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Enhancing Emergent Literacy
in a Preschool Program Through
Teacher-Researcher Collaboration

David B. Yaden, Jr. and Anamarie Tam
University of Southern California

Improving students’ literacy achievement is a top priority in education.
‘Whileelementaryandsecondaryschoolsstruggletoenhancestudents’read-
ingandwritingskillstohigherlevelsneededtosucceedinatechnologically
advancedsociety earlychildhoodeducationprogramsarebeingreexamined
for practices that can strengthen students’ literacy before they enter kinder-
garten (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Yaden, Rowe, & MacGillivray, 2000).
This paper will describe briefly the design of an emergentliteracy interven-
tion which has attempted to be responsive and sensitive to the social and
cultural resources that exist within the community, home, and school in
order to increase the literacy learning of four-year-old children in an inner-
citychild-carecenter. Withinthislargerresearch project, wewillhighlighta
case study of the interactionsbetween the university researchteamandone
of the teachers as an example of how sensitivity to the needs, beliefs, and
practices of the preschool teachers improved collaboration and strength-
ened the impact of the intervention on students’ emerging literacy.

The overall study from which this case is drawn is a four-year, longitudinal
examination of the effectiveness of a preschool emergentliteracy interven-
tioninaprivatechild-careanddevelopmentfacility. Thisfacilityislocatedin
ahigh-poverty, Spanish bilingual settingin downtown Los Angeles. The pri-
mary purpose ofthe projectisto provide multiple opportunitiesforthe chil-
dren in two four-year-old preschool classes to engage in a variety of
culturally sensitive and developmentally appropriate reading and writing
activities within the center, at home, and in the surrounding community.

Althoughtheinteractions with the home and community contribute signifi-
cantly to the overall impact of this project, this case focuses on the curricu-
larinterventionswithin one classroom context. Thekeyresearch questions
guiding the classroom interventions are as follows:

s Howdoemergentliteracyactivitiesinfluence the Spanishand Englishliter-
acylearningabilitiesofpreschoolchildreninaninner-citycommunitychild-
care setting?
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* What kinds of English language and literacy support can be provided by
teachers in a primarily Spanish-speaking community?

* What is the nature of the literacy environment resulting from this sort of
collaboration in this setting?

* How can the community’s and teaching staff’s “funds of knowledge” be
incorporated into a structured preschool emergent literacy program?

The casedescription primarilyfocusesuponthelastquestionandthe result-
ing outcome of strengthened collaboration between the research teamand
teaching staff.

An Emergent Literacy Intervention Model

Central to understanding the focus of both the overall research projectand
the case study are some assumptionsrelated toemergentliteracy. While the
term emergentliteracy is subject to varying definitions (Yaden etal., 2000),
we adhere to a developmental and constructivist view of emergent liter-
acy—one that acknowledges the continuous development of literacy from
birththroughinteractionwithothersandwithinastimulatingenvironment.
Fromthis perspective, literacyis “social, psycholinguistic, conceptual, and
developmentalinnature” and differsfrom “readingreadiness” inits view of
literacy as an ever-expanding set of experiences and activities rather than
the product of either natural maturation or the acquisition of prerequisite
skills (Teale & Sulzby, 1986, p. xxi).

Based on this developmental view, emergent literacy is embedded in the
socioculturalcontextsofhomeandcommunityaswellasinthemoreformal
instructional contexts represented in a preschool. In these contexts, the
interactionofyoungchildren withliterate othersaswellasinliteracy events
contributes to emergent literacy (McGee & Purcell-Gates, 1997). In an
attempttoaddress these different contexts, we organized ourliteracy inter-
ventions in the classroom into (a) student-centered interventions, which
emphasize students’ self-initiated engagement in literacy events; and (b)
teacher-mediated interventions, which recognize the important role of the
teacherin modeling, guiding, and supporting students in meaningful read-
ingandwritinginteractions. Anoverview oftheseinitialinterventionsisrep-
resented in Figure 1 and discussed in the following two sections.

Student-Centered Interventions

The initial focus of the emergent literacy intervention was to promote
opportunities for students to interact with print. Direct access to literacy
materials and activities gives students enriched opportunities to construct
theirownunderstandingsofreadingand writing. Inthe contextofourinter-
vention, these activities included: (a) making multiple copies of books in
EnglishandSpanishavailableinboththe classlibraryand parentbookloan
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program;(b)increasingbilingual environmental print(includinglabeling,
charts,andaword wall) in the classroom; and (c) developing a writing cen-
tercontainingavariety of writingsupplies,includingpencils,markers,enve-
lopes, “sticky notes,” and an assortment of paper. In addition, the presence
of sociodramatic play areas in each classroom (e.g., kitchen, dress-up,
blocks) complemented student activity at the writing center; the students
used writing center materials to read and write as they engaged in creative
and imaginative role-playing (cf. Neuman & Roskos, 1991, 1997; Rowe,
1998).

