerpt, the girls collectively retell the story as they play. 

Julieta: I’m a frog…I’m flyinnnggggg!  There’s a house everyone! 
 
Mariana props the book open/up on the basket so they can read the book 
and use the Cutouts at the same time. 
 
Julieta: My brother’s hanging on the rope! (As a frog)  Hey,  
            everybody…we have a superhero! (Referring to the frog in the  
            cape) 
 
Mariana: Find the Grammy!  How bout we change this channel, this isn’t  
               good to watch. 
 
Julieta: We have to fly away from the dog, everybody! 
 
Mariana: Wait, we’re not scared of you now, giddyup! 
 
Julieta: (Laughs) 
 
Mariana: Ahhh! We’re off our lily pads! We have to do something before  
               everybody falls! 
 
Julieta: We’re falling into the water! Retreat, retreat! 
 
Mariana: I wanna be that guy. (The detective) 
 
Julieta: We can’t believe it…we were flying! 
 

During their play, the girls become the characters, interpret the story, and create 

their own storyline to the mainly wordless Tuesday text.  Through their responsive play, 

they reenact and retell the story in their own words as the characters and from within the 
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story.  Their playful retellings give the girls “more meaning to create and interpret” and a 

context in which they are able to reinterpret the characters and the storyline.  This creates 

more opportunities for them to offer “their own ideas and suggestions” (Enciso & 

Edmiston, 1997, p. 77) as they make sense of the book.  Informed by these ideas, the girls 

cooperatively reinterpret the story and make sense of it through their responsive play. 

As suggested by Rowe’s (1998) study of children’s book-related dramatic play, 

the “transmediation of meanings from books to the medium of dramatic play and back 

again was often a transformative experience…reading created new potentials for 

children’s play” (p. 30).  When children read and explore book themes and characters 

together and retell stories through their responsive play, new potentials for meaning 

construction are created (Rowe, 1998).  When they engage in dramatic retellings through 

their responsive play, children are able to reinterpret stories, construct knowledge on a 

personal level, and gain new perspectives as they transform the story ideas from one sign 

system to another (Owocki, 1999; Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). 

 Extending stories. Within their retellings, when they revisit characters and replay 

story scenes (Rowe, 1998), children also extend the stories through their responsive play.  

In the following interview excerpt, Mariana, Mateo, Emma, and Morgan discuss the ways 

in which imaginatively reinterpreting and then extending the stories, by changing them 

and adding new details, etc., allows for further understanding and meaning making within 

the responsive play framework. 

Me: What do you think about the new Center? 
 
Mariana: Um, I like it because you’re playing and acting who the  
                characters are, and read the book. 
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Mateo: I like it because you get to be the characters, and you can change        
            the story and make it where they all be friends at the end. 
 
Me: So, you add your own ending to the story?  
 
Mateo: Yah. 
 
Me: So is it like playing at the Center? 
 
Emma: Yah. 
 
Morgan: (Nods) 
 
Mariana: Yah. It’s like playing…but learning. 
 
Me: How do you think it’s learning? 
 
Emma: If you don’t know the word, then tell your partner and then they  
            will help you. 
 
Mariana: And also you can like, act out the parts. 
 
Me:  How does that help you learn? 
 
Mariana: Well, like, it helps remember what happened in the story…and  
                also you can like, add different stuff about it. 
 
Me: Like add your own ideas into the story? 
 
Mariana: Yah. You can also imaginate it in your mind. 
 
Me: Imagine it in your mind? 
 
Mariana: Yah. 
 
Me: So are you pretending that you are the characters? 
 
Mariana, Emma, Morgan: Yah. 
 
Me: So do you pretend you’re inside the story? 
 
Mariana: Yah. 
 
Morgan: (Nods) 
 
Emma: Yes. 
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Me: What do you guys think of reading with each other, being able to play  
        together? 
 
Mateo: It’s fun and it helps you out so you can read the words. 
 
Morgan: And you can read easier cause you can talk to each other. 
 
Me: How is this Center different than Read with Someone? 
 
Mariana: It’s different because you’re just reading by yourself and not  
               acting out with sticks…so you just act it out in your mind. 
 
Me: So it’s like Read with Someone, but you don’t have to act it out in  
       your mind…you can do it for real? 
 
Mariana: Yah. (Nods) Yah.  
 

The children in this interview suggest that the Read and Respond Center utilized 

within this study allows for both play and learning simultaneously.  They submit that as 

they become the characters in the stories, they are able to change and extend the stories 

and add “different stuff” in order to create their own endings.  Children further note that 

when they play, acting out the scenes helps them to “remember what happened in the 

story,” suggesting that their responsive play and their story extensions in these regards 

enable them to understand, comprehend, and recall events and to make sense of the 

stories in various ways.  The social nature of their play in response to the stories is also 

highlighted as important to their literacy learning processes.   

Further, as noted by Mariana, becoming the characters and reinterpreting and then 

acting out the stories allows children in the Read and Respond Center to reenact the 

stories as they see them and interpret them within their imaginations.  When they read 

and imagine the stories in their minds, children are able to act out the imagined scenarios 

with the Character Cutouts, become the characters, and insert themselves into the story 

worlds.  Mariana submits that this is different than the ways in which children interact 
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with the books and with each other in the Read with Someone Center.  In that Center, 

children must only act out the stories in their mind (in this Center children are to read the 

stories and discuss them together, but not play), whereas in the Read and Respond 

Center, children are able to act out these imagined scenes and transact with each other, as 

the characters, from within the stories.  They are able to add their own imagined 

responses and details as they reinterpret the stories through, jointly constructing meaning 

as they play.  

 Many children extended stories through their play within the Read and Respond 

Center in the manner that the children in the interview suggest.  In one instance, Mateo, 

reading Tuesday with Paige and Lucia, suggests that the frogs are actually “flying up to 

God,” adding to the storyline as the group then plays out this imagined story extension.  

In another instance, after reading Creepy Carrots by Aaron Reynolds (2012), Alyssa and 

Maya discuss and then play out an alternate ending for the story wherein the rabbit, 

realizing he was tricked by the creepy carrots into never going near them again, gets 

revenge on the carrots and eats them all. 

Alyssa: Wait…the end will really be that they were camping and then they  
             saw the creepy carrots…and he gets revenge, and his revenge was  
             to eat them! (Laughs) 
 
Maya: (Laughs) Yah! Revenge! (Uses the rabbit Cutout to eat the carrot  
           Cutout) Chomp! 
 
Alyssa: (Laughs) 
 

The Read and Respond Center gives children a space to imagine and play with 

and through books and each other.  Within this space they are able to cooperatively build 

upon, construct, and recreate their reinterpretations and their understandings of the 

characters and of the stories, become those characters, and live within and through the 
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stories (Rosenblatt, 1978) as they make sense of them.  Responsive play thus affords the 

children opportunities to “enter the story cave” (Booth, 1995, p.31), join the story 

experiences as if they were happening at that moment (Enciso & Edmiston, 1997), and 

demonstrate their understandings and their comprehension of the characters and of the 

stories as they use their imaginations to extend them. 

 Developing and practicing literacy skills through responsive play. When 

children jointly reinterpret stories and create meanings together, they are also afforded 

opportunities to build upon and practice their literacy skills while playing in response to 

various books.  Through their responsive play in this regard, children make story 

predictions, clarify their understandings of story events and vocabulary, make analyses of 

story structure, and reflect critically on character portrayals. 

 Making predictions. Throughout this study, children often made predictions 

about what would happen next in a story.  While many children had heard the books read 

out loud by their teacher before they transacted with them in the Read and Respond 

Center, other children were not present for certain read alouds.  Some children, having 

previously heard the stories, still made predictions although they already knew the 

outcomes of the stories.  

  In the following vignette, Hunter and Carlos read The Paper Bag Princess and 

play in response to the text. 

Hunter: (Begins reading, as the Reader Cutout) 
 
Carlos: (As the dragon, moving the Cutout across the page)  
             Rawwwwrrrrr! 
 
They continue reading the story together and Carlos moves the Cutouts 
over each scene. 
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Carlos: (As the reader) Now I think she’ll say, “I’m NOT marrying him.” 
 
Hunter: Let me draw her. (As the illustrator, moves the Cutout over the  
             page) Yah, she won’t, ‘cause look…I drew her like she doesn’t       
             like him. (Pointing to the illustration, laughs) 
 

 Carlos predicts that the princess in the story will say that she will not marry the 

prince.  Taking on the illustrator role, Hunter draws the princess character in the 

illustration and suggests that Carlos is correct, as he draws the character to look like she 

does not like the prince, corroborating this prediction. 

 In the next vignette, Emma, Madison, and Chloe also read The Paper Bag 

Princess and make predictions about what the story characters will do. 

Emma: I’m gonna be the princess! 
 
Madison: And I’m the prince. 
 
Chloe: We can be whatever we want. 
 
Emma: (Begins reading) 
 
Madison and Chloe: (Look on as Emma reads the story, both girls move  
                                  Cutouts when their characters appear on the page) 
 
Emma: She’s the reader! (Suggesting that the princess Cutout is now the  
             Reader) 
 
Chloe: She is gonna trick the dragon! 
 
Madison: Tricky! (Laughs) 
 

 In this excerpt, the girls read and play together and Chloe suggests that the 

princess, who is also the reader in this play scenario, will trick the dragon.  Madison 

echoes this prediction and verifies Chloe’s viewpoint when she follows up by noting that 

the princess is indeed, “tricky.” 
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 In several instances, children made predictions about what would happen next in 

the stories, what would happen if the events took place in “real life” or if they (as 

themselves and as story characters) were “there” at that certain moment, and what they 

thought that the characters (or themselves as the characters) would do next.  In doing so, 

they assumed agency in the stories as they argued what they would or wouldn’t do in 

relation to the texts (Sipe, 2008).  Making predictions and taking agency in these ways 

helped the students to think about the stories and the sequences of events as they created 

understandings together.  Becoming the characters and participating in the story worlds, 

children took on active roles as they made predictions and constructed meaning 

(Pantaleo, 2008) together while they played in response to the stories.   

 Clarifying understandings. Children also focused on making meaning when they 

clarified their understandings of the stories and of the words and vocabulary within them.  

In becoming the characters, they played out, extended, and reinterpreted scenes from the 

stories, and focused on vocabulary and story comprehension in order to build upon their 

understanding(s). 

 In this excerpt, Paige, Lucia, and Mia read Creepy Carrots.  Together they 

negotiate their understandings and clarify meanings as they relate to the story and the 

illustrations. 

Paige: I’m creepy carrots! 
 
Lucia: I’m this creepy carrot. (Showing Paige the Cutout) 
 
Mia: I’m the reader. (Opens the book) I’ll read the words. (Begins  
        reading) 
 
As she reads, Paige and Lucia use the Cutouts as they become the 
characters on each page. Mia then lets Paige join her as she reads some 
pages, because Paige now also has a Reader Cutout. 
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Paige: After…(Pauses and points to a word on the page and looks at Mia) 
 
Mia: J..a…sper (She slowly sounds out the word for Paige, pointing to  
        each of the letter as she pronounces the sounds) 
 
Paige: Jasper…(She continues reading) 
 

In this vignette the girls both take on a reader role.  When Paige is unable to 

decipher a word, she asks for clarification.  She looks to Mia, as the other reader, for 

help.  Mia helps Paige by pointing to each letter and pronouncing the sounds so that 

Paige can then effectively read the word for herself.   

This type of peer scaffolding and support (Vygotsky, 1978), as a way to help each 

other figure out how to read difficult words, is noted in several of the observations.  

Children often asked directly for help from others as they read by asking, “What does this 

say?” or “What does that mean?” or by pausing and pointing to difficult words and 

looking to others in an attempt to elicit help in decoding and understanding the words.  

This type of peer support, provided by the social nature of this Center, is also highlighted 

as an important aspect of the Read and Respond Center in several of the interviews with 

children.   

