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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, typically-developing, 

native speakers of Portuguese who are also second language learners of English were 

pretested in Ll (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 Ll 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 Ll 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 expe1iential 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 expe1iences 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 slGll development, and phonics, instruction in mapping 

specific sounds to spelling patterns in systematic ways. Whole language enthusiasts 

claimed that slGlled 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 cunent 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 slGlled 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 slGlls-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 slGlls 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. 
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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 socioecononornic 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 & Lanigan, 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. 
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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 con·espondences (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 lem11ing in functional and meaningful contexts. 
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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 prevai led through theory and practice in the 50's and 

60's. By the 1980's, views of the child wit hin 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. Cun·ent 

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 infotmation through literacy experiences within the environment. As 
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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 sentences (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 
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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-Bamsley, 1993, 1995). Burgess and Lanigan 

(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 & Lanigan, 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 

Ia Paz, 1996; Speece, Roth, Cooper, & de Ia Paz, 1999). 
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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 con-espondences) 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 3rct and 4th grades, oral language abilities, such as vocabulary 

knowledge and syntactic skill, become better predictors of reading comprehension 

(Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). 
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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, Bums, & 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 



subject matter in later school years becomes increasingly dependent on children's 

independent reading ability (Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Juel, 1988; Stanovich, 

1986). 
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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 eta!., 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 ptint 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; Penna, 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, 
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1989; Karweit & Wasik, 1996; Leung, 1992; Leung & Pikulski, 1990; Nicholson & 

Whyte, 1992; Ornstein, 1996; Pellegrini, Gaida, Jones, & Perlmutter, 1995; Reese & Cox, 

1999; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & Manker, 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), p1int 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; Goldfiel d & 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; Omstein, 1995; Penno, Wilkin son, & 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 & Snlith, 1994), initial vocabulary level (Dickinson & Snlith, 

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 (Omstein, 1995) have been 

manipulated to deternline their effects on children's leaming from storybooks. 

Additionally, background knowledge of story content (Au & Jordan, 1981; Hansen, 

1981), the frequency of exposure words identified for children to leam (Stahl & 

Fairbanks, 1986), use of trade books (Walker-Dalhouse, 1993; Gaida & Cullinan, 1991), 

and the fanliliarity of text (Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Neuman, 1996) all influence 

children's teaming 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 teaming of specific 

literacy-related skills, and even to vocabulary leaming, 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 exanlining the effects of 

storybook reading on teaming has been nlisdirected. 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 



vocabulary acquisition in second language learners and, therefore, merits attention from 

researchers. 

The Problem: Deficiencies and Unexplored Populations 
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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, measming 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; Senechal, 

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 



(discourse opportunities), narrative skill development activities, and content-based, 

curricular activities. 
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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 L1lexical knowledge to L2 vocabulary learning. 



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. 
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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. 
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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 



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. 
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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 con·ect 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-aids' 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, 



high medium, and high. Additionally, Elley identified the following six word-related 

variables as influential to vocabulary gain: 
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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 exarrtine 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 
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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 occuned 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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one in experiment 1 and two in experiment 2, limits the generalizability of findings to 

other books. Also, Elley's finding that one book in experiment 2 yielded lower gains in 

word learning than the other book suggests the need for identifying and attempting to 

control for characteristics that may make one book more appealing than the other. Elley 

acknowledged that the books may have differed in their ability to arouse children's 

attention levels through the general uses of novelty, conflict, suspense, or humor. In 

future research, controlling for such differences by using books which seem equivalent in 

these types of features may help mitigate book-related differences in vocabulary learning. 

Findings from Elley's (1989) research advance knowledge of vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading in many ways. First, they show that repeated 

storybook readings without explanations of new words result in incidental vocabulary 

gain. Second, the combination of repeated readings and the use of various explanation 

strategies contributed to higher vocabulary acquisition than simply hearing new words 

without explanations in stories. Additionally, Elley's study identified various explanation 

strategies that are significantly helpful to vocabulary learning. Pointing to illustrations of 

a word, briefly explaining the meaning of or using a synonym to define a new word, and 

role-playing the meanings of words are effective strategies for teaching new vocabulary 

in storybooks. Fourth, this study showed that all children experience gains in vocabulary 

knowledge, regardless of initial vocabulary level, and that the children with the lowest 

vocabulary scores gain the most. Moreover, the effect of repeated readings and 

explanations of target vocabulary appears to result in relatively permanent vocabulary 

learning. Elley's study made contributions to knowledge about the influence of 



vocabulary words and books on children's learning. Elley identified word-related 

variables which account for over half of the variance in children's acquisition of the 

word. These variables included the number of times the word appeared in the text, the 

number of depictions of the word in the story, and the helpfulness of the context to the 

meaning of the word. Because children in experiment 2 learned different numbers of 

words from books 1 and 2, Elley's study showed that the books used in vocabulary 

acquisition can affect the amount of vocabulary learning. 
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Building upon Elley's (1989) work, Robbins and Ehri (1994) examined the effects 

of storybook reading on 33 kindergarten children. Robbins and Ehri examined the effects 

of storybook reading on novel, target word acquisition, the effect of frequency of target 

word on children's acquisition of the word, and the effect of children's initial vocabulary 

level on acquisition of new words heard within the story. 

On the basis of pretest scores, determined by the administration of the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), children were grouped into 

low, middle, and high initial vocabulary knowledge groups. Half of each ability group 

was assigned to listen to two readings of one of two stories containing 11 new vocabulary 

words. The other half of each ability group listened to two readings of the other story 

which also contained 11 (different) target words. Hence, the design was counterbalanced 

with half of the entire group hea1ing 11 target words in one book and not hearing 11 

target words from the other book. Comprised of eight verbs, two adjectives, and one 

noun, the new vocabulary corpus per book contained words whose syllable-length ranged 

from one to three and whose frequency of occurrence was twice for all except three 
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words. Special care was taken to ensure that texts and target words were equitable 

between the two stories. For example, the number of words in each text was edited so 

that texts were equivalent in length. Second, the helpfulness of the context to the 

meaning of the new word was examined first by three judges, then by college students 

who were asked to guess the meaning of a pseudoword placed within the text in place of 

the target word in order to adjudicate the relative helpfulness of the context. Robbins and 

Ehri (1994) determined relative unfamiliarity of the target words by using frequency 

counts in children's literature (Carroll, Davies, and Richman, 1971; Thorndike & Lorge, 

1944), frequency of occurrence in kindergarten children's conversations (Hall, Nagy, & 

Linn, 1984), reports from daycare and primary grade teachers on the frequency of 

kindergarten children's hearing the words in the classroom, and performance results from 

vocabulary tests in which kindergartners were asked to identify and describe familiar 

words. Although no word meanings or story questions were discussed, children were 

asked what they liked and the degree to which they liked the story, after the first and 

second readings respectively. A multiple choice posttest design, consisting of the child's 

pointing to one of four drawings which depicted the meaning of the target word probed 

by a puppet, was administered to children with all groups serving as controls for the 

vocabulary words in the story they did not hear. 

Robbins and Ehri (1994) found that repeated storybook readings contributed to 

significant gains in new word acquisition. Subjects who heard words in stories learned 

11.3% more of the words than subjects who did not hear the words in stories. Hearing 

the words accounted for almost 13% of the variance in posttest scores of target word 
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knowledge. While general findings indicate that children's initial vocabulary knowledge 

was moderately correlated with their posttest performance on target words (r=.52, p<.01), 

suggesting that their entering vocabulary knowledge is related to vocabulary gain from 

listening to stories, closer scrutiny of initial vocabulary level via regression analysis 

indicated that it accounted for slightly more than 30% of the variance in scores between 

subjects. Children with higher initial vocabulary knowledge were better at gaining target 

word knowledge from listening to stories than children with lower initial vocabulary 

knowledge. Additionally, of words deemed most easily learnable by a probability index 

(Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985), all occurred four 

times over the course of both story reading sessions; however, some words which 

occurred four times had low probabilities of being learned. Robbins and Ehri do not 

provide data on how well the high-probability words were actually learned. Words with 

lower probability of learning, as well as words which occurred only once in the story, 

were less likely to be learned, suggesting that four occurrences may be a minimal 

frequency of occurrence for word-learning from listening to stories. Robbins and Ehri 

hypothesize that prior knowledge of non-heard words could have influenced the word­

learning of lower probability words. On the other hand, poor contextual clues in the story 

could also have influenced negatively the learnability of a word that was heard in a story. 

Robbins and Ehri (1994) conclude that children gain vocabulary from listening to 

stories when stories are heard at least twice and when unfamiliar words occur more than 

once in the story (i.e. heard at least four times across the two readings). The interaction 



of repeated readings and initial vocabulary score contributed to a small but significant 

portion of the variance-three percent-in scores of target word learning. 
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The findings of Robbins and Ehri (1994), which showed that the high-vocabulary 

children gained more and the low-vocabulary children gained virtually nothing, differed 

from the findings of Elley (1989) who found that the low-vocabulary children gained the 

most. However, prior criticism of Elley's interpretation of findings for ability groups is 

that the lowest group had the most to gain; the highest group already knew more words 

and, thus, had the least to gain. 

Another problem in contrasting the findi ngs from the two studies is that Elley's 

(1989) ability groups were based on pretest scores of target vocabulary words whereas 

Ehri and Robbins' (1994) ability groups were based on standard scores from a norm­

referenced test of receptive vocabulary, the PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981). Furthermore, 

Elley did not report a Treatment Group x Initial Vocabulary Level interaction. That is, 

given that Elley's gains per initial vocabulary level did not delineate the groups to which 

children were assigned, it is not known whether there would have been different gains 

with explanation and without, depending on initial vocabulary level. 

Because Robbins and Ehri (1994) did not report the mean number of words 

learned per ability group, it is difficult to understand the extent to which ability groups 

differed as a result of treatment. Groups mean of words learned must be extrapolated 

from Figure 1 of their study. It appears that the low PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) 

group learned an average of 3 words heard and 2.7 words not heard. The middle group 

appeared to have learned an average of 2.8 of the words not heard and an average of 4 of 
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the words heard. The high vocabulary group seemed to have learned an average of 3.2 of 

the words not heard and 5.5 of the words heard. If these values have been correctly 

interpreted from their chart (Robbins & Ehri, 1994, p. 58), it is possible to conclude that 

the low vocabulary children's average gain from hearing words in books (M= 3.0) might 

not be significantly different from chance (2.75). This suggests that simply hearing words 

four times over four days might not be enough exposure for acquisition by children with 

low initial vocabulary. In contrast, it appears that middle- and high-initial vocabulary 

knowledge children learned significantly more words from heating the words in stories 

read aloud (M=4, M=5.5, respectively) than their low vocabulary peers. 

Another criticism of Robbins and Ehri (1994) not previously addressed in other 

research is the question of whether the unheard words were unknown. It seems that 

conclusions that word-learning is modest should not be made based on comparisons of 

words heard and not-heard because some of the not-heard words were known too well 

(see Robbins and Ehri's Table 2, M = 3.15). Additionally, interpreting mean target word 

scores from Figure 1 (Robbins & Ehri, 1994, p. 58) shows that the mean score on words 

not heard was approximately 3.2. Whether this was significantly different from chance 

(2.75) is not reported. Thus, from two different sources of information in Robbins and 

Ehri's study, it appears as if the control words-not-heard words-might have been 

known. Because Robbins and Ehri used not-heard words as part of the within-subject 

control, knowledge of words not-heard lessens the words' effectiveness at being control 

words. Additionally, it calls into question the notion that the words-heard were not 



known prior to the treatment, which, in tum, may suggest that the treatment was not 

necessarily responsible for knowledge of words-heard. 
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Another criticism is that words might have been known by children prior to the 

study. Robbins and Ehri (1994) report a mean of 3.15 of correctly identified not-heard 

words, but they do not report whether this was significantly different from chance, 2.75. 

They report that 88% of the children knew no more than 4 not-heard words, but such a 

characteristic means that 12% knew more than 4 and that 88% might have known at least 

4, a number that seems most likely to be significantly greater than chance. Thus, if the 

not-heard words were actually familiar to children, gains measured by differences in 

heard/not-heard would be minimal. This would hold true for any ability group and may 

explain the results in Robbins and Ehri's Figure 1 (p. 58) which show that the lowest 

group made no gains. 

Nonetheless, Robbins and Ehri's (1994) study makes significant contiibutions to 

knowledge of vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. First of all, Robbins and 

Ehri's study examined children younger than primary-age children. That is, 

kindergartners were nonreaders whose sources of vocabulary input were oral rather than 

written language. Secondly, Robbins and Ehri, like Elley (1989) showed that incidental 

exposure to vocabulary words through repeated readings contributes to a small gain, 11 %, 

in new vocabulary learning from storybooks. Finally, Robbins and Ehri demonstrated 

that initial vocabulary knowledge, as measured with a standardized, norm-referenced 

measure of general vocabulary knowledge, makes signi f icant contributions to target word 

learning, especially in interaction with exposure to words duting stories. Children wit h 



higher PPVT-R scores made greater gains in learning words from simple exposure than 

children who had lower PPVT-R scores. 
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Examining vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading with children even 

younger than Robbins and Ehri's (1994) kindergartners, Senechal, Thomas, and Monker 

(1995) examined the influence of initial vocabulary level on 4-year-olds' new vocabulary 

acquisition as a result of varying types of verbal or nonverbal response during the reading 

of stories. In the first experiment, 32 children were grouped into either high or low 

initial vocabulary groups, based on a median split of their scores on the PPVT-R (Dunn & 

Dunn, 1981). Thirteen target words from each of two commercially available books were 

identified based on Senechal's previous research with 3-and 5-year-olds (White, 

Headrick, & Senechal, 1993). In a manner similar to the construction of the PPVT-R, 

children's receptive knowledge of the target words was examined in pretests consisting of 

a picture vocabulary test of 13 target words, 10 familiar but irrelevant words, and 5 

unfamiliar and irrelevant words. A posttest designed to measure children's receptive 

knowledge of target words after treatment consisted of the readministration of the pretest 

pictures with minor changes to the order, background color, and positioning of the 

pictures on a page. Finally, a posttest of children's productive target vocabulary 

knowledge was admjnistered by asking children to label pictures of the target items in the 

book by namjng the illustrations with the target word. Children were assigned to one of 

two treatment groups: a listening group or a labeUng group. In the listening group, 

children listened to a story read twice over two days, followed by the posttests of 

receptive and productive vocabulary. Children in the labeling group, who also read the 
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story twice over two days, answered where or what questions immediately after hearing 

the target word during the reading of the story. Book assignment was counterbalanced 

across reading treatments. That is, half of the subjects in each treatment group heard 

book 1. The other half of each group heard book 2. Questions required a response that 

included a label of the depicted target word. If children did not produce the target word, 

they were prompted to use the word the reader used. If they still did not use the target 

word, the reader said the word. All children were administered a delayed posttest of 

comprehension and production of new words one week later. 

Pretest scores showed that children did not know the target words at a level any 

better than chance. Two main effects for the book and interaction condition were 

revealed. First of all, children who heard story 1 showed significantly higher gains in 

vocabulary than children who heard story 2. Second, children in the labeling condition 

showed significantly higher receptive vocabulary gains than children in the listening 

condition. Results from the production posttest revealed several significant advantages of 

the labeling condition: 1) children in the labeling condition produced significantly more 

words than children in the listening condition; 2) children with larger initial vocabularies 

produced more words than children with smaller vocabulmies; and 3) children 

demonstrated a significantly greater one-week increase in word production, as measured 

by gains between the immediate posttest and the delayed posttest, than children in the 

listening condition at the time of delayed posttesting. Furthermore, all high vocabulary 

children demonstrated greater vocabulary gains between immediate posttesting and 

delayed posttesting than low vocabulary children. 



Senechal et al. (1995) concluded that the labeling condition results in word 

retrieval practice and that it is helpful, although not sufficient, for word-learning. Their 

use of receptive and productive measures of target word acquisition raises important 

questions about measuring vocabulary acquisition: 1) Do receptive and productive 

measures yield equivalent findings with respect to word acquisition? 2) If not, is one 

measure a more accurate reflection of word acquisition than the other? 
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One of the important contributions of Senechal et al.'s (1995) research is the 

distinctive implication it makes for the roles of receptive and productive vocabulary. For 

example, in order to determine the strength of influence of individual variables on 

children's posttest receptive vocabulary knowledge, Senechal et al. used hierarchical 

regression analyses. They first entered a block of three factors: pretest scores, parental 

education, and frequency of reading at home, which accounted for 35% of the variance in 

posttest scores. Entered into the regression analysis next were PPVT-R scores, which 

accounted for 11% of the variance in posttest receptive vocabulary scores. In contrast, 

when the first three variables were entered in the same order in a block, followed by the 

PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) scores, results on productive vocabulary posttests showed 

that the block accounted for only 8% of the variance in posttest scores and that PPVT-R 

scores accounted for 10% of the variance thereafter, but at levels of nonsignificance. 

When factors cease to be significant in a regression analysis, it means that other factors 

account for variance in the dependent variable, productive vocabulary scores, in this case. 

This suggests, as do Senechal et al.' s overall comparisons of receptive vocabulary 

acquisition and productive vocabulary acquisition regardless of condition, that measures 
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of comprehension may be more robust indicators of acquisition than measures of 

production. Two important points from Senechal, Thomas, and Manker's (1995) study 

address these questions. First, children in both conditions (i.e., listening and labeling) 

demonstrated greater word learning on measures of receptive vocabulary (M=5.1) than on 

measures of productive or expressive vocabulary (M=1.2). One interpretation of this 

difference might be that comprehension tasks measure the beginning of acquisition of a 

word, perhaps when children understand enough about a word to identify a meaning in a 

multiple choice context but not enough to produce the word in a given context. Another 

is that comprehension tests may overpredict learning. That is, results may reflect learning 

that is not quite fully developed or not very well acquired. Although overprediction may 

be possible, research on children's language acquisition suggests that comprehension of 

words precedes production of words in many studies of the trajectory of word acquisition 

(Benedict, 1979; Ingram, 1989; Nelson, 1973). 

Secondly, the method by which production was elicited in Senechal et al.'s (1995) 

study did not require any meaning-related processing. Unlike the comprehension task, 

which required memory of meaning and the identification of the meaning in a context 

different from the book, the production task required children to recite the word when 

asked "what" or "where" questions. This type of production task appears to have tested 

memory rather than acquisition of meaning since no information about the meaning of the 

word was provided during the reading and since saying the word did not require thinking 

about the word in a different context. Perhaps neither receptive nor expressive tests are 

better than the other. It is possible that both contribute complementary information about 



a child's word learning on the continuum of acquisition. Comprehension could 

overpredict while production could underpredict. Meanwhile, the child's actual 

acquisition lies somewhere in between. 
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Despite acknowledging that children in the labeling condition heard the target 

words more often than children in the listening condition, Senechal eta!. (1995) 

concluded that gains from the labeling condition result from practice at word retrieval and 

that high vocabulary children rrtight have better memory processes than low-vocabulary 

children. In order to tease apart the influence of exposure to more instances of the target 

word and the influence of retrieval practice, Senechal eta!. (1995) undertook a second 

experiment. 

In experiment 2, 48 children were divided into three experimental groups, a 

listening condition, a pointing condition, and a labeling condition, which were designed 

to exarrtine the influence of three types of responding: listening, active retrieval without 

verbalization, and active retrieval with verbalization. In the listening condition, children 

simply listened as a story was read. Additionally, in order to make equitable the number 

of occurrences of the target word in the listening condition, each sentence containing a 

target word was repeated during the reading. This no retrieval condition was contrasted 

with the results of the pointing and labeling conditions which both required that children 

practice retrieval. In the pointing condition, children were asked to point to the 

illustration of the target word when queried by the reader during the story (i.e., a non­

verbal retrieval strategy). In the labeling condition, children were asked to answer wh­

questions about the target referent by using the target word. This condition provided 



practice using a verbal, retrieval strategy. With the exception of eliminating 3 of the 13 

target words in each book from experiment 1, the same materials and procedures were 

followed in experiment 2. 
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Results from experiment 2 reveal several findings for reading condition and type 

of retrieval. First, children in retrieval reading conditions (i.e., pointing or labeling) 

scored significantly higher on comprehension posttests than children in the non-retrieval 

condition (i.e., listening), though the type of retrieval, pointing or labeling, did not yield 

statistically significantly different scores. Across all reading conditions, high-vocabulary 

children scored significantly better on comprehension posttests than low-vocabulary 

children. Also, there was no main effect for reading condition on delayed posttests of 

comprehension, as children retained their knowledge of new vocabulary after one week. 

Results from the production posttests showed that children in the retrieval groups 

produced significantly more words on immediate and delayed posttests than children in 

the listening group. Finally, children in the labeling condition produced significantly 

more words on the immediate posttest than children in the other retrieval condition, 

pointing. 

By equalizing the number of target words heard in the listening condition, 

Senechal et al. (1995) showed that active responding, rather than equal numbers of 

exposures to target words, resulted in greater word-learning. An examination of 

production test means of the high PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) children in the labeling 

condition reveals a decrease of nearly 50% from immediate posttest (M=1.5) to delayed 

posttest (M=.8). This change can be explained in two ways: 1) it is an anomaly in the 
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learning of words by this group, as no other group in any condition on either type of 

posttest (i .e., comprehension or production) showed a decrease in learning; or 2) simply 

reciting a word in response to a naming question results in very little permanent learning 

of the meaning. The latter conclusion needs further investigation as the word learning 

achieved by other groups did not decrease between the immediate and delayed posttests. 

It is interesting to note that children in the high labeling group showed a decrease of 

almost half of their vocabulary gains at delayed posttest while scores from the children in 

the pointing condition doubled from immediate to delayed posttests. Criticisms of the 

labeling condition, whose probes include interruption of the story to get recitations of 

words, are that such techniques contribute to the possible detriment of story 

comprehension, actual word learning, or enjoyment. 

In a by-word analysis of the proportion of words produced correctly on the 

posttest given the number of times (0-2) the word was correctly produced by the child 

during the story, Senechal et al. (1995) suggest that additional exposure to target words 

when spoken by the experimenter was Jess effective at ensuring that children produced 

the word than having children speak the words themselves. That is, when children did 

not correctly produce a word when queried, the teacher prompted the child to remember 

the word the teacher used in the story. If the child still could not remember the word, the 

teacher told the child the answer by repeating the target word. The procedure of the 

teacher's repeating the target word upon incorrect responses from children in the pointing 

and labeling conditions ensured that exposures to the target words equaled two. Data 

about the percentages of words correctly identified by children based on the number of 
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times the child correctly identified the word during the labelin g condition show the 

following: 1) children comprehended and produced, respectively, 56% and 19% of the 

words which they said twice during the reading; 2) children comprehended and produced, 

respectively, 67% and 17% of the words they produced once and heard the teacher 

produce once during the reading; and 3) children comprehended and produced, 

respectively, 43% and 3% of the words that they did not produce and which the teacher 

said twice during the reading. 

Senechal et al. (1995) conclude that children's speaking the words themselves was 

more effective than having the words spoken by a teacher during the reading of the book. 

Based on the results in Table 1, this conclusion appears to be modestly warranted. 

Caution should be taken in reaching the conclusion that children's speaking the word was 

more effective overall than having the words spoken by a teacher for 2 reasons. First of 

all , comparisons of comprehension results when children answered all probes and when 

the teacher answered once (i.e., 2/0 and 111) reveal no statistically significant difference 

in vocabulary learning. In fact, the teacher's utterance of the word in 111 responses 

resulted in a higher percentage of correct responses by children (e.g., 67%) than when 

they answered both times (e.g., 56%). Furthermore, no significant differences exist 

between the amount of Jem11ing in productive vocabulary tests when children produced 

twice in 2/0 situations (e.g., 19%) and when children and teachers each produced once in 

1/1 situations (e.g., 17%). Thus, the teacher's provision of the word was no Jess 

effective than the child's uttering the word in 2/0 and 1/1 situations. A more cautious 

interpretation may be that the likelihood of learning a word (by either comprehension or 
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production measures) is greatly reduced when children produce no labels of the word at 

all during the treatment in situations in which the production posttest is the same as the 

production treatment. The previous qualifying statement reflects attention to the fact 

that children's labeling treatment was exactly what was asked of them on the production 

posttest. That is, they were required to answer the same "what" or "where" question on 

the posttest that they had been asked to answer during the treatment. Children who 

comfortably answered questions during the treatment were likely to continue responding 

with the same answers for the posttest whereas children who did not answer questions 

during the treatment were probably not likely to do so on the posttest. Moreover, 

comprehension results for the 0/2 group suggest that heaiing the word matters a great deal 

when children do not say the words. Forty-three percent of the words children did not say 

during the treatment were learned, nonetheless. 

A more modest conclusion for this study would be that a trend toward increased 

acquisition emerges as children correctly produce more words during the reading, but 

even this suggestion must be qualified by an acknowledgment that the method by which 

acquisition is measured may affect the robustness of results. That is, children may not be 

likely to use a word whose meaning they do not know unless the production requires only 

an apparent regurgitation of the word in the same context. On the other hand, children 

may be able to demonstrate acquisition of the meaning of a new word if they are required 

to demonstrate learning either by producing the word in a different context than the 

treatment or by comprehending the meaning in a situation that differs from the context of 

learning the word. Robbins and Ehri (1994) also highlight criticisms of using production 
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as a measure of word knowledge. For example, they suggest that children in Eller, 

Pappas, and Brown's (1988) study of word learning from repeated exposures to target 

words might have memorized and repeated text that they heard without really 

understanding a meaning of the word. Additionally, producing a word in the context in 

which it was presented does not guarantee that the meaning is known beyond that context. 

Use of novel words in different situations or the identification of novel word meanings in 

different contexts (e.g., multiple choice tests of receptive vocabulary knowledge) may be 

a more accurate measure of children's new word learning (Robbins & Ehri, 1994). 

Given Elley's (1989) results, it might have been more prudent to increase the 

number of exposures to each word by at least one and to define the words, than simply to 

require children to say the word during storybook reading. Senechal et al. (1995) 

conclude that an implication of the study is finding a way to encourage children to say the 

target words during the story. Other factors need to be considered. Having children 

produce words during the story in a manner similar to the labeling condition resembles a 

"skill and drill" approach to word learning. Such an approach is rote, answer-focused 

method which may not also include the actual instruction of meaning. Secondly, Elley's 

findings highlighted numerous ways for vocabulary to be taught during storybook 

reading. These strategies actually include instruction about the meaning of the word and 

do not require a recitation from the child during a halt in the reading. Furthermore, the 

effects of stopping the story to ask namjng/recall questions should be examined in the 

context of its potential effects on story comprehension. Finally, future research on the 

effectiveness of children's producing target words during treatment should be contrasted 
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with other studies which examine the use of rich explanation strategies (Elley, 1989), for 

example. 

The contributions of Senechal, Thomas, and Manker's (1995) research are 

numerous. First, their research showed that different injtial vocabulary levels influence 

the acquisition of new vocabulary in 4-year-olds. Furthermore, they found that the 

frequency of reading at home contributed to approximately 10% of the variance in 

posttest scores when parental education and scores on an analytical intelligence subtest 

were taken into account is also important. A serrunal study of a child's active responding 

by verbalizing the target word, Senechal et al. showed that a child's uttering the word is 

likely to result in higher percentages of vocabulary learning and may be a helpful strategy 

for promoting vocabulary acquisition on both measures of comprehension and production 

of new vocabulary. Additionally, their study raised the question that labeling or 

verbalizing target words during the reading may be more effective on measure of 

production than on measures of comprehension. Finally, Senechal, Thomas, and Manker 

found that the frequency of reading contributed significantly to the knowledge of 

experiences that promote vocabulary learning. 

In later research on the effects of active responding during storybook reading on 

preschoolers' receptive and expressive vocabulary, Senechal (1997) examined the effects 

of repeated readings and active responding on children's vocabulary learning. After 

dividing 30 3-year-olds and 30 4-year-olds into three treatment groups (e.g., single­

reading, repeated-reading, and repeated with questions), Senechal administered a target­

word pretest and then adrrunistered the treatment protocol. Children in the single-reading 
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group listened to one reading of the storybook. During the reading, the teacher pointed to 

depictions of target words as well as to depictions of other words in the story. After the 

single reading, children were administered the production posttest, which consisted of 

asking children to label target items in the book. The production posttest was then 

followed by the receptive posttest, which was an altered version of the pretest (i.e., same 

pictures used with changes to background colors and reanangements of order and foils). 