Figure 1. An emergent literacy intervention model.

Classroom Emergent Literacy Interventions
in a Preschool Program

Student-Centered Inter i Teacher-Mediated Interventions
Focus — Increase direct access and opportunities Focus — Support teachers’ learning about instructional
to interact with a bilingual print-rich environment strategies they can use to promote literacy development
(i.e., shared reading experience as a strategy that models reading
behavior, promotes awareness of concepts of print and phonemic
awareness, and encourages development of story sense within a
community of readers)
Provide Books Create a Writing Inservice Meetings Interviews
* Book loan program Center « Teachers and assistants and Observations

* Class library

* Big Books \

Increase Bilingual Modeling/
Environmental Print Demonstrations
« Labeling

* Charts

*Word wall

e

Providingalanguage-andprint-richenvironmentisespeciallyimportantfor
minority and high-poverty students who may have limited access to materi-
alsorliteracy experiences consistent with practices encountered in formal
schooling (August & Hakuta, 1997; Garcia, 2000). Recognizing that these
students may experience diverse forms and uses of language and literacy
shapedbythecultural,social,economic,andpoliticalcontextssurrounding
theirhomes, we acknowledged the need toimmerse studentsinan environ-
mentinwhich they hadliteracy tools with which to play, explore, and con-
struct understandings about reading and writing. Dyson’s (1993)
ethnographicstudyofurbanchildreninthe primarygradesvividly portrays
thelanguageandliteracydevelopmentofchildrenfromdiversepopulations
when giventhe opportunity to engage inasocial context thatvalidates their
languageresourcesanddiversebackgroundsanddoesnotconstrainliteracy
learnings to formal, structured, teacher-directed lessons.

Teacher-Mediated Intervention

Though a print-rich learning context in school is important, its impact can
be enhanced or weakened through the key role played by the teacher. As
outlined by Strickland and Morrow (1989), children construct their knowl-
edgeabout printand theirstrategiesforreadingand writing fromtheirinde-



CIERR REPORT 2-011

pendent explorations of written language, from interactions with parents
andotherliterate persons, and from their observations of othersengagedin
literacyactivities. Therefore, the teacher playsacritical role in modeling lit-
eracybehaviors, enhancingaccesstomeaningfulliteracyactivities,and cre-
atingstrongerlinksbetweenhomeandschoolto promoteliteracylearning.
Helping students build knowledge and assist their performance reflects a
Vygotskian view of the teacher as facilitator who mediates student learning
by providing needed supports, or scaffolding, for student success (Moll,
1990). Hence, our emergent literacy intervention incorporated a strand
devoted to supporting teachers as they, in turn, supported the literacy
growth of their students.

The primary focus of our teacher-mediated intervention was the use of Big
Books for shared reading. By participating in a shared reading experience,
the students observe a proficient reader and join in to read familiar text
while developinganunderstanding of conceptsof printsuchasdirectional-
ity, partsofabook, andasense of word/letter/sentence. Otherintervention
programsthathave focused onemergentliteracyin preschoolsettings have
reported the positive effects of storybook reading in the classroom and/or
home (Goldenberg, Reese, & Gallimore, 1992; Whitehurst, Arnold et al.,
1994; Whitehurst, Epsteinetal., 1994). Since each readerbrings variouslev-
elsofpriorknowledge,socioculturalpractices,beliefs,anddevelopingliter-
acy to the act of reading, an intervention should also be sensitive to these
resources in both teachers and students (see Delgado-Gaitan, 1996).

