ED 352 617

AUTHOR
TITLE

INSTITUTION
SPONS AGENCY
PUB DATE

CONTRACT
NOTE

PUB TYPE

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

IDENTIFIERS

ABSTRACT

DOCUMENT RESUME

€s 011 113

Meyer, Linda A.; And Others

The Effects of Reading Storybooks Aloud to

Children.

Iliinois Univ., Urbana. Center for the Study of
Reading.

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (ED),
Washington, DC.

Sep 92

400-81-0030

49p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the
National Reading Conference (41st, Palm Springs, CA,
December 3-7, 1991).

Reports - Research/Technical (143) —-
Speeches/Conference Papers (150)

MF01/PCO2 Plus Postage.

Beginning Reading; Grade 1; Kindergarten;
Longitudinal Studies; Primary Education; *Reading
Achievement; *Reading Aloud to Others; *Reading
Comprehension; Reading Research; *Story Reading
Emergent Literacy; Print Awareness

This paper presents findings from a loagitudinal

study of reading comprehension development that reveal that there is
a negative relation between the amount of time kindergarten teachers
spend reading to kindergarten children and the children's reading
achievement. The amount of time first-grade teachers spent reading to
their students was unrelated to the reading achievement of their
students. Results are discussed in terms of a "displacement theory."
In other words, teachers who read the most spent the least amount of
time in teaching activities that were positively correlated with
reading achievement. Further information gathered from parent
questionnaires about the time they spend reading to their children
and the child-en's independent reading reveal a positive relationship
between reading achievement and the time children spend engaged with
print, but no relationship between reading achievement and the amount
of time parents spent reading to their children. Further analyses
revealed no relationship between kindergarten teachers reading and
the children's subsequent performance in first grade. These results
are discussed in terms of the need to involve children in prir*~ in
order to improve their reading achievement and the lack of "magic"
that results from parents or teachers reading to children. (Four
figures and two tables of data are included. Eighty-five references
are attached.) (Author)

Fedk ke dedek g e de e v sk e e e de ok e de ke de sk ok e sk sk e ok ek e st ke ok e ke ok e g ke ok ot ok ke sk ke sk ok ke sk ok e ke ok e ok ok ok e ok e sk ke ek ok

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *
Jokeok ek ok ke de ek ok ok ok ek ok e e ek e e e e e e Ak ok sk ok e sk ok ok ok e ek ok




eCortt )3

ED352617

THE EFFECTS OF READING STORYBOOKS
ALOUD TO CHILDREN

Linda A. Meyer
Center for the Study of Reading
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Steven A. Stahl
University of Georgia

James L. Wardrop
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Robert L. Linn
University of Colorado at Boulder

September, 1992

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Oftice of Educational Research and Improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER(ERIC)

 This document has been feproduced as
received from the petson O orgamzation
onginahng it

C Minor changes have been made to impreve
reproguchon Quahty

& Pownls of view 0f opinions staledn this docu
ment do not necessanly represent official
OQERI posttior or policy

This work was supported in part by a grant from the Office of Educational
Research and Instruction under Contract No. 400-81-0030. We are particularly
indebted to the field staff of the Longitudinal Study, Betty Boyd, Barbara Boyer,
Eunice Buck, Lorraine Crummey, Marlene Engberg, Eunice Greer, Kathy Harper,
Sue Herricks, Wendell Johnson, and Joan Levy who assisted in the collection and
coding of these data. This paper was presented by the first two authors at the

annual meeting of the National Reading Conference, December 4, 1991, Palm
Springs, California.

~ BESTCOPY RYAMAPIE




Effects of Reading to Children - 1

Abstract

This paper presents findings from a longitudinal study of reading comprehension development that
reveal that there is a negative relation between the amount of time kindergarten teachers spend
reading to kindergarten children and the children’s reading achievement. The amount of time first-
grade teachers spent reading to their students was unrelated to the reading achievement of their
students. Results are discussed in terms of a “displacement theory." In other words, teachers who
read the most spent the least amount of time in teaching activities that were positively correlated
with reading achicvement. Further information gathered from parent questionnaires about the time
they spend reading to their children and the children’s independent reading reveal a positive
relationship between reading achievement and the time children spend engaged with print, but no
relationship between reading achievement and the amount of time pareats spent reading to their
children. Further analyses revealed no relationship between kindergarten teachers reading and the
children’s subsequent performance in first grade. These results are discussed in terms of the need to
involve children in print in order to improve their reading achievement and the lack of magic that

results from parents or teachers reading to children.
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ALOUD TO CHILDREN