Children in the repeated-reading group were read the story twice on one day following the 

pretest and once the next day. Following the third reading, children took receptive and 

productive posttests as described in the single-reading condition. Children in the 

repeated-reading with questions took the pretest and heard two readings on the first day. 

Following the third reading on the next day, children took receptive and productive 

vocabulary tests. The repeated readings included the teacher's use of a " what" or 

"where" question in order to elicit the target word from the child. If the child did not 

produce the word after a second prompt, the teacher told the child the target word. 

Because children's answers on the pretest (M=2.9 words) were sli ghtly higher 

than chance (M= 2.5, p<.Ol), it is not possible to conclude that reading condition was 

responsible for children's acquisition of new vocabulary words. However, it is possible 

to discuss the influence of the reading conditions on the gain in new words, relative to 

pretest scores. With the effects of pretest scores taken into account (i.e., analyzed as a 

covariate), receptive vocabulary scores revealed a main effect for the reading conditi on. 

Children in the single-reading group scored significantly lower than children in the 

repeated readings group, who, in tum, scored significantly lower than children in the 
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repeated-readings with questions group. Tests revealed that 4-year-olds produced more 

target words on posttests than 3-year-olds and that children in the repeated-readings with 

questions group produced significantly more correct words than those in the repeated­

readings group, who produced more than children in the single-reading group. Senechal 

further acknowledges that receptive vocabulary may precede production vocabulary, 

citing as support the finding that 60% of the words produced on posttests were also 

comprehended COITectly (i.e., via scores on the receptive vocabulary test). However, the 

supporting evidence seems to suggest a different conclusion: production precedes 

comprehension. If comprehension actually precedes production, as prior research has 

shown, then an examination of the percentage of produced words from comprehended 

words is warranted. If comprehension precedes production, the percentage of words 

produced could be determined from a higher percentage of words comprehended 

(Vermeer, 2001). Itemized data from Table 2 in Senechal's study shows that words were 

comprehended correctly more often than they were produced correctly. This exemplifies 

that comprehension precedes production. However, it is possible that some words 

produced con·ectly were not comprehended con·ectly. Because 60% of the words 

produced were comprehended, 40% of the words produced were not comprehended. The 

40% of words produced but not comprehended could represent a child's ability to recite a 

target word from memory or from expetience hearing it in a story without enough 

understanding to distinguish the meaning of the target word among four pictured items on 

the comprehension test. In this study, the questioning treatment and the production 

posttest consisted of the same task: the child's answering "who" and "where" questions 
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after the reader said the target word in the text. The data on the specific words which 

were produced correctly but not comprehended correctly are not available in Senechal's 

study, but further research can address methodological issues which might permit the 

potential for acquisition demonstrated on the production test but not the receptive test. In 

fact, the task of requiring children to label an illustration in a previously read storybook 

could result in rote recitation of a phonetic form, rendering little or no understanding of 

the meaning of the word. Because such practice was used to determine children's 

productive acquisition of words in this study, one would expect several productive 

responses to lack concurrent receptive understanding. This possibility suggests the need 

for careful construction of outcome measures in language acquisition research. 

Additionally, after examining the propm1ion of words leamed as measured by 

receptive posttests and based on the frequency with which the words were spoken by 

children in the questioning condition, Senechal (1997) found that ret1ieval practice was 

not necessary for the acquisition of new words. This is shown by the receptive 

vocabulary scores, including the percentage of words identified con·ectly without being 

labeled during the reading. Furthermore, retrieval was more helpful to expressive 

vocabulary than to receptive vocabulary, but retrieval was not sufficient for leaming all of 

the target words. 

Had the time period of the experiment been longer, the realization that children 

knew some of the pretest words could have resulted in changes to the pool of target 

words. Similarly, another criticism is that reading a book three times within two 

consecutive days approaches saturation of the time frame with a small group of new 
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words. Such condensed exposure is unrealistic and may pose the risk of boring children 

with too many readings of the same book within a short time period. It would be unwise 

to assume that children would not learn new words in such a short period of time, if 

exposed to three readings or to as many as three readings and three additional utterances 

of the word. Therefore, a research procedure that examines word learning over more 

realistic periods of time for young children (i.e., several days, a few weeks) may be likely 

to reflect more accurately the rate at which children learn words over time. Learning 

words through lots of exposure seems intuiti vely good; however, word-learning to the 

detriment of other important variables, such as cultiv ating children's interest in storybook 

reading or developing comprehension of the story, seems to outweigh any proposed 

benefits of several exposures. 

Senechal's (1997) research contributes to current knowledge of vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading by demonstrating that chi ldren as young as three can 

learn new vocabulary from storybook reading. It also supports the effects of multiple 

readings on vocabulary acquisition. Furthermore, the design of the study suggests that a 

picture vocabulary test as a measure of receptive vocabulary may be less likely to elicit an 

imitative or rote response. 

In an examination of the effect of teachers' book reading styles on various 

emergent literacy skills (i.e., print knowledge, alphabet letters, recepti ve vocabulary, and 

story comprehension), Reese and Cox (1999) administered pretests, treatment, and 

posttests to 48, 4-year-olds. Pretests consisted of the following: 1) a receptive 

vocabulary test (e.g., the PPVT-R); 2) a story comprehension test which assessed 
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children's ability to understand plot, make inferences, and incorporate general topic 

knowledge to understanding the story (Beals & DeTemple, 1993); and 3) a print sJGils 

assessment, which included a noncommercial test of environmental print, the letter 

identification section of the WRAT-R (Jastak & WiliGnson, 1984), and Clay's Concepts 

About Print test which is an assessment of children's knowledge of the characteristics of 

print in books (Clay, Gill, Glynn, McNaughton, & Salmon, 1983). The pretests were 

administered to children in their homes approximately two weeks before the experimental 

protocol. In the experimental protocol, children were evenly assigned to one of three 

treatment groups, based on matched PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) scores. 

Over the course of six weeks, children were read 32 books across several sessions 

per week. Based on research on storybook reading styles (DicJGnson & Keebler, 1989), 

Reese and Cox (1999) identified three reading styles to use as treatment conditions: a 

describer style, a comprehender style, and a performance-oriented style. Books were read 

to children according to their assigned style group. Strict protocols of how each book 

should be read were developed in order to ensure consistency of style throughout the 6-

week period. The describer style protocol consisted of five comments and five questions, 

which focused on descriptive informati on about the illu strati ons or simple labels of the 

pictures. These comments and questions were posed throughout the story. In general, the 

describer style did not require the children to engage in hi gh levels of thinking. Rather, it 

required naming and direct recall of facts. As such, it was considered a low cognitive 

demand style of reading. The comprehender style protocol consisted of five comments 

and five questions that incorporated information about characters' feelings or that 
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required children to make inferences or predictions about events in the story. Similar to 

the describer style, these comments and questions were positioned throughout the story. 

In general, the comprehender style required children to make inferences and to process 

information in the story to arrive at conclusions. This style was considered to require 

children to engage in deeper levels of thinking than the describer style. As such, the 

comprehender style was viewed as a high cognitive demand style of reading. In the 

performance-oriented protocol, five comments about the story were posed as an 

introduction. Following the reading of the story, the reader asked five questions that 

focused on judgments and evaluations of the story. The performance-oriented style of 

reading was also considered to be a high cognitive demand style of reading. The 

difference between the comprehender and the performance-oriented styles is the 

placement of questions posed by the reader. Readers in all 3 protocols were instructed 

to answer children's questions by posing the question back to them according to the 

following format: "I don't know. Why do you think . .. ?" Posttests were the same tests 

used in pretests and were administered 2 weeks following the end of the treatment period. 

Pretest findings help not only to control the influence of related skills on 

vocabulary acquisition, but also to justify the importance of storybook reading to young 

children's vocabulary levels. Modest pretest correlations were found between initi al 

vocabulary level, as judged by scores on the PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), and print 

skills (!:=.41, Q<.Ol), and between initial vocabulary level and story comprehension 

(!:=.57, Q<.Ol). Additionally, print skills and story comprehension were moderately 

correlated (!:=.47, Q<.Ol). These pretest findings identify skil ls that are already related to 
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each other before the application of reading style (i.e., treatment) and, therefore, indicate 

the need to control for pre-existing relationships when making conclusions about the 

effect of the reading style on skills. Reese and Cox (1999) adjusted posttest scores to 

account for the influence of related skills. 

Results revealed differential effects for storybook reading styles on vocabulary 

acquisition. A significant main effect for reading style was found on children's posttest 

vocabulary in general. That is, the describer style was the only reading style to reveal 

significant increases in children's posttest vocabulary scores. However, when the 

interaction between reading style and the initial vocabulary level per child was examined, 

a different picture was seen. Children with high initial vocabulary levels showed greater 

gains in vocabulary as a result of a performance-oriented reading style while children 

with a low initial vocabulary level showed greater vocabulary gains from a describer 

style. Thus, vocabulary gains from storybook reading style interacted with children's 

initial vocabulary level. Furthermore, pretest story comprehension scores also 

contributed significantly to children's posttest vocabulary scores. This finding suggests a 

relationship between comprehension of the story and general vocabulary knowledge, even 

after adjustments for pretest coiTelations between the two. 

Reese and Cox (1999) suggested how their study could have been strengthened. 

First, researchers should ensure that all participants are nonreaders. Because their study 

did not eliminate preschoolers who could read, results on print ski ll s and vocabul ary 

acquisition might have been influenced by children's ability to read words. Second, they 

suggest that researchers use a large sample in addition to a control group of nonreaders. 



Due to the lack of an effect found for storyreading style on story comprehension, Reese 

and Cox suggest that further development of story comprehension tests is warranted 

before conclusions about reading style and comprehension are drawn. Finally, although 

the describer style of reading was most beneficial to vocabulary acquisition and to print 

skills overall, variations in reading style emerged as differentially effective when 

children's initial skills were taken into account. Reese and Cox (1999) state, 
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Therefore, a lower demand describer type of style may be most approptiate for 

advancing vocabulary development with younger children or those with lesser 

abilities, whereas a higher demand but uninterrupting performance-oriented style 

may work best with older or more advanced children (p. 26). 

Additionally, Reese and Cox (1999) did not measure or control for other vmiables 

that might have influenced children's emergent literacy skills. For example, they did not 

assess the degree to which classroom teachers' reading styles across classrooms were 

similar or different. Additionally, they did not examine in a systematic way the types of 

reading styles or questioning used by particular classroom teachers on books read in 

school. Why would this have mattered? Knowing more about the types of questions 

children were exposed to during storybook reading experiences outside of the treatment 

protocols might have helped identify practices that were more helpful to emergent literacy 

skills than the treatment styles. For example, if Reese and Cox had examined whether 

teachers routinely use vocabulary explanation strategies for new words encountered in 

books, they might have discovered the need to control for a particular teacher's 

vocabulary instruction and its effect on posttest PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) scores. 
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Another criticism of this study is that it does not include a control group by which 

to compare growth in emergent skills without the presence of treatment. In order to know 

whether the treatment effected the gains or whether the gains were due to some other 

developmental component, it would have been helpful for the researchers to have 

included a peer group with which no treatment was used. 

Reese and Cox's (1999) work contributes to knowledge of vocabulary acquisition 

from storybook reading in several ways. First, it shows that 4-year-olds experience 

different amounts of vocabulary growth depending on their initial vocabulary level. This 

finding supports previous research on the role of children's initial vocabulary level and its 

effects on vocabulary acquisition. Secondly, it shows that 4-year-olds experience 

different amounts of vocabulary growth depending on the style of storybook reading to 

which they are exposed. That is, children with low initial vocabulary levels experience 

greater gains in vocabulary from a describer style of reading which asks basic fact-related 

or naming questions. Third, this study used a large number of books in its treatment, 

thus minimizing the likelihood of finding interference from book-related characteristics. 

Finally, as the first study of its kind to examine the effect of the cognitive demand level of 

a storybook reading style on vocabulary acquisition, it shows that the types of questions 

asked and information sought from children during storybook reading can significantly 

influence growth in vocabulary acquisition, especially when initial vocabulary skills are 

taken into consideration. Reese & Cox's research on the effect of the demand level of 

reading styles suggests a need for further research on this topic and its impli cations fo r 

vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. 
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Building upon Reese and Cox's (1999) research on the effects of adult reading 

style on children's vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension, Brabham and Lynch­

Brown (2002) undertook a study of adult reading styles on the vocabulary acquisition and 

story comprehension of 246 first - and third-graders. The purpose of their study was to 

examine a larger pool of subjects than had been previously examined in prior storybook 

reading research and to examine the impact of 3 reading styles through an experimental 

design that controlled for influences of particular books. 

Children were divided into three story-reading style groups: just reading, 

performance-oriented reading, and interactional reading. Children in the just reading 

group were introduced to the book, its author, and its title before each reading. They 

were told to ask no questions and to make no comments during the reading situation. The 

preservice teacher-reader then read the story without making any extra comments during 

the reading. After the reading, the teacher-readers asked the children to use markers and 

paper to draw pictures that were related to the story but not to talk about their pictures 

with each other. The performance-oriented readying style consisted of the same 

introduction of the book as the just reading children received. Before and after the 

reading, the teacher-reader invited children to talk about vocabulary words, questions, and 

predictions that pertained to the story. Before and after the reading, children were 

instructed to speculate about the meanings of words; however, they were told not to 

inten·upt the storyreading or to make comments during the reading. Di scussion and 

questions before and after consisted of didactic (labeling) topics or co-constructed 

questions that stimulated thinking about the story structure, facts, inference, story 
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concepts, and word meanings. Children in the interactional reading group received the 

same introduction to the book as children in the other 2 styles. Before reading the story, 

the teacher invited children to ask questions and to make comments during any part of the 

story that they wished. Throughout the reading, the teacher responded to children's story­

related comments whenever they were made. 

Over three days, children took pretests of target words, heard the story read three 

times according to their treatment group membership style, and took posttests on the 

target words. On the first day of the study, children took written, multiple-choice pretests 

of the 40 target vocabulary words (i.e., 20 from each of two informational story books) 

and heard the first reading of one book. On the second day, the book was read to children 

in the particular style. On the third consecutive day, the book was read a third time, then 

was followed by posttests of vocabulary acquisition (the same test as administered in the 

pretest situation) and story comprehension. The story comprehension test consisted of 17 

multiple choice questions which were comprised of both literal and inferential types of 

questions. Third graders were able to read and mark answers on all tests on their own. 

Teachers supervised first-graders' written answers on all tests to ensure that the children 

had expressed their answers conectly. The second book was read in the same manner to 

all three groups over 3 days during the following week. 

Results for vocabulary acquisition showed significant grade level differences for 

vocabulary posttest scores. By the end of the treatment, third graders learned 

significantly more words than 1st graders. A significant effect of storyreading style was 

found for vocabulary on both books; however, a significant difference in the pretest 
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vocabulary scores of third graders in the interactional reading group suggests that these 

children knew significantly more of the pretest vocabulary than same-age peers in the just 

reading and performance-oriented groups. Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002) state that 

conclusions about the effectiveness of storyreading style on vocabulary acquisition must 

be made with caution, as their groups did not start with equivalent levels of target word 

knowledge. No interaction effect of grade and style was found for vocabulary 

acquisition. 

Comprehension results showed that grade level had a greater effect on 

comprehension scores than reading style had. Third graders had significantly higher 

comprehension posttest scores than first graders. A significant effect of reading style 

was found for comprehension for one book. That is, the interactional style and 

performance-oriented styles of reading resulted in more significant gains to story 

comprehension than the just reading style. For the other book, no effect of style was 

found for story comprehension scores. The lack of effect of style on one of the books 

suggests that understanding the book was easy enough to do with repeated readings. 

However, styles had greater effects on vocabulary than on story comprehension. 

An examination of the mean gains in vocabulary with grade levels collapsed 

revealed that the children in the interactional style had significantly higher gains in 

vocabulary than children in the performance-oriented or just reading groups. (Children in 

the performance-oriented style had significantly greater gains in vocabulary than children 

in the just reading group.) Even though the comparison of gains takes into account, 

somewhat, the higher pretest vocabulary knowledge of third graders on one book in the 
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interactional group, the authors suggest caution in assuming the conclusion that the 

interactional style was solely responsible for vocabulary gains. Comparisons of mean 

scores on comprehension tests with grade levels collapsed showed no significant 

difference in comprehension as a result of style for one book. For the other book, a 

statistically significant difference in comprehension scores was found for children who 

had discussions at all in comparison to children who simply heard three readings of the 

book. That is, the interactional and performance-oriented styles showed significantly 

higher comprehension score means on one book than children in the just reading group 

for the same book. Finally, findings suggest a more robust effect size for style on 

vocabulary acquisition than for story comprehension. This means that greater differences 

in vocabulary were found as a result of style than were found in comprehension scores as 

a result of style. 

The finding that children in the interactional style had the greatest gains in 

vocabulary is not surprising. Providing explanations of words during the reading when 

they occur in text seems much more helpful to children's vocabulary learning than talking 

about the word meanings at the beginning or end of the story when the relevance and 

supporting context have passed. The effect of reading style on the comprehension means 

of one book suggest the need for further research on discussion styles on story 

comprehension. One interpretation of the current findings is that the placement of 

questions, that is during the reading or before/after the reading, does not contribute to 

significant differences in children's comprehension. In conjunction with this is the 

finding that the styles with discussion produced comprehension means that were 



significantly greater than children who heard no discussion. Thus, hearing a discussion 

either during or before and after the reading is more helpful to comprehension that not 

having one at all. 
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The greater effects of grade level over reading style on both vocabulary 

acquisition and story comprehension suggest that children's abilities to read, in addition to 

other knowledge that accompanies reading skill, may make greater contributions to 

vocabulary acquisition and comprehension than an adult reading style once children are 

able to read. This contrast may suggest that style may be more helpful to nonreaders than 

to readers or, at least, that style has diminishing returns once reading skills take over. 

More studies of the effects of style on prereaders' (i.e., preschoolers) vocabulary 

acquisition and story comprehension are needed. 

Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002) note that a pretest influence could have also 

affected scores on posttests. This is a valid criticism and reflects the need to consider 

carefully the use of pretests as posttests as well as the time frame of the experiment. 

Children were pretested on day 1 and posttested on day 3. Two days does not seem long 

enough to mitigate any effects of memory or practice, even though the pilot study 

undertaken by Brabham and Lynch-Brown revealed no such effects. However, differences 

in the pilot testing method may have contributed to using the same pretest and posttest 

over a short period of time. 

An additional criticism is that the readings occuned over a condensed amount of 

time. Three readings over 3 consecutive days followed by an immediate posttest seem 

unlikely to result in a lack of vocabulary learning. Similar to other criticisms of 



vocabulary acquisition studies conducted over a short period of time, this time period 

does not reflect a typical rate of exposure to stories and vocabulary in either classroom 

settings or home reading settings. 
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Suggestions for improvement not heretofore offered in previous research include 

matching children on pretest vocabulary knowledge and then assigning them to reading 

styles groups. This practice would have eliminated the effect of significantly higher 

pretest knowledge of words by third graders in the interactional reading style, which, 

unfortunately, affected the conclusions that could be drawn from the experimental design. 

Moreover, using several books to ensure that book differences are absorbed or ensuring 

that a small number of books are similar in difficulty would have helped to control for 

book effects. 

Additionally, Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002) did not measure or otherwise 

take into account the children's initial vocabulary knowledge which has been shown in 

prior research to contribute to vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. Moreover, 

the components of the definitions and explanations were not explained. Whether all 

target words were discussed in the same level of detail is also unknown. 

In spite of the criticisms, this study contributes to knowledge about vocabulary 

acquisition and story comprehension in several ways. First, as the first study of reading 

style which contrasts the placement of discussion (i .e., before/after or during) on 

vocabulary acquisition, it suggests that an interactional style, which includes the 

provision of word definitions as they are encountered during the reading, is more helpful 

to vocabulary learning than the practice of talking about words apart from the immediate 
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context in which they occur in the story. Secondly, the age range of subjects provides 

evidence of the helpfulness of style to beginning readers and more skilled readers. The 

presence of grade level effects, as well as some grade level pretest interference, suggests a 

time frame in which the helpfulness of style might give way to skills possessed by 

children who can read. 

ESL speakers. Unlike the amount of research on monolinguals' vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading, there exist only a few studies of second language 

leamers' L2 vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. Moreover, the handful of 

extant studies is further diminished in their applicability to the present study because 

most address L2 vocabulary acquisition in primary grade children, rather than in 

preschoolers. Well-developed studies of ESL preschoolers' English vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading could not be located while studies of school-age 

children focus on the contribution of books to general leaming, not to English vocabulary 

acquisition. 

In a case study of ESL children's L2 acquisition from reading books at home, Yim 

(unpublished qualifying paper, 1984) examined the English acquisition of a young, 

typically developing Korean child's (age 2;8) acquisition of words from the repeated 

reading of an English word book, Richard Scarry's Best Word Book Ever (Scarry, 1968), 

over a period of nine months. In monthly home visits ranging from 15 minutes to 1 hour, 

Yim recorded the child's use of English in answering adults' prompts to name pictures in 

the book. Yim concluded that the child made progress in acquiting English based on 

comparisons of two reading sessions from each half of the study. Noting large 
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differences among the acquisition of theme-related words, Yim suggested that variations 

in lexical acquisition were due to familiarity with and fondness for certain scenes or 

themes depicted across the two-page spread of illustrations per theme. Additionally, the 

increased frequency of exposure to words on favorite pages, as well as the level of 

complexity in the adult's speech when discussing favorite pages, contributed to the 

acquisition of only a few specific words. A final variable examined was the number of 

different types of adult input used to elicit English responses from the subject. 

Despite the importance of identifying adult input models that affect word­

leaming, methodological problems withi n the study prevent concluding that such models 

are differentially effective in eliciting L2 output. Furthermore, methodological problems 

exist in the measurement of a word's acquisition as well as in the subsequent conclusions 

drawn from this study about L2 word-learning during the reading of a picture book. For 

example, in determining whether the subject acquired a word, the researcher coded the 

child's utterance as correct, incorrect, no response, or Korean response. Additionally 

judged as correct responses were children's imitations of immediately preceding adult 

utterances of the word. Judging imitations as evidence of a child's acquisition of a word 

is inconsistent with current treatment of imitations in language acquisition research, and 

therefore, erroneously suggests acquisition of a word when perhaps no learning has 

occurred. Additionally, the use of one book over nine months limits the generalizability 

of word-learning from books. Undoubtedly, the genre of the book, a word book, 

contributed to the limited number of new lexical entries, especially as certain schemes 

were more favored than others (e.g., colors, the supermarket, getting dressed. etc.). Thus, 



the construction of a word book does not permit very much incidental vocabulary 

learning from exposure to new words when the genre itself allows the reader to control 

the amount of exposure to new words. 
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In a study of second language learners of Dutch, Appel and Vermeer (1998) 

examined the possibility of accelerating immigrant children's Dutch (L2) language 

vocabulary through an experimental program which used various language activities, 

including storybook reading, language games, and audiotaped stories, inserted within a 

regular classroom curriculum. The purpose of the study was to examine whether it was 

possible to increase immigrant children's Dutch vocabulary by more than 1000 words per 

year in order to help them reach the vocabulary levels of their monolingual Dutch peers 

within four years. 

Children in 151 through 41
h grades (US equivalent: K through 3rd grade) were 

pretested at the beginning of the study and posttested at yearly intervals for the next three 

years of longitudinal study. Additional posttests were conducted in grades 5 and 7 (US 

equivalent of grades 4 and 6) to examjne the maintenance of growth and comparison to 

Dutch monolingual peers in grade 7. Fifty-seven children participated in the 

experimental treatment in which 5 schools participated (experimental). Fifty-three 

children participated as controls from schools with similar curricula but not schools 

where the treatment was ongoing (control 1). Finally, a group of 39 children from the 

experimental schools who were 1 year ahead in grade level served as an in-house control 

group (control 2). 
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Curriculum-dependent (i.e., treatment-related) tests were used at the beginnings 

and endings of each year to assess the word learning of students on the vocabulary words 

presented in the treatment program. Picture vocabulary tests of children's receptive 

knowledge of 100 lexical items of the program were used only in year one; picture 

naming tests which measured productive vocabulary on 50 words were used in other 

years. 

Curriculum-independent tests of oral language proficiency consisted of receptive 

and productive language subtests of the Language Test for Mnority Children (Verhoeven 

& Vermeer, 1986). Extrapolation of scores permits an indication of size of vocabulary. 

The receptive subtest was administered and the beginning of 1st grade and at the end of 4th 

grade while the productive vocabulary subtest was administered at the beginning of 2nd 

grade and at the end of 8th grade. In addition to oral language proficiency tests, 

curriculum-independent one of two reading skills tests were administered six months 

after the end of the experiment, that is when the experimental and control 1 children were 

in 5th grade. Three years after the end of the experiment, the second of two reading skills 

tests was administered along with a written test of general receptive vocabulary. 

The curriculum program (i.e., treatment) consisted of several materials and 

instructional interactions designed to teach approximately half of the 1000 vocabulary 

words selected for learning per year. (The other half of the words was to be focused upon 

in traditional or nontreatment-related curriculum for Dutch L2 learners.) An central part 

of the curriculum program focused on the main points of the story and the target 

vocabulary words within. The teacher showed children the storybook pictures first then 
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read the story. After the reading, the teacher discussed difficult words within the story 

and talked with children about the book. Additional activities included language games, 

listening to the book on audiotape, participating in story dialogue (perhaps, reenacting the 

story), and coloring pictures of objects depicted in the story. Some treatment sessions 

included a type of story response for younger children called Total Physical Response 

(Asher, 1982). Teachers implemented the treatment curriculum program for four hours 

per week. Teachers completed questionnaires about their levels of satisfaction with and 

participation in the program over the four years. 

Findings showed that the experimental group performed significantly better than 

control group 1 on posttests and pretests; however, an important criticism is that these 

groups were not equivalent on pretests at the beginning. Although both groups made 

progress over the school years, the experimental group made significantly more progress 

on the curricular programs for years 1, 3, and 4 than control group 1 made. 

Although the experimental program was significantly effective for vocabulary 

learning, children did not acquire as many words as expected. Appel and Vermeer (1998) 

explain that much of the treatment program was not followed as directed. Additionally, 

posttests were not as sensitive to partialleaming as observations of children's comment 

and behaviors demonstrated. The average gain on vocabulary tests revealed a 25-35% 

increase in posttest vocabulary scores. Scores from control group 1 showed gains of only 

10-22%. 

The effects of the treatment program on vocabulary development and reading test 

scores (i.e., curriculum-independent tests) showed a significant effect of treatment on 
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general receptive and productive vocabulary as compared to changes in control group l' s 

scores over the same period of time. Thus, the treatment not only effected gains in target 

vocabulary but also in general vocabulary as well. In comparison to control group 2, 

children in the experimental group had higher scores on productive vocabulary. The use 

of control group 2 suggests that the lower performance of children in control group 1 was 

not due to school-related differences, as children from control group 1 came from schools 

that differed from schools in the experimental group. Because control group 2 came from 

the same schools as the experimental group, the advanced performance of the 

experimental group cannot be attributed to a school effect. The scores of children in 

control group 2 were similar to those of children in control group 1. Results of the first 

reading test (administered in grade 5) show that children in the experimental group scored 

significantly higher than children in either control group. Appel and Vermeer (1998) 

conclude that the experimental program effected not only target vocabulary gain and 

general vocabulary gain, but also improvement in reading skills. Results of the second 

reading test administered in grade 7, three years after the end of the experiment, showed 

that experimental group members maintained their increased reading skills in comparison 

to control group 1 members. 

Using as a reference the extrapolated receptive vocabulary size of other immigrant 

children of similar ethnic background on the curriculum independent vocabulary tests, 

Appel and Vermeer (1998) were able to extrapolate vocabulary scores for both the 

experimental group and control group 1. Appel and Vermeer found that the experimental 

children had acquired as many words as the similar group of immigrant children in the 
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reference group, but they had not acquired as many words as the Dutch monolinguals in 

the reference group. Extrapolations of the number of words learned by the experimental 

group suggest that approximately 800 words per year were learned, resulting in a smaller 

vocabulary size than Dutch peers. Of course, the standard of monolingual peer 

vocabulary growth should not be the sole measurement of efficacy of the program. The 

experimental group gained more target words, learned more general vocabulary, and 

developed greater skill in reading than control group members. Moreover, they retained 

better reading skills over long periods of time. The researchers conclude that three 

components are necessary in order to accelerate the L2 vocabulary acquisition of 

immigrant children: (1) enough new vocabulary words need to be offered in the 

curriculum each year (e.g., 1000); (2) small group instruction at least four days per week 

is necessary; (3) the treatment program should span all years of primary school (US 

equivalent: K-3rd grade). 