Building Awareness of Funds of Knowledge

Sensitivity to the sociocultural context in which literacy develops for the
childreninthis preschool program wasacriticalaspectofthisintervention.
Werecognizedtheneedtodevelopadeeperunderstandingofthesocialand
culturalresourcesthatboth studentsandteachersbringtothelearning con-
texts in school and how they may impact planned interventions. Conse-
quently, the majority of the research team’s time during the first three
months of the classroom intervention was devoted to getting to know the
students, teachers, and parents through individual interviews and focus
groups and through becoming participant observersin the daily routine of
the classroom. As we began to piece together a better picture of the stu-
dents’ social worlds, we knew we needed to reevaluate how the interven-
tion “fit” intothis particularsettingwhileremainingaware thatthe emergent
literacy behaviors we sought to increase needed to have significance in the
schooling context these students would enter as kindergartners. For exam-
ple, over 95% of these students speak Spanish astheir primarylanguage and
receive mostly Spanish language instruction in this child-care setting. How-
ever, when these students enter their neighborhood’s public kindergarten,
they will enter alearning environment that will limit language and literacy
developmenttoEnglishonlyorprovideveryminimalprimarylanguagesup-
port. Therefore, our plannedinterventionsneededto considertheroleand
use of two languages both prior to and during public schooling.

AsMoll (1992) pointed out, funds of knowledge can be viewed as bodies of
information and strategies exchanged within social networks and used to
maintain the well-being ofthe social unit. Viewing schoolingalsoasasocio-
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cultural process (cf. Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000), we investigated the funds
ofknowledge teachers and students brought into school and tried to incor-
porate these understandings into our planned emergent literacy interven-
tions in an effort to make them more culturally responsive (Moll, 1992). In
preschoolsettings thattraditionally place ahigh priority on play and social-
ization skills, itisimportant to examine ways that emergent literacy can be
enhanced within the existing social networks and the participants’ knowl-
edge base.

Becoming sensitive to the ways these strategies and existing bodies of
knowledge influenced the context of learning in this preschool setting
involvedrecognizingtheimportance of whatandhowtheteachertaught,as
well as the integral role of language and culture in the classroom. As
described by Trueba (1989), language and culture are intimately related to
the processofearly socialization; failure toexamine both canlead tomisun-
derstandingthe processbywhichastudentacquiresknowledge and partici-
pates in schooling or other institutions. zThe classroom, thus, is a
“community of practice” in which students develop literacy strategies
within the social practices of the classroom culture (Donato & McCormick,
1994). The effort to build a community of practice to enhance students
emergentliteracyisstrengthenedbyactivelyuncoveringthe fundsofknowl-
edge that a teacher draws upon to support student learning. Therefore, in
theoryatleast, ourresearchis founded on the notion thata comprehensive
curricular intervention model should examine and try to incorporate the
communal knowledge and practices reflected by the adults, including par-
entsandteachers, whocreate theliteracylearning contextsforthe children.
In practice, however, we found that our very assumptions about the mean-
ingoftheterm interventionwere challenged. We also realized that the pro-
cess of implementing this intervention relied heavily on our capacity to
nurtureacollaborativerelationshipwhichwouldincreaseboththecommit-
ment and willingness to change on the part of everyone involved. The fol-
lowingcasestudyillustratesthat,despite ourintenttoincorporateemergent
literacyactivitiesinamannerresponsive tothe perceived cultural capital of
the participants in this learning environment, we needed to deeply reflect
on our own level of flexibility in adjusting to the beliefs of the participants
we discovered without compromising other goals in our research design.

Cultural Capital at Work: A Case Study

We used ethnographic methods of inquiry (see Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw,
1995) in this portion of the projectin order to describe the teacher’s beliefs
and practices. Weekly observations of and interviews with the teacher pro-
vided ongoing feedback about the implementation and integration of the
intervention (i.e., the use of a shared reading experience) into the learning
and social context of the classroom. Although we anticipated feedback to
makeneededmodificationswithintheintervention,ourimplicitassumption
wasthatthe teacherwould welcome andbenefit the mostfrom this collabo-
rative effort.
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Participants

In the school year during which we conducted the study, one teacher and
twoassistants worked in each of the two preschool classrooms of four-year-
old students. There were approximately 25 students enrolled in each class-
room. For this case study, only the activities of one teacher, Mr. Herrera
(pseudonym), will be described. At the time of the study, Mr. Herrera had
taught in this particular preschool setting for five years. Mr. Herrera is flu-
ently bilingual in both English and Spanish and immigrated to the United
States from El Salvador when he was 12. He was sent by his mother to the
United States after several of his friends disappeared at the hands of gueril-
las. Thus, he experiencedthe challengesoflearning Englishasasecondlan-
guage and understanding the schooling system in a different cultural
context.

