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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the literacy practices of 5-year-old Mexican immigrant 

children within a preschool that serves mostly Spanish-dominant bilingual students. The 

dominant language of instruction is English. The preschool is located in a working-class 

community in Southern Arizona, where the anti-bilingual education legislation restricts 

public school programs that support children’s native language. 

Drawing on a sociocultural perspective, the study examines how children come to 

know literacy given the social organization of the classroom and the children’s literacy 

history; what the functions of literacy are from the teacher’s and the children’s 

perspectives; and how children integrate their sociolinguistic and literate experiences 

from home into the schooled literacy practices.  

The study challenges the readiness approach and subtractive bilingualism that 

characterized teacher-guided literacy practices. It reflects critically on the sociopolitical 

forces supporting the uses of hegemonic English literacy in the classroom, which ignored 

the role that children’s linguistic and home literacy experiences have in their learning. 

Further, the study discusses how the children’s agency and some enabling factors in the 

classroom structure facilitated the creation of new learning spaces.  

In these child-created spaces children developed hybrid practices that combined 

elements of instructional literacy with spontaneous literacy practices. These alternative 

literacy experiences allowed children to use the linguistic resources they had available 

from their first and second languages and to bring meaning to the narrowly defined 

instructional literacy practices.  
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The use of hybrid and multimodal meaning-making practices played a central role 

in the children’s literacy explorations. The children’s emerging bilingualism mediated not 

only social interaction but also literacy learning. Children used both Spanish and English 

as self-directive, representational, and communicative tools. Additionally, the use of 

hybrid language practices allowed children to create a collaborative environment that 

furthered their literacy learning. However, these unofficial literacies were, for the most 

part, disregarded by the teacher and the official curriculum. 

This dissertation encourages researchers, teacher educators, and practitioners to 

redefine dominant views of early literacy and bilingual education as well as to revalue 

hybrid language and literacy practices as possibilities for connecting the official world of 

the classroom with the children’s sociolinguistic and literacy practices from home.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

The Official World of the Classroom and Young Bilingual Children’s Literacy Practices  

In the last decade, literacy learning and instruction in two or more languages have 

received increased attention within scholarly work (DaSilva, 1998; de la Piedra, 2006; 

Dworin, 2003; Dworin & Moll, 2006; Huerta, M.E., 2005; Jimenez, 2003; Moll & 

Dworin, 1996; Moll, Saez, & Dworin, 2001; Perez, 1998; I. Reyes, 2006; M.L. Reyes, 

2001). However, relatively little is known about the ways in which young children from 

linguistically or culturally diverse backgrounds connect the mismatching “official world” 

of the classroom and their cultural ways of using literacy (see Dyson, 1993, 2003; 

Genishi, Stires, & Yung-Chan, 2001). 

As a special education teacher of language minority students, I found as a 

common misconception that students who do not speak English fluently need explicit and 

skills-based literacy instruction. This type of instruction often emphasizes mastery of 

meaningless sounds and isolated words. The assumption is that small parts are easier to 

learn when actually individual pieces of language are more abstract and more difficult to 

learn (Freeman & Y. Goodman, 1993). I was provided with skills-based programs and 

was expected to keep track of students’ progress on a set of skills in order to bring them 

up to grade level in reading, writing, and mathematics and meet the increasing academic 

demands. However, I did not see a connection between these types of programs that were 

considered “best” for this student population and my beliefs about literacy learning. 

Contrary to the deficit model underlying these skills-based programs, I saw my students’ 
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primary language, cultural knowledge, and meaning-making practices that they brought 

into the classroom as strengths.  

I started to note contradictions between theory and practice and to question how I 

could take action and improve my practice. During this process, I also became aware of 

how political and structural issues as well as societal beliefs and attitudes influence 

school literacy practices for language minority students. I believe that unless educators 

revalue bilingual students and provide them with learning experiences connected to their 

own life experiences using authentic materials for meaningful purposes in the children’s 

contexts, the already alarming school dropout rate of language minority students will 

continue to increase. It was from this perspective that I began to be involved in the 

Emergent Literacy and Language Development in Latino Immigrant Children’s project 

(ELLD) at the University of Arizona, of which this dissertation is a part. The ELLD 

project, with Dr. Iliana Reyes as the principal investigator, is a three-year longitudinal 

research study that examines the literacy and language practices of young Latino 

immigrant children and their families in the context of home and school. 

In this dissertation, I focus on the literacy practices of two of the children 

participating in the ELLD project within the social context of one public school preschool 

classroom located in a working-class community in Southern Arizona. I employ a 

sociocultural perspective to examine how the social organization of the classroom and the 

environment of the family, the school, the community, and the society at large impact the 

children’s literacy development. Additionally, I conduct a detailed analysis of the ways in 

which children integrate their home language practices and familiar ways of knowing into 
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the official literacy practices of the classroom. The introduction describes the background 

and rationale for this study, defines literacy as it is interpreted in my research, presents 

the research questions, and introduces an overview of the theoretical framework in which 

this investigation is grounded. 

Background of the Study 

Previous studies have focused on the uses of literacy within the home context of 

families from varied cultures (e.g., Heath, 1983; Kendrick, 2003; Scribner & Cole, 1981; 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). These studies have revealed that families use literacy 

for multiple functional purposes. Additionally, the various literacies observed across 

cultures illustrate that literacy is defined according to its functions and context of use. 

However, when children enter school, their familiar ways of using language and literacy 

or constructing “symbolic worlds” (Dyson, 1993) are not always compatible with the 

schooled language and literacy practices. As children continue using their familiar 

literacies and ways of speaking (Heath, 1983), they also start facing increased pressure to 

adopt “more dominant, visible and influential” literacy practices and language views 

(Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p.8). 

The study that I present here not only adds to the research on early literacy in 

linguistically and culturally diverse students in the U.S., but also presents theoretical, 

methodological, and pedagogical tools for researchers and practitioners to critically 

examine their practice and beliefs about literacy learning and instruction.  Taking a 

critical perspective towards issues of power related to accepted or dominant views of 

literacy and the schooling of language minority children is becoming increasingly 
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important today as this school population is growing dramatically in more areas of the 

country.  

Rationale for the Study 

Issues surrounding the bilingual education of Latino children and particularly 

Mexican immigrant children in the U.S., the population of students that motivated this 

study, have been of primary concern in the last two decades. An important reason is that 

Latino populations are the fastest growing student group being enrolled in elementary and 

secondary school, and comprise approximately 75% of all students in bilingual programs 

(August & Hakuta, 1997). According to the Census 2000 reported by the National Center 

for Education Statistics (NCES), in the 2000-2001 academic year Hispanic students 

accounted for 17 percent of the total K-12 enrollment in the country.  