One of the problems noted by Appel and Vermeer (1998) is that the treatment 

program was not always implemented as planned. They found that only one school 

completed the program according to the prescribed plan of 2-4 hours per week. The 

average amount of time spent on the program decreased from 3.6 hours to 2.16 hours 

from grade 1 to grade 4. Additionally, repeated readings of books did not occur as often 

as planned (4 times). Moreover, listening to the stories four times in a listening corner 

was not accomplished by most children; teachers reported one or two listening sessions 

per book per child. Teachers' attitudes about program implementation also may have 

affected the efficacy with which it was accomplished. Some teachers reported that the 
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program felt unnatural and too methodological, in contrast to the natural and child­

focused process of education that was valued for other components of school instruction. 

However, in spite of these problems, the researchers still found a significant difference in 

vocabulary learning between children who had the treatment and children who did not. 

A second criticism is that the contribution of children's initial skill levels (e.g., 

vocabulary knowledge) was not assessed. Indeed pretest scores showed a significant 

difference in knowledge of target vocabulary between the experimental group and control 

group 1. Thus, it is difficult to understand the effect of treatment in light of different 

initial skill levels. Finally, various components of the treatment program were not 

sufficiently described or measured to assess the contribution of the components of 

instruction. For example, was storybook reading more helpful to vocabulary learning 

than listening to audiotaped readings of books? Although this study suggests that 

storybook reading and language activities that involve target words are helpful to target 

vocabulary acquisition, there is no specific information, short of adopting the particular 

program, which explains which components were most helpful. 

The influence of children's reading skill at grade 5 (and/or vocabulary knowledge) 

was not taken into account when measuring longterm effects of treatment on reading skill 

at grade 7. It is possible that other variables account for some of the variance in general 

vocabulary knowledge and reading skill, especially as children move from being 

beginning readers to being independent readers. 

Finally, in spite of the presence of control group 2, whose purpose was to show 

that control group l's lower performance was not due to control 1 subjects coming from a 
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lower performing set of schools than the experimental group subjects, the contribution to 

reading achievement should be modestly inferred from the treatment. Whether the 

treatment contributed directly to later reading skill or just to general vocabulary growth 

which then contributed to reading skill is unknown. In one sense, how the gains were 

caused may seem less relevant than the fact that they exist. On the other hand, it is 

important to clearly identify variables' influence along a trajectory of learning, as some 

skills have more import at different points along the learning continuum. 

The contribution of this study to knowledge of vocabulary acquisition from 

storybook reading is large. First, it examined the contribution of a storybook-based 

program on target vocabulary acquisition of second language learners, a population which 

suffers from a Jack of vocabulary acquisition research. Secondly, it examined not only 

target vocabulary acquisition but also general vocabulary acquisition and demonstrated 

that treatment can effect gains in general levels of L2 word knowledge. Additionally, it 

demonstrated that increased target word knowledge and increased general vocabulary 

knowledge contribute to higher performance on reading tests. Finally, conclusions drawn 

by the researchers suggest the helpfulness and importance of delivering treatment to small 

groups of children. 

A few studies of ESL children's L2 acquisition from storybook reading in the 

classroom exist, but all of these studies support the role of independent reading, rather 

than read-alouds, in the acquisition of the second language. Elley and Mangubhai (1983), 

for example, studied the effects of the use of high-interest storybooks on the second 

language learning of 380 subjects from 41h-grade classrooms and S1h-grade classrooms in a 
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rural school district in Fiji. Very few books were present in the classroom until 

researchers supplied 250 high-interest children's books for the treatment phase of the 

study. Teachers were instructed to encourage children to read the books by using 1 of 2 

methods, a Shared Book Experience or a Silent Reading Experience. The Shared Book 

Experience consisted of the teacher's introducing a new book by talking with the children 

about the predicted contents of the book, illustrations, or a few new vocabulary words. 

This preliminary talk about the book was followed by the teacher's reading part or all of 

the high-interest storybook to the children. Repeated readings focus on allowing the 

children to chime in when they know various sections of the text and on discussions of 

the meaning of the story. Finally, the story was further mediated by its incorporation into 

writing or dramatic play activities. This method focused on a belief that learning occurs 

through a natural course of interest in a topic, rather than through didactic, linguistic drill. 

The Silent Reading Experience was characterized by the teachers' display of books and 

daily 20-30 minutes silent reading of books chosen by the children. Theoretical 

underpinnings of this method include a belief that reading for enjoyment and practice are 

the methods by which children learn best to read. A matched control group of 234 

students received the typically structured English language program, the Tate Oral 

English Syllabus, which did not have an additional focus on reading. Its instructional 

components included two, 15-minute, audio-taped English language lessons that focused 

on repetitions of words and English language structures. A series of readers was used for 

graded practice of the skills taught in the oral language drills. English language pretests 

and posttests were given to all subjects. 
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Despite changes in teacher staffing across all groups, as well as variations in 

adherence to the treatment protocols which effected measurable differences in children's 

English language acquisition, Elley and Mangubhai (1983) found that children in the 

experimental treatments showed greater gains in receptive English language than their 

matched peers in the control group after the first year of the study. One year later, the 

experimental groups exemplified a continued pattern of greater gains than their control 

group peers in all areas of English language, including expressive and written language 

production. Furthermore, this increase in L2 proficiency seemed to influence increases in 

scores in mathematics, general studies, and Ll language, despite the fact that these 

courses were not taught in English. Finally, the two treatment methods did not differ 

from each other in effects on English language acquisition except for a small gain in 

receptive language skills in 5th graders after the first year. Differences were not apparent 

after the second year of the study. Elley and Mangubhai (1983) concluded that the 

presence of high-interest books in a classroom, teachers' appropriate attention to and use 

of the books in a regular curriculum, and follow-up activities can improve their L2 

language skills immensely. 

Several improvements to this study would make its contributions more relevant to 

the field of vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. First, detailed descriptions of 

the explicit instruction which might have influenced L2 receptive language skills would 

have identified the content of language instruction that is helpful to L2 vocabulary 

acquisition. Secondly, controlling for other variables, such as initial vocabulary levels in 

both languages or children's levels of reading proficiency, would have helped account for 
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other variables that might have had an impact on children's L2 language skills. Finally, 

the study focused on a more general topic, general L2 language development, than simply 

L2 vocabulary development. The lack of specific focus on vocabulary in treatment 

methods, the lack of a precise description of the teacher's input during treatment methods, 

and variability in protocol application prevent the conclusion that a particular storybook 

reading behavior effected gains in vocabulary acquisition. 

The contribution of this study to knowledge of ESL children's vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading is that it suggests that independent reading skills have 

a significant impact on L2 language development. Additionally, it lends support to the 

notion that reading combined with the teacher's talk about a number of different features 

of the book (i.e., title, its content, new words) helps L2 language development. 

Elley's (1991) synthesis of " book flood" programs on elementary chi ldren's 

second language acquisition includes summaries of the effects of high-interest, illustrated 

books on 8-year-olds' language achievement in Niue, New Zealand, on 9-11-year-olds' 

English language skills in Suva, Fiji (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983), and on 6-year-olds' oral 

language proficiency in the Reading and English Acquisition Program (REAP) (Kee, 

1984) in Singapore. In Nuie, New Zealand, a shared book experience protocol, known as 

the Fiafia Program, resulted in significant improvements in reading comprehension, oral 

production of words, verbatim repetition of syntactic structures in the second language, 

and participants' attitudes toward reading. In Suva, Fiji , 41
h and 51

h graders showed 

increased receptive and expressive second language skills compared to subjects who did 

not participate in the two book flood methods. Finally, 6-year-olds' who participate in 



72 

the REAP program showed significant improvements in word recognition, oral 

pronunciation of sentences, reading aloud, retelling an oral story, and the number of self­

corrections made when reading a familiar text aloud. However, there was no significant 

improvement in written vocabulary or word decoding. The lack of improvement in 

written vocabulary, which required that children write as many words as they could in a 

given time period, or word decoding emphasized children's lack of phonics knowledge. 

Several smaller book flood studies summarized by Elley (1991) showed 

improvements in reading comprehension and vocabulary as a result of periods of daily or 

weekly silent reading (Hafiz & Tudor, 1989). Improvements in receptive vocabulary, oral 

imitation, and picture description were effects of students' hearing tape recorded stories 

followed by periods of silent reading (Lightbown, 1989). Finally, children who listened 

to 20 minutes of daily read-alouds improved in receptive vocabulary and reading and 

listening skills (Ricketts, 1982). In general, listening to oral language effected gains in 

oral production of the L2, whereas periods of sustained silent reading of familiar books 

resulted in improvements in reading skill and receptive vocabulary. 

All of the book flood programs focused on repeated oral input and children's 

application of the oral input to written text. None explicitly taught decoding skills or 

phonics that would enable a child to read an unfamiliar word encountered in a story not 

previously heard aloud. Despite the apparent success of book-based programs in 

developing primary children's English language skills, these programs examined neither 

the instructional emphases on the alphabetic principle, phoneme awareness, and 

segmentation skills, nor the levels ofLl proficiency that may or may not have contributed 
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to successful L2 acquisition. Furthermore, all of the methods were based upon a "whole 

language" approach to reading that embodied the notion that exposure to the language of 

the book would facilitate reading skill. To be sure, repeated exposures to books resulted 

in children's memorization of the text that was subsequently applied to the print. 

Children's abilities to decode print when the story was unfamiliar were not a component 

of the reading instruction and were not measured in posttests. The "book flood" 

programs focused on the development of children's application of oral second language 

skill to written second language text. 

Elley's conclusion that these studies confirm the success of whole language 

approaches without a need for explicit skill instruction is plausible; however, these 

approaches did not teach children how to decode unfamiliar text by applying 

grapheme/phoneme correspondence knowledge or the alphabetic principle to words. An 

equally plausible interpretation is that these approaches allowed children to memorize the 

oral recitation of the story and then map these oral vocabulary words onto repeated 

exposures to the corresponding print. 

Although Elley' s (1991) synthesis makes little contribution to knowledge of 

ESL's vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading, it does suggest several benefits of 

storybook reading for second language learners of English. First, children were immersed 

in reading material that was interesting, discussible, and meaningful to their lives. 

Second, learning new English vocabulary and syntax from repeated exposures to such 

content in stories may lead not only to new word acquisition but also to increased 

understanding in other subject areas. Finally, children's listening to or reading of 
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interesting books which contain surprise, humor, suspense, mystery, etc., results in 

intrinsic motivation to read, to engage in discussions about the topic, and to pa1ticipate in 

follow-up activities about the book. 

In a later study of elementary-age children's L2 acquisition from storybook 

reading in Sri Lankan classrooms, Elley, Cutting, Mangubhai, and Hugo (1996) 

examined the effects of the Shared Reading Experience method of the book flood 

approach over 3 years to children, beginning in 3rd grade. On reading tests, which 

consisted of sentence completion exercises and matching pictures with words, phrases or 

sentences, subjects in the experimental group gained significantly more vocabulary than 

controls, despite a small decrease in the second year of the study. Results from individual 

schools revealed that the simple presence of books without the commensurate teacher 

training in how to use the books results in negative growth in reading skills. Poor scores 

on writing tests were explained as being due to restricted exposure to good text. 

However, a different interpretation of the reason for poor w1iting scores that has not been 

offered in previous criticisms of Elley et al.'s (1996) study is that book floods may not 

offer explicit instruction in phoneme/grapheme conespondence which is precisely the 

type of instruction that children need in order to move from the verbal medium to the 

written medium. 

Storybook reading can influence gains in elementary children's second language 

vocabulary acquisition, reading comprehension, and listening skills. The most important 

and systemic contribution of research on primary-age reading aloud may be the increase 

in improved attitudes toward reading and the development of a love of reading. 
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Improved listening comprehension and attitudes toward reading were evident in children 

who participated in the book flood program. 

As mentioned in previous criticisms of Elley's studies of primary-age L2 learners, 

the effects of particular variables on L2 vocabulary acquisition were not systematically 

measured. Elley et al. (1996) did not control for the influence of other variables, such as 

initial vocabulary knowledge in either language or reading skill. Contributions of this 

study to the field of vocabulary acquisition for ESL speakers are quite minimal due to the 

lack of specific and measures of independent and dependent variables. 

Summary and Relevance to the Present Study 

Summary of Vocabulary Acquisition Studies 

Synthesizing the findings of storybook reading research on vocabulary is an 

unwieldy task because of the number of different independent variables examined across 

studies. For example, the effect of repeated exposures to target words and/or 

explanations of target words on vocabulary acquisition has often been the focus of 

examination in storybook reading studies. The role of initial vocabulary knowledge on 

vocabulary acquisition has been probed quite extensively. The impact of adults' 

interactive reading styles as well as the child's production of target words in treatment 

conditions have been examined as contributors to children's vocabulary acquisition from 

storybook reading. In general, what do the findings of these studies tell us? 

Storybook reading research on monolingual children reveals several indubitable 

conclusions. It is quite clear that children learn vocabulary simply from hearing new 

words in storybooks. Repeated readings of storybooks or multiple exposures to target 
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words contribute to even more vocabulary acquisition than a single reading. 

Additionally, the presence of rich explanations of target words undoubtedly aids 

vocabulary acquisition. Initial vocabulary knowledge of children affects the amount of 

vocabulary gain from hearing stories read aloud. Children with higher initial vocabulary 

levels gain more than children with lower initial vocabulary levels. Although current 

research suggests trends in studies of adult reading style, children's verbalizations of 

target words during reading, and the book-related influences on vocabulary acquisition 

from storybook reading, more studies examining these variables and their importance to 

vocabulary acquisition are needed. 

The findings of research on L2 preschoolers vocabulary acquisition from 

storybook reading are much less conclusive due to the absence of several, 

methodologically rigorous studies which examine variables of particular importance to 

second language vocabulary acquisition, such as initial vocabulary knowledge in both 

languages. 

Current research also suggests that methodologies which employ small numbers 

of books can affect book-related differences in vocabulary gain. That is, the book itself 

can influence the learning that children experience from the reading. Additionally, the 

role of active verbalization of the target words during reading suggests that children's 

expression of target words may influence vocabulary acquisition, at least when 

vocabulary is measured with expressive vocabulary posttests. However, more studies 

need to distinguish the differences in vocabulary acquisition as a result of treatment that 



employs the expression of words and vocabulary acquisition as a result of posttests of 

expressive skill. 

Remaining Gaps in Knowledge 

Several questions remain unanswered, especially about the role of storybook 

reading in preschoolers' vocabulary acquisition. Current research has not addressed the 

effect of repeated readings and rich explanations on the vocabulary acquisition of 

preschool age children. Current research has not addressed the influence of repeated 

readings or rich explanations of target words on ESL preschoolers' English vocabulary 

acquisition from stories. Additionally, the role of initial vocabulary knowledge on 

vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading has not been examined for either 

monolingual preschoolers or ESL preschoolers. Methodological problems in cutTent 

studies reveal a problem of generalizability of results to different books, as only one or 

two books have been used in studies of vocabulary learning from storybook reading. In 

general, no studies have attempted to identify the many variables that account for 

vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. 

Aims and Purpose of the Study 
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This study focused on some of the gaps in current knowledge about vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading. First, the study examined the effects of storybook 

reading on the vocabulary acquisition of 4- and 5-year-olds. Secondly, the study not only 

employed repeated readings of stories but also employed the use of rich explanations of 

target words during the reading. Incorporated into the rich explanations are Elley's three 

strategies of pointing to illustrations, providing a brief definition or synonym, and role-
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playing the meanings of words. In addition to these strategies, the study employed the 

use of gesture and decontextualization as components of rich explanations. Third, the 

study contributes to knowledge of vocabulary acquisition of second language leamers 

because it examines ESL preschoolers' English vocabulary acquisition. Next, the present 

study examined not only the role of initi al L2 vocabulary knowledge to vocabulary 

acquisition but also the role of initial Ll knowledge to second language vocabulary 

acquisition through the administration of pretests of receptive knowledge of both 

languages. In order to mitigate the effects of using a limited number of storybooks, the 

study utilized many storybooks to assess children's vocabulary acquisition. Moreover, the 

study examined storybook reading in a time frame which reflects the typical or natural 

experience of repeated readings in small groups within a classroom setting. Finally, the 

study examined a number of variables for their contribution to vocabulary acquisition 

from storybook reading, including initial vocabulary knowledge in both languages spoken 

by the child, storybook reading practices at home, age, gender, and treatment. 

Story Comprehension 

Definitions and Importance 

Comprehension is defined by Webster (2002) as the following: 

1 a: the act or action of grasping with the intellect: understanding 

b: knowledge gained by comprehending 

c: the capacity for understanding fully (p. 236) 

The denotation of a word is fundamental to understanding its meaning, but such 

information is hardly comprehensive for understanding a word's meaning in a variety of 
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contexts. Usually finer definitions as well as subtle variations in meaning are understood 

when a word is placed within a context. 

What is story comprehension? Story comprehension refers to the act of 

understanding information presented in a storybook. It includes but is not limited to 

gaining knowledge of the topic of the book as well as details related to the main theme or 

plot. On a basic level, story comprehension means having an understanding of the plot of 

the story, the characters, the setting, the problem or significant event, and the resolution 

or conclusion. On a more sophisticated or deeper level of understanding, it means 

recognizing characteristics of the setting, characters, and events that provide extra 

meaning or additional detail beyond that which is needed for the basic gist of the story. 

Such details may include the awareness of various characters' feelings or flaws which 

contribute to a theme that is not central to the story. It includes understanding how 

relationships complicate the unfolding of events. Story comprehension requires the 

integration of a range of different levels of detail presented in the story's text and 

illustrations. 

What is the nature of children's task of comprehending stories? The task of 

comprehending stories requires that children intellectually grasp different types of 

information presented in the story. Some information is explicitly stated in text or 

pictures and requires only that children either remember the text or rely on pictures to 

extract meaning. Another way of gaining knowledge from text requires that the child 

integrates information across sentences or ideas in order to arrive at an implied or 
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otherwise not plainly expressed conclusion. The former type of information is explicit 

information whereas the latter is called implicit information (Raphael & Wonacott, 1985). 

How do children arrive at understandings of stories? Comprehension or meaning­

making is accomplished through the cultivation and use of thinking skills which include 

the identification of relevant and irrelevant information, analysis, synthesis, 

hypothesizing, conjecturing, and making inferences (Paris & Paris, 2003) which require 

the deployment of inductive and deductive reasoning skills. In discussing what it means 

[for children] to comprehend, Bransford and McCarrell (1974) suggest that the child's 

abilities to make cognitive contributions to comprehending are influenced by current 

knowledge of the world. Such knowledge depends on cues and instruction for creating 

meaning. In addition to pointing out the child's use of cues and instruction for creating 

understanding, they state that there are many levels at which a listener can understand an 

utterance, including using explicitly stated information to arrive at wholistic semantic 

descriptions containing more information than any particular sentence expressed (p. 204) 

or implicitly derived understandings. The listener's ability to think is what unites the 

linguistic and alinguistic information in an interaction (Bransford & McCarrell, 1974). 

How are the necessary thinking skills for comprehension developed in storybook 

reading experiences? One of the most critical supports for fosteting children's deep 

semantic thinking is instruction (Murphy & Brown, 1975). Instruction in storybook 

reading sessions occurs in the way adults read books to and interact with children. 

Existing research has identified reading styles based on the content of discussions, the 

type of discussion questions (e.g., yes/no vs. open-ended), the placement of discussions in 
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the interaction, and the affective approach of the adult to the shared reading experience. 

Although many names for styles have been identified, three basic categories of adult 

reading style reflect basic differences. A describer or low cognitive-demand style 

requires children to recall basic facts and to label pictures. These queries occur during 

the reading and do not require children's engagement in thinking skills beyond those of 

memory and word retrieval. Features of a second approach -a co-constructive style­

include the adult's use of more difficult questions that require children to integrate 

information across pages of the story. The questions are usually open-ended and occur 

throughout the reading of the story. The focus may include new vocabulary, characters' 

feelings, and the use of prediction. A final style, called the performance-oriented style of 

reading includes the use of a high cognitive demand level of questioning that requires 

children to analyze, synthesize, and integrate information. Questions and comments are 

usually reserved for before and after the reading, but new vocabulary may be discussed 

during the reading when words occur. Sigel (1982) points out that more demanding 

types of commentary, such as those which incorporate explanations for events or those 

that include affective responses to story information, require cognitive distancing from 

the immediate context of the story. Subsequently, children's thinking becomes more 

abstract as it focuses on less contextualized features of meaning. 

Pressley (2001) explains that both lower order and higher order skills contribute to 

reading comprehension. For example, word-related decoding skills, vocabulary 

knowledge, and sight-word knowledge, or lower-order skills, must be well-developed for 

sounding out words and mapping the resulting phonetic representation onto a word in (or 
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not a part of) existing vocabulary knowledge. Higher order skills which promote 

comprehension are those beyond the word level, those that require the relating of decoded 

text to prior knowledge and the integration of just-read text into the meaning of the whole 

passage. Sternberg and Powell (1983) note that readers' abilities to extract word 

meanings from text may depend upon the development of a minimal level of reasoning 

and thinking skills. These skills for reading comprehension are applicable to skills for 

comprehension from listening to stories. In listening to stories, children begin to expand 

their repertoire of knowledge about the world to information gained from the more 

abstract medium of written text, (Wells, 1985). 

How do storyreading styles contribute to comprehension? Storyreading styles 

contribute to children's thinking skills, and, thus to their comprehension, to the extent that 

they require children to utilize certain thinking skills. The use of strategically placed 

comments and questions in storybook reading is the instruction that fosters children's 

thinking skills both for the immediate circumstance of story comprehension and for the 

long-term goal of developing cognitive skills needed for later reading comprehension 

(Heath, 1982; Pellegrini, Brody, & Sigel, 1985). 

Review of Studies on Story Comprehension from Storybook Reading 

The following section on story comprehension from storybook reading consists of 

studies of monolinguals' story comprehension. Within this section, the content consists 

of (a) an explication of the study's findings; (b) a brief desc1iption of any c1iticisms; (c) 

and a summary of the study's contribution to knowledge of story comprehension from 

storybook reading. No studies of ESL children's story comprehension were found. 
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DiclGnson and Keebler's (1989) research to delineate teachers' storybook reading 

styles and DiclGnson and Srrtith's (1994) later research on the effects of teachers' reading 

styles on preschool children's vocabulary and story comprehension forms the foundation 

of the present study's focus on the influence of adult interactive behaviors and children's 

learning. 

In a descriptive study of three teachers' storybook reading styles and resulting 

speech events to 3-and 4-year-olds in a daycare setting, Dickinson and Keebler (1989) 

identified three main styles of teachers' storybook reading. In Style 1, the expression of 

the reader's voice was rather quick and devoid of affective qualities, given that it 

emphasized specific types of words within the story, not delivering meaning through the 

use of suprasegmental features of language or by describing meanings of phrases within 

sentences. Questions during the reading were designed to evoke the recall of facts within 

the story, as well as specific vocabulary words. Frequent inteJTuptions in the reading 

were allowed in order to monitor children's comprehension, to engage in summarizing, or 

to discuss word meanings. Di scussions of the book consisted mainly of children's 

opinions of the story. In Style 2, the reader's voice during reading reflected events in the 

story through changes in speed, register, or volume. Furthetmore, researchers noted 

distinctions in the reader's voice depending upon the conveyance of emotive or 

informative aspects of the story. There was little allowance for questions and 

interruptions during the reading, as the teacher's style reflected a dramatic performance of 

the book. Extratextual commentary from the teacher included descriptions of pictures or 

a limited number of analytical statements about the story. Post-reading discussions 
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consisted of decontextualized talk about the relationship of the story to children's lives. 

Qualities of the reader's voice in Style 3 include a distinctive "storyreading" pitch while 

reading and a more conversational register when discussing aspects of the story. 

Extratextual commentary in Style 3 consists of somewhat lengthy and unrushed dialogue 

about interesting points in the story, new vocabulary, and questions posed by children 

during the reading of the story. Throughout the reading, the relative emphasis on 

contextualized and decontextualized experience was dynamic and depended heavily on 

children's prompts. Furthermore, post-reading discussion was more focused on specific 

parts of the story, such as vocabulary or affective events, than on children's 

comprehension of the overall story. 

Dickinson and Keebler found that Style 1 could be easily described as text­

focused and interactive, wherein child-initiatives reflected the teacher's interest in talking 

about comprehension of facts in the texts. Style 2 could be characterized as performance­

oriented with much more emphasis on children's interpretation of the story with respect 

to their own lives than on analysis of the story itself. Style 3 could be characterized as an 

interactive exchange between the adult and children about interesting features within the 

story. 

Dickinson and Keebler (1989) suggest that styles of adult reading to children 

result in the construction of different types of speech events and lead to the understanding 

of different story knowledge. Moreover, teachers' interactive styles may influence 

children's expectations of their own activity or passivity toward text, effecting a more or 



less ambitious orientation toward appropriating the "marrow" out of storyreading 

experiences. 
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Dickinson and Keebler's (1989) research is important to knowledge about story 

comprehension because it identified three main styles of teachers' reading and 

highlighted the effects of styles on the linguistic events within a storyreading interaction 

that may contribute to children's expectations of and approach toward text. Readers' use 

of voice can convey meaning in pragmatically sophisticated ways that are helpful to 

children's language use outside the storyreading experience. The content of questions 

exposes children to types of thinking that are valued by the reader and gives license to, if 

not also exemplary modeling of, the active pursuit of knowledge from stories. 

Later research by Dickinson and Smith (1994) examined the effects of storybook 

reading styles on preschoolers' vocabulary and story comprehension. In each of 25 

preschool classrooms, Dickinson and Smith videotaped a typical storyreading session in 

order to identify adult storyreading styles and their commensurate contribution to 

children's vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension. Additionally, Dickinson and 

Smith (1994) wanted to examine the quality of adult-child interactions at the utterance 

level. Coding of all talk except the verbatim reading of the text during the storyreading 

sessions identified three types of data in the event: the placement of talk with respect to 

the reading of the text (i.e., before, during, or after the reading); the nature of the 

utterance, including requests for information, responses to talk, or unsolicited offerings; 

and the content of the talk. The content of the talk was further coded into three 

categories. High-demand utterances, or cognitively challenging talk, consisted of 
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summaries, evaluations, analyses, decontextualization, predictions, and vocabulary­

focused dialogue. Low-demand utterances were comprised of picture-namjng, linguistic 

routines, recall of factual information, and choral reading of farruliar text. The final 

context category of content utterances consisted of talk designed to organize or manage 

children's behavior. 

In order to simpbfy the unwieldy number of codes that the aforementioned 

categories yielded, Dickjnson and Srruth (1994) combined several related or redundant 

codes to create a list of variables whose relationships were further examjned to identify 

patterns of interaction across all groups. Findings from this general exarrunation revealed 

significant relationships between teachers' and children's type of talk. Specifically, talk 

between children and teachers was distributed in sirrular ways, suggesting that children's 

talk reflected the teacher's preference to engage either during the reading or before and 

after the reading. Second, a relationship between the total amount of talk in the 

classroom and the quality of cognitive talk was found. That is, more high-demand talk 

between teachers and children occurs in classrooms with higher amounts of total talk. 

Finally, a relationship between the placement of talk and the frequency of 

organizational/managerial talk was found, as results showed that in classrooms where 

more during-reading talk took place, there also existed more talk about behavior 

monitoring and task orientation. 

