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ABSTRACT

This experimental study examined the effects vocabulary acquisition strategies
and story discussion styles on the English vocabulary acquisition and story
comprehension of ESL preschoolers. Eighty preschool-aged, typicallyﬁdeveloping,
native speakers of Portuguese who are also second language learners of English were
pretested in L1 (Portuguese) receptive vocabulary and L2 (English) receptive and
expressive vocabulary to determine a baseline of vocabulary knowledge in each
language. Matched according to age, gender, and pretest L2 receptive vocabulary scores,
subjects were assigned to experimental or control groups. Subjects in the experimental
group heard eight stories read three times with rich explanations of target vocabulary
words and with several discussion questions within either a didactic-labeling style of
discussion (i.e., explicit questions requiring children to recall basic facts or to recite text)
or a performance-oriented style of discussion (i.e., implicit questions requiring children to

analyze and integrate information within the text). Subjects in the control group heard
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eight stories read three times without explanation of target vocabulary words and without
discussion questions. Parents of all participants returned questionnaires about children's
home reading experience.

Results for target vocabulary acquisition showed a strong and significant effect of
treatment (i.e., rich explanation of new vocabulary) on ESL preschoolers' target
vocabulary acquisition. Regression analyses showed that treatment, initial L2 receptive
skill, home reading practices, and story comprehension accounted for 69% of the
variance in target vocabulary scores. Initial L1 skill did not have a significant effect on
target vocabulary acquisition. Results for story comprehension showed a weak but
significant effect of the performance-oriented discussion style on children's story
comprehension. Regression analyses showed that L2 receptive skill, treatment (i.e.,
performance-oriented style of discussion), L2 expressive skill, target vocabulary
acquisition, and home reading practices accounted for 60% of the variance in story
comprehension scores. Initial L1 skill did not have a significant effect on story
comprehension.

In conclusion, L2 skills are paramount to children's vocabulary acquisition and
story comprehension. Moreover, the supportiveness of adult input (i.e., rich explanations
and cognitively challenging discussion questions) and home reading practices make
important contributions to ESL preschoolers' English vocabulary acquisition and story

comprehension.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
A Brief History of Reading Instruction: Rationale for the Research Questions

The twentieth century was perhaps America's most prolific era of progress,
including industrial reformations, the advancement of technology in transportation,
discoveries in medical science, and the birth of systems of mass communication. The
field of education was no stranger to change in the last century, and this was true
especially in the area of literacy learning and teaching with respect to the young child.
Ranging from entrenched views of maturation as the criterion for reading readiness in the
early decades of the twentieth century to experiential influences as the sole determinants
of a child's readiness to read in the middle decades, reading research and pedagogy in the
first half of the century reflected changing views of readiness. It was, in one view,
determined by chronological age, in another by mental age, and, finally, by environmental
factors, including specific literacy experience. In the first three quarters of the twentieth
century, researchers focused primarily on the question, "Is the child ready?" In many
ways, this turned out to be the wrong question. Researchers found that success in
learning to read depends on identifying and understanding a different question: "How
does a child become ready?" Getting ready depends ". . . not only on the child's abilities
but also on the kind and quality of the instruction that is offered" (Durkin, 1966, p. 55).

Although considerable research done on reading readiness in the 1970's was based
on theory with strong genetic underpinnings, many researchers in the late 1970's and early
80's pursued lines of inquiry that rested on a different theory of reading development.

These researchers focused on understanding the experiences through which young
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children become literate by examining teaching methodologies, the processes which
contribute to early literacy learning, and the longitudinal development of children's
language and literacy (Brown, 1973; Clay, 1975; Teale, 1995).

As the research evolved from a focus on readiness, conceptualized largely as the
unfolding of genetically determined abilities, to readiness conceptualizations as resulting
from some combination of experiences and child abilities, reading instruction in the
1980's led to controversies between whole language, a philosophy of teaching reading
that stressed comprehension over skill development, and phonics, instruction in mapping
specific sounds to spelling patterns in systematic ways. Whole language enthusiasts
claimed that skilled readers used context and meaning present in the whole text to help
identify words. That is, based on their knowledge of the structure of language and the
topic of the current text, children were thought to predict specific words in the texts,
rather than utilize graphic-phonic clues to decode them. Supporters of phonics-based
approaches, on the other hand, claimed that skilled readers process components (i.e.,
graphemes) of an individual word to decode words. Based on a phonics approach, the
source of children's word identification strategies lay in their abilities to decode print at
within-word levels (Snow, 2002). Proponents of whole language argued that skills-based
pedagogy - phonics - ignored comprehension and understanding of the functions of
reading, while critics of the.whole language approach countered that children were not
learning the decoding skills necessary for sounding out words. In time, the early debate
between whole language and phonics-based reading programs was resolved to the

satisfaction of all except extremists in each camp. The resolution was a view that



included the teaching of explicit phonics while also providing children with a variety of
texts in which children could derive meaning from functional applications of reading
skills.