The majority of studentslive within five miles of the childcare center. Their
homesarelocatedin some of the highest poverty areas near downtown Los
Angeles and in areas of high gang concentration. Based on figures from the
child-care administration, over 60% of these students come from single par-
enthomes(usuallywiththe motherashead ofhousehold)andhavethreeor
foursiblings. Over 98%live below the federal povertylevelswithanaverage
household monthly income of less than $1,000. Many of the parents work
near the preschool in the neighboring toy and clothing factories. With the
exceptionofoneEnglish-speakingstudent,allofthe childrenspokeSpanish
as their primary language.

Procedures and Data Collection

The case study data were collected over six months by three researchers.
Eightformal open-endedinterviews were conducted, inadditionto weekly
informaldiscussionsfollowingthe observationofmorningcircletimeread-
ingactivities. The interview topicsincluded early childhood teaching prac-
tices and beliefs, the perceived benefit of storybook reading, facets of
curriculum,andthestudents’andtheirfamilies’backgrounds.Observations
of the teacher’s book reading occurred during the morning circle time,
whichtypicallylasted 30-45minutes. Additionalobservationsoftheteacher
and students were made during the remaining language arts block of 60-90
minutes. Observations were conducted, on average, twice a week, and
described the classroom environment including the physical set-up, the
socialclimate,andinteractionsamongthestaffandchildrenduringactivities
andlessons. Theobservationsalsoincludedsegmentsofthe dialogbetween
theteacherand children duringthe book reading. Detailed field noteswere
written for 22 of these observations. Although more detailed analysis of the
field notes continues, preliminary coding of recurring teaching practices
and teacher-studentinteractions during the book reading reflected consis-
tency with many of the beliefs he shared during the interviews. The infor-
mation from the interviews and observations provided an initial
understanding of the teacher’s own funds of knowledge as well as his per-
ception of the parents’ contributions to their children’s learning abilities.
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Building on the information shared between the research team and both of
the teachers and assistants, we chose to hold monthly inservice sessions.
These workshops provided a forum for the teachers and the assistants to
share theirexperiences, beliefs,and questionsrelatedtoselectedaspects of
theinterventionduringeachmeeting. Approximatelysixinservice sessions
highlightedtheimportance ofreadingto studentsandthebenefits ofusinga
Big Book forshared reading. A detailed description ofhow to doaBig Book
shared reading was presented and discussed at one of these inservice meet-
ings and informally discussed later with each teacher. Shared reading also
was modeled four times by our research team in Mr. Herrera’s classroom.
Overthe course of the three months, five English and/or Spanish Big Books
were purchased each month with companion sets of little books for class-
room use.

Results

Disagreement on the Benefit and Practice of Shared Big Book Reading

The initial intervention was developed in response to preliminary observa-
tions of the teacher’s book reading. During these observations the teacher
did not “read” the book; instead, he flipped through the pages and told a
story based on the pictures. He drew on a rich oral storytelling tradition to
make the characters come alive by using different voices and gestures.
Withinthisstorytelling, hedidnotprovideanydiscussionaboutreadingpro-
cesses such as directionality, nor did he draw attention to the print, includ-
ingthetitleandauthor. Therefore, the preliminaryinterventionhighlighted
the use ofa shared book experience to enhance students’ understanding of
conceptsaboutprintandprovideanurturingliteracyeventthatencouraged
students not only to enjoy the meaning of the story, but to participate in
reading and rereading familiar text.

Afterobservingresearchteammembersmodelseveralsharedreadingevents
inhisclassroom,Mr. HerreraattemptedhisfirstsharedreadingofaBigBook
while a researcher observed. At the end of this experience, Mr. Herrera
admitted thathe feltuncomfortable with the Big Book’s overall size, its con-
tent, and the potential for student disinterest. Although he reiterated his
commitmenttoattendingto the print, identifying the parts of the book, and
commentinguponthereading process, he clearlystatedhisdesire forashift
away from using the Big Books to the utilization of a smaller book of his
choice.

When one of the researchers asked Mr. Herrera whether the continued use
of Big Books would be an obstacle to his teaching, he answered “yes,” and
stated that since he consistently pointed out the parts of a book and other
salient book reading processes, he didn’t see what difference it made if he
continued using small books brought from home or the public library.
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Subsequently, althoughtheteacherdid use the smallbooksinlieuofthe Big

Books, ongoing observationsshowed thathe rarelyfocused students’ atten-
tion on the print, the parts of a book, or the process of reading words on a

page; neither did he invite his students to participate in rereading familiar

parts of the story. Instead, the teacher continually returned to his familiar
reading style—the attention-grabbing, dramatic storytelling format. This
rich, entertaining, and theatrical storytelling consistently dominated the
time dedicated for literacy activities.