In their interview responses, many children suggest that the Read and Respond 

Center allows students to help each other figure out difficult words by noting that, “If you 

don’t know the word, then tell your partner and then they will help you,” or “If we have 

trouble doing it, like if we don’t know the word, they just can help.”   Children further 

note that they use and practice the various reading strategies that they have learned in 

school as they scaffold each other’s learning.  They suggest that they implement these 

reading strategies to help each other in the Center.  For example, one student notes, 
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“Sometimes I wait for them, and if they can’t, I tell them or I help them sound it out with 

them.” 

 In the next excerpt from this same vignette, Paige and Lucia continue to read 

Creepy Carrots. 

Paige: (Looking at the page with a headstone that says R.I.P.) What is this  
           part? 
 
Lucia: Ok, (Pointing to the picture) This is, this says Rest In Peace. 
 
Paige: (To Lucia) So Rest…In…Peace (Pointing to each letter) 
 
Lucia: (Pointing with Paige and simultaneously saying) Rest…In…Peace. 
 
Paige: (To Lucia) You told me that before. 
 
Lucia: Really? 
 
Paige: (Nods) You told me that before on Halloween day. 
 
Lucia: Oh yah!  
 
Paige: I’m like, what does R.I.P. mean…in the graves, and you’re like,  
           Rest in Peace.  
 
The girls then become the characters on the pages and act out the scenes as 
they read together. 
 

While the girls socially negotiate the story meanings and contexts, Paige seeks 

clarification on something she noted in an illustration.  She asks what R.I.P. means on the 

depicted headstones.  Lucia knows this information, draws upon her knowledge, and 

shares it with Paige and helps her to construct an understanding of the abbreviation.  

Realizing they have had a similar discussion about this topic around Halloween in 

reference to a different story/illustration, Paige reflects on the dialogic nature of the 

previous conversation to the current one about the text.  As the girls prepare to play 

together and reinterpret the story, their knowledge is cooperatively shared in order to 
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enhance meaning and understanding in relation to the text, informing the current reading 

and the play scenarios that follow. 

 In the following excerpt, Alyssa, Carlos, and Hunter read Tuesday and 

collaboratively construct their understandings of the story events.   

Alyssa becomes the illustrator and paints the illustrations on each page as 
Carlos and Hunter retell the story in their own words and act out each 
scene. 
 
Carlos: (Points to the illustration depicting a Detective who is looking at  
            the lily pads which were dropped throughout the town) Who’s this  
            guy? (As the frog Cutout) 
 
Hunter: Prolly a detective trying to solve floating frogs…floating frogs,  
             floating out of the book, out of the book! (Using a sing-song  
             pattern and using his hand to pretend a frog is floating out of the  
             pages) 
 

Here, Carlos attempts to clarify story information so as to improve his 

understanding.  In character, Carlos asks about the person on the page and what he is 

doing.  Hunter suggests that the character is a detective, possibly trying to solve the case 

of the mysterious floating frogs, demonstrating his intertextual knowledge, as he may 

have seen detective characters in other texts or TV shows.  He shares this knowledge with 

Carlos, simultaneously demonstrating his story comprehension and understanding and 

scaffolding Carlos’ comprehension of the story events (Vygotsky, 1978).  This helps 

Carlos to clarify his understanding and then construct story meaning.  Hunter uses his 

imagination to pretend his hand is a frog, and floats mysteriously out of the pages, 

extending his explanation and rejoining the responsive play frame. 

In a similar context, Tuan, Noah, and Diego also read Creepy Carrots and clarify 

their understandings as they read and play together. 
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Tuan: (As the rabbit) I’m running for my life! 
 
Noah: (Low voice, as the reader) Ahhh, creepy carrots! 
 
Tuan: (Scary voice, as a creepy carrot) Ahhh, ohhhh! Scary! Scary! 
 
They continue reading and playing. 
 
Noah: What’s that? 
 
Tuan: Those are bottles and cans. 
 
Noah: Wait, why’s he cutting the wall? 
 
Tuan: It’s so he can (inaudible)…so he won’t fall. 
 
Noah: He wants to be small? 
 
Tuan: No, he doesn’t wants to be small, he doesn’t want to get hurt from  
          falling. 
 

In becoming the characters in this tale through responsive play, the boys negotiate 

meaning and understanding.  During the reading, Noah asks what some things are (in the 

illustration) and Tuan suggests that they are bottles and cans.  Needing further 

explanation, Noah asks Tuan why the rabbit is cutting a hole in the wall.  Tuan answers, 

but is misunderstood; Noah thinks that Tuan has said that it is because he wants to be 

small.  Tuan clarifies that it is because he doesn’t want to get hurt from falling off of the 

wall.  Together the boys interpret the illustrations and the text and construct a mutual 

understanding of the story events and then demonstrate this understanding through their 

imaginative retelling and their responsive play. 

 As the children in these vignettes reinterpreted the stories and created meanings 

and understandings together, they also built upon and practiced their literacy skills and 

scaffolded each other’s’ learning in relation to clarifying word pronunciation and 
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meaning(s) and in relation to illustrations, characters, and story events as they played in 

response to the books.   

 Analyzing stories.  While reworking and recreating stories, children also practiced 

their literacy skills by analyzing story structures and features of illustrations as they 

responded to and reinterpreted the books through responsive play. 

 In this vignette, Julieta and Mariana analyze the story structure of Tuesday as they 

prepare to reinterpret the story through play. 

The girls decide they should act out the story after they flip through the 
book. 

 

Julieta: (Picking up the book) K, let’s act! 
 
Mariana: How bout we make it from first, next, then last? 
 
Julieta: First the guy with the sandwich. 
 
Mariana: No, first the frogs. (Flipping to the beginning of the story to  
               show Julieta how it begins) 
 
Julieta: Let’s use sticks to put it. 
 
The girls then turn the read through the story and place the Cutouts in 
story sequence on the carpet to prepare for their “acting” out of the story. 
 
Julieta: First, second… (Placing Cutouts in story sequence, in a line on the  
            carpet) 
 
Mariana: First, next (Pointing to the order and checking with the  
               text)…we need the last. 
 
Julieta: Last, pigs. 
 
Mariana: Can we read the book first? 
 
Julieta: Yah. 
 
Mariana: If I need help, you’re gonna help me. 
 
Julieta: Yah. 
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Mariana: So all the pages that don’t have words, we’re gonna act it out. 
 
The girls then begin to read the story from the beginning and act out each 
page/scene/illustration using the ordered Cutouts that they prepared. 
 

In this vignette, the girls decide to respond to the text by reinterpreting and acting 

out the story together.  After briefly flipping through the book, they use their knowledge 

of story sequence and structure (first, next, last) in order to negotiate and setup their 

playful reenactment and retelling of the story.  They analyze the text and the story 

sequence as they carefully read through the book together so that they can prepare and 

order the Character Cutouts for their eventual responsive play.  This shows great planning 

and engagement with the text. 

This type of explicit negotiations, or metaplay--‘out-of-play’ talk in which 

children propose new ideas and/or modify/suggest modifications of their play--allows 

children to clarify story structure and story comprehension in relation to the sequence of 

events (Sawyer & DeZutter, 2007).  Metaplay, in this regard, occurred in several of the 

observations.  This type of talk, in which the children must use language to explicitly 

negotiate in order to play together, has been studied in depth (Pellegrini, 1984, 1985; 

Pellegrini & Galda, 1993, Rowe, 1998; Sachs, Goldman, & Chaille, 1984, Williamson & 

Silvern, 1991).  Finding of this research suggest that metaplay of this sort can often be 

related to story recall, story reproduction, and story comprehension (Pellegrini, 1984; 

Sawyer & DeZutter, 2007; Williamson & Silvern, 1991).  While these researchers focus, 

in general, on the improvised construction of narrative-structured play worlds in relation 

to the free and improvised play of children, wherein they use narrative-structures to 

inform their play (Sawyer & DeZutter, 2007), this study demonstrates the ways in which 
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children use metaplay to inform their responsive play, which simultaneously draws from 

and informs their story recall and comprehension. 

 Reflecting critically. As critical readers of texts, children not only constructed 

understandings by analyzing story structure, but demonstrated great depth in their 

analyses of characters as they were depicted within the texts and illustrations and in the 

ways that they portrayed these characters within their responsive play. 

  Gender roles. When choosing characters to become within the responsive 

play frame, girls generally took on both female and male character roles.  Boys, on the 

other hand, generally did not take on female character roles, deemed these roles 

laughable for a boy to play, and/or took on the female character roles in stereotypical 

ways. 

 In the following vignette, Tuan and Cody search through the Character Cutouts 

and discuss who will play the role of the sister as they choose characters to become in 

relation to the Tiger in My Soup book. 

Tuan: How abooouuttt (Looking through the Cutouts)…how about the  
           sister? (Suggesting that Cody be the sister, smiling broadly and  
           giggling). 
 
Cody: Nooooo! (Laughs) 
 
Tuan quickly tosses the sister Cutout to the side. 
 
Tuan: I know, just kiddin’.(Laughs) 

 

In this brief exchange, Tuan playfully suggests that Cody use the sister Cutout, to 

become the sister in their responsive play, and then giggles.  Cody responds with a long, 

drawn-out, and emphatic “noooo!” and also laughs, suggesting that he knows Tuan is 

making a joke.  Tuan tosses the Cutout to the side and notes that he understands that 
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Cody would not actually play this role, and that indeed he was just kidding.  This 

conversation demonstrates the ways in which the boys construct gender roles within their 

responsive play, in relation to this book.  Tuan knows that his request will seem “silly” or 

even as if he was “teasing” Cody when requesting that he play the role of a girl, and this 

is why he giggles.  Cody responds the way that Tuan seems to expect, with a loud no, and 

Tuan quickly tosses the sister Cutout to the side, expecting this response.  None of the 

boys used the sister Cutout during this session.  In several of the other sessions, boys 

often reiterated Cody’s sentiment by saying things such as, “I’m NOT a girl” or “I wanna 

be a boy” indicating their preference to play male roles. 

Using the same book, Tiger in My Soup, Julieta and Mariana settle in to read the 

story together and choose the Cutouts they would like to become. 

Mariana: I’m gonna be the sister. (Getting the sister Cutout) 
  
Julieta: Is that the beach? (Pointing to an illustration) K, I’m gonna be the  
            boy. (Getting the boy Cutout). 
 
Mariana: I’m the sister, look-it, I’m pouring you some soup! 
 
Julieta: Mmmm! (Laughs) 
 

In this exchange, becoming characters of the opposite gender within the 

responsive play framework seems more flexible and more accepted than it does within 

the group of boys reading the same text.  In this group, comprised of only girls, it was not 

considered out of the ordinary or strange for Julieta to become the boy character (the 

brother), whereas, in the other group, it was laughable to think that Cody would become 

the sister. 

Occasionally, throughout the observations, some boys did take on female 

character roles as they played in response to the stories (though rarely).  When they did 
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become these characters, boys often portrayed the female characters as meek, afraid, or 

suggested that their most important attribute was their beauty. 

Here, while also reading and playing in response to Tiger in My Soup, Collin 

takes on a female role. 

Collin: I’m gonna be the girl this time. (Laughs, holds up the girl Cutout  
            and gives her a high-pitched voice). 
 
Flips through pages. 
 
Collin: Eeeee! Oooh, ooooh! (Shaking the Cutout to show that the  
            character is afraid of the tiger, runs away in a dainty, prancing    
            motion, with his pinky up).  

 

In becoming the sister, Collin gives the character a very high-pitched voice and 

shakes the sister Cutout to demonstrate that this character is very afraid of the tiger.  He 

also has the Character Cutout bounce and prance away in a dainty fashion, indicating his 

thoughts on and his attitude about the “girlness” of the character and how she (or he-as 

this character) might behave in this situation. 