Reading to children s to literacy education what two aspirins ang a little bed rest

Was to the family doctor in years gone by. Students haye an impoverished

reading to children is "the single most important activity for building the knowledge
required for eventua] success [in learning to read] (p. 23). (Hoffman, Roser, &
Battle, p. 1, 1991)

same things that loving parents do, and one of the things that warm, loving parents do is read to
their children. Furthermore, educators fecommend it highly.
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article is Kay’s (1992) piece entitled "Teaching reading: As easy as reading aloud.” This article was
published in Reading Today and was therefore circulated to approximately 93,000 IRA members,

Although common sense and lore support the notion that rcading aloud to children will
facilitate their early reading performance, there has been surprisingly little research on this topic
(Hoffman, et al., 1991) and that research which has been done is equivocal in its support.

The goal of this paper is to begin to unravel the mystique of lore and research from studies
of adults reading to children. Qur first goal is to present a review of research on reading to children
of various ages in several different contexts. These studies were done for a variety of reasons. They
illustrate how little is actually known about this pheromenon. When we conducted a comprehensive
review of empirical studies (ERIC and PSYCHLIT searches) on reading to children, we took into
account the context, school or home; the age of the children; what was being measured--reading
development, listening comprehension, or vocabulary development; and the language of instruciion
teachers used. Our second goal in this paper is to investigate specifically the relationships we found
between teachers reading to students in kindergarten and first grade classrooms in the course of a
longitudinal study of reading compichension and science knowledge development in grades
kindergarten through sixth grade that was conducted primarily to address the question of how
children learn to comprehend what they read.

We will re\;icw the effects of being read to by parents and teachers on young children’s
reading performance in four sections. First we will review studies that looked at general effects of
parents reading to children, the general effects of teachers reading to children. Next we will review
specific hypotheses about how reading to children might affect specific aspects of learning to read.
The remainder of the paper wili discuss a study which allows us to look longitudinally at several
aspects of adult storybook reading.

General Effects of Parents Reading to Children

Most of the studies of parents reading to children have been with preschool children. The

theory behind this practice is obvious--before children are able to read for themselves, read to them.
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These findings suggest that parents tend to read to precocious readers. In contrast,
Scarborough (1992) found that dyslexic students tend Dot to have been read to as much as normaily
achieviug children, Scarborough began observations of 78 two-year old children, half of which came
from families in which at least one parent had a reading disability, and followed them untj] they
were in second grade. She found no differences in the maternal language input given to those
children who cveatually became classified as dyslexic and those who would achieve normally, Nor
was there a difference in their language skills a 3ge 30 months. However, children who would




Possibly as a result of these differences, by the age of five, the children who eventually would b
classified as dyslexic were significantly lower than the normally-achicving children on 2 number of
language and reading measures, including measures of their knowledge of letter-sound

correspondences and phoneme awareness,

1989b) found a positive relationship between parents’ reading and re-reading predictable Little books,

including picture books, easy-to-read books, and environmental print books. This report focuses
upon changes in parents’ behaviors during book reading. It does not assess changes in student
performance in reading. In a later study, Edwards ( 1989) used regular storybooks. This work met
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achievement at the end of kindergarten and first-grade. The frequency with which parents reaq to
their children correlated just .26 with children’s reading performance 4 the end of kindergarten ang

-21 with theijr performance at the end of first grade. Similar resy]ts have also beep Teported recently

process before the children enter school and during their early elementary schog) years. Work by
Athey (1981), Hewison and Tizard (1980), Durkin (1966; 1976), Wedel and Fowler (1984), Tizard,
Schofield, and Hewison (1982), Hinchley and Levy (1988), Stanovich, Cunningham, ang Teeman

school. Their strongest finding was that the amount of independent reading that children dig in first

grade, rather than the amount that they were reaq to, that was the strongest predictor of thejr later
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second, and fourth grades. However, it could be thar carly readers read independently because they

could read better, rather than the other way around.