Occasionally, he used the circle time to conduct a science experiment or
other demonstration (such as a magic trick), and most of the stories he
selectedrelatedtoamonthlytheme. Ashe sharedastory, he usuallyshowed
the students the pictures but constructed his own retelling of the story. He
enlivened the story by adding character voices and movements. He often
closed or lowered the book as he reenacted the storyline. During these
observations, he did not read more than a few sentences of the text; nor did
the students have the opportunity to join in on rereadings or comment to
any great degree on the story.

What To Do When Big Books Don’t Work

Theresearchteamwasinitiallybaffledabouthowtheteacher’sreadingstyle
could be integrated into the Big Book intervention, particularly since he
viewed the book as disrupting his teaching style and of little interest to the
children.RecognizingintheorythataBigBooksharedreadingcouldvaryin
delivery, the research team posed a series of questions: What do you do
whenanintervention does not work as planned (especially when the inter-
vention is widely acknowledged in the literature as successful)? Do you
abandonitaltogetherandnotforcetheissue? Or canyoufocusonthe varia-
tion and somehow figure out a way to incorporate it into the method with-
outdiluting eitherthe strength of the originalmethod orthe variationitself?

In order to address these questions, we knew it was important to examine
ourinterventionthroughthelensofadeeperunderstandingoftheteacher’s
beliefsasreflected in his teaching practices. Thus, we focused on gathering
moredatathroughextensive classroomobservationsandinterviews. Inthis
process, we hoped to promote stronger trust between the researchers and
teacher to enhance our capacity for collaborative planning.

Changing the Assumptive Lens and Refocusing Our View

Through additional interviews, we gained insight to the teacher’s knowl-
edge about the community, his perception of his teaching role, and his
views of his students aslearners. He mentioned the importance of knowing
aboutthestudents’ familiesand community. He described the waitinglistof
families trying to get into the program and how they appreciated all the
extra social services provided by the center—so much so that many kept
workingat theirlow paying jobs because they are in the local vicinity of the
preschool program.
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Though these parents faced economic challenges, Mr. Herrera explained
how they could play an important role in their children’s education.
Althoughhementionedthatfew parentscouldreadinEnglish, hedescribed
how parentsarerequiredtovolunteerthreehoursamonthintheclassroom
doingavarietyofjobsincludingwashingdishesandcleaningupaftersnacks
orotheractivities. Thesefacilitymaintenancetasksmayseemmenial, buthe
pointed out that as they help they “watch” what happens in class. “I want
them to watch me do it (book reading), and maybe they will doitathome.”

He furtherreflected on hisroleasateacherin this preschool. “My daily goal
isforstudentsto enjoybeinghere inthis classroom.” In eachinterview, Mr.
Herrera echoed a theme of learning as a game. He felt his role as a teacher
was to “introduce the basics, and create a playful learning atmosphere . . .
withlotsofactivitiesand funtime.” Headded, “The wayyouintroduceales-
son needs to be like magic.” He explained that this is the way to “get them
engaged.” Heexpressedhis pride inbeingable to keep hisstudentsattentive
and responsive to his teaching/performance for close to 45 minutes. He
firmlystated hisbeliefinthe children’sintelligence manifested by theirabil-
itytoabsorbtheinformationhesharedwiththemthroughfunandplay,and
without formal instruction. Several times he mentioned being surprised at
what the children pick up when they are simply exposed to concepts that
they probably do not develop at home.

He described the social networks that surround the students: “When it
comes to learning, itis a triangle. The community, school, and parents are
the sidesand thekidisin the middle. Ifany one side is missing the triangle is
notwhole.” So when students’ social life away from school is full of “lots of
stressful situations... learning [serves] as therapy.” He emphasized that the
goal is to engage students through fun and play in a game, creating a learn-
ingsituationinwhich “thereare nolosers.” Paramountin teaching was pro-
viding something that would help them improve their self-esteem.

Mr. Herrera also expressed high expectations for needed support from his
students’ parents. He mentioned that he frequently talks to the parents to
encourage them to get involved with their children’s education. He knows
the challenges they face with the basics of living such as transportation,
clothing, housing,and food. Yethe asksthemtobe moreactive in their chil-
dren’seducationby participatinginactivitiessuchastakingthemtothe zoo
and museum to make connections to the themes he focuses on in class.