Another concern that motivates this study is the increased emphasis on a readiness 

view of early childhood education in the U.S., which privileges the transmission of skills 

that are believed to prepare children to be “ready” for school. A readiness approach is at 

the core of many programs in place for preschools such as the recently adopted NCLB 

(No Child Left Behind) Early Reading First initiative. This reading initiative, which has 

been implemented nationwide since 2002, emphasizes specific academic standards and 

skills-based literacy instruction for preschool programs.  

Of concern are also the effects of the current political context and societal 

attitudes towards the increasing diversity of students in the public education system. The 

great pressure for testing discrete skills to determine students’ achievement and 

placement in specific programs as well as the English-only movement are having a direct 



  20 

impact on the educational opportunities of children from linguistically and culturally 

diverse communities (Martinez-Roldan & Malave, 2005; Stritikus, 2002). 

The approval of legislative initiatives that eliminate bilingual education programs 

in three states of the U.S. positions the language and culture of students from diverse 

backgrounds in a subordinate role to English (Auerbach, 1995; Cummins, 2000; 

Strititkus, 2002) and reflects an orientation toward language as a problem (Ruiz, 1988). 

First, proposition 227 was approved in California in 1998; then, in 2001 proposition 203 

passed in Arizona, and most recently, Massachusetts passed a law that dismantled 

bilingual programs across the state. As Manyak (2006) points out, “School language 

policies based on such ideological principles have served as instruments of social control, 

privileging speakers of the anointed ‘standard language’ and positioning children from 

linguistically diverse communities as deficient and thereby reproducing and justifying the 

respective places of each group within existing social hierarchies” (p.244). These anti-

bilingual education initiatives sustain the hegemonic status of English, which is perceived 

as superior and necessary, while other languages are seen as inferior and undesirable 

(Shannon, 1995). 

Children growing up in bilingual communities bring into the classroom a variety 

of language practices and literacy experiences that differ from the experiences of 

monolingual children.  Bilingual children have access to a broader range of cultural and 

social resources and their familiar ways of using language and literacy shape the 

children’s identity. Despite the potential cognitive and psychosocial consequences of 

bilingualism (Bialystock, 2001), the hegemonic status of English has led to a subtractive 
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approach that dominates most English immersion programs for English language learners 

in Arizona and other states where bilingual education is restricted by language policy.  

Additionally, misconceptions around the bilingualism of minority groups often 

lead to the belief that bilingual students need remedial instruction or programs with a 

subtractive approach to language (Baker, 1996). In these types of programs, the goal is to 

mainstream bilingual students as quickly as possible into all English classrooms. 

However, research studies have documented the negative effects of subtractive language 

programs that emphasize the learning of English at the expense of the students’ primary 

language (Wong-Fillmore, 1991a). The adverse consequences of subtractive programs on 

the academic development of language minority students is reflected in the high dropout 

rate and the wide achievement gap that exists between this population of students and 

dominant groups (Nieto, 1996).  

In contrast, research on bilingual classrooms shows that programs fostering an 

environment for additive bilingualism could not only expand the potential intellectual 

benefits of speaking two languages (Moll & Dworin, 1996) but also promote biliteracy 

development and processes of identity construction (Manyak, 2006). Furthermore, 

research encourages programs that allow students to draw on their cultural, linguistic and 

other “funds of knowledge” as a way of teaching according to their strengths (Moll, 

Amanti, Niff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005).  

By imposing the view that learning English as quickly as possible is critical for 

the academic achievement of immigrant students, subtractive language programs attach a 

marginal status to all other languages (Shannon, 1995; Stritikus, 2002), neglecting the 
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students’ home language and culture as valuable educational resources. As a result, the 

number of transitional programs in the United States has grown while the number of 

language maintenance and dual-language programs has decreased (Cadiero-Kaplan, 

2004).  

These educational reforms are imposing greater pressure on early childhood 

educators to turn preschool into academic programs (Genishi et al., 2001) in which the 

importance of English literacy is overtly emphasized (Cadiero-Kaplan, 2004). These 

programs include curricula that explicitly teach English literacy skills such as vocabulary, 

phonological awareness, print awareness, and alphabetic knowledge, which are deemed 

necessary “pre-reading” skills to help children become “ready” for school. This narrowly 

defined view of literacy ignores the role that the children’s primary language and the 

various literacy practices that they bring into the classroom have in their learning. As 

Cadiero-Kaplan (2004) contends, “a movement toward more standardized and narrow 

forms of literacy and bilingual education is motivated out of public opinion and fear of 

foreigners rather than on issues related to educational equity and cultural pluralism” 

(p.46). 

Literacy in this study is understood as a social practice (Luke, 1991; Street, 1997) 

that is shaped and mediated by the larger social organization of classrooms, including the 

attitudes, beliefs, expectations and roles of the participants, the relationships among them, 

and the ways in which the everyday life of the classroom is accomplished (Moll, Saez, & 

Dworin, 2001). As Cadiero-Kaplan (2004) states, any definition of literacy reflects 
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individual and societal values and expectations, in addition to beliefs about the nature of 

literacy learning and instruction. 

The purpose of examining the literacy practices in a classroom in which the 

majority of the students are Spanish-dominant bilingual and English is the dominant 

language of instruction is to understand how children come to know literacy given the 

sociocultural features of this setting and the children’s personal literacy history; what the 

significance and functions of literacy are from the teacher’s and the children’s 

perspectives; and how the children try to integrate their sociolinguistic and literate 

experiences from home into their schooled literacy experiences. 

The findings of this study have significant implications for the teaching of literacy 

and dual literacy and for educational research in early childhood bilingual programs. I 

propose the need to re-think and redefine dominant perspectives on early literacy learning 

and instruction in diverse settings, building on the students’ funds of knowledge to 

develop pedagogies that are culturally relevant for language minority children. 

Research Questions 

The following are the research questions that guided this study: 

1. What do bilingual preschool children come to know about literacy in one preschool 

classroom in which English is the dominant language of instruction? More 

specifically, I analyze and compare two aspects of the children’s literacy practices in 

the classroom: 

 Content: What types of skills and knowledge about written language do 

children demonstrate? 
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 Function: What functions of literacy do children experience? 

2. How does the social organization of the classroom influence the literacy practices in 

which bilingual children participate?  

3. How do bilingual preschool children integrate their home language and meaning-

making practices into the school literacy practices?  

Review of the Literature 

The study reported in this dissertation draws from several theoretical perspectives 

including theory and research in early literacy and biliteracy development, bilingual 

education, semiotic theory, New Literacy Studies, and sociolinguistics. It is informed by 

sociohistorical and sociocultural theories of learning as the overarching framework 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Drawing from multiple perspectives is critical to gain a richer 

understanding of the individual, social, and cultural factors influencing literacy learning 

in two linguistic systems and the educational possibilities of language minority students. 