and observers’ logs, and interviews with children and teachers, in addition to pre- and posttests. In
all studies, children who had listened to story readings significantly outperformed age- or classmates
on tests of reading (for kindergartners, listening) comprehension, with the results of pretests serving
as covariate, in these and all other measures. Third graders who had participated in 2 story reading
Program for two consecutive years outperformed third graders who had taken part for only one year.
In addition, children who had listened to story readings outperformed their counterparts in control

treatments on 2 variety of activc-usc-of-languagc measures, derived from a picturc-story-tclling task,
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native language, Ope study (Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986), however, was conducted totally in
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in press; Stallings & Kaskowitz, 1974) were conducted in similar ways. Researchers went in to
entirely English-speaking elementary school classrooms and observed teachers by keeping track of
time spext in all activities during a school day. They then correlated time spent in each activity to
student performance in reading. Without exception, they found activities directly related to the
reading process, such as letter sound practice and word reading, to be positively correlated with
student achievement in reading. The amount of time teachers spent reading to students, however,
correlated negatively with student achievement in reading. It appears that the farther one moves
away from activities directly related to the reading process, the lower the correlation between that
activity and reading achievement. Teachers reading to students s an example of this phenomenon,

How Might Storybooks Impact Reading Acquisition

There are at least four proposed benefits of reading to children. Two of these effects are
indirect, through the effects of storybook exposure on children’s general language facility. Since
reading ability is influenced by language ability (e.g. Gough & Tumner, 1986), improvements in
childrer’s understanding of oral language will affect their reading skill. Exposure to storybooks is
proposed to develop children’s knowledge of word meanings and their ability to comprehend more
complex grammatical forms, Exposure to storybooks is also supposed to develop children’s
knowledge of a school-like language register. The third way is more direct. It has been proposed
that children will directly learn print-related skills through exposure to words in storybooks. Finally,
it has been proposed repeatedly, both in writing and in informal discussions with teachers, that
reading aoWb aloud to children makes them more interested in reading. We will review the
first two areas briefly, followed by a longer discussion of the third. We will not review the effects of
storybook reading oa children’s interest, because we have been unable to find any research that
speaks directly to this issue.

Storybooks and Language Understanding
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preschooler’s incidental learning of vocabulary, Elley (1989), working with 7- and 8-year olds,
found gains of Up t0 15% in incidental word learning from storybcoks. Nicholson (1991) replicated
Elley’s study, but found lower estimates of incidental gains, 2% for the bclow-avcragc readers, 49,
for average readers, and 10% for above-average readers when the tested words were presented in
isolation, Nicholson, however, read the story only once to his subjects; Elley read the stories he
used three times, Stahi, Richek and Vandevier (1991) also found gains of about 6% i incidental
learning of word meznings for 3 single reading, using sixth graders. Elley (1989) also found gains of
up to 30% if the reader directly discussed the words during reading.

These gains in incidenta] learning of worg meanings through listening to storybooks are

(1987), summarizing a number of their studies, report gains ranging between 5% and 159, roughly
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used what Dickinson and Smith called a "basal reader” technique in which the teacher read a small
section of the text followed by simple recall and compreheasion questions. The third patiern
seemed to be Performance-Oriented, which included little talk during the reading, but more talk
before and after reading. Instead, the reading itself was treated as a performance, with the emphasis
being on the author’s words. Similar patterns have been found by Dickinson and Keebler (1989) and
Mason, Peterman and Kerr (1989).

Only one of these patterns--the Performance-Oriented style--was signiﬁ;anﬂy related to
children’s vocabulary growth when measured one year later. There were no differences between
patterns on measures of story comprehension or print knowledge. Regardless of the overall pattern
of reading, the amount of analytical talk that involved the teacher and the children during the book
reading strongly predicted children’s later vocabulary growth. The amount of analytical talk also
strongly predicted children’s performance on a story comprehension measure, also given one year
later. These results compare with Elley’s (1989) finding that children’s learning of word meanings
from storybook readings can be enhanced through discussion of the words’ meanings during reading.

Growth in syntactic understanding. There have been a number of studies relating the
reading of storybooks to children’s understanding of more complex syntactical structures. Chomsky
(1972) found that early school aged (6- to 10-year old) children’s recognition of children’s books, a
measure of their exposure to storybooks, was strongly related to their acquisition of complex
syntactic forms. More direct evidence comes from studies such as those of Whitehurst, Falco,
Lonigan, Fischel, DeBaryske, Valdez-Menchaca, and Caulfield (1988), who were able to increase the
mean length of utterance of 21- to 35-month old children through an experimental reading program.