Karen Wohlwend’s (2012) research on children’s gender roles in play suggests 

looking at children’s identity construction through the lens of Discourse.  Viewing 

children’s play from this lens offers opportunities for thinking about children’s feminine 

and masculine Discourses as ways of talking, speaking, reading, and playing, etc. that 

demonstrate their affiliations with and connections to certain societal and social groups 

(Gee, 2012; Wohlwend, 2012).  She further suggests that children learn to ‘do girl’ or ‘do 

boy’ (Wohlwend, 2012) through their memberships in multiple communities of practice 

which enculturate them into these roles:   

‘Doing girl’ and ‘doing boy’ as a set of practices within the  

context of a gender apprenticeship implies that gender is learned,  
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albeit implicitly, and that gender practices are subject to  

improvisation and appropriation, suggesting a certain amount of  

agency. However, apprenticeships are also regulatory, maintaining 

a set of expectations by sanctioning practices regarded as  

unexpected or inappropriate. (p. 18) 

 Children negotiated and played out gender roles through their responsive play, 

and so maintained the expectations sanctioned by their first grade classroom community.  

It was considered appropriate, in this specific community, for girls to take on both female 

and male roles as they played in response to stories.  Conversely, it was (generally) 

considered unexpected and perhaps even inappropriate or undesirable for a boy to take on 

a female role unless it was mocking or mimicking and stereotypical in nature, as 

highlighted in the excerpt wherein Collin took on a female role. 

 “Play is never an innocent site; its elasticity can be used to challenge gender 

stereotypes but also to reproduce them…” (Wohlwend, 2012, p. 19).  As seen in these 

highlighted examples, children used play as a means to explore and reproduce identity 

and gender roles as they related to the intersection of the rules in regard to their 

communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and their reinterpretations of the 

characters as demonstrated through their play.  While research (New London Group, 

1996; Wohlwend, 2012) also suggests that children often blur the lines of gender identity 

through their play, the data in this study suggests that the children’s role play was emulative 

of the rules provided by their community in relation to gender roles and play of this sort, 

wherein girls have flexibility in gender role choice and boys must follow a stricter set of 

norms in relation to playing female characters.  
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  Ideals of beauty. Along with demonstrating gender roles and identities and 

the rules which correspond to these within their communities of practice, children also 

analyzed story characters according to their own ideals of beauty, through their 

responsive play.  

 Throughout the observations, many students (though mainly female students) 

focused on and commented on the depictions of the female characters in the stories by 

saying things like, “She looks really pretty,” “I want to be her, she is pretty,” or by 

making general comments about the aesthetic beauty of the female characters’ hair, 

clothing, or looks in general.  In one instance, as Lucia, Lily, and Daniella read The 

Paper Bag Princess together, the topic of sexiness is discussed. 

Lucia: Ok, where’s our pencil? (Asking for the Author Cutout) 
 
Collin: Gimme my paintbrush! (Using the Illustrator Cutout) I dip it in  
            paint. (Pretends to paint his cheeks) Wait, did I just draw paint on  
            me? 
 
Lucia: Yah. (Laughs) 
 
Collin: Man, I look like Pinkalicious! Ahh! 
 
Lucia and Daniella: (Laugh) 
 
Flipping pages, the girls are trying to decide which characters they want to 
become. 
 
Lucia: She’s a little bit chubby, too. (Pointing to the princess wearing the  
           paper bag) 
 
Daniella: Yah…she’s not sexy (Shaking her head side to side). 
 
Lucia: Why did you say that word? 
 
Daniella: (Smiles) 
 
Lucia: I’m the girl. I call the girl. (She chooses to become the princess  
           Cutout) 
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Daniella: I don’t wanna be the girl. You’re chubby! 
 
Lucia: Yah…(Shrugs) 
 
Daniella: I wanted to be her, but look, she’s skinny (Flips back pages and  
               points to the princess wearing a dress) now she’s fat and chubby  
              (Flips to a page showing her wearing a bag). 
 

The group begins to negotiate their responsive play roles, and as they do, Lucia 

and Daniella discuss the physical beauty of the princess (see Figure 4.6).  Lucia notes that 

the princess is “chubby.”  Daniella agrees and follows up, suggesting that because the 

princess is indeed chubby, she is therefore not sexy.  Lucia is unsure of the 

appropriateness of Daniella’s language and asks her why she said the word “sexy.”  

Daniella laughs at Lucia’s response and in spite of her “chubbiness” and “unsexy” 

appearance, Lucia opts to play the role of the princess.  Daniella notes that while she may 

have initially wanted to be the princess because she started out skinny, she no longer 

wishes to play that role because the character ends up looking “fat and chubby.”  In the 

beginning of the book, the princess wears a dress.  Throughout the rest of the story, the 

princess wears a paper bag (because the dragon has burned off her clothes).  Daniella 

suggests the princess looks skinny in her gown, but fat and chubby as she wears a paper 

bag and that she is happy not to play that role.   

The girls in this vignette, in planning their play and discussing the roles, are 

highly attuned to the body of the princess character in the story.  They equate being thin 

with sexiness, and since the princess looks “chubby” in her paper bag, she is not viewed 

as “sexy” by the girls.  While Lucia does not mind playing this role and does not seem 

bothered by Daniella’s insistence that the character is not sexy, she does point out the 

character’s body by initially suggesting she does not look thin. 
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Hamilton (2009) suggests that: 

The sexualization of women in the media and popular culture is 

now also having an impact on small girls.  It is influencing the way  

preschoolers talk and behave.  As these children grow, so too does  

their self-consciousness about how they come across.  They become 

anxious about their bodies, clothes and accessories.  This preoccupation 

with looks influences everything, from girls’ choice of friends and time 

spent in shopping malls, to what they wear and play with. (p. 3)  

When these first grade girls negotiate their roles as they prepare to play in 

response to the story, they draw from their experiences and various community practices 

in which they have been enculturated to believe that to be sexy or pretty, a girl must be 

thin.  While these beliefs are quite unfortunate, especially since this book, The Paper Bag 

Princess, is a feminist reconstruction that positions the female lead character in the role 

of the quick-witted hero and savior in the story, these types of conversations and 

character analyses, brought about by meaningful transactions with the books and with 

each other through play, can open doors for critical conversations about gender roles and 

ideals of beauty in relation to storybook characters within the classroom context.  

Discussion 

 When they play and pretend with books in these ways, children translate their real 

world perceptions and interpretations of the characters and of the stories into the actions 

that then define their book-related play worlds.  “A child’s play is not simply a 

reproduction of what he has experienced, but a creative reworking of the impressions he 

has acquired” (Vygotsky, 2004, p. 11-12).  When they engage in responsive play, 
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children dialogically draw from and connect to their knowledge and experiences, in 

relation to their lives and the books, as they utilize their imaginations to play in response 

to the stories.  In all of the preceding excerpts, children were concerned with the ways in 

which they could increase their understandings of the meanings within the stories (Rowe, 

1998).   As they sought this understanding, they constructed story meaning by making 

predictions, clarifying understandings, analyzing the stories, and thinking critically about 

the characters and their portrayals.  Children combined various aspects of their life 

experiences with their interpretations of the books and the various story features and then 

reworked and translated various aspects of these in order to create imaginative 

reinterpretations of the characters, the events, and the stories, as they constructed 

meaning and understanding through their responsive play.  It is within these types of 

translations, transactions, and negotiations that learning and development occur 

(Vygotsky, 1978). 

Reconfiguring and Repurposing Stories through Play 

 As noted in Chapter 2, it is within play that children create imaginary 

circumstances and contexts and transform their interpreted meanings of actions and 

objects into something imaginary (Vygotsky, 1978).  Through this type of imaginary 

play, children translate socioculturally constructed concepts (Kress, 2009) and then 

transform them into something new.  When children pull from their knowledge and 

experiences in order to imagine new scenarios within their responsive play, they rework 

and translate these in order to construct new scenarios for themselves (Vygotsky, 2004).  

It is within this context that they are then able to imaginatively reconfigure, repurpose, 

and live through their social, textual experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978).   
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  Through literature, children are able to create and live within their own imaginary 

constructions and draw from their knowledge and experiences in order to explore their 

understandings of the world (Rosenblatt, 1938).  In this study, as they personally 

connected to stories and then reinterpreted them through their play, children also 

transformed the stories by participating in imaginative performances, wherein they lived 

inside and through the stories, reconfigured the stories through their reinterpretations and 

recreations, and repurposed the stories in various ways.   

 Living inside and through the stories. In the following brief interview excerpt, 

children note that when they engage in responsive play, they feel that they are inside of 

the story.  This excerpt highlights the questions and answers that followed. 

Me: So do you think the Center is like playing in the classroom? 
 
Hunter: Yah, it’s like you’re in a story, at school. 
 
Me: You’re what? 
 
Hunter: You’re inside the story…reading the story you’re in. 
 
Me: Oh, pretending…so it’s like you’re inside of it? 
 
Collin: Yah! 
 
Noah: Me too. 
 

 The boys’ responses indicate that when they engage in responsive play, they feel 

that they have become the characters and become a part of the story world.  They use 

their imaginations to insert themselves directly into the stories they read together and 

then live through the experiences contained within them, thus transforming and 

reconfiguring the stories and their perceptions of them.   
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Many children suggested similar feelings about being inside the stories.  For 

instance, in the following excerpt, Noah and Hunter are reading a book together in the 

Read and Respond Center while Cody and Diego, participating in the Read with 

Someone Center, read a book together nearby.  At one point, hearing Cody and Diego 

read aloud together, Cody gets distracted. 

Cody: Stop doing that! (Reading loudly together) 
 
Noah: We’re inside the book, so we can’t hear you! 
 

 In this excerpt it is interesting to note that the feelings of being inside of a story 

are not particular to the Read and Respond Center.  Noah is in another Center, Read with 

Someone, yet still feels that as he reads with Diego, he is inside of the story and therefore 

cannot hear the complaints of Cody, as he is deeply engaged with the events he is living 

through in reading and transacting with the book and with his friend.  In an interview 

with Mrs. Swanson, the classroom teacher, she notes that “…I would still say that maybe 

they play a bit more than maybe they used to.  It used to be, ok, read it, done. Get a new 

book, read it, done…but now they take more time, maybe…kind of act like they are in 

the story…” suggesting that she has noticed that with the implementation of the Read and 

Respond Center, children seem to insert themselves into the stories and be more engaged 

than perhaps they used to be while reading during Reading Center time. 

 In several instances, children viewed themselves as inside the story, noted by 

comments such as, “That’s you,” “There I am,” or “Let’s go see what that guy is doing.”  

Children also indicated their perceptions of being inside of the stories by actively 

responding to story events by jumping away from a fire-breathing dragon or screaming as 

they ran away from a dog as they lived through these events. 
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 Children’s responsive play and imaginative performances, wherein they become 

the characters and transact with each other and with the stories from within them, 

indicates a deep engagement with each other and with the texts that can lead to the 

construction of meaning and understanding as the stories and the characters are 

transformed. 

 Reconfiguring stories through imaginative reinterpretations and recreations. 

Further using their imaginations to construct meaning and understanding together, 

children reinterpreted, recreated, and reconfigured stories in myriad ways.  In this 

example, Lily, Maya, and Chloe read David Goes to School by David Shannon (1999), in 

which David is always told “no.” 

The girls go through the Cutouts and choose who to become before they 
read the story.  Lily and Maya chorally read the pages as they both chose 
to become readers, and Cloe uses the David Cutouts on each page. 
 
Lily and Maya: (Chorally reading)…keep your hands to yourself. 
 
Lily: That’s one of our rules, right? 
 
Maya: (Nods her head then Holds up a David Cutout) I’m David. 
 
Cody: No, I’m David (holding up other David Cutouts, using a low voice  
           for David) 
 
Lily: I’m gonna read the story.  K…we can act like the characters, ok?  
         (She reads and retell the story in her own words and the girls act out  
         the scenes as the characters they have chosen) 

 
After reading through the story and responding through play, Maya then 
decides to try it another way. 
 