Mr.Herreraalsocitedhisownschoolingexperienceinordertodemonstrate
how parents canmake the differenceintheirchildren’smotivationtolearn.
He described how his parents made a great effort for him to attend schools
inElSalvadorandtookthetimetoreinforcelearningopportunitiesathome.
He expressed concern that when he came to the United Statesasa teenager,
he saw other students who were citizens by birth, but seemed to lack the
motivationtotake advantage of the many opportunitiestolearnand further
their education. By his own effort and motivation, he soon surpassed stu-
dents in his English as a Second Language courses and could soon partici-
pate in the mainstream courses. As of this writing, his strong belief in the
powerofeducationhasremainedvisibleashe continuestotake coursework
inthe area of early childhood education. He will soon complete his bache-
lor’s degree and subsequently begin a master’s in which he will earn his
teaching credential.
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Looking at this through another lens of understanding, we can see that Mr.
Herrera’s style of teaching is aimed at having a much more far reaching
effect than the acquisition of early literacy skills. His invitations to students
to experience the playfulness of language can be viewed as the “learning
therapy” he stressed throughout our interviews. By making students laugh
andenjoyschool, hecreatesalearningenvironmentwhichisbothnurturing
and safe for these students coming from difficult home lives and circum-
stances. Most of his students come from homes in which they have limited
accesstoliteracy materials and, oftentimes, parents who have limited read-
ing skills in English. Hence, orallanguage becomes the primary vehicle for
sharing meaningbetween childrenandadults. Mr. Herreradrawsuponthe
dynamics of storytelling so that his book “reading” is not only a means to
entertain students, but also a method to expose them to concepts about
their world that may be unfamiliar. As he creates his own story related toa
book’s illustrations, he uses role playing, characters’ voices, and dramatic
gestures to expand the story from the two dimensions of the text into a
morerealisticthree-dimensionalworldforthesefour-year-oldstudents.Con-
sistentwiththetraditionsof orallanguage delivery (see Havelock, 1963), the
“bookreading” becomesbothahistorical narrative to create asense ofiden-
tity in thisforeign culture as well asa description of how the world works, a
template for living created by a caring teacher, and a narrative spell woven
by the wisdom ofthe community forthe children’sbenefitandinstruction.

Reinventing Big Book Sharing

Looking through Mr. Herrera’s eyes, we saw the wealth of resources thathe
drew upon during the storytelling. He adeptly used his knowledge of stu-
dents’ backgroundsand experiencestomake connections during morning
circle time. His strong belief in making story time fun and entertaining
resulted in multiple opportunities to play withlanguage (e.g., songs, jokes,
repetition of playful phrases). This knowledge about the teacher is critical
within a sociocultural framework. However, we were still concerned that
notinviting students to experience the more formal aspects of reading and
attention to the words on the page might result in a lost opportunity to
develop concepts that are highly valued in the schooling context these stu-
dentswouldbe enteringin the nextyear. Thus, we considered ways to pro-
vide opportunities for the children to be engaged with print in a safe,
nurturing, and playfulenvironmentwhileremainingresponsivetowhatwe
were discovering about participants in this learning community.

Inresponse, wemodifiedthesharedreadinginterventiontobe more consis-
tent with the teacher’s practices and beliefs while still including aspects of
Big Book sharing that expose children to the formal aspects of print. In
short, weinvolvedtheteacherincollaborative BigBook writing that(a) con-
nected to his monthly themes, (b) used familiar text patterns that invited
childrentoplaywithlanguagethroughrhymeandrepetition,and(c)invited
students to engage in English language development through the use of
familiar language patterns that extended concepts developed during the
month. Wealsodeveloped “littlebook” versions of the BigBook forstudents

to reread at home. One specific example involved a question/answer text
format that relied heavily on repetition and rhyme as seen in Brown Bear;
Brown Bear, What Do You See? (Martin, 1982). In contrast to the teacher’s
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initialresistancetowardusingBigBooksinasharedreadingexperience, Mr.
Herrera showed strong interest for using these texts tailored to match his
curriculum (cf. Wells& Chang-Wells, 1992; Wells, 1999).Forexample,aBig
Book was written highlighting the Christmas theme. Ashe read the text, he
wasable to observe the students’ enthusiasm for reading a book with famil-
iarlanguage patterns, rhyme, repetition, and concepts and ideas discussed
in class. The classroom echoed with the voices of the children as they
chimedinandloudlyreadsentencessuchas“Santa,Santa, whatdoyousee?”
Asaresult,Mr. Herrerabegantoappreciate shared readingasmore thanjust
the use of a cumbersome large text written in difficult “boring” language
whencomparedtohisdramaticstorytelling. Rather, hesawthatincorporat-
ing familiar language patterns and vocabulary and concepts highlighted in
his monthly themes could make book reading a useful tool to facilitate
Englishlanguagedevelopment. Subsequently, herereadthetextsandmade
them available to students by placing them in the class library, as well as
sending home the little book versions so that students could share them
with their family.