In these studies, the rates of language acquisition are relatively constant and seem to come
through children’s attempts to understand what they are listening to (Elley, 1985). By processing the
information that they are hearing, children ordinarily accumulate aspects of meaning about new
words (sce Stahl, et al., 1991), as well as information about the logical relations implied by the

syntactic elements of language. These effects scem relatively constant despite different styles of

L PN
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reading. The next proposed benefit from storybook reading, acquisition of a literary register, seems
to be more influenced by different reading styles.

Acquisition of a school-like orientation to books. The language of storybooks differs from
that of ordinary speech in other ways aside from vocabuiary and sentence structure. Storybooks use
a literary register, different from that of ordinary conversation. Olson (1977) distinguished between
"utterance” and "text.” In Olson’s terms, “utterances,” such as those in ordinary speech, are highly
contextualized messages between face-to-face speakers who share a common communicative context.
The shared context allows a great deal of information to be omitted from the discourse, since that
information can be inferred from the context. The statement, "What is thai?" is ambiguous in
writing, since the reader has no idea what “that” might be. In speech, what “that” is might be
signalled by pointing, or it might be obvious to both speakers. Since the speakers are face-to-face,
any ambiguities or lack of understanding can be discerned and corrected on the spot. In contrast,
“text,” typified by writing and reaching its apotheosis in the work of essayists such as Mills and
Locke, is autonomous since writers do not necessarily know their readers personally. While writers
do expect that their readers share some knowledge, they need to specify more information than do
speakers.

The language of schoolhooks is the autonomous language of text. Olson (1977)
hypothetizes that this different register causes problems for children, unless thsy have made an
effective transition from “uttcrance” to “text.” There are a number of means of making this
transition. Baker and Freebody (1989) suggest that the language of children’s first books helps make
this transitiom, by both using language intermediate between that uskd ia preschool children’s
conversations and that used in third-grade texts and by the content providing a scaffold to heip
children learn about schooliixg. Olson and Nickerson (1978) discuss how teachers explicitly scaffold
text to provide the link between the contextualized language of the home and the autonomous
language of schooling.

Parents’ reading of storybooks also can provide a scaffold to aid this transition. Snow

(1983), analyzing the patterns of her reading to her son, suggests that parents try to provide a

4
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scaffold to aid their children’s understanding of the story as they read. Parents provide this scaffold
through elaboration of points that they feel their child might not understand, questioning of key
incidents, and so on. The nature of this scaffolding changes as their childrea grow more competent
in their understanding of book language. Snow and others (e.g., Pelligrini, Perlmutter, Galda, &
Brody, 1985) see the interactions between mother and child in terms of Vygotsky’s notion of the
"zone of proximal development.” In this analysis, parents scaffold the story, by providing as much
support as the child needs. As the child becomes more competent, the parent provides less support.
There may be social class differences in the pattern of storybook reading exhibited by Snow
(1983) and her son. Heath (1982) found that the scaffolding observed by Snow (1983), Snow and
Ninio (1986) and others was the predominant pattern found in Maintown, a mainstrear, middle-
class, school-oriented community in the Southeastern United States. These children learn to give
attention to the content of books, acknowledge and answer questions about books, modelling their
comprehension processes on the questions asked by adults (cf. Wixson, 1983), accept books as
entertainment, and understand that "book talk” is different from real talk. In contrast, parents in
Roadville, a white mill community, stress "the letters of the alphabet, numbers, names of basic items
pictured in books, and simplified retellings of the plots™ (p. 59). In Trackton, a poor black
commusity, there was little or no storybook reading at all. However, in Trackton, there was a rich
oral tradition of storytelling. Heath found that these different patterns of interactions around
storybooks predicted different types of interactions ia school. The Maintown children were best
prepared for the demands of school, having practiced school-like behaviors in their home. In
Heath’s view, Roadviile children needed a different orientation to books, from labelling to a
participant frame of reference, linking information in the text to their environment, Trackton
students need to learn about the stylization and decontextualization that characterizes books, to

make that transition between "utterance” and “text” that Maintown students have already made.

|
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Effects of Storybook Reading on Print Specific Knowledge

It seems clear that storybook reading affects children’s language ability, in vocabulary

knowledge, ability to comprehend and use more complex syntactic structures and the ability to

readings of favorite storybooks, children have been observed engaging in pseudoreading, or a

pretend reading telling a story along with the pictures. As children hear the story more often and