Maya: I’m gonna do it the wrong way… (She begins to read/retell the  
           story from the beginning) David does not go to school.  David’s  
           teacher always said yes, David… (She reads the story in an  
           opposite fashion and the girls laugh and act out reinterpretations of  
           each opposite scene). 
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In this excerpt, the girls read and transact with each other, relate the story to their 

own classroom in order to construct personal understandings of the story events, 

negotiate roles, become characters, and then reinterpret and act out the story scenes as 

they play in response to the text.  After an initial reading and playful response session, 

Maya uses her imagination to create a new, transformed version of the story in which 

everyone tells David yes instead of no.  Maya has reconfigured the story and flipped the 

script, so to speak, so that now, David is always told yes.  In this capacity, the group 

transforms the story through the reconceptualized retelling and their corresponding 

imaginative performances as they act out this new, reinterpretation of the story events. 

 Throughout this study, as children played in response to the books, they often 

reconfigured stories in the same way this group of girls modified David Goes to School.  

When they reinterpreted and recreated stories through their responsive play, children 

often changed, extended, or invented new story dialogue, reinterpreted aspects of the 

settings, and modified storylines in various ways, thus transforming the stories and their 

corresponding responsive play.  In this way, they were able to imaginatively reconfigure 

and live through the newly created textual experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978) as they 

simultaneously demonstrated and constructed their story understandings and made 

meaning together.   

 Imaginatively repurposing stories. Children, beyond inserting themselves into 

the stories and reconfiguring and transforming the story events in order to construct 

meaning, also viewed the stories from different points of view, repurposed the books as 

constructible items, and created extended play scenarios based upon the texts.   
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 Taking on various viewpoints and viewing books as artifacts. In this first 

excerpt, Bianca, Kaylee, and Brianna read Tuesday.  

Bianca: I write the words. No…I read, I am the reader. 
 
Kaylee: Illustrator! I love to draw the pictures! (Uses the Cutout to pretend  
              to draw the illustrations) 
 
Brianna: Ok, I will be the author. (Uses the Cutout to write the words) 
 
Kaylee: We’re making the book.  
 

 The girls in this vignette choose Character Cutouts in order to respond to the 

story, and so begin to create the book.  In becoming the author, the illustrator, and the 

reader, the girls take on these differing points of view in relation to the book as a product 

or “artifact” (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010).  While they are “making the book,” like Kaylee 

suggests, they are also constructing an understanding of books as objects, products, or 

artifacts which (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010, p. 2): 

• Have physical features that make them distinct 

• Are created objects that use and evoke language 

• Embody people, stories, thoughts, communities, identities, and 
experiences 
 

• Are valued or made by meaning makers in particular contexts 

 The children in this vignette repurpose the book and the story as an artifact, and 

so create a scenario in which they are able to respond to the different aspects and features 

of the book itself.  Rather than focusing on the storyline, the events, or the characters in 

the story, etc., the girls take on the roles of the book creators within their responsive play.  

In this context, the book and the story have very different purposes than they would if the 

girls chose to play character roles and retell the story.  In this sort of play, seen 
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extensively throughout many of the observations, children make sense of books when 

they take on the roles and viewpoints of the book creators and as they construct the book 

as an artifact.  Their responsive play, in this regard, demonstrates their understanding that 

just as the printed words and illustrations inside of the books have meaning and tell 

stories, so do the book creators--and the books themselves.  

 Creating extended play scenarios. In some of the observations, children also 

repurposed stories for their own means by extending the stories and their play and loosely 

basing these play scenarios upon the texts.  The girls in the following vignette read The 

Paper Bag Princess and begin their responsive play by negotiating and choosing 

characters to become. 

Emma: I’m gonna be the princess! 
 
Madison: And I’m the prince. 
 
Chloe: We can be whatever we want. 
 
Emma: (Begins reading) 
 
Madison and Chloe: (Look on as Emma reads the story, both girls move  
                                 Cutouts when their characters appear on the page) 
 
Emma: She’s the reader! (Suggesting that the princess Cutout is now the  
             reader) 
 
Chloe: She is gonna trick the dragon! 
 
Madison: Tricky! (Laughs) 
 
They continue to read and move Cutouts across the pages and finish 
reading the book as they retell the story in their own words and act out the 
scenes on each page. 
 
Emma: K, now let’s play…you can be the dragon and I will be the  
            princess. 
 
Madison: I’m the dragon. 
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Emma: So I’m the princess, (to Madison) you’re the dragon, and (to  
            Chloe) you’re the prince. 
 
Chloe: I wanna be a dragon too. 
 
Emma: Ok, you’re both dragons. (Twirls and spins) How about I’m the  
             princess who takes care of the dragons. 
 
Madison: (Crawls away, as a baby dragon) Wahh! 
 
Emma: Baby dragon, come back! 
 
Chloe: (Crawls after the dragon to get her to come back) 
 
Emma: What do you want to eat? 
 
Madison: Ice cream! 
 
Emma: Pretend there’s’ ice cream, ok…Here’s some ice cream! 
 
Chloe and Madison: (Pretend to eat the ice cream.) 
 

 In this excerpt, the girls begin their transactions by negotiating character roles and 

making story predictions.  They continue on, retelling the story in their own words and 

reinterpreting and recreating the story scenes through their play with the Character 

Cutouts.  After they finish their first responsive play session, the girls decide to use the 

story and their responses for a different purpose.  Instead of retelling and recreating the 

story scenes as they interpreted them from the story, the girls use the story as a base from 

which they utilize and become the characters in different capacities, to create a 

completely different storyline. 

 The girls borrow the princess and the dragon characters from the book, though in 

modified versions (the dragon is now two baby dragons), and relate their responsive play 

to familiar contexts from their lives, other stories they may have heard, and other play 

sessions they may have participated in.  As they recreate the story script, they essentially 
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re-write their own version of the story and a produce a new tale in which the princess is 

now in charge of two very demanding and very hungry baby dragons.  This twist of 

character roles for the princess is interesting in that they have reversed her role from the 

strong female character who does not need a boy to save her, into a more traditional 

mother/care-taker role.  This role reversal may be related to their comfortability with this 

role within their play and the stories they are familiar with, but may also simply be 

suggestive of their desire to recreate and repurpose the story to facilitate their play in a 

way that diverges from the storybook text. 

Discussion  

 In transacting with each other and with the texts, children constructed 

understandings of the books and the stories as they viewed them from various 

perspectives.  They also strengthened and built upon their conceptions related to the 

creation of books and stories and as books as artifacts.  In doing so, children created 

meaning and understanding as they transacted with and extended the stories through their 

play.  As they used their imaginations to take on different perspectives and points of 

view, utilized the books in varying ways, and repurposed the stories to extend their play, 

children produced new story frameworks and scenarios for themselves in order to meet 

their needs and desires within the responsive play context (Vygotsky, 2004).  In 

reconfiguring and repurposing the stories and the characters and producing these new 

scenarios, meaning was also created. 

 Children mediated print texts for themselves (Vygotsky, 1978) and 

collaboratively and interactively drew from, built upon, and transformed information and 

constructed meaning in relation to the stories as they engaged in imaginative 
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performances within their responsive play.  These types of imaginative performances are 

similar to those seen in “story drama” (Booth, 1995), wherein dramatic reenactments are 

drawn from a story and focus on one single encounter or several smaller, brief encounters 

and are then elaborated upon and interpreted over time (Enciso & Edmiston, 1997).  

Imaginative performances are also similar to the performances and demonstrations noted 

in children’s classroom “fantasy play” (Paley, 2004), wherein children reenact their 

interpretations of life events and their understandings of them, often directed and guided 

by the teacher.  While both responsive play and story drama rely on a text from which 

reenactments are drawn, responsive play does so without a script or process.  Unlike story 

drama and some aspects of teacher-directed fantasy play, responsive play does not rely 

upon specific learning goals and direction or teacher prompting.  Responsive play thus 

affords children opportunities to improvise textual encounters and explore the 

ambiguities and the possibilities of each story (Wolf, Edmiston, & Enciso, 1997) and 

each play world that they create as they respond to these stories. 

Discussion 

In this study, children related to stories and characters as they interweaved their 

own personal experiences and knowledge with their literary transactions.  While children 

explored their lives, their worlds, and the story worlds from different perspectives by 

making personal connections to the characters and story events, they also constructed 

meaning and understanding as they read and responded to the stories.  They were able to 

create and open up spaces for learning in the classroom context that allowed them to 

demonstrate, share, and think through their sociocultural resources and to effectively 

relate these to their classroom learning as they transacted with the books and with each 



248 
 

other.  While children transacted with each other and with the stories and made these 

personal connections through their responsive play, they also took away an instantaneous 

enjoyment as they played out different aspects of the stories and responded to the texts in 

aesthetic ways (Rosenblatt, 1978; Rowe, 1998).   

 Reading often involves focusing on the lived-through experiences of a text 

(Rosenblatt, 1978).  When children actively became the characters within the responsive 

play framework, they drew upon their personal experiences and sociocultural resources in 

order to try on the different identities, roles, and Discourses (Gee, 2012), the “ways of 

behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and 

writing, that are accepted as instantiations of particular identities” (p. 3) of the chosen 

characters, as they interpreted them.  Within their responsive play, children demonstrated 

their understandings and reinterpretations of these identities and Discourses when they 

responded as these characters.  Through this type of play, children were afforded 

opportunities to collaboratively make connections to the texts and to relate to the stories 

in personally resonating ways while creating meanings and understandings together as 

they reinterpreted characters and storylines and retold the stories in their own words.   

 As they reinterpreted and recreated the many stories through their responsive 

play, children often changed, extended, or invented new story dialogue, changed or 

reinterpreted aspects of the settings, and modified storylines in various ways, therefore 

transforming the stories and their corresponding responsive play.  In this way, children 

were able to imaginatively reconfigure and live through the newly created textual 

experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978) as they simultaneously demonstrated and constructed 

their story understandings and made meaning together.   
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 Children were able to develop and practice their literacy skills through their 

responsive play.  As they made predictions, clarified their understandings, analyzed 

stories, and reflected critically about the characters represented in the stories, they 

interconnected various aspects of their life experiences with their interpretations of the 

stories.  This allowed them to rework various aspects of the stories and their 

understandings of them in order to create imaginative reinterpretations of the characters 

and the story events and to construct meaning together.  Children also viewed the stories 

from different points of view, repurposed the books as constructible items, and created 

extended play scenarios based upon the texts to inform their understandings.   

 When they drew upon their multiple experiences to utilize their imaginations in 

their responsive play, children reworked and translated their experiences and produced 

new scenarios for themselves to meet their needs and desires within the play context 

(Vygotsky, 2004).  They were able to imaginatively reconfigure, repurpose, and live 

through the stories and make meaning (Rosenblatt, 1978).   

 It is through the mediation of the others within the co-creation of play worlds, 

informed by the experiences lived through within cooperative storybook reading(s), 

wherein children sought to make sense of the stories as they became a part of them 

(Rosenblatt, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978) in imaginative ways.  By intertwining their reading 

experiences with their own real-world experiences and then translating aspects of these 

into imaginative and playful responses, children were able to make sense of the stories in 

rich, meaningful, and relevant ways, through responsive play.  Through their 

reinterpretations of the characters and of the stories, children were able to create new 

story configurations and repurpose the stories for their own uses.  As they acted out and 
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performed their re-envisioned versions of the characters and the story events, they 

jumped into the story worlds and lived through their imagined experiences (Rosenblatt, 

1978).   

Conclusion  

This chapter presented the findings concerning the second research sub-question 

presented within this dissertation: In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize 

play to make meaning with texts and each other in the classroom?  The discussions 

highlighted and expanded upon three categories which were identified within the data as 

the ways that children used play to make meaning with texts: 1) Relating to Stories 

through Play 2) Reinterpreting Stories through Play and 3) Reconfiguring and 

Repurposing Stories through Play.  These three categories and the included sub-

categories highlight the ways in which children incorporated and utilized play to make 

meaning and construct understanding in relation to storybooks read within their first 

grade classroom.  This chapter suggests that within the responsive play framework, it is 

through the social nature of the reading transactions and within the intersection of the 

connections children make as they relate to texts through play that understanding is 

expanded and developed.  When they reinterpret stories through playful response and 

reconfigure and repurpose stories through imaginative play, knowledge is built upon and 

expanded and meaning is ultimately constructed. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

“When our concerns about academic progress in the early years causes us to 

minimize play, we may end up mourning the loss of many other worthy 

developments…” (Paley, 2004, p. 53). 