As the interest in children's literacy experiences prior to formal schooling
increased, researchers probed literacy experiences provided in children’s home
environments. An additional focus of research in the 1980's was a re-examination of the
definitions by which children's home environments were deemed "literate environments."
Researchers examined different socioecononomic groups and ethnic populations in an
effort to study nonmainstream definitions of literacy and literate behaviors (Heath, 1986;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). As a result of the whole language movement, the era of
the 1980’s marked a period of research in which little attention was paid to the content of
discourse in literacy interactions with young children. Additionally, because this era
preceded research on the role of phonemic awareness and letter-name knowledge to
beginning reading, the role of the adult was vastly different from the role that is now
specified.

Results of careful examinations of children's interests and experiences with print
and of the effects of responsive adults revealed new understandings of the young child's
capacities for learning. The findings of a host of scholars in the late 1980's and 1990's,
primarily Teale and Sulzby (1986), were responsible for the coining of the term emergent
literacy (Teale, 1986; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). This terminology was intended to
convey the idea that learning to read and write begins very early in life; involves

interactions among reading, writing, and speaking; and requires active engagement with



people who help children access print in the environment. As such, the concept of
emergent literacy replaced the concept of reading readiness in the minds of most
researchers and educators of young children.

In the late 1980's and into much of the 1990's, emergent literacy became the
dominant perspective of early literacy development and remains the framework for
considerable research today. Research questions of the 1990's reflected the importance of
examining in great detail the experiences required for children to acquire the technical
skills and conceptual understandings that are necessary for successful reading and
writing. In a sample of emergent literacy studies, researchers have identified a range of
critical components of children's early literacy learning, including concepts of print
(Byrne, 1996; Clay, 1979), phonemic segmentation (Muter, Hulme, Snowling, & Taylor,
1997; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998), phoneme/grapheme correspondences (Chall,
Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Treiman, Weatherston, & Berch, 1994; Thompson, 1999), and
environmental print (Dickinson, McCabe, Anastasopoulous, Peisner-Feinberg, & Poe,
2003). More than in any other era of reading instruction, the current embrace of an
emergent literacy framework for understanding early literacy instruction directs much
more attention to children's experiences with reading and writing prior to school,
including the context of reading and writing experiences, and to the details of what makes
up the content, as well as the language used in instruction. Consequently, reading has
become part of the curricula in preschools. Goals include involving children in a variety
of reading and writing activities, supporting the acquisition of specific literacy skills and

oral vocabulary, and embedding learning in functional and meaningful contexts.



Emergent literacy is the current framework which informs research and instruction
in reading in early childhood programs (Teale, 1995). Research of the 1990's not only
focused on instructional interaction and the acquisition of technical skills (e.g.,
phoneme/grapheme correspondence knowledge, decoding, phoneme segmentation,
blending), but also probed the precursors of reading and writing, including the role of
language development, starting in infancy.

In conclusion, major epochs in literacy learning and teaching within the twentieth
century were defined by particular research questions. Beliefs in innate, predetermined
intelligence through the 1940's provided a rationale for believing that a child was not
ready to learn until innate structures matured at a given age. A view of readiness for
reading that was determined by maturation gave way to a view of readiness as a
consequence of specific experience, in interaction with one another and with individual
child characteristics. This evolution prevailed through theory and practice in the 50's and
60's. By the 1980's, views of the child within print-rich environments drew attention to
the processes involved in the young children's literacy learning. A paradigmatic shift in
the research focus was seen in the shift from asking, "Is the child ready?" to asking "What
should be taught (i.e., comprehension or decoding skills)?" Finally, in the 1990's, there
was a shift in the research questions to embrace theories of emergent literacy. Current
research no longer probes, "Is the child ready?" Instead, it examines the processes of
literacy learning within the context of a child's everyday experiences. The contributions
of heredity and experience are included in emergent literacy's emphasis on the child's

integration of new information through literacy experiences within the environment. As



current research probes the contributions of specific skills, experience before formal
schooling that contributes to the acquisition of these skills, and linguistic competence to
children's later reading success, current questions include those that acknowledge the
central role of oral language skill in literacy achievement (Dickinson & Tabors, 2002;
Snow, 2002; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

A Critical Research Focus: Early Language as a Precursor to Reading

How does early language development shape later reading achievement?
Productive speech begins in infancy with monosyllabic utterances and extends through
the single- and multi-word periods of toddlerhood into phrases and complex sentences in
the early school years. Receptive language development includes the acquisition of
words (lexicon), an understanding of how words are ordered in senténces (syntax), and
facility in the ways in which language is used to convey meaning (pragmatics), including
mastery of suprasegmental features of language, such as tone of voice, volume, and
speed. Much of children's competence in receptive language precedes productive
language counterparts; however, both receptive knowledge of and the productive use of
spoken language are essential to the acquisition of complex reading skills (Barbarin,
2002).