Even after the use of just three of the jointly written Big Books and little
books,studentreadingbehaviorsbegantoreflectbehaviorsmodeledduring
the shared reading. During independent reading time, small groups of two
to four students consistently used the Big Book. They were assimilating the
teacher’s modeling by reading the title on the cover and title page, turning
pages sequentially, pointing to words instead of pictures, and following
words from left to right and top to bottom.

What Did We Learn?

As illustrated in this case study, building trust and collaboration over time
enhanced the planned emergent literacy interventions in the classroom.
Rather thanabandoning the use of shared reading with large print texts, we
modified the intervention based on what we learned about Mr. Herrera’s
teaching beliefs and his knowledge about his students, their socialand eco-
nomic conditions, and the cultural and linguistic background they shared
with him. As Wells (1999) has written, without connecting the shared read-
ing experience to existing classroom practices, we would be attempting to
implementaninterventionwithoutestablishingteacher“buy-in.” As“guests”
inthis preschoolsetting, we developedadeeperappreciationofthe need to
develop relationships with the preschool staff, students, and parents that
would foster collaborative ventures.

AsindicatedinFigure 2, the processofbuildingtrustand collaboration facil-
itates both teacher and researcher change when there is reciprocity
between the partners. It is a complex process that necessitates a greater
investmentoftimeinrelationship building thanthe researchteamhadever
expected.Buildingjointknowledgeandcollaborativelydevelopingwaysto
supportboth students’ emergent literacy and successful teacher behaviors
withinthiscontextwaspossible onlyafterweasresearcherscommitted our-
selvestounderstandingthe child-care center,theteachers, thestudents,and
theparentsbeyondourownpreconceptionsaboutappropriatemethodsfor
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“high-risk,” “high-poverty” environments. Even the use of terms such as
“high-risk” made us consider more carefully and move beyond the limits of
our own professional discourse and metalanguage so that we could come
closer to describing the students and their parents and teachers on their
own terms.

Figure 2. Building trust and collaboration between researchers
and teachers in order to facilitate curricular change.

Building Researcher’s Knowledge About
the Learning Context and Participants

Using interviews and observations
to learn about:
« Existing teaching practices, beliefs,

funds of knowledge Building Joint Knowledge and
« Students and families Collaborations to Support Students’
» Community context \ Emerging Literacy

Modifying planned interventions through
collaborative efforts which involve:

* Investment of time, sensitivity, and flexibility
* Integration of information being gathered
about teachers and parents’ beliefs,
practices, and funds of knowledge

« Joint collection of data about students’
emergent literacy behaviors

« Opportunities for joint planning centered
Building Teacher’s Knowledge About , ?rgu“dban emertg;entkliterljcy curriculum
Emergent Literacy ollal ora'flve ook-making to create
shared reading materials which are

more context-sensitive

Learn about emergent literacy through:

* Modeling and demonstrations

* Materials to support literacy instruction
* Inservice meetings

* Ongoing informal dialogues and
feedback

Building Our Knowledge About the Learning Context and the Participants, or
Confronting Our Own Researcher Biases

Asauniversityresearchteam, we entered the child-care center with the goal
of improving students’ emergent literacy behaviors in the context of the
intellectual, social, and cultural resources that existed within this school’s

community. However, there waslittlerecognitiononourpartthatthe meth-
odswe were employingand thathad worked in what we believed to be sim-
ilar contexts might not work here. The realization that shared Big Book
reading might not have a place in this preschool was a hard pill to swallow.

However,asweinvestedtimeinthe classroom, watching, listening,and ask-
ing questions, we slowly developed trusting relationships which, in turn,
fostered more exchange of information. In addition, as we took a more
activeroleinthe classroom by not onlyworking with the studentsand mod-
elingteachingbehaviorsbutalso helping with supporttaskssuchasserving
breakfast, cleaningup, orsupervisingonthe playground, we wereaccepted
as partners working with the teaching staff rather than as outside experts
who wanted to change practices without really attempting to understand
them.
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Building Teacher Knowledge About Emergent Literacy
by First Appreciating Existing Practices