 

This study was prompted by four interwoven contexts of my own experiences and 

understandings.  Firstly, this research was informed by my experiences as a classroom 

teacher wherein I observed the extent to which first grade children enjoyed reading and 

discussing books with their peers.  Year after year I noticed how children learned 

together within the space created by the intersection of their reading, talk, and play.  This 

study was also guided by my observations of how children used play as a way to 

collectively and meaningfully respond to stories, create understandings, and 

cooperatively construct meaning in the classroom setting.  The impetus for this research 

also emerged, in part, due to today’s educational climate which minimizes children’s 

opportunities for play in the classroom.  John Dewey (1910) wrote that “the great waste 

of school is the child’s inability to use what he knows in school; and to apply what he 

learns in school in his real life” (p. 89).  In today’s standards driven era, time for play--

children’s natural way of knowing and learning--is shrinking in early childhood 

classrooms (Wohlwend, 2013a) and is nearly non-existent in primary and elementary 

settings.  This restrictive academic climate pushed my research forward, as I wanted to 

examine and elucidate the ways that play-literacy connections in the classroom context 

could be seen as valuable sources of children’s learning.  Thirdly, this study is guided by 

findings from classroom research I conducted as a teacher.  Findings of this study in 
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regard to children’s playful responses to stories led me to conduct more in-depth research 

on this topic.  Finally, motivated by these combined influences, I conducted a six-week 

pilot study which investigated the ways that children utilized play as a form of reader 

response within a first grade classroom setting.  The findings of this pilot study allowed 

me to draw initial conclusions about how children use play to inform their meaning 

making as they read and respond to texts together and guide my current study on 

children’s responsive play in a first grade classroom. 

 In this chapter I provide an overview of the purpose and rationale of this study, a 

summary of the guiding theoretical framework, and the research methodology utilized to 

gather and analyze data.  I also describe and discuss what I consider to be the most 

relevant and significant findings in light of their theoretical and practical implications for 

teachers, teacher educators, and researchers in the field. 

Summary of the Study  

 Motivated by my experiences as a first grade teacher and by my research findings, 

the purpose of this study was to develop deep understandings about the affordances of 

play in response to text within a first grade classroom.  This study aimed to analyze the 

role of play in young children’s learning as they responded to literature within their 

classroom.  This study was also prompted by the need to explore and examine the 

sociocultural resources that children drew from as they responded to stories and made 

meaning with texts and with each other in the classroom setting, through their play.   

 As play is generally not permitted in the classroom context and is not easily 

observable, I implemented a Reading Center (based upon the pilot study Reading Center), 

where children were invited through books, the opportunity to read and talk with each 
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other, and Character Cutouts to respond to literature in playful ways.  The following 

research questions were explored as the children engaged in cooperative readings and 

playful responses within the Reading Center: 

What are the affordances of play for responding to text in a first grade classroom?   

1. What are the sociocultural resources that children use to respond to text? 

2. In what ways do first graders incorporate and utilize play to make meaning 

with texts and each other in the classroom?   

 There is currently a discernable lack of research in the field that focuses 

specifically on the ways that children use play as a form of reader response in the 

classroom context.  While there is certainly a wealth of literature on play-literacy 

connections (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Christie & Roskos, 2009; Corsaro, 2003; Owocki, 

1999; Paley, 2004; Wohlwend, 2011, 2013a, 2013b), research on play as reader response 

with children beyond the preschool and kindergarten years is scant.  This study aims to 

augment the literature in this area, to expand upon and contribute to current research on 

children’s social and playful responses to books in the classroom setting, and to extend 

the research on the nature of play as reader response.   

 The theoretical frameworks that guide this study are sociocultural theories of 

learning and literacy, the role of play and imagination in development, funds of 

knowledge, and reader response theories.  Also included are recent research findings that 

focus on connections in current research as they relate to children’s play and culture and 

play and literacy.  Drawing from these theories and research findings, this study explored 

the ways that play affords children the opportunity to connect to and share their 

sociocultural resources, funds of knowledge, experiences, languages, and literacies as 

they responded to books through play.  In connecting these theories and research 
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findings, and guided by the understanding that children’s talk, play, and stories are often 

inextricably linked, I construct a framework of responsive play. Within responsive play 

children integrate social interactions and literacy experiences with their own personal life 

experiences and knowledge, in order to combine, rework, translate, and transform these 

into playful literary responses.  In this capacity, responsive play is not only a way for 

children to interpret and reflect upon books, but also an important part of their reading 

and response processes and of their literacy learning as a whole (Evans, 2012; Rowe, 

2007). 

  This research was conducted at Horizon View K-8 School which is located in a 

semi-rural, suburban area on the outskirts of the Phoenix metropolitan area in Arizona.  

The research took place in Mrs. Swanson’s diverse first grade classroom within this 

school.  Of the 31 students in Mrs. Swanson’s class, 30 agreed to participate in this eight- 

month study.  For this study, a new Reading Center, the Read and Respond Center, was 

created in which small groups of students were provided various books along with 

corresponding Character, Reader, Author, and Illustrator Cutouts in order to invite 

playful responses and transactions.  Data was collected two to three times per week for 

approximately one to two hours at a time, during the morning Language Arts block of the 

school day.  Data was drawn from varied sources, including: classroom observations and 

field notes, videotaped and transcribed transactions, audiotaped and transcribed 

conversations and interviews, artifact collection, teacher observations of responsive play, 

family home visits and interviews, and the use of family story backpacks.  These data 

were analyzed using thematic analysis and the constant comparison method in order to 

develop categories that emerged from the data and that were also informed by the 
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theories and previous research findings that undergird this study.  Grounded theory was 

also utilized to analyze data and to construct a theory of responsive play. 

Findings 

Drawing from Sociocultural Resources 

Children from diverse backgrounds bring their unique experiences, literacy and 

discourse practices, languages, learning styles, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and values with 

them to school.  Children draw from these sociocultural resources to inform their 

interpretations, responses, and understandings in the classroom context.  Accordingly, 

these resources help them to make significant connections, construct meaning(s) and 

understanding(s), and to facilitate their learning.  

As indicated by the findings of this study, children drew from their myriad 

sociocultural resources as they read and discussed books together and responded to them 

through play.  Throughout this inquiry, children created a site for learning and 

understanding, through their responsive play, that allowed them to think through, 

demonstrate, and share their personal experiences, their funds of knowledge, and their 

intertextual knowledge--as sociocultural resources--and to connect these to their literacy 

learning as they transacted with and responded to various books. 

 Experiential knowledge. Experiential knowledge was defined as a type of 

sociocultural resource that includes all of the personal life experiences, feelings and 

emotions, and knowledge which children bring with them to reading and response 

transactions (Rosenblatt, 1938; Sipe, 2008).  Children drew from this sociocultural 

resource to connect stories to their own experiences by constructing personal connections 

with each other and with the literature.  In this capacity, children responded to stories and 
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to each other through responsive play by connecting their own personal lives, 

experiences, and knowledge to the characters and events portrayed in the books they read 

together.  In this study, responsive play afforded children the freedom to share their 

knowledge and experiences and to create a space for meaningful learning and practice 

within the first grade classroom context.   

Funds of knowledge. The findings of this study also suggest that children 

responded to stories and to each other by drawing from their funds of knowledge, the 

things they have learned through living their lives and interacting within their 

socioculturally situated households and communities (Gonzalez, et al., 2005).  As 

children responded to literature through play, they made significant and salient 

connections between home and school in relation to home practices, language, and 

religion.  The findings of this study demonstrate how children responded to literature and 

to each other through responsive play by drawing from their funds of knowledge in order 

to connect with the text(s) and to make meaning as they read together.  Children were 

able to call upon and share their funds of knowledge through their responsive play in 

order to create classroom literacy experiences in which their knowledge was valued as 

additive to the classroom learning context. 

Intertextual knowledge. For the purposes of this research, intertextual 

knowledge was defined as the knowledge and experiences that children draw upon, from 

varied and multimodal sources, in order to build upon their knowledge, construct 

meaning, make connections to texts and each other, and to respond to texts in various 

ways (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993; Kristeva, 1984; Sipe, 2008).  This sociocultural 

resource was utilized by children in order to inform their understandings of and their 
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responses to stories and to build meaningful understanding(s) and connections in relation 

to: 1) Other Books and Stories 2) TV and Movies 3) Popular Music and 4) Classroom 

Learning.  As they constructed meaning together through their responsive play, children 

continuously drew upon their experiences and their knowledge from a variety of 

multimodal, intertextual sources in order to inform their understandings of and their 

responses to stories. 

As noted in this study, children’s responsive play produced pathways through 

which children were able to call upon and utilize their sociocultural resources in order to 

inform their literacy transactions and their learning.  By combining cooperative literacy 

events (Heath, 1983) with their sociocultural resources in the first grade classroom 

context, and responding to literature through responsive play, children facilitated their 

own learning.   

Making Meaning  

In this study, three categories were identified within the data as ways that children 

utilized responsive play to make meaning with texts: 1) Relating to Stories through Play 

2) Reinterpreting Stories through Play and 3) Reconfiguring and Repurposing Stories 

through Play.   

Relating to stories through responsive play. Children related to stories and 

characters as they intertwined their own personal experiences and knowledge with their 

shared literary transactions.  They constructed meaning and understanding through 

responsive play as they explored their lives, their worlds, and the story worlds by making 

personal connections to the characters and story events and then viewing and responding 

to these from various perspectives.  Through responsive play, children were able to think 
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through and share their sociocultural resources and to effectively relate these to their 

classroom learning as they transacted with books and created cooperative understandings.  

As children made these personal connections and related to stories through their 

responsive play, they also took away an immediate enjoyment as they responded to 

literature in various aesthetic ways (Rosenblatt, 1978; Rowe, 1998).   

 Reinterpreting stories through responsive play. Through responsive play, the 

children also drew upon their personal experiences and sociocultural resources in order to 

try on different identities, roles, and Discourses (Gee, 2012) and to become various 

characters within the stories.  They demonstrated their understandings and 

reinterpretations of these identities and Discourses when they responded as these 

characters, from within the stories.  Living through the stories in this manner allowed 

children to make connections to the texts and to relate to them in meaningful ways.  

While creating meanings and understandings together, children also reinterpreted 

characters and storylines and retold stories in their own words.   

 The findings of this study additionally suggest that as children reinterpreted and 

recreated stories through responsive play, they often changed, extended, or invented new 

story dialogue, changed or reinterpreted aspects of the settings, and modified storylines in 

various ways, thus transforming the stories and their corresponding responsive play.  The 

children in this study were able to develop and practice their literacy skills through their 

responsive play.  They made predictions, clarified their understandings, analyzed stories, 

and reflected critically about the characters represented in the stories.  As they did so, 

they connected various aspects of their life experiences and their knowledge to their 
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interpretations of the stories.  Accordingly, children were able to construct meaning as 

they reinterpreted and recreated stories through their responsive play. 

 Reconfiguring and repurposing stories through responsive play.  Further 

findings of this study suggest that children also viewed stories from different points of 

view, repurposed the books as constructible items, and created extended play scenarios 

based upon the stories to inform their understanding and meaning making.  They were 

able to imaginatively reconfigure and live through the textual experiences (Rosenblatt, 

1978) that they cooperatively created as they made meaning together through their 

responsive play.   