Interest in the relationship between children's language development and later
skill in reading has prompted researchers to look back further and further into children'’s
experiences prior to formal schooling. Research to date demonstrates that background
knowledge or conceptual knowledge (Vellutino, Scanlon, Sipay, Small, Pratt, Chen, et al.

1996; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Tanzman, 1991), an understanding of word order and



grammar (i.e., syntax) (Bowey 1986, 1994, 1995; Demont & Gombert, 1996), and
semantic knowledge, such as receptive and expressive vocabulary (Vellutino & Scanlon,
1985; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Spearing, 1995), contribute to children's reading skills.
Additionally, discourse skills developed in preschool contribute to later reading ability
(Klecan-Aken & Caraway, 1997; Perfetti, 1985; Tunmer, Herrriman, & Nesdale, 1988).
Moreover, studies of phonological abilities have made clear their role in learning to read.
These phonological abilities include rhyme and phonemic awareness (Beck & Juel, 1999;
Bradley & Bryant, 1985; Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley, 1993, 1995). Burgess and Lonigan
(1998) have also identified a bidirectional relationship between phonological awareness
abilities and beginning reading skill. Research examining the quality of a child's
language experience in the early years and the influence on later reading achievement has
illuminated the importance of early oral language vocabulary acquisition to general
reading success in later primary grades (Hart & Risley, 1995; Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk,
Seltzer, & Lyons, 1991; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; Weizman & Snow, 2001).

Considerable evidence shows that early language skill, decoding skills, and word
comprehension provide important foundations for later reading achievement. Certain
types of skills can be grouped together. For example, print knowledge, beginning writing
skills, and phonological awareness (e.g., phoneme/grapheme correspondence knowledge,
generating rhymes, initial consonant manipulation) are grouped together as code-related
skills necessary for decoding print (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; Whitehurst & Fischel,
2001; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). A second category of foundational skills that

predict later reading achievement consists of semantic, syntactic, and discourse skill.



These foundational skills are deemed oral language skills (Roth, Speece, Cooper, & de
la Paz, 1996, Speece, Roth, Cooper, & de la Paz, 1999).

An important finding of some research on code-related and oral language
precursors to reading is that different skills are helpful at different points in the process of
learning to read. Storch and Whitehurst (2002) found the following: 1) decoding skills
(i.e., knowledge of print conventions, the ability to write one's name, knowledge of
alphabet letter names, and knowledge of phoneme/grapheme correspondences) are most
helpful to beginning reading processes when children are decoding print or mapping
graphemes to phonemes in writing; and 2) these skills are highly correlated with oral
language skills during the same period of reading development. Thus, the importance of
code-related or phonological skills to word recognition in beginning readers is
paramount; however, the pattern of influence of oral language skills and code-related
skills shifts as children become fluent in word recognition. As that difficulty increases,
oral language abilities, such as semantic knowledge (i.e., vocabulary), facility in syntax,
and discourse competence are more important to reading comprehension in grades 3 and
4 than are code-related skills at grades 3 and 4. Hence, the research shows the
helpfulness of different types of skills at different points in the development of reading.
In sum, code-related skills and oral language skills are highly correlated in the early
reading stages of learning to read in preschool and kindergarten. Once children have
become fluent decoders by 3" and 4™ grades, oral language abilities, such as vocabulary
knowledge and syntactic skill, become better predictors of reading comprehension

(Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).



As scholars have begun recognize the importance of oral language development,
particularly vocabulary knowledge, to later reading achievement, it has become important
to expand the scope of the "readiness" question to include all aspects of oral language in
the early years of a child's life. The embrace of early oral language development has
prompted inquiry into how the learning of more than one language influences the child's
literacy development.  With the growing number of ELL children in US preschools,
researchers and teachers alike are interested in learning more about oral language and
literacy learning in children for whom English is a second language.

Numerous risk factors for reading difficulty have been identified in prior research.
In addition to individual risk factors, such as hearing impairment, cognitive delay,
language deficiencies, or familial language delays, several other variables are associated
with poor preparedness for learning to read. These variables describe contextual factors
that are indexed by membership in groups, such as families with low incomes or children
with limited English proficiency (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Without support in
attaining command of the phonological, semantic, syntactic, and orthographic knowledge
of a sufficient number of words in the lexicon of the language during a child's early years,
the child's chance for achieving success in reading is severely, and possibly irrevocably,
diminished (Snow, 2002). Falling behind in reading skills in the first years of schooling
results in decreased practice in reading compared to skilled peers (Allington, 1984), and
to fewer subsequent opportunities to develop reading comprehension strategies (Baydar,
Brooks-Gunn, & Furstenberg, 1993). Deficient skill levels upon entry to school are

difficult to overcome. In fact, children typically fall further behind as the acquisition of
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subject matter in later school years becomes increasingly dependent on children's
independent reading ability (Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Juel, 1988; Stanovich,
1986).