A Sociocultural Perspective to Literacy Learning   

This dissertation is grounded in a sociocultural view of literacy learning in which 

the search for meaning and social interaction play a central role. Within a sociocultural 

approach, the study of literacy and cognition focuses not on individual learning processes 

but on what members of a particular community do through interaction with others 

(Gutierrez, 1994; Moll, 1990; Rogoff, 1990) and what meanings they give to literacy. It 

recognizes that children actively construct literacy knowledge but also emphasizes the 

prominent role in learning of social interaction and cultural context. The sociocultural 
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perspective underlying the present dissertation serves as the overarching frame to explore 

links between language, culture, literacy, and learning. 

Central to a sociocultural perspective is the understanding that meaning is always 

mediated by social interaction as well as by cultural tools and signs (Moll 1990; Scribner 

& Cole, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978). These signs are social in origin; they are used to 

communicate and make sense of our experiences and later, as we internalize them, can 

help transform our thinking (Gutierrez, 2000; Moll, 1990). An important contribution of 

the sociocultural theory to the study of literacy learning is the emphasis on mediation in 

the development of higher intellectual processes. From this perspective, language and 

literacy are viewed as tools for social interaction, communication and construction of 

meaning. 

Scholars with a sociocultural perspective applied to classroom literacy research 

view literacy in cultural terms; examine the participants’ roles, uses of literacy, artifacts, 

tools and signs (e.g., speech, written language, art); and explore the relationship among 

these aspects within the social contexts and everyday interactions that constitute 

classroom life (de la Piedra, 2006; Dworin, 2003; Dyson, 1989, 1993, 2003; Gutierrez, 

1994; Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997; Kantor, Miller & Fernie, 1992; Moll 

& Dworin, 1996; Moll, Saez & Dworin, 2001). Green and her colleagues highlight the 

importance of examining the wider context of classroom life in order to understand 

literacy from the point of view of the participants: 

From this perspective, in every classroom, teachers and students are constructing 

particular models of literacy and particular understandings of what is involved in learning 
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how to be literate. That is, as teachers and students construct the norms and expectations 

and roles and relationships that frame how they will engage in everyday life in 

classrooms, they are also defining what counts as literacy and literate action in the local 

events of classroom life… From this perspective, we must talk about literacies and not 

literacy, for no one definition can capture the range of occurrence in everyday life in 

classrooms, the multiplicity of demands, or ways of engaging in literacy within and 

across groups. (Green, Dixon, Lin, Floriani, & Bradley, 1992 cited in Kantor, et al., 1992, 

p.186). 

Within this approach, researchers have explored the everyday practices of 

particular communities and documented how a community’s “funds of knowledge” can 

become resources for teaching and learning in the classroom (Moll, Amanti, Niff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). These theoretical and applied notions 

of literacy learning from a sociocultural perspective have led me to employ a broad 

framework that recognizes the importance of validating the wealth of knowledge, 

practices, and resources that children bring to school. This framework examines how 

social interaction and the wider context of classroom life, including the values, beliefs, 

and meaning-making practices of the participants affect the meanings and functions that 

literacy has for the participants.  

A Situated View of Literacy  

A second perspective informing this study draws on the “ideological model of 

literacy” (Street, 1997) proposed by a group of scholars within the New Literacy Studies 

(NLS). Central to this model is the notion of literacy as a social practice (Barton & 
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Hamilton, 2000; Street, 1997). Street’s (1997) term “literacy practices” refers to the 

different uses and meanings given to literacy according to the cultural and social values 

and beliefs of particular contexts and therefore they vary with time and place. Thus, 

language and literacy learning are shaped by the sociocultural structures of the context in 

which they occur (e.g., home, school, community). 

The model of literacy proposed by the NLS challenges predominant assumptions 

that literacy is a set of “autonomous” psychological processes for acquiring new 

academic knowledge and skills unaffected by social variables and thus simply a universal 

technical skill that serves the same purposes everywhere regardless of the context (Barton 

& Hamilton, 2000; Street, 1997). Street (1997) contends that in classrooms where such a 

view of literacy dominates, the focus is on literacy as the performance of certain skills 

and language is objectified as a unitary phenomenon. In addition, instruction does not 

promote higher intellectual skills and uses of literacy as a tool available to students for 

learning about the world and about themselves, but instead emphasizes basic skills. 

A theoretical approach to literacy as a social practice provides a lens to study how 

literacy learning happens in classrooms of predominantly linguistic and culturally diverse 

students. Following the ideological model of literacy proposed by scholars within the 

NLS group, I employ a situated or contextualized view to study literacy practices in a 

particular classroom community. 

This approach highlights the dynamic and culturally varied quality of literacy 

practices. As Street (1997) points out, “literacy not only varies with social context and 

with cultural norms and discourses regarding, for instance, identity, gender and belief, but 
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its uses and meanings are always embedded in relations of power” (p.48). This view 

characterizes literacy as a complex social practice that is part of children’s identity and 

everyday interactions, both in and out of school. The concept of practice, with its explicit 

emphasis on identity and ideologies (assumptions about values, ideas, and relationships 

between people), is a link to a broader conception of context that underlies this 

dissertation.  

In addition to the physical setting, there is also the larger context that includes 

social, economic, historical, cultural and political forces that intersect in a specific 

literacy event (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). These powerful forces are articulated in relations 

of power as well, particularly in school. Those in power determine what literacy is and 

whose literacy counts (Luke, 1991; McLaren, 1997). This work emphasizes the need to 

take into account the participants’ roles and relationships, their values, attitudes and 

beliefs in order to understand the meanings given to and the uses of literacy in the 

classroom. 

A Social Semiotic Perspective to Literacy Learning  

A third avenue for exploring language and literacy learning is semiotics, the 

theory of signs (Eco, 1976; Peirce, 1966). Semiotics explains at a theoretical level how 

“signification and communication” occur, regardless of the modes involved in the process 

of signifying meaning (Eco, 1976).  

The goal of this section of the literature review is not to provide an in-depth 

explanation of the semiotic theory. Rather, the goal is to describe how I applied a 

semiotic perspective to the study of early literacy learning in bilingual children, and to 
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highlight the principles from semiotics that I have found helpful for this study (for a 

detailed examination of the semiotic theory see Eco, 1976; Peirce, 1966; Suhor, 1984).  

One aspect of the semiotic theory that is relevant to the present study is the notion 

that all knowledge is mediated by signs (Peirce, 1966; Siegel, 1995). According to 

Peircian (1966) semiotics, a sign is anything that stands for something to someone. 

Signification or meaning construction occurs when learners bring other signs and link 

their perceptions to something already known (Rowe, 1994). Thus, meaning is always 

mediated and socially constructed; nothing is understood directly (Eco, 1976; Harste, 

Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Peirce, 1966; Rowe, 1994). The assumption that humans use 

cultural signs to mediate their interactions with each other and with their surroundings is 

a point of convergence with the sociocultural theory of learning (Cole, 1996; Moll, 1990; 

Vygotsky, 1978). 