 The children in this study also reworked and translated their experiences and 

produced new scenarios for themselves (Vygotsky, 2004) through responsive play.  They 

were able to imaginatively relate to, reinterpret, and reconfigure stories through play in 

order to construct meaning.  The children utilized responsive play in order to make sense 

of the stories as they became a part of them and interpreted/reinterpreted them in 

imaginative ways.  Through their responsive play in this capacity, children were able to 

connect their reading experiences to their own personal experiences and then translate 

aspects of these into imaginative and playful responses, in order to make sense of stories 

in rich, meaningful, and relevant ways.  Children were able to create new story 

configurations and to repurpose the stories for their own uses through their 

reinterpretations of the characters and of the stories.  As they responded to stories 

children entered the story world(s) and constructed meaning as they lived within and 

through their imagined experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978).   
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 Through this study, I hope to contribute to the field of literacy education in regard 

to the ways that play can be viewed as a generative source of academic learning in regard 

to young children.  Plato has been credited with saying, “You can discover more about a 

person in an hour of play than in a year of conversation” (n.d.).  This inquiry has enabled 

me to discover and realize the potential power of play to reveal what children know and 

what they are capable of. 

Implications of the Study 

 This section has been organized according to four categories of implications 

relevant to literacy education in regard to young children, including: 1) Responsive play 

as a generative source of academic learning 2) Creating a third space within a restricted 

academic curriculum and 3) Reconceiving the notion of response in research and practice 

and 4) Implications for future research.  Woven throughout each of these sections are 

implications and recommendations for classroom teachers and teacher educators.  This 

chapter closes with a concluding discussion in regard to these implications.   

Responsive Play as a Generative Source of Academic Learning  

Through their imaginary play in the classroom context, children are able to 

negotiate and construct meaning.  As a “social and semiotic practice that facilitates pivots 

to imagined contexts by recontextualizing classroom realities and maintaining a not real 

frame” (Wohlwend, 2013, p.80) and as a voluntary and pleasurable experience which 

incorporates imagined and creative play with others (Nourot, 1998), play creates a safe 

space for children to explore and examine their lives and their understandings of their 

worlds. 
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 Play can also provide children ways to draw from and utilize their various 

resources in order to deepen their understandings in regard to varied social and cultural 

contexts within their worlds.  Play, in this capacity, provides a pathway through which 

children are able to draw from and use their sociocultural resources in order to learn 

about their worlds and to also play with their preconceived notions of their worlds (Butler 

& Weatherall, 2009).  Through their playful responses to literature, their responsive play, 

children draw from, combine, and reconfigure these social and cultural experiences and 

contexts in order to construct new realities for themselves (Vygotsky, 2004).  As such, a 

child’s play in response to a story is not simply a reproduction of their experiences or of 

the story in isolation, but is instead, a creative and imaginative reconfiguration of the 

impressions they have acquired by living through the story as they are informed by their 

own knowledge and past experiences (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978).  In this regard, children 

are able to draw from their varied sociocultural resources in order to construct individual 

and collective meaning through responsive play.   

 Similarly, children are able to construct meaning in regard to academic 

knowledge through responsive play.  Research on the process of meaning making suggest 

that for young children, stories can provide a major pathway to understanding (Wells, 

1986).  Through responsive play, children are able to meld their transactions with stories 

with their own experiences and knowledge in order to transform these into meaningful 

literary responses.  Play of this sort, in response to literature, affords children meaningful 

opportunities for literacy learning (Rowe, 1998, 2007).   When provided in a classroom 

context, these play opportunities facilitate children’s learning and meaning making.   
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 This study highlights responsive play in the classroom context, wherein children 

utilize and draw from their social and cultural knowledge and their personal experiences 

and understandings in order to inform their story interpretations, meaning construction, 

and their playful responses to literature. This study also supports responsive play as a 

generative source of children’s academic learning.  As noted in the data, children 

demonstrate their sophisticated thinking about complex concepts through their responsive 

play.  The data suggests that children’s play in response to literature encourages their use 

of interpretative strategies and suggests that children move beyond simple comprehension 

and recall of story events into deeper interpretations and understandings of stories when 

they respond to stories through play (Rowe, 2007).   As they interweave their personal 

knowledge with their literary transactions in order to reinterpret stories and translate them 

into imaginative play responses, children actively and cooperatively build upon their 

prior experiences and knowledge, develop understandings, and construct meaning.  As 

noted in this study, children utilized responsive play to explore various perspectives and 

try on different Discourses, reinterpret stories and character portrayals, retell stories in 

their own words, extend stories, make predictions, clarify understandings, analyze story 

features, reflect critically upon various story components and character traits, view and 

analyze books as artifacts, and practice various literacy strategies.  These findings support 

the notions that children’s play, language, and literacy are complementary, that children’s 

responsive play should be encouraged in the classroom setting, and that children’s 

experiences and funds of knowledge should be valued as additive to the academic 

learning context.   
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The findings further suggest that play needs to be valued as academic and 

intellectual work.  In utilizing responsive play to practice and build upon the 

aforementioned literacy skills, children think about these complex literacy tasks, build 

upon, and develop these skills.  These literacy practices correlate to the many academic 

standards which teachers are required to (and hope to) develop in their students, and are 

clearly evident in children’s responsive play.  As such, children’s play, in this capacity, 

can be directly related to their literacy learning, when valued in the classroom context.  

Play, in these regards, should be brought back into the classroom as it is clearly the 

intellectual work of children. 

 For classroom teachers, these findings signal the need to reflect critically upon the 

role of responsive play in their classrooms.  These findings also indicate that teachers 

should consider providing opportunities for young children to respond to storybooks 

through play.  These findings further suggest that teachers may need to think about ways 

to construct classroom spaces that allow children to utilize responsive play in meaningful 

ways and how to then document and analyze children’s playful responses to text in order 

to inform their instruction.  Dewey (1938) submits that the role of the teacher in the 

classroom is to create a learning environment that has the most potential for tension and 

inquiry for children.  Responsive play in the classroom context draws from children’s 

natural play practices and invites them to relate these practices to stories in authentic 

ways.  While formalizing play in the classroom context may lead to the colonization of 

children’s practices for school purposes (Larson & Peterson, 2013) and a loss of 

authenticity, including opportunities for children to learn through play in the classroom 

context in relevant and genuine ways is conducive to academic learning and instruction.  



264 
 

Teachers should further reflect upon their beliefs about utilizing play experiences in the 

classroom and consider that play, as a “dominant behavior of childhood” (Gaskins, 2014, 

p.34) is essential for children’s learning and development, and as such, should be 

encouraged in the classroom context. 

 For teacher educators, these findings suggest the need to explore play as culturally 

grounded and to encourage future educators to consider play in the classroom context 

from a sociocultural perspective (Gaskins, 2014).  Teacher educators should invest time 

into exploring, with future educators, play-literacy connections with multicultural and 

global literature in order to foster classroom atmospheres of inclusivity that allow 

children to draw from and utilize their sociocultural resources in meaningful ways as they 

respond to stories through play.  These findings also encourage teacher educators to focus 

explicitly on the connections between children’s talk, play, and stories (Evans, 2012) in 

the classroom context.   

 Responsive play should be explored as a viable reading response strategy for 

young children as it encourages the development of their reading and interpretive 

strategies and promotes their literacy learning through cooperative discussions and 

meaningful play responses.  Spaces for this type of learning should be opened up in 

classrooms for young children, as alternative routes to learning and understanding.    

Creating a Third Space within a Restricted Academic Curriculum  

Creating spaces in the classroom where play is valued and encouraged as additive 

to the academic learning context can be difficult for teachers to rationalize in today’s 

restrictive learning environments.  Through responsive play in the classroom context, 

children are able to create a social space which connects official school literacy practices 
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and academic instruction with their social play practices.  In this new space, children’s 

play and talk take central roles in their explorations and uses of literacy.  This new space 

can promote meaningful academic learning in even the most highly restrictive academic 

contexts. 

In this study, children’s responsive play, as a socioculturally informed activity, 

allowed children to create a new space within their first grade classroom in which they 

could make connections to texts through their knowledge and experiences in order to 

learn more about the stories, about themselves, about each other, and about the world 

they live in (Paley, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978; Wohlwend, 2013a).  This space is a thus a 

transformative one in which the potential for extended forms of learning and the 

development of new knowledge are expanded (Gutiérrez, 2008).  In constructing this 

complex new space through play, children were able to explore multiple perspectives and 

to create “socio-cultural common ground” (Dyson, 2003, p. 9) within their reading and 

response transactions.  In this capacity, children created a type of third space (Gutiérrez, 

2008; Gutiérrez et al., 1997) in the classroom wherein meaningful, connected, and 

relevant learning was supported as home, peer, and school Discourses and socially 

situated identities (Gee, 2012) coalesced through responsive play in the academic setting.   

Within a classroom literacy learning framework, school scripts include the 

official classroom practices related to reading and responding to texts, such as completing 

book reports or worksheets and answering teacher questions about content and structure, 

etc.  Student/Peer scripts include the unofficial practices related to reading and 

responding to texts, such as utilizing imaginative and creative play responses 

(Wohlwend, 2011).  In their longitudinal studies of third spaces within urban school 
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settings, Gutiérrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejada (1999) demonstrate how hybrid literacy 

practices emerge from the tensions between the official school scripts and student scripts 

in the classroom.  In this sense, children in this study used responsive play to navigate 

two simultaneous classroom scripts (Dyson, 2003).  Intertwining and transforming these 

two scripts through their responsive play, children created a hybrid space for literacy 

learning and participation in which opportunities for meaningful transactions were 

enhanced.  It is within this hybrid, third space that teacher and student scripts, the official 

and unofficial scripts of the classroom environment, overlap, creating the potential for 

authentic and meaningful transactions and a shift in what counts as knowledge and 

understanding in the classroom context (Gutiérrez, et al., 1995).  In a classroom 

environment, in which affordances for play are generally not made, the creation of this 

type of hybrid space allowed children to relate to, connect with, and transact with texts in 

academically focused ways, in which fun and play were also central.   

My work in this first grade classroom and the work of other researchers indicate 

that literacy learning is a highly social process (Dworin & Moll, 2006; Dyson, 1993, 

2003; Gutiérrez et al., 1995, 1997; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll et al., 2001; Rowe, 1994; 

Vygotsky, 1978).  Children learn the literacy practices of their environments through 

their interactions with literacy users within those environments (Heath, 1983).  

Oftentimes, classroom uses of literacy are determined by teachers and administrators 

stem from a solely academic perspective on learning.  Many of children’s familiar 

literacy practices, such as responding to stories through play, are disregarded in the 

official school curriculum and within the classroom learning environment.  Student 

created spaces, like the one created through responsive play, can promote authentic 
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learning and interaction (Gutiérrez et al., 1997) within a social context and can provide 

opportunities for children’s natural and familiar ways of learning to be valued within the 

curriculum.   

As children respond to stories and to each other within the third space created 

through responsive play, their transactions are focused on various aspects of literacy 

learning.  In today’s highly restrictive school contexts, responsive play can provide a 

space that provides the academic structure that administrators expect classroom teachers 

to uphold while simultaneously providing a space for creative and exploratory play.  

Since children’s transactions within this new space are focused on salient aspects of 

literature and meaning construction and their playful responses and talk center around 

story components that are relevant to literacy learning, this type of play may be deemed 

academically “appropriate” in even the most highly restrictive classroom contexts.  

Responsive play is contained to a small area of the classroom, includes only a few 

children at a time, is easily manageable, and meaningfully engages children in 

academically-focused literacy practices and responses.  Therefore, it is a space that may 

be considered valuable for authentic literacy learning by teachers and administrators 

alike. 

In this study, responsive play afforded children the freedom to share their 

knowledge and their experiences with others and to cooperatively create a new, hybrid, 

third space for literacy learning and practice within the classroom context.  For classroom 

teachers, these findings suggest that including responsive play in the curriculum can 

allow for the creation of a space in which play is encouraged and valued and wherein 

children’s play and talk can lead literacy learning and development.  This space can allow 
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children to demonstrate and share their personal experiences and their funds of 

knowledge and link them to literacy in personally relevant and meaningful ways.  

Teachers should reflect upon the ways that including responsive play in the curriculum 

might allow children to learn the literacy practices of their communities and 

simultaneously show children that their natural ways of learning are respected and 

supported in the classroom context.   