"fingerpointing,” or following the print while reading the story, it has been suggested that children
learn about print, including the development of letter-sound knowledge and a sight vocabulary
(Schickedanz, 1981; Sulzby & Teale, 1987).

reading development.
Results from a Longitudinal Study
Subjects and School Districts

The longitudinal study of reading comprehension development has been described in great
detail elsewhere (Meyer, Wardrop, & Hastings, 1990). Therefore, this section will focus on those

clements germaine to the question of the relationship of teachers reading to students and their

years of the longitudiral study, there were approximately 80 children participating from this district.
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Throughout the grades, whole class instruction dominated in all subject areas. Therefore, since a
minimal amount of grouping occurred in the early grades, this meant a high number of teacher
interactions per child during instructional time and little independent work. Even children with
special needs had regular classroom teachers for their primary instruction. District A used Alpha K

Time (Reiss & Friedman, 1976) at the kindergarten level, and the Houghton Mifflin (Durr, LePere,

Alsin, Bunyon, & Shaw, 1979) materials for grade 1.

District B is located in a small town in Illinois from which many of its residents commute to
work in a nearby city. Approximately 150 children participated in the study. Children were grouped
for reading instruction in kindergarten and first grade. In these early grades, teachers’ interactions
during instructional time engaged the children in the teacher-directed small group leaving those not
in the group to work independently. In District B, the Harcourt Brace Jovanovich (Early, Cooper,
Santeusanion, 1979) reading program was used at all grade levels.

District C is located in a suburb of a major city and has many characteristics of an urban
school. Only one school from this district participated in the Longitudinal Study. The student
population there was quite heterogeneous. Children in this school were of mixed socio-economic
and ethnic backgrounds. About 40% of the children were black, 20% were Hispanic, and the rest
were white. There were approximately 85 Cohort 1 children in the study. In the early grades, much
of the reading instruction in this school was conducted using a "team” approach, in which a group of
children would be assigned to one of three teachers on the team. Special teachers played a very
important role in this school in District C, and some children were absent during observations used
for this report because they had been pulled from the regular classroom. In this district, the Ginn
(Clymer, Wong, & Benedict, 1976) reading program was used for grades one and two, although
some "low-stanine” children with decoding problems were provided additional reading instruction
from the Distar Reading Program (Engelmann & Bruner, 1983).

As these brief descriptions suggest, there was substantial natural variation between these

districts with respect to the way reading was taught. There was also considerable variation in the
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characteristics of the populations residing in the three districts. Each of the districts may have been
fairly typical of numerous school districts in the United States. Together they yielded a composite of
characteristics that typified many American elementary schools at the time data were collected and
probably still do. The districts were different enough, however, ihat most analyses will be reported

at the district level.

Data Collection

Classroom observations. The overall classroom observation methodology for this study is
described in depth elsewhere (Meyer, Linn, Mayberry, & Hastings, 1985). Therefore, only a brief
account of the procedures will be presented here. Teachers are observed for nine full days each
school year between the months of Octobegsand April using a continuous coding system. Observers
tape record and make written scripts of the time each activity begins and ends while recording each
instructional interaction the teacher has with individuals, small groups, or the whole class within each
activity. This coding system allows analysis of instruction at the individual student, small group, and
whole class level. Managerial comments (praise and corrective statements) to individuals or groups
are tallied separately from instructional interactions.

Instructional interactions are coded on the basis of the task the teacher’s interaction
requires the students to perform. For example, when a teacher says, "’m going to read you a story
about a polar bear. Who can tell me what a polar bear is?" we would code that as a background
knowledge question because the children have to answer it from information already in their heads.
If, on the other hand, a teacher pointed to a letter on the chalkboard and asked, "What sound is
this?" the interaction would be coded as a letter sound interaction. When a teacher is not working
with an entire class (when children are grouped for instruction, or when they are doing independent
work, for example) the coding procedure expands to sweep the entire classroom and record the
percentage of students on task, regardless of the “task” they are assigned. At the end of each

observational day, we interview teachers to ask: Was this a typical day? Are there any new

SN
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materials or children in your classroom? Have you been absent, or have there been any changes in
curriculum since we were here last? And, is there anything else you would like to tell us?