A semiotic perspective views language as one of the many sign systems (ways of 

knowing) available to the learner (Kress, 2001; Siegel, 1995). Furthermore, it rejects 

notions of literacy that solely include reading and writing processes (Rowe, 1994). 

Following this perspective, Short, Kauffman, & Kahn (2000) define literacy in broader 

terms as “all the ways in which we make and share meaning—including music, art, 

mathematics, movement, drama, and language” (p.169). Leland and Harste (1994) 

emphasize that “in order to be literate, learners need to be able to orchestrate a variety of 

sign systems to create texts appropriate to the contexts in which they find themselves” 

(p.339). From this view, we must talk about literacies and not literacy, as all sign systems 

are potential tools for representing and conveying meaning. Additionally, variations in the 
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ways learners construct, interpret and share meaning using those sign systems are 

expected, given the open nature of all semiotic modes (Eco, 1976; Peirce, 1966).   

The verbocentric ideology that has prevailed in schools and in most literacy 

research regards language (oral and written) as the main tool and the main path to 

become literate. Some researchers, however, have pointed out that this verbocentrism 

overlooks the varied ways in which children actually create and interpret meaning in their 

everyday life (e.g., Dyson, 1989, 1993; Leland & Harste, 1994; Rowe, 1994; Siegel, 

1995; Short, et al., 2000). These researchers have studied how children combine different 

sign systems in the process of learning how to mean, which are often untapped by school 

curricula. I believe that one way to construct detailed knowledge of children’s 

participation in literacy events is to recognize the “child’s own semiotic disposition” 

(Kress, 1997) and broaden the focus to consider the variety of sign systems possibly 

involved in any literacy event. This disposition should be nourished by making multiple 

sign systems or literacies available to all learners in the classroom.  

Defining literacy from a semiotic stance contradicts traditional assumptions that 

literacy is a technical skill that is learned at school. Rather, I view children from infancy 

as “meaning makers” (Dyson, 1991; Wells, 1986) and therefore as “experienced makers 

of signs in many semiotic modes” (Kress, 1997) well before they enter school. This view 

is supported by literature in early literacy (e.g., Dyson, 1989; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 

1982; Ferreiro, 1986; Y. Goodman, 1986, 1990; Kantor, et al., 1992; Rowe, 1994; 

Whitmore, Martens, Y. Goodman, Owocki, 2004) and language development (Halliday, 

1975, 1978; Wells, 1986), which demonstrates that the children’s ability to intend 
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meaning begins long before they have mastered conventional forms of their interpretive 

community.  

In addition to recognizing the child as a meaning maker and sign systems as ways 

of knowing, semioticians have addressed the role of social interaction and social context 

in the meaning-making process. Aware of the debates among literacy researchers as to 

whether literacy learning should be viewed as social or individual, Rowe (1994) argues 

that, “One contribution of semiotics is to provide a theoretical framework within which 

both psychological and sociocultural explanations for literacy learning can be 

simultaneously considered and eventually joined” (p.15). From a semiotic perspective 

then, literacy learning is understood as a process of social construction.  

In line with the notion that “the social is in the sign”, Kress (2001, p.76) argues 

that a social semiotic perspective can provide a satisfactory account of representation and 

communication in which social context is not an external reality around the sign but 

instead a defining feature of the sign and the text as a whole.  Kress also addresses 

questions of power and the transformative work of sign-makers to explain semiotic 

activity within the social and cultural structures in which it occurs. Furthermore, a social 

semiotic perspective recognizes the cognitive work of the language learner within 

specific social contexts but also emphasizes the collaborative use of multiple sign 

systems to create, obtain, and convey meaning (Harste, et al., 1984; Halliday, 1978; 

Rowe, 1994; Siegel, 1995). 

Another principle from a social semiotic perspective guiding this study highlights 

the multimodal nature of all communication (Kress, 1997, 2001; Rowe, 1994; Siegel, 
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1995). According to Kress (2001), multimodality is “the idea that communication and 

representation always draw on a multiplicity of semiotic modes of which language may 

be one” (p.67). Research on early literacy and the work of educators at the Reggio Emilia 

preschools (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998) are full of accounts of young children 

combining different kinds of semiotic modes including art, drama, mathematics, 

movement, oral and written language, to represent and share their meanings (e.g., Dyson, 

1989, 1990, 1993, 2003; Genishi, Stires, & Yung-Chan, 2001; Harste, et al., 1984; Rowe, 

1994).  

These theoretical ideas about sign systems have helped me to establish a broad 

framework for studying literacy learning in young bilingual children. The situated view 

of literacy that I present above is complemented by a social semiotic perspective that 

accounts for the diversity and multimodality of the ways of knowing and conveying 

meaning that children bring into the classroom. In this framework, the meaning-making 

work of individual learners is understood as a process of social construction that is 

shaped by the sociocultural context in which it occurs.  

Perspectives from Bilingual Education Studies  

The overview of the literature in the next two sections consists of selective studies 

related to bilingual education of Latino students in the U.S. context and biliteracy 

development in early childhood.  

The effectiveness and quality of bilingual education programs for Latino children 

in the U.S. have been the focus of intense debate (Moll & Dworin, 1996; M. L. Reyes, 

2001; Ruiz, 1988; Troike, 1978). Assimilation-oriented views conceive bilingual 
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education as transitional. Most of these transitional programs occur in working-class and 

poor neighborhoods (Moll & Dworin, 1996). The efforts of such programs have focused 

singularly on transitioning “limited-English speakers” as quickly as possible into the 

American culture through the rapid acquisition of English (Baker, 1996; Cadiero-Kaplan, 

2004; M. L. Reyes, 2001), resulting in a language shift toward the majority language 

(Wong-Fillmore, 1991a; Ruiz, 1988). As Wong-Fillmore (1991a, p. 324) points out, “This 

has been the story of past immigrant groups, and it is the story of the present ones. The 

only difference is that the process appears to be taking place much more rapidly today.” 

In this transitional approach, children’s monolingualism in their native language is 

replaced with monolingualism in the language of the majority (Grosjean, 1982).   

Research concerned with the effects of transitional bilingual programs at the 

expense of the primary language emphasizes the negative impact on children’s cognitive 

and socio-psychological development (Wong-Fillmore, 1991a). The list includes loss of a 

child’s cultural identity; loss of the positive effects of first language maintenance on 

second language development; loss or lack of bilingual cognitive development; school-

home language communication problems; inferior status conveyed to minoritized groups 

and loss of self-esteem, among others (Kontra, Phillipson, Skutnabb-Kangas, & Varády, 

1999). 