Of the many oral language skills that are necessary for successful reading
achievement, vocabulary acquisition is paramount. The importance of vocabulary
acquisition to children's later skill in reading has been firmly established by the research.
Early studies documented the importance of vocabulary to later reading comprehension
(Hall, Nagy, and Linn, 1984; Snow, Tabors, Nicholson, & Kurland, 1994; Stanovich,
1986; Wells, 1987). Later research (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002) has strengthened earlier
findings by examining the contribution of vocabulary skill in preschoolers to reading skill
in kindergarten and first grade (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001) and beyond (Storch &
Whitehurst, 2002). Other research has demonstrated how difficult it is to change the
trajectory of vocabulary acquisition, once it is established in very early childhood (Hart &
Risley, 1995). Early vocabulary knowledge is highly correlated children's ability to learn
new words (Beck, Perfetti, & McKeown, 1982; Dickinson et al., 2003; Hart & Risley,
1995). Vocabulary is not only highly correlated with later success in school (Snow,
Tabors, Nicholson, & Kurland,1994; Snow, 2002, Weizman & Snow, 2001), but is also
causally related to reading skills (Dickinson et al., 2003; Scarborough, 2001; Snow, 2002;
Storch & Whitehurst, 2002; Stanovich, 1986).

Factors that influence vocabulary development in young children include early
experiences with story reading, involvement in conversations - being talked with -, and

exposure to novel words and to varieties of print at home (Beals, 1997; Beals & Tabors,
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1995; DeTemple & Snow, 2002; Hart & Risley, 1995; Weizman & Snow, 2001).
Vocabulary learning in school-age children is fostered by explicit instruction (Beck,
Perfetti, & McKeown 1982; Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002), repetition of words found
in books used for reading instruction (McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & Pople, 1985), ways
in which words are discussed in the classroom (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986), by discussions
of words in the classroom (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986), and from exposure to words
incidentally, both orally (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Stahl, Richek, & Vandiver,
1991) and in written contexts (Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984; Nagy & Anderson, &
Herman, 1987; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985). For kindergarten and early
elementary age children, a common context for incidental exposure to new vocabulary is
through hearing storybooks read aloud (Eller, Pappas, & Brown, 1988; Elley, 1989;
Leung, 1992; Leung & Pikulski, 1992; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). If children also hear
accompanying explanations for words they hear in stories read to them, their learning of
new words increases (Brett, Rothlein, & Hurley, 1996; Elley, 1989; Penno, Wilkinson, &
Moore, 2002; Reese & Cox, 1999).

Storybook reading to young children is thought by most educators to be a valuable
strategy for supporing children’s literacy and language development. Research on
storybook reading to young children spans decades and suggests many benefits to the
developing repertoire of language and literacy skills needed by a young child. Many
studies have shown that storybook reading supports children’s vocabulary acquisition
(Brett, Rothlein, & Hurley, 1996; DeBaryshe, 1993; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Eller,

Pappas, & Brown, 1988; Elley, 1989; Ewers & Brownson, 1999; Han, 2000; Karweit,



1989; Karweit & Wasik, 1996; Leung, 1992; Leung & Pikulski, 1990; Nicholson &
Whyte, 1992; Ornstein, 1996; Pellegrini, Galda, Jones, & Perlmutter, 1995; Reese & Cox,
1999; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995; Senechal, 1997,
Smith, 1993; Stahl, Richek, & Vandivier, 1991; Trostle & Hicks, 1998) and listening
comprehension (Feitelson, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986; Ricketts, 1982). Research also
shows that storybook reading improves interpretive and evaluative responses to reading
(Goldfield & Snow, 1983; Martinez & Roser, 1985; Morrow 1988, Sulzby, 1985; Yaden,
1985), prereading skills (Mautte, 1990), print skills (Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996;
Reese & Cox, 1999), and emergent reading level (Allison & Watson, 1994). This body
of research suggests, as well, that storybook reading positively influences children’s
cognition (Chomsky, 1972; Clark, 1975; Goldfield & Snow, 1984; Ninio, 1980; Snow &
Ninio, 1983; Snow, 1983; Wells, 1985) and oral language development (DeBaryshe,
1993; Mautte, 1990). Finally, some research on storybook reading has identified styles of
reading (Dickinson & Keebler, 1989; Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Hammett, Van
Keck, & Huberty, 2003; Martinez & Teale, 1993; Reese & Cox, 1999). Styles are
naturally occurring patterns of interaction between adults and children in storyreading
context. Several distinctive styles have been identified and are known to have different
effects on children's story comprehension (Beck, Omanson, & McKeown, 1982;
Brabham, 1996; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Fondas, 1992; Kertoy, 1994).