Because the general correlations found by Dickjnson and Srruth (1994) were not 

sufficient to identify variables which characterized teachers' reading styles, a cluster 

analysis, followed by a qualitative comparison of clusters, was conducted to identify 
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subgroups. Once three subgroups were identified, Dickinson and Smith conducted one­

way analyses of each of the 21 interactional variables in order to determine those 

characteristics of interactive talk which distinguished each group. Three reading styles 

with distinctive characteristics emerged: didactic-interactional (DI), co-constructive 

(CC), and performance-oriented (PO). Each approach was defined by both the presence 

and absence of specific interactional variables. For example, the DI approach, found in 

10 of the classrooms, consisted of talk which occutTed predominantly during or after the 

story and talk whose content reflected children's immediate recall of textual facts and the 

teacher's use of clarifying utterances and managerial talk. The CC approach, found in 

five classrooms, is characterized by a considerable amount of talk throughout the session, 

with most occurring during the actual reading of the text. The content of talk was 

analytic and exemplified the teachers' interest in responding to children's comments by 

adding more information or by clarifying meaning in the story. The PO style, found in 10 

classrooms, is characterized by more talk before and after the reading than during the 

reading. Interactional talk included predictions, analyses of characters or events, 

discussions of vocabulary, and decontextualization of text. 

The effects of reading styles on children's vocabulary and story comprehension 

were measured one year later when children were 5-years-old by the PPVT-R (Dunn & 

Dunn, 1981) and a story comprehension assessment developed in the Home-School Study 

by Beals and DeTemple (1991), respectively. The story comprehension measure was an 

assessment of children's comprehension of Keats' (1962) The Snowy Day. After reading 

The Snowy Day to children, the researchers administered a story comprehension test 



whose questions included queries about basic facts or inferred information. Some 

questions had expected answers while others permitted a range of responses. Scming 

reflected a tabulation of the number of questions correctly identified out of 10. 
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With reading style (or group membership) as a predictor, a one-way ANOVA 

revealed a significant effect for the performance-oriented style on vocabulary acquisition 

but no significant effect of reading style on story comprehension. After finding that story 

reading style accounted for some of the variation in general vocabulary scores, Dickinson 

and Smith (1994) examined the effects of utterance-level talk that influenced children's 

vocabulary and story comprehension. Upon analyzing teacher/child talk during the 25 

videotaped reading sessions, the researchers identified several kinds of interactive talk 

that contributed to variance in children's vocabulary and story comprehension in later 

regression analyses. The coding of talk was examined according to three features: timing 

of talk (i.e., before/after reading or during reading); type of utterance (i.e., request for 

information, response to a comment/question, or spontaneous offer of information); and 

content of talk (i.e., cognitively challenging information, cognitively unchallenging 

information, or task organization). Cognitively challenging talk included topics about the 

analysis of characters, the prediction of events, meanings of vocabulary words, and 

general summaries and evaluative responses to events in the story. Cognitively 

unchallenging talk included the engagement in labeling of pictures, the use of statements 

to elicit direct recall of facts, or the use of linguistic routines (e.g., "the end") as the topic 

of talk. Finally, task organization content focused on the ways in which interactions were 

managed from a people management perspective. That is, this content consisted of talk 



about seating arrangements, expected behavior, and feedback to children about such 

matters. After the variables were coded for these three types of interactional content, 

predictors of PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) scores emerged from the following 

variables: 

TOTD- total number of teacher utterances during reading 

CTOTD - total number of child utterances during reading 

TOT AB - total number of teacher utterances before and after reading 

CTOTAB - total number of child utterances before and after reading 

TCANAD - proportion of analysis, prediction, and vocabulary utterances by 

teachers and children during reading 
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When Dickinson and Smith (1994) controlled for the total amount of talk by 

teachers (TOTD) and children (CTOTD) during the reading, they found that the 

proportion of talk about analysis, prediction, and vocabulary by teachers and children 

during the reading (TCANAD) accounted for 51% of the variation in PPVT-R scores. 

Moreover, when the controlled for the total amount of talk by teachers (TOTAB) and 

children (CTOTAB) before and after the reading, they also found that the proportion of 

utterances about analysis, prediction, and vocabulary engaged in by teachers and children 

during the reading was responsible for 54% of the variance in children's PPVT-R scores. 

Hence, the proportion of talk about analyses, predictions, and vocabulary during the 

reading contributes to children's vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading. That is, 

when the total number of child and teacher utterances during the reading (CTOTD) and 

(TOTD), respectively, were accounted for, TCANAD accounted for 25% of the variance 
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in story comprehension scores. When total child and teacher utterances before and after 

the reading, (CTOTAB) and (TOTAB), respectively, were accounted for, TCANAD 

accounted for 12% of the variance in story comprehension scores. This means that the 

total amount of talk about analyses, prediction, and vocabulary during the reading was the 

utterance-level talk that accounted for variance in story comprehension scores. 

In order to account for the possibility that classroom variables influenced 

children's vocabulary and story comprehension, Dickinson and Smith (1994) identified 

variables that might also influence outcome measures. In combination with TCANAD, 

an emphasis on giving children time to write and the amount of time designated for 

reading in small groups contributed to almost half the variance in vocabulary score. For 

story comprehension, the writing curriculum and TCANAD independently contributed to 

18% of the variance in story comprehension but held little additional effect when 

combined. 

Due to a lack of pretesting of initial vocabulary and story comprehension levels, it 

is impossible to determine whether the storybook reading styles affected a gain in 

vocabulary and comprehension 1 year later. Although the researchers later took into 

account other classroom variables known to be correlated with outcomes measures, we do 

not know the influence of home reading practices and initial vocabulary levels on 

children's vocabulary outcomes. What can be assumed about a predictive variable, such 

as TCANAD, when there are no initial scores that would allow us to compare gains? 

Predictive variables are generalizable to what they take into account, story reading 

interactional talk, in this case. It is plausible that, because home story reading practices 
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and initial vocabulary levels were not taken into account, the other significant portions of 

variance in vocabulary score could be accounted for by these and other unmeasured 

variables. 

Findings from Reese & Cox's (1999) study of adult reading styles not only show 

the effect of style on vocabulary acquisition (see aforementioned review in Vocabulary 

Acquisition), it also reveals an unexpected result of reading style on story comprehension 

scores. They found no effect of reading style on story comprehension. Moreover, there 

was no significant effect at all of storyreading style on story comprehension, even when 

exarrilned in interaction with other pretest abilities. 

Although no effects of other skills were found for story comprehension scores, the 

importance of taking into account children's initial skill levels was noted in significant 

interactions among other variables. For example, children's acquisition of print skills 

was influenced by the interaction between reading style and pretest story comprehension 

scores. As a result of this interaction, children exemplified the highest gains in print 

skills when they had high initial comprehension levels and participated in the describer 

reading style. Children with low initial comprehension skills made the most gains in 

print skills when they were exposed to a performance-oriented reading style. 

One criticism of Reese and Cox's (1999) study that is not mentioned in previous 

reviews of storybook reading research is that they did not measure or control for a few 

variables that might have influenced children's emergent literacy skills. For example, 

they did not assess the degree to which classroom teachers' reading styles across 

classrooms were sirrillar or different. Additionally, they did not examine in a systematic 
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way the types of reading styles or questioning used by classroom teachers on books read 

in school. Why might this have mattered? Knowing more about the types of questions 

children were exposed to during storybook reading experiences outside of the treatment 

protocols might have helped identify the levels of cognitively demanding inquiry that 

children were exposed to during story discussions. Such thinking could have influenced 

outcomes on the story comprehension measure. 

Although not previously offered as criticisms by others, two improvements can be 

suggested. First of all, the story comprehension measure, devised for previous research 

by Beals and DeTemple (1991), might not have measured accurately a general ability to 

comprehend stories. Although the measure may be sufficient for measuring 

comprehension of the particular stories for which it was created, successful 

comprehension of those stories as measured by their test may not reflect an overall ability 

to comprehend stories. That is, their test may not be sensitive enough to various types of 

cognitive skill nor might it be attuned to eliciting comprehension information from stories 

in general. Reese and Cox (1999) acknowledged the need for a better measure of 

comprehension assessment. 

A second criticism of the study not previously offered in other reviews of research 

lies in the period of time for which comprehension was measured. Perhaps six weeks' 

worth of treatment is not enough time to effect changes in comprehension. The 

performance-oriented style of reading approached significance for story comprehension 

but did not result in any statistically significant changes in story comprehension. Perhaps 
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a long span of exposure to reading styles might have influenced the significance of any of 

the reading styles on story comprehension. 

The most important contribution of Reese & Cox's (1999) study is that they 

inquired about the contribution of the adult's story reading demand style on children's 

story comprehension. No other identified studies have addressed preschoolers' story 

comprehension in any way. Reese and Cox's contribution is extremely meaningful 

because it has pursued a well-organized line of questioning for the field of story 

comprehension. For example, they used as their treatment conditions actual demand 

styles that have been identified and defined in previous research on storybook reading 

styles (Dickinson & Keebler, 1989; Teale, 1986 ). Secondly, the questions and comments 

associated with each reading style were valid components of respective styles. 

Acknowledging the need for more suitable (i.e., validated, reliable) measures of story 

comprehension than are cunently available, they demonstrated the importance of and 

need for much more research on children's comprehension from storybook reading. 

Brabham and Lynch-Brown (2002) studied the effect of repeated readings and the 

use of discussion scripts on first- and third graders' vocabulary acquisition and story 

comprehension (see review in Vocabulary Acquisition). This study showed that story 

discussion, regardless of where it occurs in the reading process, affects significant gains 

in story comprehension. Also, it showed that the presence of a discussion is more 

beneficial to story comprehension that just repeated readings. In these ways, Brabham 

and Lynch-Brown's findings extend the findings of Dickinson and Smith (1994) and 

Reese and Cox (1999) who did not contrast discussion style with the absence of one and 



who found more influence of style on vocabulary acquisition than on story 

comprehension. Finally, Brabham and Lynch-Brown's findings for style on 

comprehension show no significant difference between the styles that had discussion, 

suggesting that the placement of questions and comments is not a significant factor in 

story comprehension from storybook reading. 
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A recent study by Paris and Pruis (2003) examined 5- to 8-year-old children's 

comprehension of wordless picture books by measuring children's book-handling skills, 

story retelling abilities, and story comprehension. Assuming that children's narrative skill 

in retelling and answering questions about a story are indicators of their understanding of 

a story, Paris and Paris undertook three studies to examine the following: 1) the 

usefulness of a researcher-made narrative comprehension assessment task (NC) in 

measuring children's comprehension of wordless pictures books and the NC's correlation 

with other early reading skills measured by standardized assessments; 2) the 

generalizability of the NC task across different books; and 3) longterm growth in 

comprehension and reading skills over one year. 

In study 1, researchers pretested a subject pool of 58 kindergartners, 1st graders, 

and 2nct graders on the Qualitative Reading Inventory-IT (QRI-ll) (Leslie & Caldwell, 

1995) to measure five components of reading skill: word identification skills, oral 

reading accuracy, retelling of a passage, answering comprehension and memory-related 

questions about text, and the total reading time. Nonreading children, kindergartners and 

half of the 1st graders, who were identified as prereaders after scoring less than 12 out of 

20 correct on the word identification task of the QRI-ll were administered the Michigan 
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Literacy Progress Profile (MLPP) to assess emergent literacy skills (such as print 

concepts, alphabet letter knowledge, and vocabulary). The NC task consisted of three 

parts. First, the child was asked to "read" through a wordless picture book, selected from 

commercially available wordless picture books and adapted for the purposes of the study. 

In this task, called a "picture walk (PW)," children were asked to look at the pictures and 

to say any thoughts that came to mind about the book. Based on observer judgments, the 

scoring rubric provided for the awarding of 0-2 points for each of the following six 

components: book-handling skills, behavioral and emotional engagement, comments 

about pictures, storytelling comments, and the display of comprehension strategies that 

exemplified the integration of information in the effort to understand the pictures. 

Immediately following the PW task, a second NC task was administered. The 

retelling task (RT) consisted of children being asked to retell the story without using the 

book. Children were awarded one point for any information included that was relevant to 

any of the following six story elements: setting, characters, goal/initial event, 

problem/episodes of problems, solution, and resolution/ending. 

The third and final task within the NC tasks was a story comprehension task 

designed to measure children's level of narrative comprehension, which is defined as the 

construction of meaning from pictures by integrating information across pages to create 

coherent and connected understandings (p. 44). The prompted comprehension (PC) task 

consisted of 5 questions about explicit information in the book, such as character 

identification, description of the setting, first event, basic problem, and its resolution. 

Five questions about implicit information within the text directed children to make 
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inferences about characters' feelings, causes for events, and predictions. After children 

provided answers, researchers asked, "Why?" or "Why do you think so?" in order to 

ensure that children's answers reflected deeper understandings than might be 

communicated in a one-word or a haphazard guess. The scoring rubric awarded between 

0 and 2 points for answers. More points were awarded for answers that integrated 

information across multiple pictures while fewer points were awarded for answers that 

simply described or used one picture. Several findings were revealed. Results from the 

picture walk task showed no significant difference among kindergartners, 1st graders, and 

2nd graders. That is, all children handled the book and showed interest in the book fairly 

equivalently. On the retelling task, 2 nd graders had significantly higher scores than 1st 

graders or kindergartners. The story comprehension task revealed a significant effect of 

age on explicit questions and total questions answered correctly. That is, 2nd graders 

answered significantly more explicit questions correctly than 1st graders who answered 

significantly more explicit questions conectly than kindergartners. However, a linear age 

effect was not seen for implicit questions. Only 2nd graders answered significantly more 

implicit questions than 1st graders or kindergartners. All three groups answered 

significantly more explicit questions than implicit questions. Within the 151 grade 

grouping, children were prereaders and readers. Readers scored significantly higher on 

implicit questions than prereaders. Patis and Paris (2003) conclude that results from 1st 

grader prereaders and readers show that the NC skills show evidence of cognitive abilities 

that are not attributable to age or grade level. (A different conclusion, not noted in 

previous reviews, would be to suggest that NC skills are associated with the skills needed 
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and used for reading, as demonstrated by the differences in implicit question scores for 1st 

grader readers vs. 1st grade prereaders.) Correlations with standardized measures of 

reading skills reveal that neither the NC tasks of picture walk or retelling were 

significantly con·elated with emergent literacy skills measured on MLPP tasks. However, 

the prompted comprehension task showed weak to moderate correlations with several 

components of the MLPP: r=.33, Q.<.Ol with phonemic segmentation skills; r=.33, Q.<.01 

with phonological awareness tasks; r=.33, Q.<.01 with skills in hearing and recording 

sounds, and r=.44, Q.<.01 with Clay's Concepts About Print (CAP) test. A multiple 

regression analysis of the combination of variables that accounts for portions of variance 

in PC scores included age, followed by a block including PW scores, RT scores, CAP 

scores, and PA scores. Age accounted for 11% of the variance in PC scores while the 

other four variables accounted for an additional 23% of the variance in PC scores. Paris 

and Paris (2003) concluded that NC skill is related to age and linguistic enabling skills 

(i .e., skills measured on reading and emergent literacy tests), but that the development of 

such comprehension skills depends on more than just age or linguistic skill. Additionally, 

they conclude that the PW task revealed no differences in children's book handling skills 

because it was not developmentally sensitive enough for 5-8-year-olds. (I think that it is 

more a matter of it not being effective for children older thanK or who have plenty of 

book-reading experience, knowledge of print, etc. It's more appropriate for children who 

have less experience with books and reading.) 

Correlations with the QRI-II showed no significant correlations between PW and 

RT tasks and measures of retelling and story comprehension on the QRI-II. Paris and 
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Paris (2003) acknowledge that this unusual finding, which further complicates this 

question, may be attributable to different methods of measuring story retelling and 

comprehension on the QRI-II. Weak but significant correlations between RT and QRI-II 

retelling (!:=.29, Q<.01) and QRI-II comprehension scores (!:=.31, Q<.01) were found. 

Paris and Paris conclude that the correlations between the RT tasks and the QRI-II 

components suggest that the NC task of retelling is good evidence for story 

understanding. 

In general, study 2 tested the generalizability of the NC tasks to two additional 

books. Using some of the subjects from study 1 and some additional new subjects, 

totaling 91, the researchers used the same materials and procedures as those in study 1. 

They found similar patterns of results for the NC tasks. For example, the PW tasks 

revealed an increase by age but no significant difference in book-handling skills. The use 

of two books revealed an effect of the type of book on children's NC skills. Secondly, 

stronger correlations between the RT task and components of the PC task (e.g., explicit 

questions answered correctly, implicit questions answered correctly, and total questions 

answered correctly) were found. Correlations ranged from .46 to .61. Significant 

differences were found for grade level. Second graders scored significantly higher on the 

RT than 151 graders who scored significantly higher than kindergartners. Finally, score on 

the PC task showed that older children scored significantly higher than younger children 

on explicit questions, implicit questions, and total questions answered correctly. Paris 

and Paris (2003) concluded that the NC tasks were generalizable to other books and that 

the RT abilities are good evidence of story comprehension. 
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In study 3, Paris and Paris (2003) examined the within-subject growth in NC skill 

over one year as well as the predictive and concurrent validity of the NC task overall. 

Study 3 incorporated a simplified scoring system for the retelling rubric as well as more 

identified specific scores within the elements looked for on the retelling rubric. 

Findings showed that PC scores increased significantly by grade. One year later, 

significant effects of time and grade on RT and all 3 PC tasks were found. This may 

suggest a growth effect. First graders improved more than kindergartners or 2nd graders. 

perhaps as a result of their increased reading skill. (Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that 1st 

graders are developing reading skill which begins to define them as readers.) Paris and 

Paris concluded that there were no effects of practice as a result of children's experiencing 

the treatment in study 1 or study 2. Finally, results from correlations with standardized 

emergent literacy skills (MLPP) or reading tests (QRI-Il) demonstrated the NC tasks' 

concuiTent validity in measuring story comprehension. 

Paris and Paris' (2003) studies showed that some components of their NC tasks 

were more related to story comprehension than others. The PW was too simplistic to 

measure for the level of book experience possessed by these children. Correlational 

evidence between the NC retelling task (RT) and retelling and comprehension measures 

on the QRI-Il are so weak in study 1 that it is diffic ult to conclude that retelling skills 

have a relationship to comprehension. However, stronger coiTelations between RT and 

PC in study 2 suggest that Paris and Paris' conclusion that retelling tasks are evidence of 

story comprehension is tenable. In all of the studies, however, the significant effect of 

age suggests that story comprehension may be a result of skills acquired through the 
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processes of general learning. Significant differences in retelling and comprehension 

were found for children who were older, and more specifically, who could read. Study l's 

multiple regression analysis of age and reading skills, such as CAP and PA, on PC scores 

suggest that the knowledge needed for reading, as well as age, contribute to story 

comprehension more so than NC skills. Indeed, it is difficult to separate from children's 

comprehension scores the contributions of specific variables; however, it appears that 

skills related to children's reading abilities, rather than RT or PC scores, accounted for 

most of the difference in children's narrative comprehension, which is suggested to be a 

primary component of wordless storybook comprehension. 

Other shortcomings of the research not previously noted in other reviews include 

its generalizability to books with text. Because children were required to construct the 

meaning of the book by relying on their understandings of pictures only, there is very 

little generalization of results to books with text. In books with text, the source of 

children's comprehension of the story, their source of knowledge, is the text, the actual 

words which are written to convey a myriad of meaning throughout the story. Therefore, 

helping children comprehend stories with text seems more vital to overall story 

comprehension. Additionally, the use of wordless picture books in classrooms is vastly 

small compared to the availability and use of books with words. An additional criticism 

of this study concerns its contributions to the field of story comprehension. This study 

examines how well children do on their own in extracting and expressing meaning about 

stories. It offers no information about the role of the adult in ways to help children 

understand types of information presented in stories. Additionally, the comprehension 
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questions focus so specifically on a fixed set of topics (e.g., characters, setting, initiating 

event, problem, and resolution for explicit questions; feelings, causal inference, dialogue, 

prediction, and theme for implicit questions) that they may not incorporate questions that 

direct children to either think about implicit information available in the story that is not 

related to these main topics or to develop general inferential thinking skills. 

Retelling has been virtually the only methodology used at the preschool level for 

assessing story comprehension. Morrow (1985) suggests that retelling permits the child 

to comprehend the story, to organize linguistic and conceptual information, and to think 

about the story in the context of personal experience. Additionally, retelling gives 

children the opportunity to demonstrate knowledge of story structure, content (e.g., 

theme, characters, plot), and sequence of events (Morrow, 1988). Although evidence 

suggests that retelling is a valid way to assess comprehension (Morrow, 1985; Morrow, 

1988), several limitations of story retelling as a measure of comprehension exist. 

One limit of story retelling as a measure of comprehension is that results are 

confounded with expressive language skill. A child's productive language skills can 

inhibit retelling and subsequent comprehension success if retelling skills are considered 

too heavily as the method for measming comprehension. This problem is especially 

important for second language learners who may experience a silent period in which little 

or no production of either language occurs. Hence, a probe which does not require the 

child to produce the entire story in detail may be a better probe for comprehension in 

second language learners. Secondly, as retelling mostly reveals literal details that are in 

the text that the child hears, retelling would not provide the appropriate assessment of 
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children's abilities to draw inferences or to integrate information. Moreover, because 

comprehension expectations in older children (i.e., readers) require the ability to integrate 

information and to draw inferences, it would be important to know which strategies might 

help preschoolers develop these types of higher order comprehension skills. High 

cognitive demand questions might provide a better instructional strategy for developing 

the types of thinking skills that are expected by children who read (Pearson & Johnson, 

1972; Raphael & Wonnacott, 1985). Questions which require inferences and which 

direct children's thinking in such a way may be more efficacious for measuring inferential 

comprehension skills than retelling. Third, retelling leaves particular details and themes 

to the child's discretion whereas adult-generated probes or queries can position a child to 

notice other important features of the story or line of inquiry. 

Paris and Paris' (2003) study points out the need to examine the types of 

information queried in comprehensions measures. It points out that children can extract 

explicit information fairly well on their own - without adult assistance but that 

understanding implicit information in stories is more difficult. Secondly, it provides a 

model of the type of questions that elicit explicit information and implicit information 

about stories. This study contributes to the field of story comprehension by examining 

correlates of comprehension as well as the types of information that children are able to 

get on their own (i.e., explicit information) and the type of information that children may 

need assistance in acquiring (i.e., implicit information). It suggests that readers are much 

more skilled at gaining this information from wordless picture books than are prereaders. 

The implication for preschoolers is that they may need an adult to direct their thinking 
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skill development and story comprehension through the careful use of different types of 

comprehension questions. Finally, this research created good examples of the types of 

questions that are helpful to story comprehension. 

Summary and Relevance to the Present Study 

Summary of Studies of Story Comprehension 

Research on story comprehension shows that styles of reading or discussion exist 

in naturally occurring shared reading interactions between children and adults. The styles 

differ in the content of questions and in the placement of questions throughout the reading 

interaction. Adult discussion styles elicit different types of information (e.g., factual 

recall or talk about characters' feelings) and require different types of thinking from 

children. Styles which seek recall and labeling information are considered of lower 

cognitive demand than those which require children to think about reasons for events or 

to predict future outcomes on the basis of information in the story. Finally, research 

which examines the content of utterance-level language pinpoints the necessary 

information that needs to be probed in both low cognitive demand styles and high 

cognitive demand styles. 

Remaining Gaps in Knowledge 

More research needs to establish firm connections (both correlational and causal) 

between the demand level of the adult discussion and children's story comprehension. 

Little is known about how styles contribute to preschoolers' story comprehension over 

any period of time. Furthermore, no studies have examined the utterance-level content of 

talk in discussion styles over lengthy periods of time with several books. Gaps remain in 
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understanding how initial vocabulary knowledge contributes to story comprehension. 

Moreover, no studies have examined a range of variables which might account for 

children's story comprehension. Extant research that has made contributions to beginning 

knowledge in the field of story comprehension has focused solely upon monolingual 

children's story comprehension. More research needs to be conducted with children who 

know more than one language. Finally, the lack of valid and reliable measures of story 

comprehension contributes to the difficulty of measuring comprehension. 

Aims and Purposes of the Present Study 

The present study addressed some of the gaps in existing research on children's 

story comprehension in a number of ways. Foremost is the focus on preschool children's 

comprehension of stories read aloud, a topic which has remained unexamined in extant 

research. Little is known about the effect of different demand styles of storybook 

discussion on children's abilities to engage in critical thinking skills. Secondly, the 

present research addressed the need to examine the story comprehension of second 

language learners of English, also a topic that has remained virtually unexplored until 

now but whose importance is underscored by research on the importance of oral language 

skill to reading comprehension. Finally, this research contributed a story comprehension 

measure which can be adapted to a range of commercially available storybooks. 

General Summary of Vocabulary and Comprehension Research 

The final section of this chapter contains a summary of the overall findings for 

vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension from storybook reading. It includes 



105 

descriptions of the strengths and weaknesses in extant research and culminates with a list 

of the research questions of the present study. 

General Strengths of Research 

In addition to contributing to positive experiences with books, developing a love 

of reading, and providing children with exposure to book-related behaviors, storybook 

reading contributes to language development, print skills, receptive vocabulary, and 

expressive vocabulary. Undoubtedly, the most researched contribution of storybook 

reading to language development has been its contribution to vocabulary acquisition. 

Existing research identifies the effects of repeated readings, explanations, and initial 

vocabulary levels on monolingual children's vocabulary acquisition. Additionally, by 

examining the adult's reading demand style, recent research has begun to address the 

ways in which storybook reading can contribute to children's comprehension of questions 

about a story. 

Existing Weaknesses 

Despite a growing body of knowledge about vocabulary acquisition from 

storybook reading, more research on preschoolers' vocabulary acquisition form storybook 

reading needs to be conducted. Virtually no research on ESL preschoolers' English 

vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading exists, further implicating the need for 

studying the roles of initial vocabulary knowledge in both the Ll and the L2 in preschool 

children. Additionally, story comprehension research has only begun to examine the 

effects of well-defined adult reading demand styles on children's story comprehension. 

Better comprehension measures are needed in order to examine story comprehension in 
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both monolinguals and second language learners. Finally, research that exammes 

vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension within the same study are needed so that 

methodologies preserve the fidelity of teachers' and parents' interests in developing both 

constructs during storybook reading. 

Research Questions 

Incorporating the strengths of previous storybook reading research, the following 

research questions seek to fill the gaps in current knowledge of storybook reading to ESL 

preschoolers and are the focus of the present study: 

1) Do rich explanations of target vocabulary words contribute to ESL preschoolers' 

acquisition of new vocabulary from storybooks? 

2) Are story discussion styles helpful to ESL children's story comprehension? 

3) Does initial L2 level contribute to target vocabulary acquisition and story 

comprehension? 

4) Does initial L1 level contribute to target vocabulary acquisition and story 

comprehension? 

5) Which of the following variables contribute to L2 target vocabulary and story 

comprehension, either alone or in interaction with each other: age, gender, L1 receptive 

skill, L2 receptive skill, L2 expressive skill, home reading practices, and adult reading 

style (i.e., treatment)? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In this research, an experimental design allowed examination of the between­

subjects effects of treatment on target vocabulary acquisition and between-and within­

subjects effects of story discussion style on ESL preschoolers' story comprehension. The 

following section describes subjects, materials, research design, procedures, and 

definitions of relevant variables used in the study. 

Subjects 

Eighty typically developing, 4-and 5-year-old native speakers of Portuguese who 

were second language learners of English participated in this study. Native language was 

defined as the language to which children were exposed in the home or in most of the 

child's out-of-school care. Children were recruited from six, public school, preschool 

classrooms serving middle- to low-income fami lies in two cities in the northeastern 

United States. Approximately 80% of the participants' families reported their "low 

income" as their socio-economic status. All six preschool teachers agreed to informal 

observations of their reading to children and also agreed to complete questionnaires 

about their classroom reading practices. All classroom lead teachers held state licensure 

in early childhood education, and two lead teachers held an additional licensure in 

bilingual education. Teaching experience of lead teachers ranged from 10 to 40 years. 

Materials 

Pretests 

To obtain a measure of chjldren's baseline knowledge in their native language and 

in English, vocabulary pretests were administered to each child p1ior to the beginning of 
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the study. To avoid overtesting children, only the minimal number of tests essential for 

the research were used. The following tests comprised the pretest measures: 

Receptive vocabulary: Children's L1 (Portuguese) receptive vocabulary and L2 

(English) receptive vocabulary were measured with the administration of the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test-III (Dunn & Dunn, 1997), forms A and B, respectively. Two 

native speakers of Portuguese examined the PPVT-III for the presence of any cognates as 

well as any items that might present a cultural bias. (No cognates were identified, and no 

items were thought to present a cultural bias to the children in the study.) Form A was 

translated into Portuguese and administered to children by a trained, native Portuguese 

speaker. Form B was administered in English by a trained, native English speaker. Raw 

scores were computed for both tests of receptive vocabulary. 