Frequently in assimilation-oriented or subtractive language discourse, the native 

language of minorities is constructed as a deficit (Baker, 1996; Kontra, et al., 1999; 

Nieto, 1996). The idea of preventing that minority languages are seen as problem or 

handicap is best supported when languages are treated as positive resources. A “language 
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as a resource” orientation emphasizes the access to the native language and to the 

majority language in the case of minority groups. When access to these two (or more) 

languages is allowed, dominant groups can also benefit from bilingualism or 

multilingualism (Ruiz, 1988).  

Further research is needed to understand the benefits that  “language as a 

resource” discourse can bring to the debate of the education of language minority groups 

because it promises more inclusive approaches. Besides the cognitive advantages that 

bilingual or multilingual children may have by having access to a broader range of social 

and cultural resources (Bialystok, 2001; McLaughlin, 1984; Dworin, 2003), processes of 

construction of identity, language maintenance, and biliteracy development can also be 

favored (Manyak, 2006). 

Contrary to the transitional/assimilative view of bilingual education, “additive 

bilingual education” (Lambert & Tucker, 1972) is conceived as an alternative response to 

assure equal educational opportunity for linguistic minority children and the maintenance 

of their mother tongue (Troike, 1978). In an additive approach, there is no risk of losing 

the mother tongues; a second language is added to the child’s linguistic repertoire in a 

bilingual/bicultural environment. Grosjean (1982) provides examples of these types of 

programs where continuity between the linguistic and cultural background of both, 

minority and majority groups is supported, thus children are prepared to live in a 

multicultural society. 
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Perspectives from Biliteracy Development in Early Childhood Studies  

Despite the predominance of bilingualism in the world, the vast majority of 

studies of early literacy development has focused on monolingual children while 

considerably less attention has been given to examining how young children learn and 

use literacy in two or more languages (Dworin, 2003; Moll, et al., 2001; I. Reyes, 2006; I. 

Reyes & Soltero, forthcoming; Valdes, 1992).  

In a clinical qualitative study that employed a task-based approach, Romero 

(1983) reports findings from a study about ‘print awareness’ of four to five-year old 

Spanish/English bilingual children enrolled in a Title I program of a public school in 

Tucson, Arizona. Romero’s study was one of five studies reported by Y. Goodman, 

Altwerger, and Marek (1989) that examined aspects of literacy development in young 

children. Romero’s study included the “Signs of the Environment” and “Preschoolers’ 

Book Handling Knowledge” procedures described by Y. Goodman and her colleagues. 

These tasks were completely conducted in Spanish, including the material used. Results 

of the Book Handling Knowledge task showed that most of the children who participated 

in the study knew concepts about book handling such as identifying the beginning and the 

end of a story, directionality from left to right, awareness of story structure, and 

vocabulary related to story books. These findings add to our understanding about the 

biliterate competencies that young children develop before they are exposed to formal 

literacy instruction. 

Another line of research found in the literature examines biliteracy with an 

ethnographic perspective. Most of these studies focus specifically on writing 
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development in two languages within bilingual classrooms. These studies are usually 

conducted over long periods and include in their analysis broader contexts such as the 

home and the classroom.  

Edelsky (1986) carried out a one-year study of the writing of first to third graders 

enrolled in a special bilingual program serving many children of settled migrant workers 

in the Southwestern U.S. In relation to biliteracy development, Edelsky challenges the 

common belief that literacy development in a second language must be preceded by oral 

fluency in it. She refutes the often adopted instructional sequence of listening, speaking, 

reading and writing by presenting evidence that children with emergent oral proficiency 

in English are able to read and write showing varied degrees of conventions in that 

language. She recognizes that the “authentic written discourse” promoted in the 

classroom for the use of both languages was a key factor. Another major finding in this 

study was that children code-switched very frequently in speech but rarely in writing, 

thus giving evidence that under certain conditions children are able to keep both 

languages separate. Edelsky’s findings reveal the need for teachers, parents and 

policymakers to re-think their beliefs, encouraging discussion about language proficiency 

and biliteracy development. 

Moll and Dworin (1996), examine writing in additive bilingual classroom settings 

through two case studies of one first grader and one third grader. They illustrate that 

when children are in a supportive environment in which they are encouraged to use both 

languages, they not only achieve bilingual communicative competence, but they also are 

able to acquire literate practices in both languages.  Because these practices were part of 
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the classroom culture, “the children used to learn their bilingualism deliberately, 

consciously, to access and manipulate resources for intellectual and academic purposes” 

(Moll & Dworin, 1996, p. 238). 

In another study of biliteracy development in Spanish/English bilingual children, 

Moll, et al. (2001) examine a case of “incipient” biliteracy in a kindergarten classroom 

and a case of “instructed” biliteracy in a third grade classroom. In the case study of 

“incipient biliteracy”, these authors collected examples in a bilingual classroom where 

the instruction had a holistic approach. Their findings emphasize children’s dispositions 

toward bilingualism and biliteracy and the importance of instruction that supports their 

development. Furthermore, they present evidence that children’s written productions are 

“semantically driven” and “socially mediated”; that is, the process of creating text and 

giving meaning to it occurs in interaction with others. From these findings, the 

researchers conclude that for children who are growing up in a bilingual environment, the 

interaction of both languages has to be examined in relation to the children’s histories as 

well as the social organization of cultural and institutional contexts that shape biliteracy 

development.  

Dworin (2003) describes the results of two studies in which he participated over a 

period of one academic year. The studies included five elementary school classrooms, 

grades 1 through 5, with the purpose of examining students’ literacy in English and 

Spanish. A case study approach was used to report students’ reading and writing 

development in the classroom context. The findings that emerged from these studies 

overlap at some point but also expand on the ones described previously by Moll, et al., 
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2001. First, there are multiple paths to biliteracy development. Dworin’s findings suggest 

that there was much variation in the ways students developed literacy in both languages. 

For instance, with some assistance, children could use their reading strategies in English 

to improve their reading abilities in their first language. According to Dworin, these 

findings match those from Edelsky (1986). These results challenge common fallacies 

about written language development in bilingual contexts such as a fixed sequence where 

oral ability precedes the acquisition of reading and writing and reading develops before 

writing. A second major finding provides evidence of the “bidirectionality” of language 

and literacy development. Dworin argues that children’s biliteracy development is “a 

dynamic, flexible process in which children’s transactions with two written languages 

mediate their language learning for both languages” (p.180).  

M. L. Reyes (2001) discusses four case studies in which she examines the 

development of what she terms the “spontaneous biliteracy” of four young girls from 

kindergarten through second grade. She reports on the acquisition of literacy in both 

English and Spanish when children are only receiving literacy instruction in their 

dominant language, in an environment that appreciates and builds on the learner’s 

available cultural and linguistic resources.  The four girls studied had positive attitudes 

about their abilities to read and write in both languages. Oftentimes as they played they 

were “expert others” as they worked to develop self-motivated biliteracy, challenging 

each other to read in their non-dominant language “just for fun.”  What these girls were 

able to accomplish on their own, in a supportive school environment, directly addresses 

some of the fears and fallacies that parents may have about bilingual education, i.e., that a 
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child can develop two languages either simultaneously or consecutively without 

becoming confused or delayed in some way. 