Similarly, teacher educators should consider introducing teachers and preservice 

teachers to the concept of this type of third space and demonstrate ways to incorporate 

these types of spaces in their classrooms wherein children’s ways of knowing and 

learning are valued.  Teacher educators should focus on preparing teachers to welcome 

the knowledge that children bring with them to the classroom and help them to connect 

these to academic instruction.  While teachers are often expected to teach in ways that 

focus on mainly academic contexts viewed from a perspective that values mainly teacher 

knowledge, children’s ways of understanding, such as exploration and play, are often 

overlooked.  In order to create inclusive classroom environments in which all children are 

welcomed and all knowledge and experiences are valued, teacher educators should focus 

on informing teachers about the ways to build bridges between the official discourses of 

school and the classroom to student discourses and ways of knowing (Heath, 1983).  

Given that it focuses on literacy learning and academic content and simultaneously 

utilizes play as a meaningful resource for learning, responsive play can be utilized to 

bridge these gaps. 
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Reconceiving the Notion of Reader Response in Research and Practice 

In the fields of literacy research and practice, reader response has generally been 

narrowly conceived to include mainly discussion and written response. The findings of 

my study suggest that the concept of response needs to be reconceived more broadly to 

include variations of reader response, including play. 

 Traditionally, investigations into children’s responses to literature have primarily 

focused on written responses to books.  Squire (1964) focused on student’s verbal 

responses to short stories at certain points throughout their readings of particular texts.  

Purves and Rippere (1968) examined adolescents’ written responses to stories and 

identified over 100 types of written statements that might be made in regard to particular 

literary works.  In 1979, Hickman expanded these concepts of response when he 

examined young children’s behaviors as response events.  Similarly diverging lines of 

research into children’s reader responses emerged after Martinez and Roser (1990) 

commented that recent attempts to analyze children’s responses to literature represented 

only an emerging glimpse of what existed and what was possible.   

 Following the studies presented by Hickman (1979) and Martinez and Roser 

(1990), who both suggested that research delve deeper into children’s responses, research 

on literature discussions emerged as the preeminent form of reader response in the 

classroom context.  Peterson and Eeds (1990) described dialogue about books as the 

process of producing and co-producing meaning as small groups discussed books 

together.  These discussions, which included inquiry and critique, were coined grand 

conversations (Peterson & Eeds, 1990).  In 1997, Short proposed that literature had the 

potential to foster critical thinking and to allow readers to consider alternative 
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perspectives.  During this time, research in the field focused on literature circles (Owens, 

1995) and the ways in which readers dissected and discussed books together to construct 

meaning, emphasizing children’s verbal responses to literature.  

 While there has been much headway in regard to research on the connection 

between children’s play and literacy in recent years (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Christie & 

Roskos, 2009; Corsaro, 2003; Owocki, 1999; Paley, 2004; Wohlwend, 2011, 2013a, 

2013b), research on young children’s reading transactions has still generally focused on 

verbal and written responses to literature.  Though research on drama has grown 

throughout the years and provides great insights into the ways in which children make 

sense of stories (Edmiston, 1993; Enciso & Edmiston, 1997; Neuman & Roskos, 1997; 

Morrow & Rand 1991; Martinez et al., 1991; Vukelich, 1991), play as a form of reader 

response is currently not as widely studied, as it is not yet considered an essential form of 

reader response within the classroom context. 

 Although some research has illuminated the ways in which children respond to 

stories through play (Rowe, 1998; Rowe, et al., 2003; Wolf & Heath, 1992), research on 

children’s play as a form of reader response is still insufficient.  This is likely due to the 

fact that response is still narrowly conceived in the field of literacy research as including 

primarily writing and talk.  My findings demonstrate the need for researchers in the field 

to view reader response with a more inclusive, panoramic lens, considering all aspects of 

children’s responses to literature, including play.  Drama, art, music/song, 

dance/movement, and play are natural ways that children respond to their worlds and to 

stories.  Response, in the field of literacy research, especially in regard to young children, 
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should accordingly be reconceptualized to include play and all forms of children’s reader 

response.   

 The views on response presented within these various studies have been mirrored 

in classroom practice.  Many classroom teachers generally only consider children’s 

written and verbal responses to stories as valid forms of academic reader response.  

While art and drama have risen over the years as respected forms of response in the 

classroom and have recently become more highly utilized, these strategies are still used 

less often than written responses to literature and conversations about story events and 

characters.  Due to the highly restrictive, assessment-based, and academically focused 

contexts in which today’s classroom teachers must navigate, writing and discussions are 

still the most privileged forms of reader response, as they are considered the most 

concrete and the most conducive to assessment and scoring.   

 Children’s written responses are viewed as windows into children’s understanding 

but are also considered easily graded, scored, and recorded.  Children’s verbal responses 

can be considered by teachers as demonstrative of understanding and can then also 

inform the direction of classroom instruction.  Verbal responses can also be taken into 

consideration by teachers as a form of participation in classroom literacy events and can 

be scored and graded in this capacity.  These factors influence the privileged use of 

written and verbal response in classrooms as teachers are required to provide concrete 

evidence of student learning and growth while also attending to the needs of the students. 

 While written and verbal responses to literature are essential components of 

classroom literacy instruction and are highly valuable to student learning, I suggest that 

responsive play is just as useful and necessary.  Limiting children’s opportunities to 
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respond to stories in classrooms to talk and/or writing limits our opportunities as teachers 

to view the full scope of children’s knowledge and understanding.  Welcoming play as 

reader response in the classroom context offers children and classroom teachers’ 

opportunities to negotiate an alternative route to meaning construction and literacy 

learning.  Children’s play as reader response can be utilized in similar ways to children’s 

verbal responses to literature.  Responsive play can be viewed as demonstrative of 

understanding, can be observed, analyzed, and utilized to drive instruction in meaningful 

ways, and can be considered as a form of participation in classroom literacy events and 

practices.  In these regards, responsive play challenges current preferences in research 

and practice for written and verbal response to literature.   

 Responsive play is a valid source of academic learning in the classroom context 

(Rowe, 1998), as suggested by the findings of my study.  Accordingly, response in regard 

to classroom practice needs to be reconceptualized to include play as a valuable source of 

student learning and as a valid form of reader response, alongside writing and discussion.  

Implications of the reconceptualization of play as a valid and essential form of reader 

response in the classroom context include the need for teachers and teacher educators to 

collaboratively develop the concept of responsive play for use in various classroom 

contexts.  Implications further include the need for teachers and teacher educators to 

demonstrate to school administrators the power of unconventional pedagogies, such as 

responsive play, to support student literacy learning within their classrooms. 

Implications for Future Research  

This study contributes to the limited research available on children’s play as a 

form of reader response in the classroom context.  My research is informed greatly by the 



273 
 

inspired work of Vivian G. Paley (1984, 2004, 2010) and Deborah Wells Rowe (1994, 

1998, 2007, 2008).  The findings of my study build upon, add to, and extend many 

aspects of Paley and Rowe’s work on children’s play in relation to and in response to 

literature.   

 Paley’s work (1984, 2004, 2010) greatly informs my own in that it focuses on 

making a case for the critical role of fantasy play in the learning and development of 

young children and highlights children’s need for fantasy play in the classroom context.  

Paley speaks out against the decline of creative and interactive play time for children in 

schools and suggests that educators be able to make room for this type of play in the 

classroom context.  She argues that play of this sort allows for the psychological, 

intellectual, and social development of children across the globe and performs a great role 

in their language and literacy development.  Paley (2004) further suggests that play is the 

work of children and points out many unfortunate policies in place in schools today 

regarding the usefulness of play in the classroom.   

 While informed by Paley’s conception of fantasy play and its importance in the 

classroom, responsive play differs in various ways.  Paley’s fantasy play (2004), includes 

children’s reenactments of their interpretations of life events and their understandings of 

them and/or of their own story creations, often directed and guided by the teacher in the 

classroom and performed for other children.  Unlike some aspects of Paley’s teacher-

directed fantasy play, responsive play does not rely upon specific learning goals, teacher 

direction or prompting, and does not require an audience.  Responsive play affords 

children opportunities to improvise, on their own, textual encounters and to explore the 

ambiguities and the possibilities of each story (Wolf, et al., 1997) and each play world 
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that they create as they respond to stories in small groups.  My research on responsive 

play extends Paley’s research as it moves past kindergarten and into the first grade 

classroom and focuses explicitly on children’s playful responses to literature.  It also 

extends Paley’s research as it focuses on child-directed reader responses which afford 

children opportunities to move beyond simple interpretations and reenactments of stories 

and into more critical reflections and interpretations of texts.  

A seminal piece of research on children’s play as reader response, and one that 

guides my work, Rowe’s (1998) study utilized ethnographic methods to investigate the 

ways in which preschool children made spontaneous connections between books and 

dramatic play.  In her findings, she identified patterns which described the ways children 

responded to literature through play.  The children in this study connected to texts 

through playful responses in various ways, including: reenactments, improvisation, and 

the use of toys to retell stories, connect to story characters, and provide concrete links to 

books.  Further research by Rowe (2007, 2008, 2010) in this capacity demonstrates how 

preschool children shift from comprehension of stories to deeper interpretations and 

meaning making as they demonstrated and represented their understandings of stories 

using play as a sign system. 

While Rowe’s (1998, 2007, 2008, 2010) research on reading and children’s 

playful responses proposes that young children have a strong need to link play and 

literacy, her studies do not examine play as a form of reader response with older children 

(beyond preschool or kindergarten age), within a primary/elementary grade setting, or 

within a public school sphere in which academics are the focus and play is generally not 

utilized in the classroom context.  My study extends the work of Rowe and examines first 
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grade children in a public school and focuses explicitly on the ways that they draw from 

their sociocultural resources and utilize play as a form of reader response in order to 

construct meaning in the classroom context. 

New inquiries have emerged as a result of this study and indicate a need for 

continuing this line of research.  This study suggests that similar investigations be 

conducted to carefully examine which types of reading responses are currently valued in 

today’s classrooms and how play might then be repositioned as a generative source of 

literacy learning for young children.  As this study was conducted over an eight-month 

period and the findings are based solely on one first grade classroom, more extended 

investigations in various settings and contexts are necessary.  Findings submit that 

utilizing a longitudinal approach to extend the timeline of this research and to explore 

children’s responsive play through various grade levels and with children from various 

backgrounds could reveal new information about the ways in which children connect play 

and literacy and respond to texts through play in the classroom context.   

It should further be noted that as children played in the Read and Respond Center 

created for this study, there were instances in which children’s talk and play were not 

focused on the book.  While these instances were rare, they were not included in the 

discussion of the findings.  As these occurrences might shed light into how responsive 

play might realistically work in a classroom setting, it is important to note these 

instances, however few, and to suggest that children’s off-task play behaviors within the 

responsive play framework also be further analyzed. 

In considering observations of and research on and with children, it is essential to 

also carefully consider the methodologies utilized during this type of research.  It is my 
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suggestion, based upon the findings of this study, that teachers and researchers 

investigating early literacy practices and play in the classroom context use “kid 

watching” skills (Owocki & Goodman, 2002) as they observe children in action.  This 

type of qualitative literacy research provides a framework for engaging in data collection 

that is systematic, personalized, and focused on the knowledge and the needs of each 

student; based upon detailed observations of their conversations, actions, and behaviors.  

In order to create classroom environments optimal for the implementation of responsive 

play, I further suggest that teachers and researchers utilize “play watching” skills 

(Reynolds & Jones, 1997), wherein play is observed and analyzed in relation to student 

learning and development, in order to construct detailed knowledge about the ways that 

children integrate play and literacy in the classroom setting.   

So that teachers and researchers can more effectively analyze the responsive play 

of children in the classroom setting, a combination of these ethnographic and qualitative 

research practices, in conjunction with the use of detailed observation forms and 

checklists, as noted by Owocki and Goodman (2002), Reynolds and Jones (1997), and the 

Responsive Play Observation Form I have created (see Appendix D), can allow observers 

to become more fully aware of the intellectual work that children do as they respond to 

texts through play. 