Expressive vocabulary: Children's L2 (English) expressive vocabulary was 

measured with the Expressive Vocabulary Test (Williams, 1997) by a trained, native 

English speaker. Because story comprehension tasks required children to answer in 

English, children's L2 expressive skills were also measured in order to account for any 

influence of L2 expressive skill. The EVT was chosen because it is highly correlated 

with performance on the PPVT-III. Pretests of children's L1 (Portuguese) expressive skill 

were not obtained, first because they were not needed, as children were not required to 

produce the L1 in this study. Secondly, no other validated, standardized expressive 

vocabulary test with concurrent reliability was available. Raw scores were computed for 

the test of English expressive vocabulary. 
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Home Reading Experience: Parents of the participating children filled out 

questionnaires about the child's storybook reading experiences outside of the classroom. 

The questionnaire used both a Likert scale and an open-ended response system to obtain 

quantitative and qualitative information about children's storybook reading experiences 

outside of school (see Appendix A). Items included the frequency of reading at home, 

the age at which reading began at horne, the number of books read per reading session, 

the topics discussed, the language in which books were read and discussed, the frequency 

of visits to the library, the types of materials available for adult reading in the home, and 

the types of materials available for children's reading at home. 

Classroom reading experi ence: Teacher questionnaires were used to acquire 

information about teachers' reading of stories. A questionnaire about children's reading 

experience within the classroom was given to all six participating lead teachers. The 

questionnaires asked for quantitative and qualitative information about the teachers' 

reading styles, frequency of reading, goals for reading books, book selection criteria, 

discussion styles, and responses to children's queries during read aloud sessions (see 

Appendix B). In combination with the researcher's informally structured observations of 

lead teachers' reading to children in the classroom and answers from the teacher 

questionnaire, it was determined that all children in the study had similar storybook 

reading experiences in the classroom. No further data from the teacher questionnaires 

will be reported in the present study. 
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Books, Target Words, Discussion Styles, and Questions 

Texts. Eight commercially available picture books were selected based on 

sirrillarity in plot structure, length, and style of illustration. (See Appendix C for a list of 

titles and selection criteria.) All picture books were age-appropriate and representative of 

those that might be read in a classroom or home setting. Rather than select popular texts 

or books that were likely to be favored in preschool curricular themes, the researcher 

chose books that were less popular, were not theme-or unit-related, or were out of print. 

All teachers agreed not to read any of the 8 books to the children, and they were queried 

on their use of the books prior to the study. (Only one teacher reported reading one of the 

books to some of the children. The researcher queried the children about their knowledge 

of the book, and none of the three could remember the title, plot, or characters. Statistical 

analyses revealed no significant difference between the story comprehension scores of the 

children who had reportedly heard the story and those who did not.) Choosing books that 

were not well known or were out of print also reduced the likelihood that children had 

been exposed to the book at home. In fact, when queried about each book prior to the 

intervention, no child reported having heard any of the stories at home. 

Target vocabulary words. The target vocabulary words were not words already in 

the texts of books. Rather, target words were selected from rare word lists of English 

vocabulary in order to ensure that they would be unfamiliar to children. Words selected 

for use were either inserted as synonyms for existing words in the texts or were inserted 

within whole sentences added to text. Fifty-three target vocabulary words were selected 

based upon the following four criteria: 
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(1) applicability to the story: target vocabulary words had to make sense within 

the text 

(2) frequency of occurrence: target vocabulary words had to occur twice in each 

story 

(3) ability to be illustrated: target vocabulary words had to be depicted within the 

illustrations upon both occurrences within the text 

(4) sophistication/rarity of word: target vocabulary words had to be extremely 

rare- resoundingly unfamiliar to preschool children, as described below. 

Moreover, because target words were rare, they can also be referred to as less 

easily known, more difficult because of their unfamiliarity, or sophisticated 

because of their low frequencies of occurrence in common vernaculars. 

A target word's sensibility within the story, insertion twice within the text, and 

realistic depiction within existing illustrations were determined by the researcher. A 

target word's sophistication or rarity was determined by word frequency lists and 

pretesting by a representative control group of same-age, typically-developing second 

language learning peers. The target words were considered to be sufficiently unfamiliar 

to the children in this study because of the following: 1) ninety-three percent of the 

words do not occur on a list of most frequently known words by 80% of typically 

developing 4th graders (Chall & Dale, 1995); 2) 96% of the target words occur less 

frequently in written literature than once per fifteen million words (Carroll, Davies, & 

Richman, 1971); and 3) a target vocabulary posttest administered to a group of 10 native 
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Portuguese-speaking peers in a no story group showed that children identified words at a 

rate no better than chance (See Procedures section for treatment group information). 

In addition to using these criteria to guard against prior knowledge of target words 

by children, a fourth precaution, a subject-specific analysis, was undertaken with the 10 

children in the no story group to identify particular children who might have had a higher 

than chance knowledge of the words (i.e., who might have had significant knowledge of 

words). All of the no story group children scored at or below a chance level of 

performance on the target vocabulary test (TVT) (see Posttests section). A fifth and final 

measure used to determine target word novelty was a by-word analysis. Words omitted 

from analyses due to significant levels of prior knowledge within the no story group 

included unruly, extends, and boulder. Fifty-three target words remained for analyses. 

Between five and nine target vocabulary words were inserted into the text of each book. 

Twenty nouns, twenty-two verbs, and eleven adjectives were selected as target words. 

See Appendix D for a list of target words per book. 

Story discussion style questions. Six of the eight books were used in the story 

comprehension strand of the study. Books were paired according to similarity in plot 

structure, length, and illustration style. Five questions per book were devised as story 

discussion questions for use after reading the book. The same five questions per book 

were repeated in each of the three discussions of each book. One book in each of the 

three pairs was discussed using only explicit questions (i.e., those of low cognitive 

demand). Explicit questions use "who," "what," and "where" terminology and require 

children to label pictures or recall basic facts. An example of an explicit question is, 



113 

"What is she doing outside?" whereupon the expected answer of children is stated in the 

text, "She is washing her doll's clothes." The second book in each pair was discussed 

using only implicit questions (i.e., those of high cognitive demand) which may use "how" 

or "why" terminology and require children to synthesize information, to draw inferences, 

and to analyze information. An example of an implicit question is, "Why do you think 

the bird builds its nest in this shape?" whereupon children may describe characteristics of 

the function of the nest and its residents' needs that contribute to the shape of the nest. 

Implicit questions require children to use inductive and deductive reasoning to arrive at a 

conclusion that is not explicitly stated in the text or pictures. 

Posttests 

Target Vocabulary Test (TVT). A picture vocabulary test, based on the model of 

the PPVT-ill (Dunn & Dunn, 1997), was constructed to test children's knowledge of 

target words. The general design of the TVT requires children to look at four pictures on 

a page, listen to the researcher say the target word, and point to the corresponding picture. 

The target word is depicted in one quadrant of the page; foils are depicted in the other 

three quadrants. The placement of the target word on test pages is varied with the correct 

picture occupying different locations on immediately successive pages. To minimize the 

influence of one test page on the next, pages are ordered to prevent clustering of similar 

scenes or characters. After a general orientation to the task and practice on 2-4 training 

pages, children are shown a target page and asked, "Show me the picture that shows 

__ " Items are scored as either correct or incorrect. 
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The TVT was piloted in a study with 35 native English speakers and native 

Portuguese speakers who were learning English as a second language. Results showed 

that most children identified the majority of pictures correctly. Changes were made to 

pictures that yielded few correct responses or to pictures which children described as 

confusing. Feedback was provided by a small subset of children who agreed to tell the 

experimenter about the pictures after taking the posttests according to the research plan. 

After the pilot study, improvements to the drawings on the TVT , and one word was 

dropped from the study due to its difficulty in being depicted accurately. A sample TVT 

page can be found in Appendix E. 

Story Comprehension Test (SCT). Children's story comprehension was measured 

by five explicit questions and five implicit questions per book. None of the 

comprehension test questions were used as questions during story discussions. The 

reliability of question type (i .e., explicit vs. implicit) on the SCT was rated by 

independent judgments of two experts in early literacy. Before discussion, interrater 

reliability was 93%; after discussion, reliability rose to 100%. Validity was determined 

through pilot testing with a group of typically developing, same-age peers. Results of the 

pilot study revealed two questions that were answered consistently incorrectly by most 

children. These two questions were replaced by two questions that were deemed more 

reflective of story content. 

The story comprehension test (SCT) was administered verbally by the researcher. 

The task was introduced by saying, "Now, I'm going to ask you some questions about the 

story, and you tell me what you think. I'll give you the book, and you can tum the pages. 
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I'll help you find the pages if you need me to. I'll write down what we talk about so I 

don't forget. Okay, let's start on page .... " To avoid the confounding effects of 

memory on comprehension, children were told to tum to specific pages of the book. The 

researcher then asked the child a question and waited for the child to respond through 

verbalization or pointing. Questions were repeated if children asked or appeared to need 

to hear the question again. Answers were transcribed and audio-recorded at the time of 

administration. Answers in Portuguese were later translated into English by a native 

Portuguese speaker. Responses were scored as correct or incorrect. Acceptable answers 

were generated independently by two experts in early literacy. Interrater reliability was 

98%. 

Procedure 

After being matched according to pretest L2 receptive vocabulary scores, age, and 

gender, children were grouped into experimental and control groups. For the vocabulary 

strand of the study, a between-subjects design was employed, and all eight books were 

used. In a quiet room or space outside the classroom, the researcher read one pair of 

books three times over a span of three weeks to groups of 2-3 children. For the 

experimental group, the researcher provided rich definitions of target vocabulary during 

the reading of the story. Rich definitions consisted of the following: (1) pointing to the 

illustration of the target word; (2) providing a general definition of the word; (3) making a 

gesture of the word, when applicable; (4) providing a synonym, when applicable; and (5) 

using the word in a context different from that of the book. Only those strategies that 

were possible were used with each word. (e.g., a gesture was not a possible strategy for 
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explaining reeds). Additional talk about the words or about the story was minimized to 

avoid effects of extended elaboration and explanation. The control group protocol 

consisted of the researcher's reading the text with inserted target vocabulary words 

without any components of the rich definitions described above. Vocabulary posttests 

were administered to individual children immediately after the third reading of the 

books. Only two children at a time were read to on the third reading of the book in order 

to minimize the amount of time between the third reading and the last child's vocabulary 

posttest. The first child was tested within five minutes of the third reading, and the 

second child was tested immediately after the first child, usually within 30 minutes of the 

third reading. The order in which children were posttested was counterbalanced across 

children. (No effect of order of testing was found.) 

For the story comprehension strand of the study, a within-subjects design was 

employed concurrently with the vocabulary strand. Six of the eight books were used. 

Children in the experimental group heard one story in each of three pairs discussed 

according to a didactic-labeling (DL) or low-demand style of discussion that requires 

children to label pictures, name objects, or recall basic facts about the story. In this low­

demand style of discussion, five explicit questions were posed to the group following 

each reading of the book. The five explicit questions were the same across all three 

readings of a book but differed from the explicit questions on the story comprehension 

posttest questions for that book. Pictures were posed to support children's answers. If 

children did not provide the correct answer, the researcher provided the correct answer. 

The second book in each pair was discussed according to a performance-oriented (PO) or 
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high-demand style of discussion. In performance-oriented style of discussion, questions 

require children to draw inferences, to analyze information in the story, and to integrate 

text and pictures to arrive at conclusions that are not explicitly stated in the text. The PO 

style is cognitively demanding. In this high-demand style of discussion, five implicit 

questions were posed to the group following the reading of the book. The five implicit 

questions were the same across all three readings of a book but differ from the story 

comprehension posttest questions for that book. Pictures were used to support children's 

answers. If the children did not provide the correct answer, the researcher provided the 

correct answer. Children in the control group li stened to the reading of each pair of 

books without a discussion of either book. To equalize the amount of time spent with the 

researcher, control children played with small construction (Lego) blocks for 

approximately eight minutes following the readings of books. Story comprehension tasks 

were administered to individual children immediately after the target vocabulary tests for 

each pair of books. 

Variables 

The following section lists and describes the meaning of several variables used or 

considered in later analyses. Variables are comprised of five general categories: pretest 

language variables, target vocabulary variables, adult discussion style variables, story 

comprehension variables, and home reading variables. Variables were selected for 

inclusion based upon their relevance to the study. 

Variables Measured by the Pretests 

L2R- English Receptive Vocabulary test: English receptive vocabulary scores 
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measured by the PPVT-III Form B (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) 

L2E- English Expressive Vocabulary test: English receptive vocabulary scores 

measured by the EVT (Williams, 1997) 

LlR- Portuguese Receptive Vocabulary test: Portuguese receptive vocabulary 

scores from PPVT-III Form A (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) 

Target Vocabulary Variables 

TVT- target vocabulary test: the dependent measure of children's target word 

learning 

Adult Discussion Style Variables 

PO-performance-oriented style of discussion: is a high cognitive demand style 

of discussion that contains questions that require children to engage in higher 

order types of thinking, including making inferences, analyzing, synthesizing, 

predicting, evaluating, and integrating information to arrive at a conclusion. 

Comprised of implicit questions. 

DL- didactic/labeling style of discussion: a low cognitive demand style of 

discussion that contains questions that require children to engage in lower order 

types of thinking, such as recalling basic facts about the story, naming objects, and 

labeling pictures. Many of these types of questions are characterized by the words, 

what, who, or where. Comprised of explicit questions. 

exp - explicit question: a question that requires an answer that is explicitly stated 

in the text or illustrations 

imp - implicit question: a question that requires an answer that is not explicitly 



119 

stated in the text or illustrations. Implicit questions required the listener to make 

inferences, to integrate information, and to anive at a conclusion that is not 

explicitly stated in the text. 

Story Comprehension Variables 

SCT-story comprehension test: the dependent measure of children's story 

comprehension. 

POexp -performance-oriented explicit questions: explicit questions about books 

discussed in a performance-oriented style of discussion 

POimp -performance-oriented implicit questions: implicit questions about books 

discussed in a performance-oriented style of discussion 

DLexp - didactic/labeling explicit questions: explicit questions about books 

discussed in a didactic/labeling style of discussion 

DLimp -didactic/labeling implicit questions: implicit questions about books 

discussed in a didactic/labeling style of discussion 

Home Reading Variables 

Freq/Week-frequency of reading at home per week: describes the frequency 

with which parents reported reading to their children at home each week 

Freq/AskRead-frequency of child's asking to be read to per week: describes the 

frequency per week that children asked to be read to by parents at home 

Begin/ Age - beginning age: the child's age in months at which parents first began 

to read to him or her 

BksAlone-books alone: the number of times per week the parent sees child 
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reading books alone 

Design 

The design of the study incorporated strengths of previous research and attempted 

to overcome weaknesses believed to be important in extant reading research. First, the 

composition of rich definitions in the present study extended the work of Elley (1989) by 

adding the uses of gesture, brief definition, and decontextualization to his strategies of 

role-playing, using synonymous phrases, and pointing to illustrations. That is, the 

definitions of words in the present study included the following strategies: (1) the use of 

gesture; (2) the use of a brief definition; (3) the use of a decontextualized statement about 

the meaning of the word; (4) the use of synonyms; and (5) pointing to illustrations. 

Extant research suggests that the number of exposures to target words is 

important. Problems in previous research have included too few exposures to target 

words per book for sufficient acquisition (Elley, 1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994, Senechal, 

Thomas, & Monker, 1995; Senechal , 1997) and unequal numbers of exposures to words, 

which creates unequal probabilities of learning across words (Elley, 1989; Robbins & 

Ehri, 1999). In the present research, an optimal number of two occurrences of each target 

word was used in order to increase modestly the number of exposures to the words while 

preserving the fidelity of the story. Addi tionally, maintaining two occurrences of each 

word eliminated the number of exposures to words as a source of variation on children's 

target word acquisition. 

Previous research has shown that repeated readings over time contribute to 

increased word learning (Eller, Pappas, & Brown, 1988; Elley, 1989; Leung & Pikulski, 
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1990; Robbins & Ehri, 1999; Senechal, 1993; Senechal, 1997). Most of the previous 

research included either two or three readings of books over a relatively short period of 

time (i .e., 2- 7 days). In order to hold constant the time span in this study, each pair of 

books was read three times over an average length of three weeks. The combination of 

two occurrences of a word per book and three readings of a book enabled each child to 

encounter six exposures to each target word over a somewhat larger period of time than 

was the case in previous research, while limiting the risk that children would become 

bored by too many repeated readings. 

Elley (1989) found that the number of text occurrences, the number of pictorial 

representations, and the helpfulness of meaning cues within the context of the story 

contributed significantly to the variance in children's mean target vocabulary gain. 

Furthermore, Leung (1992) found two variables that contributed to significant gains in 

vocabulary scores: the familiarity of the concept indicated by the word and the word's 

importance to the development of the plot. The present study incorporated Elley's 

findings on word-related variables by ensuring that words were heard twice each time the 

story was read and six times across three readings. Additionally, both occurrences of 

target words in a story were depicted within illustrations. Finally, the helpfulness of the 

surrounding context was addressed in the present study by ensuring that all target words 

made sense when inserted into the text. With respect to Leung's (1992) findings, the 

present study controlled for the variables whi ch were identified as significantly influential 

to word learning. Because it was not possible to ensure that Leung's variables were 

equivalently helpful across all target words, as was possible for Elley's variables, these 
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variables were made equivalently unhelpful across all target words. First, to eliminate 

influence of a word's importance to the development of plot, target words were chosen 

based on their rarity and lack of relevance to the plot. In this way, no target word was 

more salient than any other. Secondly, the rarity of target words in the present study, as 

measured by word frequency ratings (Chall & Dale, 1995; Carroll, Davies, & Richman, 

1971) and performance on a target vocabulary pretest by a no story group, showed that 

the 53 target words were unfamiliar to subjects. Unlike the posttest measures of 

expressive vocabulary in Leung's (1992) research, the posttest measures in the present 

study examine receptive vocabulary, the expression of which appears to be influenced 

less by familiarity with the word's concept than expressive posttest measures. 

Previous research also identifies the effects of the book on vocabulary learning. 

Finding significantly different amounts of word learning between two books in 

experiment 2, Elley (1989) suggested that story characteristics, such as novelty, humor, 

conflict, suspense, and vividness, may not have been present in one of the two books, 

contributing to a "lack of involvement (p. 185)" by children and subsequently less word 

learning. The present research attempted to control for differences between books by 

selecting pairs of books that were similar in length, plot structure, and illustration style. 

For example, of the three pairs of narrative books, two pairs differed in length by one 

page while the third pair differed in length by six pages. The pair of information books 

differed by 10 pages; however, information books may not be as susceptible to length 

differences (i.e., memory load differences) because plots, character development, and 

conflict resolution are not part of the structure of information books. The plot structure of 
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each pair of books was chosen carefully so that children would not attend more carefully 

to particular characters or issues more than others. The first pair of books reflected a 

protagonist who embarked upon a mission with three interesting twists and emerged 

enlightened. The stories in the second pair of books contained protagonists with a 

problem that is familiar to children, three supporting aggravations to the protagonist, and 

a resolution brought on by a change of heart. The third pair of books contained young 

protagonists who embark upon adventures that result in intriguing resolutions. The fourth 

pair of books, information books, contained facts about animals' existence in nature. 

Finally, all pairs of books were matched according to similarity in illustration style. 

Books were paired according to illustrator for three pairs of books, while the illustrations 

for the books in the fourth pair were similar in artistic style. In an attempt to control for 

cultural or gender identification with main characters, seven of the eight books contained 

main characters who were animals. The eighth book contained two protagonists, a girl 

and a boy. 

Pretesting of target word knowledge in previous research reveals researchers' 

concerns about children's learning words from the pretest (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 

2002; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & 

Manker, 1995). The present research did not include a pretest of target words because: 

(1) target words met stringent sophistication criteria; (2) a control group demonstrated 

that target words were unfamiliar to children; and (3) care was taken not to overburden 

preschoolers with more than the three necessary language pretests. 
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Unlike previous research (Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995; Senechal, 1997) 

that used tests of receptive and expressive vocabulary, a posttest of receptive knowledge 

of target vocabulary learning was used in the present research to accommodate silent 

periods of L2 learners. Additionally, as comprehension of new words often precedes 

their production in both monolinguals and second language learners, a receptive 

vocabulary test may have been a less conservative measure of vocabulary knowledge than 

an expressive vocabulary test. Finally, the receptive posttest examined children's 

knowledge of target words in contexts that differed from those of the story, implying that 

correct responses might reflect learning by virtue of the application of meaning to a new 

context. This definition of learning differs from learning by way of saying the word in 

the same context in which the word was learned within the book (Senechal, Thomas, and 

Monker, 1995; Senechal, 1997) 

A picture vocabulary test, which measures receptive vocabulary, has advantages 

over an expressive test or a multiple choice test. Studies which show that 

comprehension precedes production suggest that measuring word knowledge by 

comprehension measures may be less conservative than by measuring productive 

knowledge (Robbins & Ehri, 1994. Additionally, the presence of silent periods in L2 

learners necessitates the use of a receptive measure of vocabulary knowledge in the 

present study. 

The research design of this study employs several features to control for 

confounding effects. Of course, the use of experimental and control groups allows the 

examination of the effects of the treatments: vocabulary acquisition strategies and 
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storybook reading styles. Dividing subjects into controls and experimentals per 

classroom helped to mitigate influences of classroom literacy practices. Next, given the 

potential for low numbers of participating children per classroom, the within-subject 

design for experimental reading style is useful for ensuring that treatment groups (i.e., 

styles 1 and 2) are equivalent in size and have similar classroom influences. Also, the 

within-subject design eliminates the confounding effects of subject-related variables on 

treatment styles. The use of pairs of books attempts to reduce the influence of book­

related variables, such as length, variation in plot, and vividness of illustration, on the 

effects of storybook reading styles. 



Chapter 4: Results 

Pretest Data 
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After being matched according to pretest L2 receptive vocabulary scores, age, and 

gender, seventy children were grouped into experimental and control groups. Ten 

children were placed into a small non-story group. Matching according to the L2 

receptive score resulted in groups with equivalent skill in the second language. 

Additionally, matching for age was critical in order to mitigate any effects of general 

development, which can be difficult to account for, if effects of age are shown to be 

significant. Similarly, gender was matched across groups in order to eliminate the 

possibility of results being attributable to unequal numbers of boys and girls in a 

particular group. All scores on language pretests are raw scores. 

One-way ANOV A's were conducted to identify any significant preexisting 

differences among treatment group means in group size, age, gender, Ll receptive score, 

L2 receptive score, and L2 expressive score. After establishing equivalency for these 

variables, group means were examined for equivalency on a fourth variable, Ll receptive 

score. Little flexibility in matching according toLl receptive score was permitted, after 

groups were matched according to the other three variables. However, a nonstatistical 

check of group means, rather than a per-subject matching of similar scores, revealed 

equivalent Ll receptive scores for the experimental and control groups before the 

treatment began. 

Pretest data showed no significant differences among groups by age, gender, L2 

expressive vocabulary, or L2 receptive vocabulary; however, groups differed significantly 



in L1 receptive scores, E (1,77) = 5.2, p=.03. Later regression analyses show that the 

difference in L1 scores across groups did not have a significant effect on outcome 

measures. Table 1 contains group means for categorical variables (e.g. number of 

subjects, gender) as well as numeric variables (e.g., age, L1 scores, L2 scores) for the 

experimental, control, and non-story groups. 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Pretest Data per Group 

n 

Gender 

Age 

L 1 Receptive Score 

L2 Receptive Score 
L2 Expressive Score 

* p<.05 

ExQerimenta1 GrouQ Control 

36 34 

m17 f19 m18 

Mean SD Mean 

4.59 y .32 4.56 y 

29.44* 15.01 21.94* 

48.47 21.30 46.76 

39.89 13.30 40.06 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

GrouQ 

f16 

SD 
.29 

12.31 

17.98 

11.46 

No Story GrouQ 
10 

m7 f3 

Mean SD 
4.59 y .27 

18.90* 11.45 

41.5 21.62 

38.8 13.32 
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The research questions for vocabulary acquisition ask which variables influence 

children's English vocabulary acquisition from storybook reading the most. Particular 

attention is paid to probing the roles of treatment and language, especially the 

contributions of both L1 knowledge and L2 knowledge in ESL preschoolers. In general, 

the research was designed to identify the variables which might contribute to children's 

target vocabulary acquisition. Restated below, four of the five overall research questions 

pertain to target vocabulary acquisition: 

1) Do rich explanations of target vocabulary words contribute to ESL 
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preschoolers' acquisition of new vocabulary from storybook reading? 

3) Does initial L2 level contribute to children's target vocabulary acquisition? 

4) Does initial Lllevel contribute to children's target vocabulary acquisition? 

5) Which of the following variables contribute to L2 target vocabulary acquisition 

and story comprehension, either along or in interaction with each other: age, 

gender, Ll receptive skill, L2 receptive skill, L2 expressive skill, home reading 

practices, and adult reading style (i.e., treatment)? 

Effect of Treatment 

To answer the first research question, "Are rich explanations helpful to ESL 

preschoolers' acquisition of new vocabulary from storybooks?" comparisons of the mean 

number of words learned on the target vocabulary test (TVT) were compared across 

groups. The comparison of the experimental group to the control group shows the effect 

of rich explanations on TVT scores. Comparisons of both treatment groups to the non­

story group show the effect of exposure to the words in comparison to not hearing the 

words at all or the likelihood of the children's learning the target words due to general 

exposure to language. 

A univariate analysis of variance was conducted to examine between-subjects 

effects of treatment group membership on target vocabulary acquisition. Results of the 

univariate ANOV A revealed that there was a significant effect of treatment on target 

vocabulary scores, .E (2,77) = 28.50, Q<.OOl. Descriptive statistics for all three groups 

are in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Group Means on Target Vocabulary Test (TVT) 

GrauE n M SD 

Experimental 36 26.5 7.02 
Control 34 18.1 4.82 

No �S�t�o�r�~� 20 14.6 2.98 

Because the overall F test showed a significant effect of treatment, post hoc 

comparisons were made to evaluate pairwise differences among the TVT means. 

Because the variance among the groups ranged from 49 to 9, it was assumed that the 

groups were not homogenous; therefore, a Dunnett's C test, which does not assume equal 

variances among groups, was used to examine pairwise differences between groups. 

Table 3 shows mean differences between pairs of groups. Significant differences between 

all pairwise comparisons were found. The experimental group learned significantly more 

words than the control or no story groups. The control group learned significantly more 

words than the no story group. The no story group learned significantly fewer words than 

the experimental and control groups. 

Table 3. Pairwise Comparisons of TVT Means by Group 

Mean Difference 

Research GrauE (X) Research GrauE (Y) X-Y 

Experimental Control 8.38*** 
No Story 11.90*** 

Control Experimental -8.38*** 
No Story 3.52* 

No Story Experimental -11.90*** 
Control -3.52* 

*p<.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001 
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A one-sample !-test was conducted on the TVT scores to examine whether the 

group means were significantly different from 13.25, the chance rate of response. Results 

revealed significant effects of both explanation (experimental) and incidental exposure 

(control) to words. The experimental group(!= 11.32, ]2<.001) and the control group(! 

= 5.893, ]2<.001) learned significantly more words than expected by chance (13.25). The 

no story group's knowledge of target words was not significantly greater than chance (! = 

.741, ]2=.478). The results support the conclusion that children who heard the target 

words in the stories learned significantly more of those words than children who did not. 

Effects of Language Variables 

The second research question, "Does initial L2level contribute to children's target 

vocabulary acquisition?" can be answered by comparing mean TVT scores of children 

with low initial L2 vocabulary levels and children with high initial L2 vocabulary levels. 

Similarly, the third research question, "Does initial L1level contribute to children's target 

vocabulary acquisition?" can be answered by comparing mean TVT scores of children 

with low initial L1 vocabulary levels and children with high initi al Ll vocabulary levels. 