I. Reyes (2006) reports findings from a 3-years longitudinal study of which the 

present dissertation is a part. The study focuses on three four-year-old Mexican children 

who are learning to read and write simultaneously in both Spanish and English. In the 

exploration of “emergent biliteracy,” which she defines as “the ongoing, dynamic 

development of concepts and expertise for thinking, listening, speaking, reading and 

writing in two languages” (p. 269), I. Reyes uses a sociocultural and transactional 

perspective. Examples from both the home and the classrooms are presented to highlight 

the constructive work of young bilingual children when acquiring two writing systems 

that become resources for their learning. In addition, the author discusses the children’s 

emergent biliteracy development as a bidirectional process, which matches the findings 

presented by Dworin’s (2003). I. Reyes’ study suggests that characteristics of the context 

and interactions with siblings, peers and adults at home and at the school are important 

factors that contribute positively to the development of their bilingualism and biliteracy. 

Perspectives from Sociolinguistic Studies in Preschool Classrooms 

A fifth body of literature informing this dissertation is found in the work of 

researchers interested in sociolinguistics, the social aspects of language. Insights from 

sociolinguistic studies have led to the conception of the child as competent communicator 

who actively discovers how language works through participating in a community’s 

communicative practices (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). In the process of becoming 

competent communicators, children develop linguistic competence, that is, knowledge 
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about sounds, meaning and syntax. As research in this field has shown, the development 

of linguistic competence is best understood when observing the uses and functions for 

children in specific social situations (Genishi, 1985).  

The knowledge of linguistic and social rules that enable us to communicate and 

interact effectively in different contexts is called communicative competence (Genishi, 

1985; Halliday, 1975; Hymes, 1974). As children acquire language functions, they also 

learn social rules of interaction for specific contexts. 

Sociolinguistic scholars within this field have been particularly interested in the 

ways members of a community use language in everyday activities. Their work has 

demonstrated that communicative competence results in a variety of styles of 

communication or language variation. A person with communicative competence is able 

to vary or adjust styles of speaking to fit the features of particular social situations 

(Dyson & Genishi, 1991; Genishi, 1985; Hymes, 1974; Halliday, 1975).  

Bilingual children who have grown up speaking two languages acquire additional 

rules about when to use one language or the other, which in the literature is referred to as 

bilingual communicative competence (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004). In addition to 

adjusting the style of speaking according to the listener and the situation, like 

monolinguals do, bilingual speakers acquire rules for language choice through 

participation in diverse social settings.  

Cross-cultural research has examined the ways in which children are socialized by 

members of a family or community into what Heath (1983) calls the group’s “ways with 

words.” Through participating in the everyday activities of families and communities, 
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children acquire both linguistic and sociocultural knowledge for how to act in socially 

appropriate ways. This work has documented a wide range of language socialization 

practices particular to specific groups around the world, making evident notable 

differences among these groups (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  

The work of Schecter and Bayley (2002), and Zentella (1997, 2005) shows that 

Latino parents in different communities throughout the U.S. do not all have the same 

language socialization practices and beliefs. Some parents want the school to be 

responsible for providing bilingual education for their children while some want to do 

this at home. Additionally, many Latino immigrant parents worry that their children will 

be left behind if they do not have a certain level of English when they enter school. 

Zentella’s (1997) study with Puerto Ricans living in ‘el barrio’ in New York City 

shows that many parents are raising their children as English monolinguals assuming that 

this will facilitate their acceptance to bilingual programs at school. This parental belief 

regarding the importance of knowing English before entering school might respond to a 

broader societal attitude, which sustains that linguistic minorities should integrate 

themselves into the English-speaking society as quickly as possible (Cadiero-Kaplan, 

2004; Stritikus, 2002). 

A line of research with a sociolinguistic perspective that has provided important 

guidance for the study to be reported in this dissertation has investigated the ways in 

which young children use language as they participate in the everyday activities of the 

classroom. This research has documented the participation structures, roles adopted by 
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the participants, and the uses of language to represent and communicate meaning during 

naturally occurring communicative events.  

Specifically, three classroom-based studies with a sociolinguistic approach have 

directly informed the present dissertation. Two are developmental studies of adult-child 

and peer interaction in multiple contexts (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977; Corsaro, 

1979). The third study (Rowe, 1994) used semiotics as the overarching theoretical 

framework and a sociolinguistic perspective to study the role of social interaction in 

literacy learning. 

Using ethnographic techniques, each of these early childhood studies was 

conducted over time, identifying key speech events and conducting microanalyses of 

linguistic and paralinguistic cues to examine how participants use language in the 

construction of everyday events across different settings.  Through the microanalyses of 

speech events, these studies investigate how social, cognitive, and contextual factors 

influence the participation in events that make up the daily life of children in the 

classroom and home contexts. 

Corsaro’s (1979) study shows that detailed analysis of the varying language styles 

observed in adult-child and peer interaction across time and contexts can provide 

important information about the role of language use and social interaction in the 

negotiation of shared meaning. The Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro (1977) study highlights 

how specific features of the social context and expected roles identified in the different 

ecological areas of the classroom influence the way children use language to achieve 

social order in their daily lives. Additionally, this study demonstrates that peer interaction 
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is an essential process in the child’s acquisition of communicative and interpretive 

competence.  

The study conducted by Rowe (1994) focuses on how the context of the writing 

and art tables, including the values and beliefs held by all the members of the classroom 

community and the interactions among them, influence the literacy learning of 3- and 4-

year-olds. The study also examines in great detail the underlying sociocognitive 

processes used by children as they used a variety of sign systems to negotiate the 

construction and interpretation of meaning. 

Overall, in these studies the authors not only provide theoretical propositions in 

the area of childhood socialization but also develop methods to analyze the 

communicative strategies used by children and adults in naturally occurring 

conversations in the classroom. As Rowe (1994) emphasizes, “Close examination of the 

varying types of conversation occurring in classrooms within the school day and across 

time can provide clues to the roles teachers and students negotiate and assign one another, 

how skills and abilities are valued and evaluated, the kinds of knowledge to which 

children have access, and the behavior by which this access is gained” (p.12). In short, 

this scholarly work provided a lens to examine the literacy practices embedded in the 

everyday interactions of members of a specific preschool classroom. 