This procedure has produced 36 “full-day” observations of the balf-day kindergarten teachers
described herein, and 18 "full-day” observations of the three whole-day kindergarten teachers in one
district. All of the first-grade teachers in all three districts participating in this study have been
oBserved for full days as well. Inter-rater reliability has consistently been above .90 for observations

cach year when measured by paired observations, double coding of scripts, and practice sessions for

observers with audio and video tapes.

Kindergarten Measures

When the children were in kindergarten, we administered five tests in the fall, one test
about midyear, and six tests in the spring. Each is described next.

Early Reading Test. Mason (1983) developed this test to measure kindergarten children’s
ability to recognize words in familiar and unfamiliar contexts. The test also included arranging
magnetized letters and reading predictable short stories.

WPPSI Sentences. We administered the Sentences subtest of the Wecksler Preschool and
Primary Scale of Intelligence, WPPSI (Wechsler, 1967) in the fall of kindergarten. The examiner
read 10 sentences of increasing length that the children were to repeat. Testing was discontinued
after three consecutive errors. Omissions, transpositions, additions, zad substitutions were scored as
errors.

Wide Range Achievemeat Test. We administered the reading subtest, Level I of the Wide
Range Achievement Test (WRAT) (Jastak, Jastak, & Bijou, 1978) both in the fall and spring of
kindergarten. Items on the WRAT reading subtest consist primarily of a series of increasingly
difficult words which children read aloud to an examiner. The measure is individually administered
and has a stoppiag rule whereby 12 consecutive errors terminate administration,

CIRCUS Listening Test. The first of the CIRCUS listening tests, Listen to the Story

(Educational Testing Service, 1976a) was administered in October of the kindergarten year. The

| SN
[




Effects of Reading to Children -18

and Problem Solving Battery ( 1983) for a longitudinal study of reading comprehension, The
Analogies Subtest of that battery has been used in most of the analyses,
Chicago Reading Test, The Chicago Reading Test (Barr, 1983) was given during the winter

four line drawings in response to orally-administered jtem stems,

AV

o BESTCOPYAVAMMAREE




Effects of Reading to Children - 19

and the CIRCUS Listening Test.
Error Detection, The Ermror Detection Test (Meyer, Hastings, Greer, & Linn, 1985) was
administered to both first- and second-graders in the study. This instrument attempts to measure

cognitive domain (detection of errors in written sentences and Sequences), number of decoding

Processes about plants, content which was common to all three schools.

CIRCUS-Think It Through. The CIRCUS-Think it Through (Educationaj Testing Service,

System (IRAS) (Calfee & Calfee, 1982) requires students to read lists of eight words cach until a

stopping rule applies or unti] the last list is read. Rate, accuracy, and seif-corrections are recorded.
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first grade is puzzling. It also contradicts the experimental evidence, from studies which were wel]
done, and which we €xpected to be confirmed in the observational data,

Therefore, we went looking in the data for reasonable explanations that make sense. We

correlation and interrogated our data about these hypotheses. Because of the richness of our data

set and its longitudinal dature, we could test 2 Bumber of competing hypotheses,
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Although the WRAT and the Woodcock are both wide-range measures, only the WRAT is normed
from Kindergarten to Grade 12. The Woodcock was given out-of-level at the end of kindergarten s
that an individually-administered measure of reading comprehension would be part of the
kindergarten data set. No kindergarten reading comprehension measure could be found, They
wanted to be able to use these measures throughout the years of the study to examine growth, They
also used a measure developed by Barr, The Chicago, which largely measured children’s decoding
skills, and a Listening measure, from the Circus test,

Therefore, the measures did weigh very heavily on the decoding side of reading. Measures

Therefore, one explanation of these results is that adult story reading may have a negative
effect on children’s knowledge of decoding (letter Rames, letter sound correspondences, etc.) while it
has a positive effect on their listening skills,

The idea that made most sense from the beginning to explain the negative relationship
betwsen the time teachers spent reading to children and their performance in reading was a
displacement theory--that the amount of time that adults spent reading stories may have displaced
something else, and that this something else positively affected children’s reading achievement. The
obvious thing to be displaced was activities involving written text. It would make sense that the

more time students spend engaged with print, the better they will be at decoding it.
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reading, just listening to stories does not.