A univariate analysis of variance was conducted to examine the independent 

effects of variables on TVT scores. Low and high vocabulary levels of the L1 Receptive, 

L2 Receptive, and L2 Expressive vocabulary tests were based on median splits of raw 

scores on each test. The median L1 Receptive score was 22.5 (range: 7-63). The median 

L2 receptive vocabulary score was 49.5 (range: 5-79 with one very high score of 107). 

The median L2 expressive vocabulary score was 43 (range: 6-62). Results revealed 

simple, main effects of treatment, E (1 ,68) = 33.55, ]2<.001, L2 receptive vocabulary 
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level, f:(1,68) = 13.31, Q = .001, and L2 expressive vocabulary level, E (1, 68) = 12.14, 

Q=.001, on TVT scores. No significant effect ofL1 receptive level on TVT scores, E 

(1,68) = .683, Q<.411) was found. Table 4 shows means and standard deviations of single 

factors. 

Table 4. Simple Main Effects of Variables on TVT Scores 

Variable 

Treatment 

L1 Receptive Level 

L2 Receptive Level 

L2 Expressive Level 

**p<.Ol *** p<.001 

Ex peri men tal 

Control 

Low 
High 

Low 

High 

Low 
High 

Effects of Books on Target Word Learning 

n 

36 
34 

34 

36 

40 

30 

33 

37 

Mean TVT 

26.50*** 

18.12 

23.18 

21.71 

19.88 
25.83** 

19.42 

25.11** 

SD 

7.02 

4.82 

8.51 

6.08 

5.71 
7.96 

4.93 

8.13 

Because previous research has shown an effect of the book on target vocabulary 

learning, it is important to examine whether there was an effect of the book on target 

word learning in the present study. That is, did children learn significantly more words 

from one book than from other books? Differences in group means per book are 

examined by a 1-way ANOVA on TVT scores per book and on TVT scores per pair of 

books. 



Univariate analyses of variance were performed to evaluate differences among 

groups on TVT scores on individual books. For seven of the eight books, the 

experimental group learned significantly more words per book than children in the 

control or no story groups. In Box Turtle at Long Pond, experimental children learned 

more words than the control or no story groups, but the difference was not statistically 

significant. Nonetheless, the experimental group learned significantly more words 
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within the Turtle/Woods pair of books (i .e., Pair 4) than the control or no story group 

learned for Pair 4. Additionally, pair totals for the no story group show that the no story 

group's performance was not significantly greater than chance on any pair of books. 

(Reporting TVT results by book pair is not central to the focus of the vocabulary strand of 

the study; however, reporting by pairs reflect the chronological order in which books 

were read and permits the examination of target word learning across pairs as a function 

of time.) 

Table 5 shows the mean number of words learned per book per group. P-values in 

the table reflect significance levels between the groups above and below the Q-value in 

Table 5 . .r_-values for significant differences between the experimental and no story 

groups are all significant but are not noted in the table. The number of target words per 

book is noted in parentheses next to the title of the book. In general, results show that, 

with the exception of the information book, Box Turtle at Long Pond, all books were 

equivalently difficult and had target words which were learned significantly better by 

children in the experimental group than by children in the control group. Learning of 



Table 5. Mean Number of Target Words Learned per Book per Group 

Pair 1 

Treatment Groul!_ 
Possum (6) Raccoon (9) P _Rtotal (15) 

Experimental 2.86 3.89 6.75 
p value .007 .022 .001 

Control 1.94 3.03 4.97 
p value .276 .162 .112 

Non-story 1.50 2.40 3.90 

Pair 3 

B_Dtotal 
Bird (6) Duck (8) (14) 

Experimental 4.69 3.31 8.00 
p value .000 .000 .000 

Control 3.03 1.32 4.35 
p value .14 .57 .18 

Non-story 2.40 1.10 3.50 

Pair 2 

Geraldine (5) Henry (4) 
2.25 2.47 
.035 .026 
1.65 1.97 
.08 .053 
1.00 1.20 

Pair 4 

Turtle (7) Woods (8) 
3.20 4.03 
.22 .000 
2.76 2.58 
.32 .14 
2.30 1.90 

G_Htotal (9) 
4.72 
.009 
2.62 
.011 
2.20 

T_Wtotal 
(15) 
7.23 
.000 
5.33 
.09 
4.20 

..... 
w 
w 
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target words was equivalent across books for each group. Most books and all book pairs 

were similarly difficult with respect to target vocabulary acquisition. 

Mean scores per book by control group children were not significantly different 

from mean scores per book of children in the non-story group on 3 pairs of books, pairs 1, 

3, and 4; however, the control group demonstrated significantly more knowledge of 

words in pair 2, Geraldine First and Henry's Happy Birthday than the no story group. 

The control group's learning of these words may suggest 2 things: (1) the words in this 

pair of books may have been more difficult than the words in the other books, resulting in 

the control group's better performance due to the use of contextual information during the 

reading; (2) the contexts of the books in pair 2 may have been more helpful to incidental 

word-learning than the contexts in pairs 1, 3, and 4. The non-story group served no 

additional purpose in the project and will not be discussed further. 

Effects of Word Categories on Target Word Learning 

A univariate analysis of variance was conducted to examine the effect of treatment 

on the category of word learning. Because the corpus of target vocabulary was not 

comprised of equal numbers of nouns (20), verbs (22), and adjectives (11), the number of 

words learned in each category is reported as a proportion of the number possible per 

category. Results show that children in the experimental group learned significantly more 

nouns, E (1,68) = 37.61, Q<.001, verbs, E (1, 68) = 8.51, Q<.01, and adjectives, .E(1,68) = 

31.09, Q<.OO 1, than children in the control group. Table 6 shows the mean proportions 

and standard deviations of each category of word learned per group. 
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Table 6. Mean Proportions of Nouns, Verbs, and Adjectives Learned per Treatment 

Group 

Treatment Group 

Experimental 

Control 

** p<.Ol *** p<.OOI 

Nouns (20) 

.57***(. 16) 

.36 (. 11) 

Verbs (22) 

.47** (.17) 

.36 (.13) 

Adjectives (11) 

.45*** (.16) 
.26 (.11) 

Paired-samples t-tests were conducted to determine whether children in each 

treatment group learned proportionally more nouns, verbs, or adjectives. Results show 

that children in the experimental group learned significantly more nouns than verbs or 

adjectives. However, children in the experimental group did not learn significantly more 

verbs than adjectives. Children in the control group learned significantly more nouns 

than adjectives and significantly more verbs than adjectives, but not significantly more 

nouns than verbs. Table 7 shows results of a paired-samples t-test of proportions of 

words learned per category within groups. T-values and degrees of freedom are included 

in the table. 

Table 7. Comparisons of Categories Learned per Treatment Group 

Treatment Group Categories t df 

Experimental Nouns vs. Verbs 3.55*** 1,35 
Verbs vs. Adjectives .75 1,35 
Nouns vs. Adjectives 4.09*** 1,35 

Control Nouns vs. Verbs .04 1,33 
Verbs vs. Adjectives 4.64*** 1,33 
Nouns vs. Adjectives 4.64*** 1,33 

*p<.05 ** p<.01 *** p<.001 
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A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to examine the within-subjects 

factor of L2 receptive level on category of words learned. Results showed that children in 

the experimental group with high L2 receptive scores learned significantly more nouns, 

E(1,34) = 5.40, Q=.03, verbs, J::(l, 34) = 15.28, Q<.001, and adjectives, !:(1,34) = 10.49, 

Q=.003, than children in the experimental group with low L2 receptive scores. Control 

group children with high L2 receptive level learned significantly more adjectives, !:(1,32) 

= 4.36, Q<.05, than same group peers with low L2 receptive scores. The control group 

children with high L2 receptive levels did not learn significantly more nouns, J::(l,32) = 

3.65, Q=.065, or verbs, !:(1,32) = 3.75, Q=.062, than same group peers with low L2 

receptive levels although their levels approach significance. Table 8 shows within-group 

differences by L2 receptive level in means and standard deviations of category of words 

learned. £-values placed between L2 levels indicate levels of significance within the 

treatment group and between the L2 levels per category. In the absence of rich 

explanations of target words (i.e., comparing the control group to the experimental 

group), L2 receptive level did not make a difference in the learning of nouns and verbs. 

It is important to point out that data in Table 8 represent an efficient way to 

organize two, one-way ANOVA's: one on the effect of L2 receptive level on category 

learning in the experimental group and the other on the effect of L2 receptive level on 

category learning in the control group. This organization permits the analysis of the 

effect of L2 receptive level within treatment groups, not between treatment groups. The 

data in Table 8 do not reflect results from a 2-way ANOV A that examined the interaction 

of two factors, treatment and L2 receptive level. In fact, results of a 2-way ANOV A of 



Table 8. Propmtion of Words Learned within Treatment Groups by L2 Receptive Level 

Treatment Group Proportion Nouns Proportion Verbs 

n M (SD) M (SD) 
Experimental 

LowL2 21 .52 (.164) .37 (.117) 
p value .026 .001 

High L2 15 .63* (.123) .55*** (.156) 

Control 
LowL2 19 .33 (.075) .31 (.121) 

p value .065 .062 
High L2 15 .40 (. 141) .39 (.117) 

* p<.05 ** p<.01 * * * p<.001 

Proportion Adjectives 

M (SD) 

.38 (.146) 
.003 

.54** (.144) 

.23 (.102) 
.045 

.26* (.107) 

...... 
VJ 
--.J 



treatment and L2 receptive level on the categories show no interaction effect of L2 

receptive level and treatment group. The Jack of significant results from a 2-way 
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ANOV A can be further explained by looking at the means in Table 8. For example, in 

examining the mean proportion of nouns learned by using a 2-way ANOV A, results 

would show that each mean (e.g., .52, .63, .33., and .40) is not significantly different from 

each of the other means in the noun category to effect a significant 2-way interaction. 

Nonetheless, the 1-way ANOVA's are sufficient to show where L2 receptive level had 

effects in learning categories of words. 

Combining Variables to Effect a Model 

Although the previous univariate analysis of variance of L1 receptive level on 

TVT scores showed no significant effect of Ll on TVT scores, another way to identify 

potential predictors of target vocabulary acquisition is by examining correlations among 

variables. Variables that are highly correlated are highly related in some way. Direction 

of influence can be further examined in multiple regression analyses or, in some cases, 

inferred by the likelihood of influence by looking at correlations. To answer the third 

research question, "Does initial L1 level predict L2 target vocabulary acquisition?" the 

relationship between Ll level and TVT scores must be examined. For Ll receptive 

scores to predict TVT, L1 receptive scores and TVT scores must be significantly and at 

least moderately correlated. 

A Pearson Product-Moment Correlation was conducted to examine the degree to 

which variables were related. Entry of pretest language variables into the matrix was 

dependent upon significant E-values in models of analysis of variance or salience to the 
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research questions (e.g., L1 receptive vocabulary score). Addition of a story 

comprehension variable (i.e., POimplicit Q's) and two variables from home reading 

practices were entered because they represent three variables that emerged with 

significant strength in other, more general correlation analyses. The variables entered 

include the following: L1 receptive score, whkh was a measure of children's receptive 

knowledge of Portuguese; L2 receptive score, which was a measure of children's 

receptive knowledge of English; L2 expressive score, which was a measure of children's 

English expressive skill; PO Implicit Questions, which was a measure of children's scores 

on implicit questions about books discussed according to the high cognitive demand style 

performance-oriented; Freq/Week, which was a measure of the frequency per week with 

which children were read to at home; Freq/Ask to Read, which was a measure of the 

frequency with which children asked to be read to at home; and TVT scores, which was a 

measure of children's correct answers on the target vocabulary test. Correlation 

coefficients revealed several significant cotTelations among pretest variables, story 

comprehension scores, home reading practices, and TVT scores (see Table 9). Using a 

Bonferroni approach to control for Type I error across the 21 correlations, a Q-value of 

less than .002 (.05/21 = .002) was required for significance. Therefore, only those scores 

with a significance level of .002 and below, and subsequently noted with *** in the table, 

are significant. (Other correlations with lower significance values are presented to 

permit the identification of variables which were close to or far from significance.) 



140 

Table 9. Correlations among Language, Comprehension, Home Reading, and TVT 

Variables 

2 3 4 5 6 
1. Ll Receptive 
2. L2 Receptive -.281 * 
3. L2 Expressive -.264* .800*** 
4. PO imp (prop) .044 .606*** .574*** 
5. Freq/Week -.072* .369*** .393*** .216 
6. Freq/Ask .025 .281 * .343** .377*** .761 *** 
7. TVT Scores -.071 .555*** .444*** .592*** .556*** .415*** 
*p<. 05 **p <.Ol 
*** p<. 002 

The results of the correlational analyses presented in Table 9 show that 12 out of 

21 correlations were statistically significant. L1 receptive scores were not significantly 

correlated with any variables. L2 receptive scores were significantly correlated with L2 

expressive scores, performance oriented impli cit scores, frequency per week of reading at 

home, and TVT scores. L2 expressive scores were significantly correlated with 

performance-oriented implicit questions, frequency per week of reading at home, and 

TVT scores. Performance-oriented implicit questions were significantly correlated with 

L2 receptive vocabulary, L2 expressive vocabulary, frequency with which parents read to 

children per week, and TVT scores. The frequency with which parents read to children at 

home was significantly correlated with L2 receptive vocabulary, L2 expressive 

vocabulary, frequency with which children ask to read per week at home, and TVT 

scores. Finally, the frequency with which children ask to read at home is significantly 

correlated with performance oriented implicit questions, the frequency per week of 
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reading at home, and TVT score. A general summary of these correlations shows that 

Portuguese knowledge was not related to any of the variables in the study, suggesting that 

children's Portuguese knowledge may be irrelevant to their learning from storybook 

reading. In contrast, English knowledge has significant and moderate to strong 

relationships with target word learning. Finally, the frequency per week of reading at 

home is moderately related to children's success on the TVT. 

The fifth research question was, "Which variables contribute to vocabulary 

acquisition from storybook reading?" A blockwise regression analysis was conducted to 

identify the variables that account for variance in TVT score. The importance of this type 

of analysis is its use of blocks to group variables into conceptually similar sets and its use 

of a stepwise procedure to govern the contribution of variables to a model that could 

predict target vocabulary scores. These two features will be further explained. 

Variables were grouped into conceptually distinct sets based on similar 

contributions to variance, as established in the correlation matrix, as well as according to 

significant F-values from analyses of variance tests. Set 1 consisted of the following 

language and treatment variables: research group, L2 receptive level, and L2 expressive 

level. Set 2 consisted of a story comprehension variable (i.e., the proportion of 

POimplicit questions answered correctly) and two home reading variables, the frequency 

per week of reading at home and the frequency per week that the child asked to be read to 

at home. The order of sets (blocks) was established based on sets' relative contribution 

to variance in TVT scores from each being entered alone in a regression analyses on TVT 

scores. For example, it was found that language and treatment variables, i.e., Set 1, 
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contributed to the most variance in TVT scores when compared to a regression analysis of 

variables from set 2. Hence, language and treatment variables were entered first in the 

current model; comprehension was entered second; and home reading practice variables 

were entered last. Set 2 accounted for a significant amount of variance above that 

accounted for by language and treatment variables (set 1). The current model consists of 

the ordered sets of predictors that account for the most variance in TVT scores (see Table 

10). 

Within the blocks, or sets, of predictors, a stepwise regression was conducted on 

each factor to determine the order of predictors within sets. The stepwise selection 

permits the removal of variables entered earlier in the set that have lost usefulness as a 

result of variables entered after. That is, a stepwise regression selects variables to enter 

based upon the variable's degree of contribution to variance and its continued contribution 

to variance once other variables have been entered. 

Table 10. Regression of Variables on TVT Scores. 

Variables Entered 

Treatment Group 

L2 Receptive Score 
L2 Expressive Score 

PO Implicit Questions 

Frequency per Week 
Frequency Ask to Read/Week 

Variables Retained 

Treatment Group 

L2 Recepti ve Score 

Frequency per Week 

PO Implicit Questions 

Adjusted R2 p 
.36 <.001 
.60 <.001 

.65 <.001 

.69 <.001 

Treatment (i.e., explanation of target words) accounted for 36% of the variance in 

TVT scores. L2 receptive level accounted for an additional 24% of the variance in TVT 

scores. The frequency of reading per week at home accounted for an additional 5% of the 
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variance in TVT scores while scores on the story comprehension measure accounted for a 

final 4% of the variance in TVT scores. Together, these variables account for 69% of the 

variance in TVT scores. 

The use of the blockwise feature of the multiple regression shows us that the first 

set of predictors, the language and treatment variables, accounted for the largest portion 

of the variance in predicting TVT scores. The second set of predictors, the story 

comprehension and home reading variables, contributed a little more variance after the 

contributions of language and treatment. What the stepwise feature within blocks 

contributes to the analysis, in less statistical terminology, is that variables within a block 

get entered into the model in every ordered combination possible. They are retained 

based on the position in which they make the greatest contribution AND retain that 

contribution when other variables which might contribute are entered later. The latter is 

exemplified by the absence of L2 expressive score in the "variables retained" section 

Table 10. That is, L2 expressive score might have accounted for variance in TVT scores 

by itself (especially given its significant F value in the earlier 1-way ANOVA) , but it was 

not useful in predicting TVT scores (i.e., did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in TVT scores) beyond the variance accounted for more robustly by treatment 

and L2 receptive scores. 

The multiple regression analysis showed that treatment and L2 receptive score 

accounted for large portions of variance in TVT scores. Because treatment and L2 

receptive vocabulary scores emerged as the two factors that accounted for the most 

variance in TVT score, they are included in a scatterplot in Figure 1. The regression 
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lines in Figure 1 show a predicted trajectory or direction of TVT scores based on 

treatment group membership and L2 receptive scores. 

In combination with the regression lines, the scatterplots highlight three important 

points. First, the treatment group's TVT scores were almost always higher than control 

children's TVT scores. This means that chjldren who hear rich explanations nearly 

always have higher TVT scores than those who do not. Secondly, regardless of initial L2 

score, children who heard explanations had higher TVT scores. This means that there is 

no mjnimum level of receptive knowledge necessary before explanation is helpful. 

Finally, TVT scores show greater increases with increasing amount of L2 receptive 

knowledge. The children who know more L2 vocabulary learn more TVT words. 

�5�0 �~ �-�-�-�-�-�- �-�- �-�-�-�-�-�- �-�-�-�- �-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�- �-�-�-�- �.� 
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Figure 1. Regression Line for Predicting TVT Scores from L2R and Treatment Group 
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A summary of results shows the importance of several variables to children's 

target word learning from storybook reading. Treatment led to significant differences in 

children's target vocabulary learning from storybook reading. Children's L2 receptive 

knowledge is critical to target word learning while children's abilities to comprehend 

stories and their experience reading at home add additional help in learning words from 

storybook reading. 

Story Comprehension 

Particular attention is paid to probing the roles of treatment and language, 

especially the contributions of both Ll knowledge and L2 knowledge in ESL 

preschoolers. Restated below, four of the five overall research questions relate to story 

comprehension: 

2) Do story discussion styles affect ESL children's story comprehension? 

3) Does initial L2 level contribute to children's . .. story comprehension? 

4) Does initial Ll level contribute to children's . .. story comprehension? 

5) Which of the following variables contribute to L2 target vocabulary acquisition 

and story comprehension, either along or in interaction with each other: age, 

gender, Ll receptive skill, L2 receptive skill, L2 expressive skill, home reading 

practices, and adult reading style (i .e., treatment). 

Effects of Treatment 

The second overall research question asks, "Do story discussion styles affect ESL 

children's story comprehension?" To examine the effect of variables on children's story 

comprehension, responses to the story comprehension test were analyzed according to 
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three categories: the total number of SCT questions answered correctly; the total number 

of SCT questions answered correctly by question type (explicit or implicit); and the total 

number of SCT questions answered correctly by question type per discussion style (e.g., 

DL explicit, DL implicit , PO explicit, and PO implicit). Table 11 shows the number of 

question types answered correctly per treatment group. The total number of SCT 

questions asked was 4,200 (70 subjects x 10 questions SCT x 6 books). The total number 

of explicit questions asked was 2,100 (70 subjects x 5 explicit questions per SCT x 6 

books). The total number of implicit questions asked was 2, 100 (70 subjects x 5 implicit 

questions per SCT x 6 books). 

The numbers of possible correct questions asked per reading style (e.g., 

DLexplicit, POexplicit, DLimplicit, and POimplicit) were calculated as follows: DL 

explicit questions (70 subjects x 16 questions); POexplicit questions (70 subjects x 14 

questions); DLimplicit questions (70 subjects x 14 questions); and POimplicit questions 

(70 subjects x 16 questions) . The proportions were calculated in the following way: 

number of correctly answered questions/ (n of subjects x number of questions). For 

example, the number of DLexplicit questions answered correctly by the experimental 

group was 435. This number was divided by (36 subjects in experimental group x 16 

DLexplicit questions) to equal .76. Data within the table show the proportion of SCT 

questions answered COITectly per treatment group. 
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Table 11. Proportion of SCT Questions Answered Correctly per Treatment Group 

Treatment 
Grou (n) 

SCT 
Total 

Explicit Implicit 
Total Total 

DL PO DL PO 

explicit explicit implicit implicit 

Experimental (36) .61 .78 .76 .80 .44 .37 .51* 

Control (34) .54 .72 .70 .75 .35 .32 .38 

p<.05 

A univariate analysis of variance was conducted to examine the main effect of 

treatment on children's story comprehension scores. Results show significant effects of 

discussion style (e.g., didactic labeling or performance oriented) only on POimplicit 

questions, F(1,68) = 5.71, p=.02. Results in Table 12 show F-values (df= 1,68) and 

significance levels for treatment and language variables for story comprehension 

questions. 

The present study divides story comprehension questions into categories, explicit 

and implicit, and the type of discussion style, didactic/labeling or performance-oriented. 

The total number of SCT questions answered correctly (SCT total) is too general to 

describe children's story comprehension because it does not give any information about 

what children know how to do or what they comprehend. Using as a measure of 

children's comprehension either the total number of explicit questions answered correctly 

(EXP total) or the total number of implicit questions answered correctly (IMP total) is 



Table 12. F-values of Simple Main Effects of Variables on Story Comprehension Questions 

Variable 

Treatment Group 
Ll Receptive Level 
L2 Receptive Level 
L2 Ex2ressive Level 

*p<.05 *** p<.OOl 

SCT Total 

2.86 
.05 

29.88*** 
25.04*** 

Explicit 

Total 

1.47 
.52 

23.31 *** 
18.86*** 

DL PO 

Implicit 

Total 

DL PO 

explicit explicit implicit implicit 

1.55 1.10 3.74 1.13 5.71 * 
.06 1.28 .06 .767 .10 

21.14*** 19.24*** 27.40*** 16.23*** 27.56*** 
17.80*** 15.13*** 23.97*** 18.86*** 19.47*** 

...... 
�~� 
00 
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also not helpful given that children in the control group were able to answer explicit 

questions as well as children in the experimental group. The answering of explicit 

questions appeared to require simply hearing the story or only the simplest types of 

information. Using IMP total is no better than using EXP total because it includes 

implicit questions from stories discussed in a DL style of discussion, whose demand style 

does not include eliciting higher order thinking skills. A final possibility is to use one of 

the categories of questions within a particular style of discussion. Because explicit 

questions were answered equally well by both treatment groups, DL explicit and PO 

explicit were not used as the measure for story comprehension. Because the DL style did 

not include the use of high demand questions in the story discussion, DLimplicit does not 

reflect the result of high demand instruction on the ability to answer high demand 

questions. Hence, the use of POimplicit scores as a general measure of story 

comprehension was used as the measure of story comprehension. The POimp scores 

demonstrated that the high demand style of questioning in the PO style was more 

effective at helping children answer implicit questions than the low cognitive demand 

style was at helping children answer implicit questions (DLimp). That is, higher order 

thinking and comprehension were evident in the significantly higher scores of POimp 

questions. For the rest of the report, the terminology story comprehension will mean the 

scores on POimplicit questions. 

Explicit questions within the didactic labeling (i.e., DL explicit) style were not 

answered correctly significantly more by experimental group members who had a low­

demand discussion of the book than by control group members who had no discussion of 
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the book, !:(1,68)=1.55, Q=.22. For explicit questions, a didactic labeling style does not 

help children comprehend more than a performance-Oiiented style of discussion or no 

discussion at all. 

Implicit questions within the didactic labeling style of discussion were not 

answered significantly more coJTectly by experimental group members than by control 

group members F(1,68)=1.13, p=.29. This makes sense because the didactic labeling 

style of discussion did not include the use of implicit questions; true to its name, the DL 

style includes the use of naming and recall questions. The results of the didactic labeling 

style show that low-demand questions are answered as well without discussion as with it , 

suggesting that types of information that are addressed in simple naming and recall are 

rather transparent and might not need to be discussed. Further evidence for this idea is 

found in the results of explicit questions within a performance oriented (i.e., high­

demand) style of discussion. 

Explicit questions within the performance oriented (i .e., high-demand) discussion 

style showed no significant difference by treatment group. That is, experimental group 

members' performance on explicit questions from the high-demand style) did not differ 

significantly from control group members' performance, F(l ,68)=1.1, p=.30). This result 

is expected, as the performance-oriented style of discussion includes high-demand types 

of questions, not recall and naming questions. Thus, a PO style of discussion is not 

needed for children to comprehend explicit information. Furthermore, as control 

children did as well as experimental children on explicit questions across both demand 

types, it appears that a discussion of explicit information contributes nothing to children's 
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comprehension. The children appear to be "getting" explicit information from listening to 

the story; no additional discussion of basic facts is warranted. 

Implicit questions were answered differently by the treatment groups. 

Experimental group members answered significantly more implicit questions correctly 

(M=8.11) than did their control group peers, F(1,68) =5.71, p<.Ol. These results show 

that the performance-oriented or high cognitive demand style was the only style that 

resulted in significant gains in children's abilities to answer implicit or high cognitive 

demand questions. For implicit questions, only a performance-oriented style of 

discussion is helpful. 

For explicit questions, discussion, no matter the style, doe not affect performance. 

Explicit information appears to be readily available to children through the reading of the 

book. No extra discussion is needed for them to comprehend this information, and 

discussions with either low or high cognitive demand are not additionally helpful to 

children in answering explicit questions correctly. 

In summary, children can answer explicit questions correctly from simply hearing 

the story. Children's ability to answer implicit questions correctly, however, appears to 

benefit from a discussion style that requires them to engage in the type of thinking that is 

required for high-demand types of questions. 

Effects of Language Variables 

The third and fourth research questions ask, "Does initial L2 level contribute to 

story comprehension?" and, "Does initial Ll level contribute to story comprehension?" 

respectively. 
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One-way ANOV A's were conducted to examine the main effects of pretest language 

scores on children's story comprehension scores. Results show that L2 receptive skill and 

L2 expressive skill had significant effects on all measures. L1 receptive skill was not a 

significant contributor to any story comprehension categories (see Table 12). 

Table 13 shows the mean proportion of explicit or implicit questions correctly 

answered per discussion style (e.g., DL or PO), per treatment group (e.g., experimental or 

control), and per L2 receptive level (e.g., low or high). In Table 13, the mean proportion 

of questions per treatment group is shown by question type and by L2 receptive level. E­

values reflect levels of significance between the experimental and control group mean 

proportions per question type. Similar nonsignificant levels exist for group by L2 

receptive level comparisons for DL implicit questions, PO explicit questions, and PO 

implicit questions. However, as introduced in Table 12 and further delineated in Table 

13, there exists a significant effect of treatment on PO implicit scores when L2 is not 

considered. This difference is seen in Table 13 by the significant differences in average 

mean proportions between the experimental and control groups on PO implicit questions. 

It is important to point out that data in Table 13 represent an efficient way to organize 

two, one-way ANOV A's: one on the effect of treatment group on questions answered 

from stories discussed in a didactic/labeling style and the other on the effect of treatment 

group on questions answered from stories discussed in a performance/oriented style of 

discussion. The data in Table 13 do not reflect results from a 3-way ANOV A which 

examined the interaction of discussion style, treatment, and L2 receptive level. 