Perspectives from Early Literacy Studies 

In the study of language learning and, in particular, early literacy development, 

numerous scholars have written about the functions of written language. In my review of 

the literature I have found that most of these writings refer to the work of Halliday 
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(1977), who proposes a set of seven functions of oral language. According to Halliday, 

young children use language for the following purposes: 

1. Instrumental (“I want”): satisfying material needs. 

2. Regulatory (“Do as I tell you”): controlling the behavior of others. 

3. Interactional (“Me and you”): getting along with other people. 

4. Personal (“Here I come”): identifying and expressing the self. 

5. Heuristic (“Tell me why”): exploring the world around the inside one. 

6. Imaginative (“Let’s pretend”): creating a world of one’s own. 

7. Informative (I’ve got something to tell you”): communicating new 

information. 

Smith (1988) applies Halliday’s work to the study of written language. Smith 

contends that children do not learn language in separate compartments according to its 

functions. Rather, children learn language as they use it; thus language is learned in 

conjunction with its uses.  Similarly, Y. Goodman (1986) states that children learn written 

language in much the same way that they learn oral language, although some purposes 

are better served by speech and others by writing. Y. Goodman goes on to say, “I believe 

that the various functions and forms of writing develop in direct proportion to the 

functional experiences children have engaged in writing” (p.10). 

Taylor (1993), in her ethnographic descriptions of reading and writing behaviors 

of young children urges educators and researchers to learn to look at children’s literacy 

behavior “from the child’s point of view.” Her explorations of the functions, uses and 

forms of literacy in and out of school are informed and shaped by an awareness of the 
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characteristics of family literacy. Taylor’s description of the different types and uses of 

reading and writing in the classroom underscores the notion that children actively create 

literacy knowledge that is functional in their everyday lives. 

In the study of literacy functions, the anthropological work of several scholars has 

focused on the uses of literacy within the home context of families from varied cultures 

(e.g., Heath, 1983; Kendrick, 2003; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 

1988). These studies have revealed that all families and communities are literate; they use 

various literacies for multiple functional purposes; and they construct and share meaning 

through a range of sign systems that they use according to the ways of their families and 

communities. Children learn these routines through interaction or observation of others 

adopting certain roles toward each other according to the social and cultural features of 

the particular context in which literacy is used. However, children’s familiar ways of 

using literacy do not always fit with mainstream expectations and schooled literacy 

practices, especially in the case of children who come from linguistically and culturally 

diverse backgrounds. 

Latino children frequently acquire two languages (with their dialectal forms) 

because they are raised in communities that are bilingual. For children growing up 

bilingually, these language socialization routines become even more complex. They are 

socialized at least into two different cultural and linguistic groups, each with its own 

ways of using language, which oftentimes are competing. As Heath (1983) points out, for 

many culturally (and linguistically) diverse children, the school is the main source of 
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socialization into the mainstream Anglo culture; thus when they enter school, children 

start facing increased pressure to adopt mainstream literacy practices and language views.   

Dyson (1993), in her study of the social worlds of children learning to write in an 

urban primary school, underscores the transition process in which children “compose a 

place for themselves” within the diverse worlds of the classroom. The way in which 

children connect the mismatching “official worlds” of the classroom and their respective 

ways of using language does not always result in a positive outcome. Bilingual children 

are often forced to become monolinguals in English resulting in language loss or 

language shift to the majority language (Wong-Fillmore, 1991a; Ruiz, 1988; Hakuta & 

D’Dariana, 1992, cited in Garcia, 2002).  

Amidst the increasing linguistic and cultural challenges that U.S. public schools 

are facing, a question that remains central is how to provide minority-language children 

access to the majority language without denigrating their first languages and cultures. 

Organization of the Study 

The remainder of this dissertation is organized in five chapters. Chapter 2 outlines 

the study design and the ethnographic approach I used to examine the macro- and micro-

contexts surrounding the literacy practices of two 5-year-old bilingual children within a 

preschool classroom where English is the dominant language of instruction. It also 

presents background information about the participants and the research context. 

Additionally, Chapter 2 details the two levels of analysis conducted as well as the 

multiple analysis techniques that I applied to address each of the research questions.  
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Chapter 3 presents the findings obtained from the level I of analysis, which 

respond to the research questions one and two. These findings show, at a general level, 

how the social organization of the classroom influences the content and functions of 

literacy in teacher-guided and child-initiated events.  

Chapters 4 and 5 detail the case studies of the two children participating in the 

study. The findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5 were obtained following the procedures 

for the level II of analysis that I developed to address the third research question. These 

case studies present micro-sociolinguistic analyses of the ways in which the case study 

children integrate their home language and literacy practices into the schooled literacy 

practices.  

In Chapter 6, I use the third space theory and the concept of hybrid practices to 

discuss how the children’s agency as well as some enabling factors in the classroom 

structure facilitated the creation of new social spaces where hybrid practices emerged. 

Furthermore, I highlight how the children’s emerging bilingualism mediates not only 

social interaction but also literacy learning. Finally, this chapter presents the theoretical, 

methodological, and pedagogical implications of the study, discuss the limitations, and 

presents recommendations for future research in the areas of early literacy in young 

bilingual children and literacy practices among linguistically and culturally diverse 

groups. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Study Design 

The study to be reported in this dissertation was conducted as part of a 

longitudinal research project, the Emergent Literacy and Language Development in 

Latino Immigrant Children’s project (ELLD) at the University of Arizona with Dr. Iliana 

Reyes as the principal investigator.  

The ELLD project (Reyes, 2004, p.1) examines the literacy and biliteracy 

development of emergent bilingual preschool children born to first and second-generation 

Mexican immigrant parents in the United States and whose first language is Spanish. The 

project’s main goals are to: 1) describe and compare literacy and language use by 

preschool children (3 and 4-year-olds) of Latino parents to determine the linguistic and 

social factors associated to children’s language and literacy development; 2) describe and 

compare parenting language and literacy practices during parent-child interaction in 

different activities (mealtime, narrative book task, language social interaction during 

parent-child play); and 3) advance our theoretical understanding of the language and 

literacy development of immigrant children to aid the organizations and educational 

institutions serving them in developing optimal environments to prevent difficulties in 

literacy development in later schooling years.  

The ELLD project was originally designed to follow these children in the home 

and classroom contexts over a period of three years. The purpose is to document the 

family support for Spanish and English literacy and how it is related to children’s literacy 

and biliteracy outcomes at various points during preschool and through the early 
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elementary grades (preK-1st grade). Three preschool classrooms located in the south side 

of Tucson, Arizona, were selected as the research sites for this study. These classrooms 

were selected because the majority of the students were considered English Language 

Learners. Once permissions from the school district were attained and contacts were 

made with the teachers at each preschool program in the district, the principal 

investigator invited all the families whose children fit the following established criteria to 

participate in the study: a) children must be considered “typical;” b) 4 years of age and 

without previous formal schooling experience, and c) speak Spanish as their first 

language. 