Many variables contribute to children’s learning from listening to stories read
aloud, and existing research has examined the contribution of a range of these variables.

Group size (Morrow & Smith, 1990; Dickinson, Cote, & Smith), repeated readings
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(Elley, 1989; Ornstein, 1995; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994;
Senechal, 1997), vocabulary instruction (Elley, 1989; Karweit, 1989; Leung & Pikulski,
1990; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002) teacher’s interactive style (Brabham & Lynch-
Brown, 2002; Dickinson & Smith, 1994), initial vocabulary level (Dickinson & Smith,
1994; Reese & Cox, 1999; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995;
Senechal, 1997), parents' interactive style (Hammett, Van Keck, & Huberty, 2003;
Zevenburgen & Whitehurst, 2003), and the genre of the book (Ornstein, 1995) have been
manipulated to determine their effects on children’s learning from storybooks.
Additionally, background knowledge of story content (Au & Jordan, 1981; Hansen,
1981), the frequency of exposure words identified for children to learn (Stahl &
Fairbanks, 1986), use of trade books (Walker-Dalhouse, 1993; Galda & Cullinan, 1991),
and the familiarity of text (Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Neuman, 1996) all influence
children's learning from listening to stories read aloud.

Even though storybook reading has been shown to be beneficial to children, some
research suggests that storybook reading's contribution to children's learning of specific
literacy-related skills, and even to vocabulary learning, is not very robust (Scarborough &
Dobrich, 1994). These researchers argue that the effects of storybook reading are
minimal and that class time or research energy directed at examining the effects of
storybook reading on learning has been misdirected. However, this dissenting view has
been fairly criticized. Lonigan (1994) has pointed out that most of the criticisms of
storybook reading resulted from meta-analyses that are rife with methodological

problems. For example, results from poor studies were often conflated with results from
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well-designed studies. Moreover, results on a variety of skills were combined to assess
their effect as an overall contribution to children's learning, rather than being treated
separately in a way that would elucidate the benefits of each to particular types of skills,
such as phonological awareness, print knowledge, or vocabulary. Additionally, most of
the research examined in these meta-analyses examined descriptive studies of storybook
reading practices in place at the time (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994) rather than studies
of the effects of manipulating the quality of adult reading in interventions. These
interventions are known to be helpful to children's learning. That is, the conclusion that
storybook reading has little effect on children's learning, drawn by Scarborough &
Dobrich (1994) is based on status quo practices for storybook reading and ignored the
greater contributions to children's learning that different reading practices might make.
These different practices would include rich, experimental treatments. The meta-analyses
research also did not take into account a study's design, which included such things as
measuring children's initial vocabulary knowledge, known to influence children's
acquisition of new vocabulary from hearing stories read aloud.

Undeterred by the criticism of storybook reading offered by Scarborough &
Dobrich (1994), research on the effects of story reading on children has continued to
probe its contributions to early oral language proficiency. Children's vocabulary
knowledge is of critical importance to later reading comprehension for all children.
Vocabulary is one of the main issues for children who are at-risk for reading difficulty,
and children who are learning English as a second language are among the children who

face these difficulties. Storybook reading may be a valuable context for bolstering
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vocabulary acquisition in second language learners and, therefore, merits attention from
researchers.
The Problem: Deficiencies and Unexplored Populations

For many reasons, storybook reading has received less rigorous attention than it
needs. In many ways, this context needs to be revisited to probe in additional ways its
possible contribution as a context for vocabulary instruction. For example, research is
needed to sort out the effects of many different independent variables, such as group size,
reading style, or frequency of readings. Previous studies used different treatment
methods and a wide array of dependent variables. The use of different treatment methods
in conjunction with a variety of different methods of posttesting (e.g., measuring
receptive vocabulary, measuring expressive vocabulary, measuring retelling skills,
assessing print or phonological awareness knowledge) has not made it possible for
researchers to sort out the effects of specific variables on children's learning from
storybook reading. Moreover, despite the collapsing of studies into meta-analyses that
have led some to conclude that there are weak effects (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994),
storybook reading studies demonstrated that storybook reading can make significant
contributions to vocabulary acquisition (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Elley, 1989;
Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Reese & Cox, 1999; Sénéchal,
Thomas, & Monker, 1995). Finally, the importance of vocabulary acquisition to later
reading achievement necessitates that research examine a range of contexts that are

supportive of vocabulary acquisition, including storybook reading, conversation
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(discourse opportunities), narrative skill development activities, and content-based,
curricular activities.