Table 13. Mean Proportions of SCT Questions Answered Correctly per Discussion Style by Group 

Books Read in 
Didactic/Labeling Explicit 
St,Ile Treatment �G�r�o�u�~� L2 �R�e�c�e�~�t�i�v�e� Level Questions 

Experimental 

Low .6935 
High .8417 

Mean .7552 
p value .22 

Control 

Low .6118 
High .8167 

Mean .7022 

Books Read in 
Performance-oriented Explicit 
Style Questions 

Experimental 

Low .7279 

High .9000 

Mean .7996 

p value .30 
Control 

Low .6504 
High .8714 

Mean .7479 

Implicit 
Questions 

.2925 

.4810 

.3710 

.2256 

.4286 

.3151 

Implicit 
Questions 

.3929 

.6667 

.5069 

.2763 

.5083 

.3787 

.29 

.02 

....... 
Vl 
V..l 
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Although 2-way ANOV A's did not show differences by treatment group and L2 

receptive level, children with high L2 receptive levels did better than children with low 

L2 receptive levels across both types of questions and both types of discussion styles (see 

Table 14). A one-way within-subjects analysis of variance showed that children with 

high L2 levels scored significantly higher on all questions than same group peers with 

low L2 receptive levels. These distinctions are shown in Table 14. Although the control 

group had no discussion of any type, their performance on SCT's is categorized under the 

books that were discussed in particular styles. 

Within the books that were read according to a DL style of discussion, high L2 

receptive children in the expe1imental group answered correctly a significantly higher 

proportion of both explicit, F(1,68)=10.76, p=.002, and implicit questions, F(1,68)= 6.84, 

p < .013, than their low L2 receptive peers. Within books that were read according to a 

DL style of discussion, high L2 receptive children in the control group had significantly 

higher proportions of explicit, F(1,68) = 11.25, p=.001, and implicit questions, F(1,68) = 

10.10, p=.004, correct than their low L2 receptive peers. Within books that were read 

according to the PO style of discussion, high L2 receptive children in the experimental 

group had significantly higher proportions of explicit questions, F(1,68) = 9.35, p=.004, 

and implicit questions, F(1,68) = 17.54, p<. 000, correct than their low L2 receptive 

peers. Within books that were read according to a PO style of discussion, high L2 

receptive children in the control group had significantly higher proportions of explicit, 

F(1,68) = 10.19, p=.003, and implicit questions, F(1,68) = 13.77, p=.001, correct than 

their low L2 receptive peers. This table shows that low L2 receptive scorers did not 



Table 14. Effects of L2 Level on SCT Questions Answered Correctly per Di scussion Style by Treatment Group 

Books Read in 
Didactic/Labeling L2 Receptive Mean Proportion Mean Proportion 
Style Treatment Group Level Explicit Questions Implicit Questions 

Books Read in 
Performance Oriented 

Experimental 

p value 

Control 

p value 

Low 

High 

Low 

High 

L2 Receptive 

.6935 .2925 
.002 .013 

.8417 .4810 

.6118 .2256 
.001 .004 

.8167 .4286 

Mean Proportion Mean Proportion 
Style Treatment Group Level Explicit Questions Implicit Questions 

Experimental 

Low .7279 .3929 
p value .004 .000 

High .9000 .6667 

Control 

Low .6504 .2763 
p value .002 .001 

High .8714 .5083 

....... 
U1 
U1 



answer as many questions correctly as high L2 receptive scorers in all categories of 

questions. 
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Although children with low L2 receptive levels did better on low-demand 

questions than on high-demand questions, the low-demand style of discussion (i.e., 

didactic/labeling) was not better suited for helping them answer implicit questions. 

Therefore, it should not be concluded that demand styles are differentially better for 

children based on their injtial skill levels. Rather, it should be concluded that (1) children 

with higher initial L2 skills make higher scores than children with lower L2 skills; and (2) 

explicit information within a text is illurrunated no more with a low-demand discussion 

than without a discussion at all; however, implicit information within a text is 

comprehended significantly better with a PO (i.e., high-demand) style of discussion. 

Figure 2 shows differences between the four types of style/question categories (i.e., 

DLexplicit, DLimplicit , POexplicit, and POimplicit) by treatment group. Mean 

proportions of each of the four types answered correctly are displayed in Figure 2. Bars 

represent each of four categories of questions (i.e., 2 styles x 2 question types). The 

names of questions in the legend represent coding for three features: discussion style 

(e.g., dl or po), question type (e.g. exp for explicit or imp for implicit), and pro to denote 

that values are proportions of question types answered correctly, not raw numbers of 

question types answered correctly. The mean proportions of each type of question are 

depicted at the top of each bar. Only the poimppro questions reveal a significant different 

between the experimental and the control groups (.51 vs .. 38). 
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Figure 2. Mean Proportions of Four Question Types Answered Correctly per Treatment 

Group 

Effects of Books 

Data in Table 15 show a comparison of mean proportion of question types 

answered correctly per book per treatment group. Results from 1-way ANOVA's on the 

effect of treatment group per question type show the same number of explicit questions 

were answered correctly regardless of discussion style or its absence. Significant 

differences between treatment groups were found on more POimplicit questions than on 

POexplicit, DLimplicit, or DLexplicit questions. Data in Table 15 help to explain the 

composite results in Table 13; however, the small numbers of questions comprising 

proportions in Table 15 may distort the significant effect of treatment found for 



Table 15. Mean Proportion of SCT Questions Answered Correctly by Book per Treatment Group 

Books Read in DL St:yle Books Read in PO Style 

Pair 2 
Treatment 
Group 

Geraldine Geraldine Henry's Henry's 

First First HaetD!. BirthdaY. HaeeJ!. BirthdaY. 
G_Htotal 

Explicit (5) Implicit (5) Explicit (5) Implicit (5) (20) 

Experimental .83 .29 .87 .56 .64 
p value .31 .05 .17 .10 .056 

Control .78 .23 .80 .45 .55 
Pair 3 

Bab)!. Bird's BabY. Bird's Bab)!. Duck's BabY. Duck's 

First Nest First Nest New Friend New Friend 
B_Dtotal 

Expli cit (6) Implicit ( 4) Explicit (4) Impli cit (6) (20) 

Experimental .75 .49 .71 .60 .65 

p value .73 .44 .70 .02 .262 

Control .74 .54 .68 .43 .59 

Pair4 
Box Turtle at Box Turtle at In the Woods: In the Woods: 

Long Pond Long Pond Who's Been Here? Who's Been Here? 
T_Wtotal 

Explicit (5) Implicit (5) Expli cit (5) Implicit (5) (20) 

Experimental .70 .37 .85 .37 .57 
p value .19 .22 .57 .14 .147 

Control .62 .30 .81 .28 .51 ...... 
Vl 
00 
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POimplicit questions in Table 13. That is, more robust results for the PO style on 

implicit questions are apparent when effects of all 16 questions are reported as a whole, 

as in Table 13. 

P-values in the table reveal significance between the types of questions between 

which they are listed. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of the corresponding 

type of question in that book. (NB: The SCT's for all books were intended to have five 

explicit questions and five implicit questions; however, an oversight in the planning 

stages resulted in six explicit questions and four implicit questions for Baby Bird's First 

Nest and four explicit questions and four implicit questions for Baby Duck's New Friend. 

As a result of this error, mean proportions of questions answered correctly, rather than 

raw numbers of questions answered correctly, were used in statistical analyses.) Pair 1 

was not used in the story comprehension strand of the project. 

Effects of Combining Variables 

Two advantages of examining correlations between variables and story 

comprehension extend beyond the contributions of a simple ANOV A test. First, 

correlations can identify negative relationships between variables and story 

comprehension, thus identifying inverse relationships between variables whose 

relationship would have otherwise been reported in an ANOV A as having no effect. 

Secondly, correlations can add information about the relationships of language variables 

to each other rather than to only the dependent measure. Although the following 

cotTelations do not answer one of the research questions, they do provide information 



about the relationships of language, TVT scores, and home reading variables to story 

comprehension. 
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Correlation coefficients were computed among the language variables, TVT 

scores, and the story comprehension measure, POimp. As explained earlier, POimp 

scores provided the most salient measure of story comprehension referred to in all further 

analyses of variance; hence, they are the measure of story comprehension in all further 

discussions of analyses. Using the Bonferroni approach to control for a Type I error 

across the 21 correlations, a significance value of less than .002 (.05/21) was required for 

significance. Therefore, only those scores with a significance level of .002 and below, 

and consequently noted with *** in the table, are significant. (Other correlations with 

higher significance values are presented to permit the identification of variables which 

were almost significant or far from significant.) 

Results of the correlational analysis presented in Table 16 identify five variables 

that have statistically significant correlations with PO Implicit scores. L2 receptive score, 

L2 expressive scores, TVT scores, and the frequency with which children were read to at 

home were significantly correlated with PO implicit scores. In general, English language 

skill and new vocabulary scores are significantly correlated with story comprehension 

while children's interest in reading, as measured by parents' self-reporting of children's 

requests to read at home, was less strongly correlated with story comprehension scores. 
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Table 16. Correlations Among Variables and POimp (proportion) Scores 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Ll Receptive 
2. L2 Receptive -.281 * 
3. L2 Expressive -.264* .800*** 
4. POimp (prop) .044 .606*** .574*** 
5. Freq/Week -.072* .369*** .393*** .216 
6. Freq/Ask .025 .281 * .343** .377*** .761 *** 
7. TVT Scores -.071 .555*** .444*** .592*** .556*** .415*** 
*p<.05 ** p<.Ol 
*** p<.002 

The fifth research question, "Which variables contribute to story comprehension 

from storybook reading?" seeks to identify the variables that influence comprehension as 

well as the extent to which the variables contribute to comprehension when other factors 

are considered. 

A blockwise regression analysis was conducted to identify the predictors of PO 

implicit score. Variables were grouped into conceptually distinct sets based on similar 

contributions to variance, as established in the correlation matrix, as well as according to 

significant F-values from analyses of variance tests. Set 1 consisted of the following 

language and treatment variables: research group, L2 receptive level, and L2 expressive 

level. Set 2 consisted of TVT score, the frequency per week of reading at home 

(Freq/Week), the frequency per week that the chj}d asked to read at home (Ask2Read), 

the child's age at which reading began at home (Begin/Age), and the number of times per 

week the parent reported seeing the chjld look at books along (Books/Alone). The last 

two vmiables were added to the regression model because of their small but significant 



correlation with frequency of reading at home and the frequency with which children 

were asked to be read to at home. 
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The order of sets (blocks) was established based on sets' relative contribution to 

variance in PO implicit scores each being entered along in a regression analysis on 

POimplicit scores. For example, it was found that language and treatment variables, i.e., 

Set 1, cont1ibuted to the most variance in POimplicit scores when compared to a 

regression analysis on POimplicit scores with only TVT scores and home reading 

variables. Hence, language and treatment variables were entered first in the current 

model; comprehension and home reading practice variables were entered next and 

accounted for a significant amount of variance above that accounted for by language and 

treatment variables. The current model consists of the ordered sets of predictors that 

account for the most variance in PO implicit scores (see Table 15). Within the sets, or 

blocks, of predictors, a stepwise regression was conducted on each factor to determine the 

order of predictors within sets. A stepwise regression selects variables to enter based 

upon the variable's degree of contribution to variance and its continued contribution to 

variance once other variables have been entered. 

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to predict the amount of variance in 

PO implicit scores that is accounted for by children's L2 skill, treatment, and home 

reading practices. The results show that English skill, treatment, and the frequency with 

which children were read to at home account for 60% of the variance in story 

comprehension scores. 
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These results show that English receptive vocabulary knowledge was the most 

important variable in predicting POimpJjcit scores. After L2 receptive skill, discussion 

style, specifically, a performance-oriented style, helps story comprehension. Children's 

ability to express in English is important to story comprehension scores after L2 receptive 

score and discussion style. Finally, the frequency of reading at home and children's 

requests to read at home with parents matter to children's story comprehension after 

language, treatment, and target vocabulary. 

Table 17. Regression Model of Variables on POimplicit (Proportion) scores 

Variables Entered Variables Retained Adjusted R2 p 
Treatment Group L2 Receptive Score .33 <.001 
L2 Receptive Score Treatment Group .37 <.001 
L2 ExEressive Score L2 Expressive Score .40 <.001 
TVT score TVT Score .47 <.001 
FreqWeek FreqWeek .50 <.001 
Freq/ Ask Read Freg/ Ask Read .60 <.001 

Figure 3 shows the direction of prediction of POimp scores when considering L2 

receptive knowledge and treatment group membership. Children with higher L2 

receptive scores had higher PO implicit scores. Children in the experimental group had 

higher PO implicit scores. Similar to the regression lines for TVT scores, two 

implications follow: First, children who heard a high cognitive demand style of 

discussion, such as the performance-oriented style, have consistently higher scores on 

POimplicit questions. Secondly, children who heard the PO style of discussion had 

consistently higher scores on POimplicit questions regardless of L2 receptive level. 

Hence, results show that treatment has an effect at all L2 receptive levels. 
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Figure 3. Regression Line for Predicting POimplicit Scores From L2 Receptive 

Vocabulary and Treatment 

In summary, in this study, L2 receptive skill made the largest contribution to ESL 

preschoolers' story comprehension, accounting for more of the variance in story 

comprehension score than a cognitively demanding discussion style (i.e., treatment). 

Children's L2 expressive skills and TVT scores also contribute to their story 

comprehension, adding more evidence that children's vocabulary knowledge in the L2 is 

very important to story comprehension. Finally, children's reading habits at home help 

account for their story comprehension. Children who are read to frequently at home score 



significantly higher on comprehension scores than children who are not read to as 

frequently at home. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This study generated three significant findings. The first was a highly significant 

effect for rich explanations of target words on their acquisition. The second was a small, 

but significant, effect for a high cognitive demand style of adult discussion on children's 

story comprehension. The third finding was that both the level of vocabulary and the 

history of hearing stories that the child brings to the storybook reading affect vocabulary 

acquisition and comprehension in the storybook reading context. 

This section consists of six parts. In the first two sections, the effects of the 

treatment on children's target vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension from 

storybook reading are discussed. In section three, the effects of L2 skills, Ll ski lls , and 

home reading practices are discussed. The final three sections consist of a discussion of 

the study's limitations and implications, and of directions for further research. 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

This study found a significant effect of vocabulary explanation in a story read 

aloud context on ESL preschoolers' target vocabulary acquisition. Four-and five-year-old 

second language learners of English acquired meanings for 33% of the new words in 

stories by simply hearing the words in their story context, as the story was read three 

times, over a 3-week period.. When rich definitions were included with exposures to 

new words in stories, the mean number of words learned was 50%. Given that both the 

control (no explanations) and the experimental groups learned significantly more words 

than expected by chance, simply hearing new words in stories supports a moderate level 

of word learning. However, hearing words accompanied by rich definitions prompts 
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considerably more word learning. The findings for vocabulary acquisition in the story 

read aloud context in the present study are more robust with respect to both incidental 

exposure to new words and use of rich definitions than in other studies in which 

monolingual preschoolers were the participants (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2001; Elley, 

1989; Penno, Wilkinson, and Moore, 2002; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995; 

Senechal, 1997). The larger effects may have been due to the quality of the definitions, 

the number of exposures to vocabulary, the length of the treatment period, the familiarity 

or salience of story topics to children's interests, prior word knowledge, and type of 

knowledge measured by the posttest. 

Explanations of target words used in the present study included as much 

information as possible and were conveyed in a variety of ways. Strategies involved (1) 

providing a gesture of a word to convey the word's meaning; (2) stating a general 

definition of the word; (3) providing a statement about the meaning of the word in a 

context removed from its use in the story but relevant to the child's life; (4) providing 

synonymous phrases that distinguished between the meanings of target words and similar 

words; and (5) illustrating the word in storybook context. This quintet of strategies 

integrated two new ones-the use of gesture and the use of a decontextualized definition­

with the three strategies used by Elley (1989), which were pointing, providing a synonym 

or brief defi nition, and role-playing. Findings from the present study suggest that 

gestures and statements about the target word, applied to a personal context, may add 

information that is not available from pointing, explanations utilizing synonyms, and role 

playing. 
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The number of exposures to target words in the present study was six for all target 

words. Other studies have had fewer exposures (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Elley, 

1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994) or an unequal number of exposures to target words (Elley, 

1989). The present study demonstrated that robust word learning can occur with six 

exposures, even though six exposures are not sufficient for children to learn every new 

word. Creating more exposures to target words seems unwise. Most of the books could 

not reasonably accommodate a third insertion of a target word in the text along with a 

vivid illustration of the word, and reading each book a fourth time under the same 

research conditions may have bored chjldren. Therefore, six exposures was the optimal 

number that could be provided to children in this study. 

The present study showed that children learned words through incidental exposure 

and through explanations provided during the three readings of each book, which spanned 

approximately three weeks for each pair of books. A three-week time span is 

substantially longer than periods found in previous repeated reading or reading-with­

explanation research (Brabham & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Elley, 1989; Penno, Wilkinson, & 

Moore, 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995; Senechal, 

1997). This suggests that children can learn words from books when words are 

encountered only about once per week for three weeks. The less condensed approach to 

target word exposure used in the present study is more characteristic of the typical 

exposure to words that a child would receive in a classroom or at home than the very 

condensed timeframes used in previous periods of research. It is helpful to know that 

children do not need multiple exposures of new words within a two- to four-day time 
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span, for example, to Jearn them. Gi ven that this study differed from previous studies on 

variables other than timeframe for exposure to words, we cannot know whether the 

timeframe or some other variables accounted for the higher rate or word learning 

obtained. However, it might be the case that multiple exposures over a wider timeframe 

results in higher rates of acquisition than the same number of exposures in a much shorter 

span of time. For example, exposure over a longer period of time might allow more time 

for deep processing of meaning. 

In the present study, words were virtually equivalent in salient, word-related 

characteristics. All target words occurred with the same frequency; all target words were 

equally unessential to the meaning of the story; and all target words were depicted twice 

in the illustrations. Moreover, the helpfulness of the surrounding context was ensured as 

the insertion of all target words within the text had to make sense. One variable that was 

not a characteristic of any of the target words was its importance to the plot. Other 

researchers (Elley, 1989; Leung, 1992) have suggested that this is important to word 

learning from hearing stories read aloud, but the present study suggests that this is not 

essential for a fairly high rate of word acquisition. The word learning rate in the 

treatment group might have been even higher, had words been central to the meaning of 

the story, although the rate found in the present study was already higher than in previous 

research on monolinguals. This finding suggests that children can learn vocabulary very 

robustly even when target words are not important to the meaning of the overall story. 

This is important because it makes possible as candidates for acquisition more words 

within a story than just those deemed important for comprehending the story. This 
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finding also suggests that children can learn words inserted into the stories, as adults may 

select words that are immaterial to conveying the essential story but helpful to vocabulary 

knowledge. Such a factor gives adults who read stories a much greater breadth of 

vocabulary from which to choose and increases the potential for word learning beyond 

that of the cache of words in the actual text of a book. 

Vocabulary acquisition levels did not differ across books, a result that differs from 

ptior research (Elley, 1989; Brabham, 2002; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002). This 

finding suggests that word-learning can be accomplished from books with a range of 

topics, illustration styles, and genres (e.g., narrative picture and information picture 

books). This finding also suggests that the treatment strategies are generalizable across a 

wide range of books and that word learning from storybook reading can occur across a 

range of book characteristics (e.g., length, genre, plot, illustration style). 

The robust findings from the present study also suggest that word learning can 

occur when children have no prior knowledge of the meaning of the word. Previous 

studies found significant levels of pretest knowledge, yet concluded that a significant gain 

in word knowledge was due to the treatment (Elley, 1989; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 

1995; Senechal, 1997). In the present study, steps were taken to ensure that children had 

no prior knowledge of target words. Given these precautions, the findings show that 

children with no prior knowledge of words at all -not even partial knowledge-can learn 

a substantial number of new words from storybook reading. This means that rich 

explanations, or perhaps only multiple exposures to new words, can be sufficient for 
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helping the children learn the word, and that educators and parents need not worry about 

withholding explanations for children with httle word knowledge at the start. 

Finally, the findings of the present study showed that ESL children learned 

between one-third and one-half of the target words as measured through a receptive 

vocabulary test. Prior research on preschool-age ESL children (Ervin-Tripp, 1974; 

Hakuta, 1978; Tabors, 1997) shows that children experience a "silent period" in which 

they may comprehend but not produce the second language. Receptive measure of 

vocabulary need to be used at a time when learners may be experiencing a silent period. 

Furthermore, expressive posttests that require only that a child say a word within the 

context of the book (Senechal, Thomas, and Monker, 1995; Senechal, 1997) may not 

provide good measures of the child's understanding of the word's meaning (Robbins & 

Ehri, 1994). If the receptive vocabulary posttest measured learning in a context that 

differed from the exact context of the book, as was the case in the present study, then a 

child's deeper understanding of words could be probed. 

Story Comprehension 

In this study, a small but significant effect was obtained for storybook discussion 

style on ESL preschoolers' story comprehension of storybook read aloud. Specifically, 4-

and 5-year-old second language learners of Enghsh benefited significantly from a higher 

cognitive demand style of discussion (i.e., performance-oriented) than from a low 

cognitive demand style of discussion (i.e., didactic/labeling). The high cognitive demand 

style of discussion, as opposed to a low-cognitive style of discussion, improved children's 

ability to answer implicit- or high demand-questions on the story comprehension task. 



In contrast, there were no di fferences in effects on the comprehension of explicit 

questions between a high-cognitive demand style of discussion as opposed to a low­

demand. 
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Answers to explicit questions (i.e., who, what, where) about a story are basic facts 

that require, at most, recollection of events or an ability to name objects. Such questions 

do not require the integration of information, the synthesis of information, or the analysis 

of facts to arrive at a new understanding. Results of the present study suggest that simply 

hearing the story, provides enough information for children to successfully answer 

explicit questions. Discussion, even of a low-cognitive demand kind, appears not to be 

required. 

The ability to answer implicit questions, however, requires engagement with the 

text, beyond mere listening to the story read aloud. This makes sense, given that 

answering implicit questions requires some integration of information within the text to 

arrive at answers that are not explicitly stated. Only the high demand discussion style 

effected gains in high-demand or implicit questions. 

The definition and structure of implicit questions used in the present study was 

similar to Paris and Paris' (2003) implicit questions, suggesting that children in both 

studies were engaged in similar types of higher order thinking when they were asked to 

integrate information, to make inferences, and to think about reasons for events. 

However, it is not possible to conclude that Paris and Paris' findings are consistent with 

those of the present study given that the effect of age and/or reading ability were not ruled 

out as potential contributors to children's comprehension scores in Paris and Paris' study. 
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Because the present study involved only nonreaders, conclusions that the high demand 

discussion effected the results in story comprehension appear more likely to have resulted 

from the treatment than might have been the case for the findings in the Paris and Paris 

study. 

One cannot, of course, conclude from the present research that explicit questions 

are never of value. For example, in co-constructive types of discussion in which the adult 

seeks verbal interaction throughout the reading, explicit questions can provide important 

diagnostic information about children's comprehension during the reading. Additionally, 

explicit questions might also help children find answers to implicit questions in some 

read aloud settings. During the first reading of a book, for example, explicit questions 

can help build support for a high-demand query, especially if the explicit questions are 

sequenced to support the discovery of information that must be manipulated to answer a 

high demand question. Explicit questions might also be helpful during successive 

readings of a book when the teacher wants to direct children's thinking toward an implicit 

question that relies upon understanding details that are less salient to main story themes 

or points, and therefore might not have been paid attention to by children during the 

repeated readings. 

On the other hand, if a teacher reads a book several times before asking implicit 

questions, it may not be necessary very often to ask explicit questions to support the child 

in answering inferential questions because children will already have learned the explicit 

information simply from hearing the story read aloud. The data in the present study show 

that children can answer explicit questions from only hearing the story, as scores on 
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explicit questions did not differ significantly between children who heard stories read in 

the didactic labeling style (experimental group) and children who had no discussion at all 

(control group). Hence, while explicit knowledge is necessary for answering implicit 

questions, questioning focused on explicit knowledge does not appear to contribute to 

children's abilities more than mere listening to the story. 

Treatment made a small but significant contribution to children's story 

comprehension, accounting for 4% of the variance in children's scores on POimp 

questions. Perhaps a greater effect would have been realized had the present study 

spanned a greater amount of time, included a greater percentage of the books children 

heard during the 12-week period (i.e., not only the research books but all books read 

during the research period), or included a wider variety of high cognitive demand 

questions in the discussions than the rigid research design allowed. That is, the same five 

discussion questions were asked across all three readings of the book. Asking 2-3 

different implicit questions about a story over three readings is far more likely to yield 

greater improvement in children's ability to think more deeply and to manipulate implicit 

infmmation than hearing the same five implicit questions asked three times about the very 

same story. Moreover, most children in the present study remarked, "Again?" or, "I 

know! I know what you're going to ask!", by the 2nd and 3rd readings. These remarks 

indicated that children thought that the goal of the questions was to get them to memorize 

and regurgitate, that is, to perform for the teacher, rather than to integrate and think. In 

hindsight, the treatment used in the present study to support the development of story 

comprehension limited children's view of the purpose of discussion questions. It is 
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remarkable that the procedure used yielded even a small positive effect on children's story 

comprehension. 

Effects of Language and Home Reading Variables 

Effects of L2 Skills 

Results of the present research show significant effects of English receptive skill 

on target vocabulary acquisition. The correlation between L2 receptive vocabulary scores 

and TVT scores was moderate to strong, r(70)=.56, J2<.00 1, as was the correlation 

between L2 expressive vocabulary scores and TVT scores, r(70) = .44, J2<.001. This 

finding is consistent with findings of previous research which found that monolingual 

children who had higher initial levels of vocabulary knowledge, as measured by the 

PPVT-R (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), made greater gains in target word learning from hearing 

stmies read aloud than children who had lower initial vocabulary levels (Reese & Cox, 

1999; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). Similar to research on monolinguals (Elley, 1989; Reese 

& Cox, 1999; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995), the present 

study found a significant effect of initial language skill on new vocabulary learning. To 

be sure, all children learned words if exposed to rich explanations; however, children who 

knew more words before the research treatment, learned more new words than those who 

knew fewer words initially. 

Sternberg and Powell (1983) suggest that differences in monolinguals' rates of 

word learning are based upon children's skill in using contextual cues to ascertain word 

meanings. Using context requires children to acquire information that may not be 

explicitly stated within the text. Children who are more skilled at using context are those 
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who can make available to themselves contextual information about new words, using 

words they already know, along with background knowledge. Robbins and Ehri (1994) 

assert that children who already know a lot of words are very skilled in constructing rich 

semantic representations from text. They also hypothesize that children who have low 

initial vocabularies may not have extensive experience in reading stories aloud, causing 

them to attend to general features of the book, such as plot or characters, rather than to the 

meanings of new words. Other explanations for differences in word acquisition by high­

initial vocabulary children and low-initial vocabulary children include motivation to learn 

new words and memory skills (Robbins & Ehri, 1994). 

The present research did not require experimental group children to rely upon 

their own devices to Jearn words from context or to determine answers to high demand 

questions. Rather, it provided the same opportunities for gaining meaning of target words 

and story comprehension through the use of explanations and discussion questions, 

respectively, for both low initial and high initial L2 vocabulary children. Additionally, if 

children did not produce the accurate answers during story discussion, the researcher 

provided the accurate responses. Regardless of the attempt to make available to all 

experimental children meanings of words and story meaning, high initial vocabulary 

children were better able than low initial vocabulary children to take in information. 

In contrast to children with high initial vocabulary, children with low initial levels 

of vocabulary may focus on adding simpler words and simpler semantic concepts (i.e., 

story plot, main character data) to their working repertoire, rather than getting the details 

of the rare, sophisticated words. Only after such a foundation of words - the working 
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repertoire - has been established would children have enough skill to add more 

sophisticated words. The hypothesis of the working repertoire is similar to but differs 

somewhat from Rosenblatt's (1978) description of linguistic experiential capital. The 

working repertoire focuses only upon depth and breath of vocabulary knowledge whereas 

linguistic capital refers to broader linguistic competence. 