Developing a more collaborative working relationship with the teachers
grew out of formal and informal conversations within and outside of the
classroom. AstheresearchersspentmoretimeinMr.Herrera’sclassinteract-
ingwiththechildrenandhelpingoutinvariousclassroomroutines,Mr.Her-
rera felt more comfortable sharing information about himself and his
students. As relationships improved in the classroom, Mr. Herrera also
showed more receptivity tolearning about research related to emergentlit-
eracy during inservice meetings. He listened attentively to what was pre-
sented and shared many examples of his own teaching, explaining how
these were relevant to the overall goal of the project. In addition to these
meetings, the research team continued to model a variety of reading strate-
gieswithgroupsofstudentsto provide furtherexamplesforour continuing
discussionsaboutpromotingemergentliteracy. Veryslowly,overtime, Mr.
Herrerabecamemorereceptivetotheresearchers’informalfeedbackonhis
own lessons, just as the researchers profited from his observations of
researcher-modeled activities. Although Mr. Herrera never wavered in his
confidence concerning his teaching style and methods, he became much
more aware of other strategies that he could choose to incorporate into his
way of teaching.

Building Joint Knowledge and Collaborations to Support Students’
Emerging Literacy, or Learning to Learn From Each Other

In this case study, Mr. Herrera began to use more shared reading strategies
when BigBookswere collaboratively developedtobetter match his percep-
tions of teaching and learning, and his perception of his students’ needs.

When books were developed that matched his themes and incorporated
familiar language play through rhyme and repetition, he felt less need to

retellandrenderhisownversionofthestory. Havingincorporatedinforma-

tion about Mr. Herrera’s teaching practices, his knowledge about the stu-
dents, and his beliefs about developmentally appropriate practices, these
teacher-made Big Books were far more successful in fostering exposure to
formalaspects of print than were the commercial Big Books we had initially

purchased for the classroom.

Theneedtocontinuebuildingourjointknowledgeandfosteringadditional
collaborative efforts to work toward the overall goal of the research project
isstillverymuchapparent. Withfrequentstaffingchanges,new “voices”and
beliefsaboutteachingyoungchildrenarecontinuallyaddedtothedynamics
ofthispreschool. Wehavealreadymodifiedinservicemeetingsbyinvolving
theteachersaspartnersincollectingandsharingobservations ofrelated stu-
dent behaviors, rather than presenting “best practices” according to
“experts” who the participants have no reason to trust and with whom they
have norelationship. Nonetheless, in time, as relationships are developed,
we have seenthatthe growing credibility of the researchteam canbe slowly
transferred to the more abstract research community, to which the partici-
pants begin to see themselves as contributing.
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Conclusion

In summary, we now understand that the implementation of our planned

intervention first needed to incorporate knowledge of and sensitivity to the
learning context created by the teacherand students. Change didnotoccur
until both teachers and researchers were willing to learn from each other.

Building teacher or researcher knowledge was not effective in isolation.
Instead, asthisknowledge wasapplied withinthe dynamic classroomlearn-
ingcontext,itbecamejointknowledge, whichshapedthedevelopmentand
refinement of the shared reading intervention.

The successofthe curricularinterventionatthis preschoolis the product of
sharing knowledge and working together. Subsequently, as the teacher co-
created, practiced, and judged the success of the intervention’s elements
within hisdailyteachingroutines, he himselfbecame achange agent, work-
ing alongside the university researchers (Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992).Ina
real sense, the researchers have become an additional node in the network
of communalknowledge inthislearning environment (Luis Moll, personal
communication,April,2000).Asourunderstandingoftheimportanceofthe
mutualexchange ofinformationhasdeepened, ourroleasresearchers,and
moreimportantly asotheradults perceived by the communityasinterested
inthe welfare of their children, hasbeen greatly enhanced. Further, itisnot
inaccurate to say that the quality or plausibility of our “data,” bothnowand
inthefuture,isand will belargely proportional to the quality of the relation-
ships we develop within this setting. The sensitivity, time, and patience
neededtofosterthiscollegialandamicablerelationshiphasimplicationsfor
other preschools seeking outside intervention or help to strengthen their
curricular program.

Byactivelyinvolvingtheteachingstaffinenhancingotherplannedinterven-
tions in this preschool program, we are striving to create a supportive con-
textforchangethatwillstrengthenthestudents’ emergingliteracy. Wehope
that,astheemergentliteracyinterventionbecomesajointconstruction, the
foundation is being created for curricular improvement that can be sus-
tained without the future presence of the research team. At present, we are
exploring how this transition might be made.
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