Finally, virtually none of the research on storybook reading has examined its
possible contributions to children's comprehension. For example, no research on the
contribution of adults' story discussion strategies to preschoolers' comprehension of
stories could be found to review for the dissertation. Given the possibility that storybook
reading could have effects on comprehension, as well as vocabulary, research utilizing
interventions designed to probe the effects of a range of variables on comprehension is
urgently needed.

There is also very little research on the benefits of storybook reading to second
language learners of English. Although existing research shows that native English-
speaking preschoolers learn new words from storybooks (Dickinson & Smith, 1994,
Elley, 1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994, Reese & Cox, 1999), the extent to which storybook
reading is helpful to ESL children's English vocabulary learning is much less well known.
Although some studies have been conducted on bilingual children's shared reading
experiences with parents at home, the studies focused primarily on general home literacy
practices or children's use of code-switching. Some studies, designed to teach new read-
aloud strategies, showed that parents adjusted their styles to preexisting styles of
interactive reading and cultural values about reading soon after the intervention (Barrera
& Bauer, 2003). There has been no research on the contributions of children's initial L2
knowledge to further L2 learning, nor has there been research that would help us

understand the contribution of L1 lexical knowledge to L2 vocabulary learning.
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Furthermore, we do not yet know whether ESL children with different amounts of L2
knowledge comprehend stories differently based upon variations in demand styles used
by adults in story discussions.

There are several reasons why it is critical for research to examine the benefits of
storybook reading to second language learners. First, data on language minority children
show that nearly 20% of children under age 6 come from homes in which English is not
the primary language (Garcia, 1998). Data from various regions of the US show the
following percentages for limited English proficient (LEP) student enrollment in 19,900
public elementary schools with prekindergarten classes: Northeast, 9%; Southeast, 7%,
Central, 8%, and West, 30%. (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2001). A
significant number of nonnative speakers of English will enter school not having the
exposure to English that monolingual English-speaking peers have had since birth. Thus,
second language learners would need to develop English proficiency at a much faster rate
than monolinguals if they are to understand the language of instruction, become proficient
comprehenders and producers of English, and attain scores of proficiency on standardized
tests. Third, storybook reading presents a potentially helpful context for L2 learning that
differs from other contexts (e.g., play, singing songs, reading, conversing with others).
Storybook reading provides opportunities for the repetition of new words within text,
provides a context within which to situate new word learning, and provides illustrations
of some new words. All of these characteristics are known to be helpful to vocabulary
learning in monolinguals. Thus, characteristics of a storybook reading context would

seem to provide more support for word learning in ELL children than other contexts
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might. Finally, research on the oral language development of monolinguals shows that
impoverished input in the early years is difficult to make up for once formal schooling
begins (Hart & Risley, 1995; Snow, 2002). This fact underscores the importance of rich
input in the early years to both later vocabulary development and reading achievement
(Weizman & Snow, 2001).
Rationale and Purpose of the Present Study

There is a paucity of research on the effects of storybook reading on ESL
children's English vocabulary acquisition. There is virtually no research on the effects of
storybook reading on story comprehension. The lack of experimental research on ESL
children's vocabulary and story comprehension leaves us without critical knowledge
about the roles of L1 vocabulary and L2 vocabulary knowledge. Furthermore, research
has not examined the contribution of a range of variables, such as L1 knowledge, L2
knowledge, home reading experience, treatment conditions, age, or gender, all of which
might influence vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension and surely would
interact in various ways. In the present study, the contributions of storybook reading to
second language learners' English vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension were

examined.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature

The following chapter contains a review of existing studies of children's
vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension from storybook reading. The chapter is
organized into three major sections: studies of vocabulary acquisition from storybook
reading, studies of story comprehension from storybook reading, and a summary of the
overall contributions of storybook reading to current knowledge in the field. The criteria
for selecting studies for this review include methodological relevance to the present study
and the age of participants. In some cases, research whose subjects have little age
applicability to preschoolers in the present study is reviewed in order to provide a
comprehensive overview of the nature of extant research and the paucity of knowledge on
a particular topic of learning from storybook reading.

The vocabulary and story comprehension sections are divided further into
subsections which discuss each of the following: (1) definitions and the importance of
vocabulary acquisition or story comprehension; (2) explications of relevant research,
including descriptions of findings and brief criticisms of any shortcomings; (3) a brief
summary of the status quo within the topic (i.e., vocabulary acquisition or story
comprehension) and its relevance to the present study. The third and final section of the
chapter, a summary of the overall contributions of storybook reading to current
knowledge in the field, includes a description of strengths and weaknesses in extant
research and culminates in a list of the research questions of the present study which are

designed to fill those gaps.