The aforementioned types of analyses could be used to further investigate the 

ways that children understand texts in relation to their sociocultural resources and could 

then inform research and classroom practice on the uses of multicultural and global 

literature in the classroom setting in relation to reader response.  Investigations could also 

be conducted to examine how comprehension is fostered through responsive play.  Other 
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types of analyses might also be conducted, such as discourse and multimodal analyses, in 

order to further evaluate and explicate the data.  Further studies could be carried out to 

examine the ways that children respond to literature through play in out-of-school 

contexts, as well. 

Conclusion 

 Why do these findings matter?  That is the preeminent question asked of any 

researcher.  I hope that these findings encourage educators, teacher educators, and 

researchers to consider the possibilities of responsive play in the classroom context.  In 

my research, responsive play afforded children opportunities to develop multifaceted 

understandings of literature, of each other, and of life.  Responsive play allowed the 

children in this study to draw from their personal knowledge, their home experiences, and 

their various languages and literacies and to use them in a context in which they were 

valued as additive and important to their learning.  This led them to deeper 

understandings of their own world experiences and allowed them to view their 

knowledge as important and respected in regard to their classroom meaning making. 

 Like Karen Wohlwend (2013b), I believe that during play, young children: 

…reflect, replay, and record their lived experiences, negotiate and collaborate to 

create shared narratives, access and appropriate familiar cultural resource to use 

with literacies, interpret, produce, improvise, and resemiotize a range of texts and 

artifacts, and connect with others around meaningful texts. (p. 90) 

This study demonstrates the importance of providing children opportunities to respond to 

stories through play.  This study matters in that it provides a framework from which 
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educators and teacher educators can draw as they support young children to develop and 

grow in the way they know best…through play. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 UNITED STATES CENSUS BUREAU: ARIZONA CENSUS INFORMATION: 

2014 

 
People QuickFacts Arizona USA 

Population, 2014 estimate 6,731,484 318,857,056 

Population, 2013 estimate     6,634,997 316,497,531 

Population, 2010 (April 1) estimates base     6,392,310 308,758,105 

Population, percent change - April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2014     5.3% 3.3% 

Population, percent change - April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2013     3.8% 2.5% 

Population, 2010     6,392,017 308,745,538 

Persons under 5 years, percent, 2013     6.5% 6.3% 

Persons under 18 years, percent, 2013     24.4% 23.3% 

Persons 65 years and over, percent, 2013     15.4% 14.1% 

Female persons, percent, 2013     50.3% 50.8% 

White alone, percent, 2013 (a)     84.0% 77.7% 

Black or African American alone, percent, 2013 (a)     4.6% 13.2% 

American Indian and Alaska Native alone, percent, 2013 (a)     5.3% 1.2% 

Asian alone, percent, 2013 (a)     3.2% 5.3% 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone, percent, 2013 
(a)     0.3% 0.2% 

Two or More Races, percent, 2013     2.6% 2.4% 

Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2013 (b)     30.3% 17.1% 

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2013     56.7% 62.6% 

Living in same house 1 year & over, percent, 2009-2013     80.4% 84.9% 

Foreign born persons, percent, 2009-2013     13.4% 12.9% 
Language other than English spoken at home, pct age 5+, 2009-
2013     26.8% 20.7% 
High school graduate or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 
2009-2013     85.7% 86.0% 
Bachelor's degree or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 2009-
2013     26.9% 28.8% 

Veterans, 2009-2013     522,382 21,263,779 

Mean travel time to work (minutes), workers age 16+, 2009-2013    24.6 25.5 

Housing units, 2013     2,892,325 132,802,859 

Homeownership rate, 2009-2013     64.4% 64.9% 

Housing units in multi-unit structures, percent, 2009-2013     20.7% 26.0% 

Median value of owner-occupied housing units, 2009-2013     $165,100 $176,700 

Households, 2009-2013     2,370,289 115,610,216 

Persons per household, 2009-2013     2.67 2.63 
Per capita money income in past 12 months (2013 dollars), 2009-
2013     $25,358 $28,155 

Median household income, 2009-2013     $49,774 $53,046 

Persons below poverty level, percent, 2009-2013     17.9% 15.4% 

Business QuickFacts Arizona USA 

Private nonfarm establishments, 2012     131,375 7,431,808 

Private nonfarm employment, 2012     2,134,252 115,938,468 
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Private nonfarm employment, percent change, 2011-2012     1.2% 2.2% 

Nonemployer establishments, 2012     413,571 22,735,915 

Total number of firms, 2007     491,529 27,092,908 

Black-owned firms, percent, 2007     2.0% 7.1% 

American Indian- and Alaska Native-owned firms, percent, 2007    1.9% 0.9% 

Asian-owned firms, percent, 2007     3.3% 5.7% 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander-owned firms, 
percent, 2007     S 0.1% 

Hispanic-owned firms, percent, 2007     10.7% 8.3% 

Women-owned firms, percent, 2007     28.1% 28.8% 

Manufacturers shipments, 2007 ($1000)     57,977,827 5,319,456,312 

Merchant wholesaler sales, 2007 ($1000)     57,573,459 4,174,286,516 

Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)     86,758,801 3,917,663,456 

Retail sales per capita, 2007     $13,637 $12,990 

Accommodation and food services sales, 2007 ($1000)     13,268,514 613,795,732 

Building permits, 2013     25,209 990,822 

Geography QuickFacts Arizona USA 

Land area in square miles, 2010     113,594.08 3,531,905.43 

Persons per square mile, 2010     56.3 87.4 

FIPS Code     4   

(a) Includes persons reporting only one race. 

(b) Hispanics may be of any race, so also are included in applicable race categories. 

FN: Footnote on this item for this area in place of data 

NA: Not available 

D: Suppressed to avoid disclosure of confidential information 

X: Not applicable 

S: Suppressed; does not meet publication standards 
Z: Value greater than zero but less than half unit of measure 
shown 

F: Fewer than 100 firms 

Source: US Census Bureau State & County QuickFacts 
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APPENDIX B 

 

 UNITED STATES CENSUS BUREAU: “CITY” INFORMATION: 2014 

 
People QuickFacts CITY Arizona 

Population, 2013 estimate     X 6,634,997 

Population, 2010 (April 1) estimates base     X 6,392,310 

Population, percent change - April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2013     X 3.8% 

Population, 2010     81,321 6,392,017 

Persons under 5 years, percent, 2010     12.1% 7.1% 

Persons under 18 years, percent, 2010     37.0% 25.5% 

Persons 65 years and over, percent,  2010     5.1% 13.8% 

Female persons, percent, 2010     50.5% 50.3% 

White alone, percent, 2010 (a)     78.3% 73.0% 

Black or African American alone, percent, 2010 (a)     5.0% 4.1% 

American Indian and Alaska Native alone, percent, 2010 (a)     1.2% 4.6% 

Asian alone, percent, 2010 (a)     2.1% 2.8% 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone, percent, 2010 
(a)     0.3% 0.2% 

Two or More Races, percent, 2010     4.3% 3.4% 

Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2010 (b)     23.4% 29.6% 

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino, percent, 2010     66.2% 57.8% 

Living in same house 1 year & over, percent, 2009-2013     74.4% 80.4% 

Foreign born persons, percent, 2009-2013     7.7% 13.4% 
Language other than English spoken at home, pct age 5+, 2009-
2013     17.3% 26.8% 
High school graduate or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 2009-
2013     90.5% 85.7% 
Bachelor's degree or higher, percent of persons age 25+, 2009-
2013     21.1% 26.9% 

Veterans, 2009-2013     5,252 522,382 

Mean travel time to work (minutes), workers age 16+, 2009-2013     39.1 

Housing units, 2010     29,417 2,844,526 

Homeownership rate, 2009-2013     72.3% 64.4% 

Housing units in multi-unit structures, percent, 2009-2013     0.7% 20.7% 

Median value of owner-occupied housing units, 2009-2013     $126,600 $165,100 

Households, 2009-2013     24,131 2,370,289 

Persons per household, 2009-2013     3.46 
Per capita money income in past 12 months (2013 dollars), 2009-
2013     $19,519 $25,358 

Median household income, 2009-2013     $57,333 $49,774 

Persons below poverty level, percent, 2009-2013     12.5% 17.9% 

Business QuickFacts CITY Arizona 

Total number of firms, 2007     491,529 

Black-owned firms, percent, 2007     2.0% 

American Indian- and Alaska Native-owned firms, percent, 2007     1.9% 

Asian-owned firms, percent, 2007     3.3% 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander-owned firms, percent, S 
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2007     

Hispanic-owned firms, percent, 2007     10.7% 

Women-owned firms, percent, 2007     28.1% 

Manufacturers shipments, 2007 ($1000)     0 57,977,827 

Merchant wholesaler sales, 2007 ($1000)     0 57,573,459 

Retail sales, 2007 ($1000)     0 86,758,801 

Retail sales per capita, 2007     NA $13,637 

Accommodation and food services sales, 2007 ($1000)     0 13,268,514 

Geography QuickFacts CITY Arizona 

Land area in square miles, 2010     35.78 113,594.08 
Persons per square mile, 2010     
 2,272.7 

(a) Includes persons reporting only one race. 

(b) Hispanics may be of any race, so also are included in applicable race categories. 

FN: Footnote on this item for this area in place of data 

NA: Not available 

D: Suppressed to avoid disclosure of confidential information 

X: Not applicable 

S: Suppressed; does not meet publication standards 
Z: Value greater than zero but less than half unit of measure 
shown 

F: Fewer than 100 firms 
Source: US Census Bureau State & County QuickFacts 
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APPENDIX C 
 

 FUNDS OF KNOWLEDGE SURVEY/QUESTIONNAIRE (Adapted from 

Gonzalez et al., 2005)  

 

 

Funds of Knowledge Survey/Questionnaire 

SECTION A.  Family Structure 

We would like to know a little about your household: 
 
How long have you and your family members lived in [City]? 
 
Where did you live before this home? 
 
Where were your parents born?  Where were they raised? 
 
Do you see them often? 
 
How many brothers and sisters do you have?  Do you see them often? 
 
Do you have relatives in [City]? 
 

SECTION B. Labor History 
Frequently children learn from the work and skills of members of the household.  We 
would therefore like to ask you a few questions concerning your employment and 
previous work experience that you may have had. 
 
What kind of work do you do now? 
 
Could you describe the duties and responsibilities of your job. 
 
How did you learn the skills necessary for your job? 
 
Do your children help you in your job? 
 
Please tell us a little about your previous work experience. 
 
How did you learn the skills for these jobs? 
 
Have your children ever worked with you? 
 
Aside from your main employment, do you have any side jobs? 
 
Do you work as a volunteer for any kind of organization, religious group, or school 
organization? 
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SECTION C: Daily and Weekly Activities 

There are many other sources besides school for learning. We would like to ask a few 
questions about your day yesterday.  This will help us understand what activities are 
important. 
 
Could you tell me the schedule that you follow on a typical day?   
 
Do you have any activities that you engage in on a weekly rather than daily basis, for 
example, sports activities, religious activities, music lessons, etc.? 
 
SECTION D: Distribution of Household tasks 

Do you have a garden or animals? 
 
Who takes care of the garden?  The animals? 
 
Who is in charge of maintenance and repair work in the household? 
 
Does anyone consult books or instructions to carry out the repairs? 
 
Do the children help in these activities? 
 
Who does the shopping and cooking for the household? 
 
Do the children help? 
 

SECTION E: Language 
In this section of the questionnaire we would like to focus on the use of language. At 
home, in what language do you speak to your child? 
 
And your child, in what language does he/she speak to you the majority of the time? 
 
Does your child translate for anyone in the family? 
 

SECTION F:  Parenting 

Before you  became a mother/father, did you have any idea of what it would be like? 
 
Is your present experience as a mother/father similar to your previous expectations? 
 
What do you find most stressful about being a parent? Joyful? 
 
Do you ever feel you are in need of advice in rearing your children? 
 
Where do you go for advice in rearing your children? 
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APPENDIX D 

 RESPONSIVE PLAY OBSERVATION FORM 

Student Name: _________________________________________________________ 

Book(s) Used: ___________________________________________________________ 
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