Correlations of parents’ reports of children’s reading and children’s reading achievement,
Another way to Iook at these two variables, the amount of adult story reading and the amount of
print-related activities, and theijr effect on reading achievemen is through the parent questionnaires,
We had two Parallel categories--and index of the amount of time that Pareats said they read o their
children and ap index of the child’s participation in reading activities in the home. The parent
reading to children index is based on questionnaire items such as "Do you read to your child?
DALY WEEKLy OCCASIONALLY HARDLY EVER N and "Does your child have 3
favorite book? YES NO. 1f yes, how many times bave you read - The child participation index
is based on items such as "Does the child ever try to read to you? DAILY WEEKLY
OCCASIONALLY HARDLY EVER NO* and "Do any family members help the child read?
DAILY WEEKLY OCCASIONALLY HARDLY EVER NO."

reliable.
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reading” is not magic, but having the chilg actively participate with the print may be the essentia]

ingredient. Thig appears to be true, at least in Kindergarten,
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by parents. Activities more directly related to print, however, both at home with preschoolers and
once children enter kindergarten and first grade and are with teachers show positive relationships
with children’s print knowledge. It would make sense that the more time students spend engaged
with print, the better they will be at decoding it. Without exception, studies such as Meyer et al. (in
press) found activities directly related to the reading process such as letter sound practice, and word
reading to be positively correlated with student achievement in reading. The farther one moves
away from activities directly related to the reading process, however, the lower the correlation
between that activity and reading achievement. Teachers reading to students is a clear example of
this phenomenon.

The cffects of storybook reading on children’s reading acquisition are indirect, through
facilitation of language development and through exposure to the “register” of written language.
Children can learn new word meanings through exposure to them in storybook reading, and this
incidental learning can measurably improve children’s vocabulary knowledge. Exposure to
storybooks also seems to improve children’s ability to understand and use complex sentence
structures, another form of knowledge related to success in reading (Chomsky, 1972). Vocabulary
knowledge is, of course, strongly related not only to children’s reading achievement, but alsc to
measures of more general aptitude (see Anderson & Freebody, 1981). However, the effects of
vocabulary knowledge on reading skill seem to be greatest in jater school years, and lowest in the
primary grades (see Stanovich, Cunningham, & Freeman, 1984). More important in the primary
grades are phoneme awareness, letter knowledge, and word recognition, abilities which seem to be
prerequisite to learning words from cxposure to storybooks, rather than developed through such
exposure,

Children also learn the register of literary language through exposure to storybooks. They
learn to play the "game” of school as well, especially through the qQuestioning interactions typical of
middle class households (Heath, 1982). Storybooks can aid in the transition from the contextualized

language use of the home to the autonomous language use typical of textbooks and learned
discourse.

O
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As we said in the beginning of this Paper, we could not find research that spoke to the
question of whether reading books aloud to children makes them more interested in reading or in
learning to read. There is a need, not only for research in this area, but for research that speaks to
the more general question of what makes children interested in reading,

In summary, jt appears that reading to children is certainly a highly promoted activity by
professionals in the field of reading and well-meaning lay persons alike. The positive effects on
children’s reading achievement appears to have taken place before children begin school.
Furthermore, once children are in school their participation in reading appears to be positively
related to their reading achievement.

We are not suggesting that parents, kindergarten, and first-grade teachers stop reading to
students. We believe that there are numerous positive effects for adults and children alike from
these times together. But, reading storybooks to children is not a reading program. It is part of a
reading program. The direct benefits from exposure to storybooks can only come if children develop
print related skills, such as phoneme awareness and some word recognition. These should be
developed in addition to the language development that can come through storybook reading,
Reading books to children should not supplant the instruction in reading that leads to phoneme
awareness before children enter school and practice with text after chiidren enter school that have
been found to be positively related to their achievement in reading. The strong recommendations
for adult storybook reading, cited carlier, are beginning to be reconsidered, For example, Frank

Smith (1992), a noted whole language theorist, Proposes a stronger role for teacher assistance in

children’s learning to read:
- - . Children do not learn to read by osmosis (maliciously said to be a whole-
language belief) or by being left to their own devises. It may not be necessary to
instruct children on how to read, but it is esseatial to encourage and assist them.
Teachers do not abdicate responsibility when they embrace the philosophy of whole

language . . . instead, they accept the responsibility of ensuring that every child join
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the readers’ club, fully admitted into the company of authors and not left frustrated
on the doorstep. It is the role of teachers . . . to teach. . . . Children must learn
from people: from the teachers (formal and informal) who initiate them into the

readers’ club and from the authors whose writing they read . . . . (p. 441)
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