Vocabulary Acquisition

Definitions and Importance

Vocabulary knowledge can be described as the number of different words a child
knows (i.e., breadth of vocabulary) as well as the detailed knowledge of each word that a
child knows (i.e., depth of vocabulary). Vocabulary depth includes recognizing
subtleties about a word, such as changes in phonetic representation, differences in
semantic variation due to context, and changes in a word's syntactic function (Snow,
2002). Understanding the meaning of vocabulary knowledge also requires a definition of
what it means to know a word. In an adaptation of McCarty's (1954) review of child
language acquisition, Ingram (1989) proposes that the following definition can describe
the acquisition of a word: "...a word of the adult language that is understood and used
in an adult-like manner, and is pronounced correctly" (p. 139). A necessary but
insufficient component of knowing a word is having an understanding of the basic
meaning of a word. However, understanding one basic meaning of a word is hardly
sufficient for developing depth of knowledge of a word. Knowing a word also requires
an understanding of its meaning in particular contexts, its syntactic variations, and its
relationships to other words or concepts (Adger, Snow, and Christian, 2002).

Vocabulary acquisition is the means by which a child comes to know a word, the
means by which the child comes to possess a general understanding of at least one basic
meaning of a word, usually in a particular context. The process of acquiring typically
includes exposure to new words through a variety of encounters, such as in written

contexts, through incidental exposure in conversations, or through deliberate or targeted
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exposure from teachers or parents, and requires meaning to be conveyed in some way,
either through implicit support of the surrounding context or by explicit information
provided by interlocutors. Acquiring requires some capacity for remembering the
phonetic representation of the words as well as at least one meaning of the word in any
context. Children acquire new vocabulary by hearing new words used in contexts, by
receiving explanations of new words, and by internalizing the word.

Measuring successful acquisition or knowledge of a word is less straightforward
than defining acquisition of a word. Acquisition can mean having comprehension of the
meaning of the word. Alternatively, acquisition can mean producing the word in any of
its correct contexts. Having receptive knowledge of a word in only one context and
syntactic form may comprise the most rudimentary level of acquisition while producing
the word in a context different from the one in which the word was learned may mark
advanced acquisition. In the present study, vocabulary acquisition is defined as the
child's successful learning of the meanings of new words from storybook reading
experiences as demonstrated by pointing to the correct depiction of the target word in a
multiple-choice array.

How children learn new words, or how children acquire new vocabulary, is
important for a number of reasons. It is important for educators to know the materials
and experiences through which children can learn new vocabulary (e.g., storybook
reading, independent reading, play with literacy materials, discourse). It is equally
important for educators to know which practices in the classroom help children acquire

new words so that instruction can be based upon the most effective strategies for teaching
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new vocabulary. As an integral component of most early childhood programs, storybook
reading's contribution to new word learning merits substantial attention.
Review of Studies on Vocabulary Acquisition from Storybook Reading

The following section on vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading consists
of two parts: storybook reading to monolinguals and storybook reading to second
language learners. Within each of these two sections, the content consists of (a) an
explication of the study's findings; (b) a brief description of any criticisms; and (c) a
summary of the study's contribution to knowledge of vocabulary acquisition from
storybook reading.

Monolinguals. In the first of two experiments conducted in New Zealand on
monolinguals' vocabulary acquisition from listening to stories read aloud in the
classroom, Elley (1989) examined the effects of repeated readings of a story on seven-
year-olds’ new vocabulary acquisition. One hundred fifty-seven subjects participated by
listening to one story read three times over a period of seven days by classroom teachers
who did not explain the meanings of 20 new vocabulary items in the story. To test for
prior knowledge of the new vocabulary words, a pretest of new vocabulary items was
administered to children one week before hearing the first reading of the story. Nontext
talk during the first two readings consisted of the teacher’s discussion of the main
characters, the illustrations on the cover, and the title of the book. Some comments and
predictions from children were permitted during the third and final reading of the story on
the seventh day. In order to examine vocabulary gain based on initial ability, Elley

grouped subjects into four levels of ability based on pretest scores: low, low medium,
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high medium, and high. Additionally, Elley identified the following six word-related
variables as influential to vocabulary gain:

number of text occurrences, number of times each word was pictured in the story,

the helpfulness of the verbal meaning cues, importance to the development of the

plot, vividness (how vividly the word could be visualized), and the familiarity of

the concept (p. 178).

Results from the posttest, administered two days after the third reading, showed
that all children made gains of at least 15 percent in new vocabulary with the low group
showing the greatest gain (i.e., 22 %). Using a multiple regression analysis on the
average percentage gain, Elley (1989) found significant correlations between subjects’
average gain per word and the following variables: the number of text occurrences, the
number of illustrative depictions, and the helpfulness of meaning cues. Furthermore, in a
multiple correlation, these three significant variables plus a fourth variable, importance to
the plot, accounted for 53% of the variance in vocabulary gains.