Finally, it is possible that other factors, perhaps motivation to learn new words, or 

memory, as suggested by Robbins and Ehri (1994) account for differences in target word 

learning. Specific memory tests for word retrieval might reveal differences in abilities of 

high initial vocabulary children and low initial vocabulary children. If differences were 

found on such a measure, and correlations were found between this cognitive component 

and word acquisition, then we would have another explanation for why differences in 

initial vocabulary levels are correlated with levels of word acquisition. For second 

language learners, the demands of memory would seem to be higher than for 

monolinguals, given that children must create two lexicons-one in each language-of 

sufficient breadth and depth to support the addition of more sophisticated words in both 

languages. 

A remaining question about L2 receptive language and target word acquisition 

under the experimental treatment conditions of the current study is whether there is some 

minimum initial vocabulary level that marks the transition from working to sophisticated 

repertoires? That is, how much vocabulary must children have to make increasingly 

greater gains in new vocabulary? Results (see Figure 1 in Results) of the present study 
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actually show that TVT scores increase steadily, and almost immediately, subsequently to 

any increase in L2 receptive vocabulary scores. 

Children's L2 skills were correlated with their skill in answering POimp 

questions, revealing a similar relationship to correlations between L2 receptive 

vocabulary and TVT score. That is, children who knew more English vocabulary had 

higher scores on both the TVT and POimp questions. Because the SCT tasks required 

both the comprehension and production of English, L2 vocabulary knowledge would be 

expected to correlate strongly correlated with performance on the story comprehension 

tasks (e.g., POimp questions) which require productive use of the L2. L2 receptive 

vocabulary was in fact the variable that accounted for the most variance - 33% - in 

children's story comprehension scores. Chjldren who have a vocabulary knowledge of 

sufficient breadth and depth appear to be more skilled at integrating information from the 

text, at discerning implicit information, and at manipulating information to arrive at 

conclusions not otherwise stated in the text or discussion than children with poorer 

foundations of vocabulary knowledge. 

Initial L2 expressive skill accounted for a small but significant amount of variance 

in POimp scores, specifically, 3%. The contribution of children's L2 receptive skills to 

children's story comprehension was similar in size to the contribution of L2 skill to 

vocabulary acquisition. Its additional contribution over and above that of its correlate, L2 

receptive skill, suggests that the story comprehension task requirement of producing 

answers in English may have influenced the importance of children's L2 production skills 

to story comprehension (POimp). In comparison to TVT scores, which did not require L2 
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production, L2 expressive skill did contribute to the model of factors accounting for story 

comprehension. However, most of the variance in story comprehension scores was 

accounted for by factors other than children's ability to produce L2. 

Effects of Ll Skills 

Ll receptive knowledge did not make a significant contribution to children's target 

vocabulary acquisition or story comprehension, which was not surprising, given that 

stories were read and discussed in the L2. The findi ng that Ll does not transfer to L2 

word learning is consistent somewhat with findings reported in other research in which 

the role of Ll lexical knowledge on similar lexical knowledge in the L2 was examined. 

For example, in a study of 88 Spanish/English bilingual 4th and 5th graders, in which 

Ordonez, Carol, Snow, and McLaughlin (2002) examined the transfer of the ability to 

define and talk about words in Spanish to the ability to define and talk about words in 

English, lexical skill (i.e., the ability to produce superordinates for a particular word) 

predicted similar skills in English. That is, children's ability to define and provide 

detailed descriptions of concrete nouns was more dependent on their specific knowledge 

of English vocabulary than on the transfer of comparable skills in Spanish. The 

researchers concluded that producing a superordinate in a definition of a word required 

the use of metalinguistic skills to facilitate transfer. This relationship has also been 

hypothesized by Cummins (1979). In contrast, other aspects of lexical skill, such as 

communicating a definition of a word or describing a word in rich detail in English, were 

more dependent on English vocabulary knowledge. These findings suggest that transfer 

may be mediated by a specific type of linguistic knowledge or by the age and linguistic 
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skill of the speakers. Given that the specific task in the present study focused on learning 

the meanings of new words, it was not surprising that the absence of L1 knowledge did 

not influence L2 word learning. 

Other research suggests that the effects of transfer may be fragmented rather than 

comprehensive. That is, vocabulary learning in a second language may be less influenced 

by the first language than are other domains of language (e.g., syntax, phonology). More 

specifically, whereas phonology and syntax of the L2 may be picked up through every day 

exposure to the spoken language, vocabulary in the L2 has to be learned from more 

deliberate types of exposure (Bialystok, 2001). 

In order to assess whether or not L2 is dependent on L1, care must be taken to 

ensure that L1 words are not cognates for L2 words. In the present study, no target words 

had Portuguese cognates, which are defined as, words in one language that are similar in 

form, meaning, and etymology to a word in another language (Adger, Snow, & Christian, 

2001, p. 44). Therefore, children in the study had no knowledge of words in L1 that 

could be helpful to them in understanding stories read to them in the L2. 

L1 knowledge may not have made a significant effect on target word learning or 

story comprehension because children with multiple lexicons need to have rather 

equivalent scores on L1 receptive vocabulary and L2 receptive vocabulary tests for any 

type of bidirectional effect of one language on the other. The median score on the L1 

receptive vocabulary test was 22.5, and the range was 7-63. The median score on the L2 

receptive vocabulary test was 49.5 with a range of 5-107. In the present study, children's 

L1 receptive skills were much lower than L2 receptive skills. The Ll working repertoire 



may simply not have been robust enough to affect word learning in the L2 was not 

equivalently established enough to affect word learning in the L2. 
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In conclusion, L1 skills did not contribute to children's story comprehension. Had 

all children's L1 scores been equally low, there might remain the question of whether L1 

receptive vocabulary was simply too low to help L2 word learning. However, there was a 

range in the sample, but, even for children who had higher levels of knowledge of 

Portuguese, L1 provided no bootstrapping. Given the gap between L1 median score and 

L2 median score even in the children who had higher levels of L1 , it is also possible that 

the highest levels of Portuguese knowledge found in the present study were still not high 

enough to contribute to L2 acquisition. 

Effects of Word Category 

In the present study, children in the experimental group learned significantly more 

nouns, verbs, and adjectives than the control group. An examination of word learning by 

category (see Figure 4) revealed explanation significantly improved learning of all 

categories. That is, the mean proportions of words in each category for the experimental 

group were significantly higher than mean proportions of categories for the control group. 

Figure 4 shows the mean proportion for nouns, verbs, and adjectives learned by each 

treatment group. The names of the symbols reflect the proportional nature of the values 

as well as the particular category. 
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Figure 4. Mean proportions of Nouns, Verbs, and Adjectives Learned by Group 

Additionally, proportions of words learned per category reflect the overall 

proportion of words learned per group in both treatment groups. The proportion of 

nouns, verbs, and adjectives learned was greater than the number of nouns, verbs, and 

adjectives learned in previous research (Elley, 1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). For 

example, Elley found a 24% gain in nouns but found less improvement on verbs and 

adjectives. Elley's improvement data were based on gains in words as determined by 

pretest and posttest differences. Because Elley had many fewer verbs and adjectives than 

nouns, we should not compare even proportions of his subjects' learning per category to 

the learning per category in the present study. Furthermore, Robbins and Ehri's (1994) 



data do not provide adequate comparisons for categories of words learned, given that 

nearly all of their target words were nouns. 
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In the present study, more nouns were learned than any other category of word by 

children in the experimental group, but not by the control group. This finding is 

consistent with findings of prior research by (Elley, 1989) in which children learned more 

nouns than verbs or adjectives. In the present study, significantly more verbs were 

learned than adjectives only in the control group, which suggest that verb meanings, 

compared to noun meanings, are easier to learn when context in supportive and when 

repeated exposures are present. In the absence of explanation, learning adjectives is the 

most difficult when compared to learning verbs and nouns. Results from the control 

group show that 29% of adjectives were learned, compared to 35% and 36% of verbs and 

nouns, respectively. Adjectival meaning, which marks qualities of words, may be too 

difficult to infer without the help of explicit information. With respect to the 

experimental group's performance on adjectives, children learned them as well as they 

learned verbs. 

Apparently, nouns are more readily learned than other categories of words, 

regardless of the context in which they are learned, and may be learned especially well 

through storybook reading (Elley, 1989) given the level of assistance they provide for 

learning concrete, clearly depicted referents. That is, nouns may already be the easiest 

category of word to learn; explanation makes noun learning even more likely, as 

exemplified in the present study with a noun learning proportion of 57% for children who 

heard explanations of words and a noun learning proportion of 36% for children who did 



not hear explanations of words. Examining the learning rate of adjectives without 

explanation shows that only 26% of adjectives were learned. In contrast, 46% of 

adjectives were learned with explanation. This larger difference between learning in 

aided and unaided contexts suggests that rich explanations of adjectives were more 

essential for learning adjectives than they were for learning nouns. 

184 

The data from the control group suggest that verbs are more easily learned from 

incidental exposure than are adjectives and just as easily learned from incidental exposure 

as nouns. The 11% difference in groups' learning of verbs may be explained in two ways. 

First, unlike objects (nouns) and characteristics of objects (adjectives), actions may not be 

depicted clearly in stories. This may suggest that a higher level of acquisition of verbs by 

the experimental group reflect the best contribution to verb-learning that explanation can 

make. Secondly, perhaps verb learning has a ceiling effect as shown by the general band 

of learning in which scores fall. An examination of the types of verbs learned might 

reveal a difference in amount of learning for specific verbs, such as those that are action 

verbs in contrast to state verbs or state of mind verbs. Additionally, verbs that had 

accommodating gestures might have been learned by more children than verbs which did 

not include gestures in the explanation. Fmther research on the learning of types of verbs 

as well as the effects of particular strategies will answer these questions. 

Conclusions about learning adjectives from storybook reading are twofold: 1) 

explanation is especially helpful to adjective learning, as results show that the rate of 

adjective learning in experimental children was double the rate of adjective learning in 

control children. 2) Adjectives are a class of words that may be less broadly acquired 
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initially by young children than nouns and verbs. This may be due to the fact that input 

data contain fewer adjectives. Word frequency data do suggest that nouns and verbs are 

more frequent in children's input than adjectives. Findings from the present study reveal 

that storybook reading is an effective way to increase the breadth and depth of children's 

exposure to adjectives. 

Comparisons of within-group data on categories of words learned (see Table 8 in 

Results) showed more robust effects of initial L2 receptive levels in the presence of 

explanation. In the absence of explanation, initial L2 receptive skill did not make a 

significant difference in the number of nouns and verbs learned. That is, knowing more 

L2 vocabulary did not cause control group children to learn significantly more nouns or 

verbs. Furthermore, although the learning of adjectives by the control group differed 

significantly between children with low initial L2 receptive scores and children with high 

initial L2 receptive scores, the level of significance hovered at .05, denoting that 

differences were only barely significant. Significantly greater proportions of nouns, 

verbs, and adjectives were learned by children with high initial L2 receptive levels. 

Comparing differences in word learning between low initial vocabulary children and high 

initial vocabulary children within treatment groups shows that differences in initial L2 

knowledge can only "get you so far" in word learning in the absence of explanation. 

Is explanation or a high L2 level more important to target word learning? 

Comparing the TVT scores of the low initial vocabulary children in the experimental 

group (i.e., low L2 with explanation) and the high initial vocabulary children in the 

control group (i.e., high L2 with no explanation) shows that children who had 
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explanations learned more words than children who had high initial vocabulary but no 

explanations. These results have a few implications. First, educators would be remiss in 

thinking that children with high initial vocabulary levels do not need explanations of new 

words. Because high initial vocabulary children are "rich" in the sense of the Matthew 

effect does not diminish their needs for detailed explanations of words, which would 

undoubtedly make them richer or more knowledgeable. Second, these findings implicate 

powerful effects of explanation on word-learning of low initial vocabulary children. That 

is, effects of explanation for children wit h low initial vocabulary can propel such children 

to greater word learning than high initial vocabulary children who do not get 

explanations. 

Effects of Home Reading Practices 

Language skill and treatment were not the only variables found to contribute to 

variance in children's target word learning. The frequency of reading at home and the 

frequency with which children asked to be read to at home accounted for small but 

significant portions of the variance in target word scores above that already accounted for 

by treatment, L2 skill , and story comprehension. The high correlation between frequency 

of reading at home and the frequency with which children asked to be read to at home 

shows that when children asked to be read to at home, parents obliged. What is Jess 

certain is the direction of this correlation: Do children who are interested in being read to 

and therefore ask to be read to drive the frequency with which parents read to them, or do 

parents' interests in and practices of reading to children foster the child's motivation to ask 

to be read to? Reading at home, regardless of the instigating force, contributes to 
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children's word leat11ing from storybook reading at school. To be sure, children who are 

read to at home have expetience learning words from text and pictures. They are likely to 

be familiar with the types of exchanges that occur in reading (e.g., receiving knowledge 

from text and illustrations, discussing content, asking and answering questions) as well as 

the expectations that storybook reading brings to children's thinking. That is, children 

who are frequently read to know that stories impart information, that stories have a 

general fraillework of events and characters, that stories include new ideas, problems, and 

resolutions, and that stories include topics of discussion, such as new vocabulary, 

interesting points of view, and applications to children's lives. These features of 

storybook reading are common expectations of children who are read to frequently. 

The findings of the present study differ from the findings of Debaryshe's (1993) 

study of two-year-olds' oral language skills from shared reading experiences at home. 

Debaryshe found a significant correlation of the age at which children began shared 

reading and their receptive vocabulary scores. Contrastively, the present study found a 

more significant effect of the frequency with which 4-and 5-year-olds were read to per 

week than of the child's age at which reading began at home. An integration of these 

findings which accounts for the difference in age of the subjects yields an interesting 

interpretation. It is possible that Debaryshe's findings are important for two-year-olds 

because they reflect the beginning of exposure to storybook reading. Perhaps the age at 

which storybook reading at home began is less important to 4- and 5-year-old 

preschoolers because the frequency of reading (and associated requests to be read to) and 

effects of being read to in preschool have more impact on vocabulary learning in later 
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stages of shared reading experiences than in beginning experiences. In sum, frequency 

and interest in reading contribute more to vocabulary growth than a history of being read 

to, once children are of preschool age. 

The reading at home accounted for a final 13% of the variance in story 

comprehension scores, after L2 skills, treatment, and TVT scores were accounted for. 

More specifically, the weekly frequency with which children were read to at home, 

undoubtedly a correlate of their interest in being read to at home, accounted for 3% of the 

variance in comprehension while their requests to be read to at home accounted for 10% 

of the variance in story comprehension scores. Because of the high correlation between 

the weekly frequency of reading at home and children's requests to read at home, it is 

appropriate to conclude that, when children asked, parents read to them at home. The 

home reading variables can then be discussed as a function of children's interest in being 

read to. It appears that after initial L2 skills, treatment, and children's "affinity" for taking 

from storybook reading, children's interest in reading contributes to a moderate amount of 

the variance in story comprehension. That is, if children are interesting in reading, they 

will more likely attend and comprehend the stories than they would if not interested in 

reading books or if not used to reading stories at home. 

Summary 

In conclusion, the results show that there are significant effects of the quality of 

adult interaction on target word learning and story comprehension. Powerful effects of 

explanation on TVT learning were revealed as treatment accounted for the most variance 

in TVT scores. A less powerful but significant effect of the adult's demand style of 



discussion effected a significant difference in children's abilities to answer implicit 

questions. This means that the presence of rich instruction is paramount to ESL 

children's learning from storybook reading. The adults brings a substantial amount of 

influence to ESL children's word learning and comprehension from storybook reading 

through the use of rich, stimulating information. 
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The child also brings important skills to the tasks of word learning and 

comprehension. L2 knowledge and experiences of frequent reading at home are variables 

that contributed largely to TVT and comprehension scores. Knowledge of L2 receptive 

vocabulary accounted for the second highest amount of variance in TVT scores and the 

most amount of variance in story comprehension scores. This shows that L2 receptive 

vocabulary is critical to the nature of learning words and comprehending stories. The 

combination of L2 skill, the rich information provided by the adult, and the frequency of 

reading at home provides a comprehensive explanation of the factors that are critical to 

word learning and story comprehension. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Limitations 

In the present study, not using a delayed posttest of target words was a weakness. 

However, given the extensive amount of testing included in the present study (i.e., 3 

pretests, 2 posttests), a delayed posttest of target words could not be administered. First, 

it would have been necessary to construct a second posttest in order to avoid the effects of 

influence of the immediate posttest on performance on the same posttests adrrunistered 

later. Constructing a second test would have taken more time, and ensuring reliability of 

the second posttest with the first would have required even more pilot testing. Results of 

delayed posttests in previous research on monolinguals suggest that word learning is 

relatively permanent (Elley, 1989; Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995; Senechal, 1997). 

In fact, in all of the previous research that has exarruned the permanence of word learning 

through the administration of delayed posttests, word learning has remained permanent. 

Findings from previous research suggest that target word understandings would have 

been retained in the current population. However, four- and five-year-olds participated 

in the present study, whereas Elley's participants were seven-and eight-year-olds. The 

memory skills of 7-and 8-year-old children are more sophisticated than the memory skills 

of 4-and 5-year-old children, perrrutting long-term retention of new words after two 

exposures. Secondly, the participants in the present study were not monolinguals 

contending with only one lexicon. The memory demands of learning two languages may 

significantly influence the long-term retention of new vocabulary. 
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In the present study, it was not possible to administer posttests of L1 and L2 

language skills at the end of the treatment because of the likelihood of recency effects 

incurred by administering the PPVT-ill (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) a second time within a 

twelve-month period. Due to the paucity of standardized vocabulary tests in languages 

other than English, it is difficult to measure changes in vocabulary knowledge of a non­

English language. The lack of standardized tests does not preclude the need for 

administering posttests of L1 and L2 vocabulary knowledge. Such information could 

show changes in children's vocabulary over time and over administration of treatment. 

Additionally, correlations of TVT gains and changes in children's baseline levels of 

vocabulary knowledge in each language could yield information about the effects of 

specific target word learning on general vocabulary growth. 

The small amount of variance in PO-implicit scores accounted for by the high­

demand style of discussion can reasonably be attributed at least somewhat to 

methodological problems, specifically to not varying discussion questions with each 

subsequent reading of a book. That is, the use of different sets of questions after each 

reading might have contributed more than repeating the same five questions after each of 

the three readings. The need to ensure that SCT questions were not repetitions of 

materials discussed in story discussions precluded the development of more questions for 

discussion. The use of the same questions probably incorrectly emphasized a focus on 

simply remembering the answers to those questions, rather than stimulating overarching 

changes in children's processing of information in the text. Future research should 

include 2-3 different questions per reading so that children are not misled about the nature 
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of thinking about text, as they might have been by the use of the same questions over and 

over. 

Because only native Portuguese speakers were studied, the results are only 

generalizable to children whose native language is Portuguese. Studies of preschoolers 

whose native language differs from Portuguese are needed to support conclusions that 

treatment would be effective for other ESL learners. 

Implications 

There are three straightforward implications of this study. First, very rich adult 

input affects vocabulary acquisition and higher order comprehension of text. Very rich 

detail in explanations of target words and the careful elicitation of analytic thinking skills 

in discussion questions implicate the importance of the content of instruction to children's 

learning from storybook reading. Adults need to ensure that adequate time and attention 

are spent on developing explanations whjch include not only references to pictures and 

the use of definitions of words, but also the use of gesture, role play, and descriptions of 

the meanings of words in different contexts which are relevant and familiar to the 

children's lives. Furthermore, adults need to pay careful attention to the content of 

discussions and to the cognitive demand levels of questions asked during discussions. 

Secondly, children's L2 receptive vocabulary knowledge makes the second 

greatest contribution to target vocabulary acquisition after explanation and the most 

important contribution to children's comprehension of high cognitive demand questions; 

therefore, curricular and instructional goals should put as a top academic priority the 

teaching of breadth and depth in L2 vocabulary. The effects of storybook reading on 



vocabulary acquisition was strong, as suggested by previous research, and indicate the 

importance of storybook reading to second language acquisition. 
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Finally, reading at home to children substantially increases children's vocabulary 

and comprehension as well as their overall ability to take information from storybook 

reading experiences. Parents and teachers should read frequently to children and should 

incorporate rich definitions and thoughtful, analytical discussion questions into their 

already enjoyable reading experiences with ESL children. Moreover, teachers should not 

wait for particular levels of L2 competence before explaining new words. Explanations 

are helpful to children regardless of initial L2 vocabulary level. 

Implications exist for the scope of L2 instruction for young children. In general, 

implications of this study show that both rich instruction in vocabulary words and 

cognitively demanding discussions can be included together in storybook reading sessions 

to effect dramatic growth in ESL preschoolers' second language learning. The dearth of 

research on young children's story comprehension suggests that adults need instruction in 

developing discussion questions which probe and nurture children's higher order thinking 

skills. 

This study poses theoretical implications similar to those posed by previous 

research on vocabulary learning (Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Sternberg & Powell, 1983) with 

respect to the relationship between general vocabulary knowledge and further acquisition. 

Is it a broad vocabulary base that aids acquisition? Or is vocabulary acquisition assisted 

by some skill that is well learned in the process of developing the broad base of 

vocabulary? For example, Is it a broad vocabulary base that helps acquisition or is it a 
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skill that is well learned in the process of developing the base that further contributes to 

additional word Iem11ing? 

Directions for Further Research 

Future research in storybook reading should be conducted with both monolingual 

preschoolers and second language learning preschoolers. Several questions are natural 

extensions of the present study. For example, future research should examine the 

permanence of target word learning through the administration of delayed tm·get 

vocabulary posttests. Additionally, the effect of rich explanations on general vocabulary 

growth should be measured through a posttest administration of the PPVT-Ill (Dunn & 

Dunn, 1997) in the L1 and the L2. A logical extension of the present study in which 

growth in general vocabulary and growth in TVT scores are examined periodically over a 

long period of time could yield insights into the question of the amount of L2 knowledge 

that is needed to position children for increasing gains in new word learning from 

storybook reading. Future research could also examine the point at which a child with 

low initial vocabulary gains enough vocabulary to increase the learning curve of new 

vocabulary. 

Directions in comprehension research should include an examination of the effect 

of a longitudinal application of high cognitive demand discussions on children's abilities 

to answer implicit questions. Future research must examine treatments that use high 

demand styles of discussion but orchestrate the discussion quite differently. For example, 

different discussion questions should be used with each reading of a book, in order to 

communicate to children that the idea is to think about the questions and the book, rather 
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than learn specific answers to specific questions. Discussions also should be truly 

interactive, with the researcher taking into account children's comments, which reveal 

their understanding and misunderstanding. This will result in getting to accurate 

understandings of the text via somewhat different routes, with different children, given 

that individual children bring different background information to text, and also no doubt 

process text somewhat differently. An approach to high demand questions (i.e., implicit 

questions) that has these characteristics is likely to have a stronger effect on children's 

story comprehension than was found in this study. 

Assessment of story comprehension skill level, after treatment, should also be 

modified to include new books, not just books used in the treatment phase. Assessment 

using new books would provide a stronger measure of comprehension strategies/skills 

acquisition than do measures based on books used for the treatment. Additionally, 

comparisons of retelling and answering questions as measures of comprehension should 

be conducted in future research. 

Finally, the integration of vocabulary acquisition and story comprehension 

research would likely yield important information about the interaction of vocabulary and 

comprehension skills in very young children's learning. Future research should include an 

examination of ways that adults can be taught to develop high cognitive demand 

questions for story discussions as well as use simultaneously strategies for increasing 

vocabulary learning from storybook reading. Storybook reading is a valuable but 

underexplored medium for vocabulary acquisition and the development of comprehension 

skills and merits substantial future research. 
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Appendix A 

Dear Parents, 
The following information would be very helpful to my study on storybook 

reading to children. I would appreciate it if you would answer the questions and return 
this form with the signed permission slip to your child's teacher right away. This 
information will help me learn about your child' s experiences with books outside the 
classroom. All information will be kept confidential. You may choose not to answer any 
question. If someone else reads to your child at home, that's fine; just give this form to 
that person to fill out! Thank you very much for helping me complete my project! Please 
circle your answers: 
1. In a typical week, how often do you read to your child? 

never once 2 3 4 5 6 7 if more, please write in: __ 

2. In what language do you read to your child? (Circle all that apply.) 

Portuguese Engli sh Other ______ _ 

3. What do you talk about with your child when you read books? (Circle all that 
apply.) 

pictures print word meanings feelings about story 

story plot connections to real life other: ______ _ 

4. Sometimes, adults talk about the stories and pictures in a book. If you talk 
about the book with your child, what language do you converse in? (Circle all 
that apply.) 

Portuguese English Other: ______ _ 

5. How many books do you usually read during one reading session? 

0-1 1-2 2-3 3-4 4-5 more than 5 

6. How old was your child when you first began to read to her or him? ____ _ 
(in months) 

7. In a typical week, how often does your child ask to be read to? 

never once 2 3 4 5 6 7 if more, please write in: __ 



8. In a typical week, how often do you see your child looking at books alone or 
using books in play? 
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never once 2 3 4 5 6 7 if more, please write in: _ _ _ 

9. What types of materials do you read to your child throughout the day? 

children's books newspapers magazines (for grown-ups) magazines (for children) 

comjc books food labels signs li sts 

mail (letters, adverti sements, etc.) other: __________ _ 

10. What types of materials does your child see you or other family members read 
or use at home? 

books newspapers magazines li sts food labels mail 

signs recipes work-related materials dicti onaries 

phone books TV Guide oilier: ______ _ ___ __ __ 

11. Please estimate the number of chil dren's books that are avail able in the 
household: 

none 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 if more, please write in: __ 

12. In a typical month, how often does your child go the library? 

never once 2 3 4 5 6 7 if more, please write in: _ _ _ 

If you would like to tell me anything else about your child's reading at home, please use 
the space below. Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire! 
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Appendix B 

Reading Books in the Classroom 

(NB: questions may be answered via interview instead of questionnaire) 

Dear Teachers, 
Please answer the following questions about storybook reading in your classroom. 

Don't worry about writing in complete sentences! Just jot down your thoughts. Please 
let me know if you have any questions or want to add more information. (Please use the 
back if you need more room.) Thank you very much! 

1. How often do you read stories to children in the classroom? 

2. Who usually reads the books to the children? 

3. In what language do you read, and how do you decide this? 

4. How many children do you read to at a time? 

5. How do you determine the number of children to whom you read? 

6. How do you decide which book(s) to read? 

7. If you talk about the book with children, what do you talk about? 

8. What do you do if children make comments or ask questions during the story? 

9. If you use the illustrations in the book in a particular way, what do you do? 

10. How do you handle new words in a story as you read to children? 



Title 

Possum and the Peeper 
Raccoon On His Own 

Geraldine First 
Henry's Happy Birthday 

Baby Bird's First Nest 
Baby Duck's New Friend 

Box Turtle at Long Pond 
In the Woods: Who's Been Here? 

Appendix C 

Information about Books 

Page Similarities in _ Discussion 
Authorllllus. 

Hunter 
Amosky 

Keller 
Keller 

Asch 
Asch 

W. George!L. George 
L. George 

Length Plot Structure Style 

28 I protagonist; on a mission (3); 
29 

t 
characters enlightened 

' 22 t protagonist with problem familiar to kids; I DIL 

28 aggravations (3); change of heart ' PO 
�~� 

28 young protagonists; DIL .. 
28 adventures (3); intrigue in resolution P/0 

24 facts about animals' existence DIL 

34 in nature PO 

....... 
\0 
\0 
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Appendix D 

Title of Book (# target words) Nouns Verbs Adjectives 
Possum & the Peeper (6) clamor emerge rotund 

crest inhale 
reeds 

Raccoon on His Own (9) bog nudged shallow 
nrn waded 

fauna draped 
crouched 

submerged 
Geraldine First (5) furrowed 

deposited 
imitate 
bared 
strewn 

Henry's Happy Birthday (4) spatula donned 
bunting 
zig-zag 

Baby Bird's First Nest (8) tuft perched prostrate 
slumber dove mauve 
montage hind 

Baby Duck's New Friend (6) ripples plummet auburn 
arch aloft 

corona 
Box Turtle at Long Pond (7) predator burrowed mottled 

basks speckled 
retracts 
severs 

In the Woods: Who's Been Here? 
(8) fo liage jut spindly 

trail gaping splayed 
fragments 
a erture 

Totals (53): 20 22 11 
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Appendix E 

bunting 

�r�-�-�-�-�c�-�-�w�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�+�-�- �- �~ �·�-�- �· �-�- �- ____ , ___ --- ·-
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