In examining vocabulary gain for the four ability groups, Elley (1989) found that
the group with the lowest initial knowledge of target words made the greatest gain in
target vocabulary learning and the group with the highest initial knowledge made the least
gain in target vocabulary learning. Elley did not conduct tests of significance for gains in
children's vocabulary learning. Elley concluded not only that children of varying initial
skill levels gain new vocabulary from hearing stories, but also that hearing new words

without explanations resulted in average gains of three or four new words for each child.
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Elley’s (1989) second experiment was designed to examine the effects of
teachers’ strategies for explaining new words during storybook reading as well as to
address several limitations of the first study, including the lack of a control group, the
lack of generalizability due to the use of only one book, and the absence of measures of
permanent learning. Two experimental groups, totaling 127 eight-year-olds, and one
control group of 51 eight-year-olds comprised the subjects of the second study. Children
were pretested on 36 target words chosen from two new storybooks and on five control
words, inserted within the pretest to monitor the effects of exposure to words during the
pretest. Each experimental group heard one story read without explanation of new words
and one story read with explanation of new words in any one of the following three ways:
the reader's use of a synonym or brief definition, the reader's modeling or role-playing the
meaning of a word, or the reader's pointing to a picture of the word in the illustrations.
Each experimental group listened to one story three times over a period of one week and
took a posttest on that story’s new vocabulary one week after the third reading. The
process was repeated for both groups for the second story. The control group took pre-
and posttests but heard no stories. Each posttest was re-administered to one of two
subgroups of subjects within the experimental groups three months later to examine the
retention of learning over time. Elley grouped subjects into four ability levels according
to pretest scores.

Results from Elley’s (1989) second experiment show differential effects per story.
For Story 1, vocabulary gains for children in the without explanation reading averaged

15%, similar to those in experiment 1. In contrast, the group who heard Story 1 with



explanation showed vocabulary gains of almost 40%. At less than two percent,
vocabulary gains in the control group confirmed that storyreading, not general language
development, was responsible for incidental vocabulary gain. Findings confirmed that no
learning from pretests occurred.

Results from Story 2, however, were less robust. Children who heard Story 2
without explanation showed an average gain of only four percent, while children who
heard Story 2 with explanation showed an average gain of slightly more than 17 percent.
In experiment 2, Elley also examined the effect of six word-related variables on average
percentage gain per word. In contrast to findings of experiment 1, all six word-related
variables were significantly correlated with average gain per word. Once again, the
number of occurrences in the text and the number of times the target word was depicted
in illustrations were highly correlated with vocabulary gain. Lexical differences in
vocabulary gain were evident in stories without word explanations as nouns were
acquired more proficiently than verbs and adjectives. Students with low pretest scores
made the greatest gains in vocabulary. Delayed posttests administered three months after
the final reading revealed virtually negligible decline in earlier vocabulary gains.

Elley's method of demonstrating vocabulary gain included describing the average
gain per word by comparing pretest to posttest scores. This method is helpful to
understanding the amount of gains on particular words and the number of children who
made gains on the words; however, this method of explanation is not helpful to knowing
whether the gains in word learning differed from a chance rate of response. That is, when

reporting the number of children and percentage gain in words, what is the chance rate of
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learning past which gains need to be visible for the conclusion that the treatment caused
the learning? For example, is it possible that the average gain, 15%, is a gain that is
reflective of pretest influence? Elley acknowledges the lack of a control group in
experiment 1 but adds that the pilot study showed no evidence of learning words from
pretest situations.

The formation of ability groups by pretest target word knowledge is less
generalizable than the practice of administering a standardized vocabulary test to assess
initial vocabulary knowledge. Additionally, because initial vocabulary level was based
on knowledge of target words at pretest, it is intuitive to expect that those who have the
room for the most word learning - the lowest group - will make the greatest gains.
Moreover, those who know the highest number of target words will make the least gain
because there are fewer words for them to acquire. Elley acknowledged such results but
concluded the absence of a Matthew effect. Ceiling effects for the highest group prevent
concluding that there was a Matthew effect, as the gain for children in the highest group
was limited to the total number of target words.

It would have been helpful to know which of the three word-explanation strategies
was used for each word so that the efficacy of each strategy could have been measured for
each word, and thus for each lexical category as well. Furthermore, because Elley (1989)
did not provide information about the number of times each word occurred in the story,
we know neither the influence of frequency on the acquisition of a particular word, except
that higher frequency words were acquired by more children, nor the minimum number of

exposures that might be optimal for acquisition. Elley's use of a small number of books,
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