This dissertation is based on data collected during the first year of the ELLD 

project. From the eighteen case study families participating in the larger project, I 

systematically observed six children in one of the preschool classrooms selected as a 

research site for the ELLD project. 

I use an ethnographic approach and particularly case study (Erickson, 1986; 

Dyson & Genishi, 2005) as a qualitative research methodology to study the early literacy 

experiences of two young bilingual children. I employ this perspective for two main 

reasons. First, language and literacy are complex social processes (Dworin & Moll, 2006; 

Dyson, 1993; Halliday, 1975; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978). An 

ethnographic approach enables researchers to observe how those processes happen in the 

everyday interaction within particular contexts (i.e., home, school, and classroom). 

Second, using the case study methodology for the examination of language and early 

literacy learning offers qualitative research tools such as observation, interview, audio-
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visual techniques and documentary analysis, permitting researchers to identify variables 

as they emerge from the events being observed to construct “thick descriptions.” 

Additionally, this methodology facilitates the examination of data to interpret the 

meanings that children develop about literacy within the everyday activities of their 

classroom. 

Furthermore, the case study methodology combines “close analysis of fine details 

of behavior and meaning in everyday social interaction with analysis of the wider societal 

context—the field of broader social influences” (Erickson, 1986, p.120). The context in 

which language and literacy practices occur include the historical, political, cultural, and 

personal factors that intersect in any social interaction. “Understanding them as such is 

the grand purpose of qualitative case studies” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 9). 

Participants 

From the six children that I was observing in one of the preschool classrooms 

during the first year of the ELLD project, I selected two children, Dariana and Adalberto 

(pseudonyms are used for children, teachers, programs, and schools throughout this 

dissertation) as the case study children for this dissertation. The children’s characteristics 

and family histories offer a wide range of possibilities for an in-depth study of early 

literacy learning within the diversity of the children’s language and literate abilities of the 

classroom (Hornberger, 2003). Although Dariana’s and Adalberto’s families are not 

representative of all the Mexican families coming into the public schools, looking at their 

particular circumstances provides insights about the relationship between language, 
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literacy learning and literacy practices to the broader socio-cultural factors surrounding 

them.  

Two main factors were considered for the selection of the case study children. The 

first factor is the immigration history of the family. As Zentella (2005) points out, the 

family (im)migration history plays an important role in the way children and their 

families experience bilingualism. Dariana is a third-generation girl of Mexican-origin 

while Adalberto emigrated from Mexico with his family three years prior to the study. 

Analyzing the ways in which factors related to their immigration history affect the 

language and literacy learning of Spanish-dominant bilingual children is a goal for this 

dissertation as well as an underlying interest in the ELLD Project.   

The second factor is that their level of bilingualism and literacy knowledge appear 

to be representative of the diversity in the range of children’s language and literacy 

abilities observed their classroom. When Adalberto entered preschool, he was a Spanish-

dominant speaker in an early stage of bilingual development. He started to formally learn 

English when he entered preschool. Dariana, on the other hand, was a noticeably 

balanced bilingual from the beginning; she stood out from the rest of group because of 

her communicative competence in both languages. 

Dariana 

Dariana is a third-generation Mexican American girl born in Tucson, Arizona. She 

was turning 5 years of age when I met her; she was one of the oldest children in the 

Brown Bear classroom. Dariana is tall with a stout body.  She usually has her long dark 

hair nicely styled. Her beautiful big brown eyes always sparkle with curiosity. She 
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interacts very well with peers and adults. Dariana shows self-confidence and an outgoing 

personality; sometimes her preschool teachers perceived her as having a commanding 

attitude.  

She lives with her parents and her infant sister who is 6 months old. Dariana’s 

mother identifies herself as Mexican; she is a native of Arizona. Dariana’s grandfather 

was also born in Arizona and his wife emigrated from Mexico. Dariana’s father emigrated 

from Northern Mexico to Tucson when he was 16 years old. Both parents initiated higher 

education programs but have not yet culminated their degrees. Dariana’s father attended a 

trade school in Tucson after he graduated from high school in Mexico. Dariana’s mother 

was working on her degree in Elementary Education at a local community college when 

this study was conducted. She had a paraprofessional position as a guided reading teacher 

at the same school in which the study took place and where Dariana attended preschool. 

Dariana’s father was working at a local construction company. 

Dariana is a native Spanish speaker. Her grandmother took care of her until she 

was 3 years old and started attending a Head Start program. According to Dariana’s 

mother, Spanish is the only language spoken at the grandparents’ house where the family 

spends a lot of time, and is also the dominant language in their own home. Dariana’s 

mother described that Dariana started to learn English by watching T.V. programs in this 

language and more formally when she started to attend Head Start. At the beginning of 

her preschool year, when she turned 5 years of age, Dariana’s teacher and mother 

reported that she communicated successfully in both languages, although the mother 

reported that she relied on her first language to supplement possible gaps in her English. 



  53 

In an initial interview with Dariana’s mother we talked about language, reading 

and writing practices at home. According to her, both parents talk to their children in 

Spanish because that is the language they consider most appropriate to use at home. 

Dariana’s mother also said that since Dariana entered preschool, where English was the 

language of instruction, she started using more English at home. Therefore, she had 

started to consciously switch from English to Spanish when speaking with Dariana and 

insisted on the use of Spanish at home. Additionally, she reported her desire that her 

younger daughter also learn Spanish and that Dariana would play an important role in 

that process. 

In talking about the reading practices at home, Dariana’s mother reported that her 

husband reads books related to cars and carpentry, mostly in English. Her preferences are 

magazines in Spanish, short articles, and coupons they receive in the mail. Additionally, 

she said that Dariana has a small collection of books, which according to her are 

appropriate “to her level.” Most of these books are written in English; however, she also 

has some of her favorite books, Eric Carle’s books in particular, in the Spanish version. In 

this initial interview, Dariana’s mother reported that she reads stories to her almost daily 

during their bedtime routine, and that most of the books are in English. However, during 

following home visits done by another research assistant as part of the larger research 

project, Dariana’s mother did not mention this bedtime routine when she was asked about 

the literacy practices at home. In relation to visits to the library, Dariana’s mother 

explained that they are very sporadic because she often brings home storybooks from her 

work.  
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Reading and writing are among Dariana’s favorite activities at home. Her mother 

said that Dariana’s engagements with literacy at home are mostly in English. Dariana 

enjoys reading in English to her little sister and writing notes, especially “love notes” to 

her mother and sister. She also likes to write her name, and the names of her family 

members. She demonstrates interest in writing letters to her classmates. In her room at 

home, Dariana has used almost all the walls to write using different media such as 

crayon, pencil and pen. Her name appears in different places as well as other alphabet 

letters and scribbles. In the kitchen, Dariana’s mother has several notes that Dariana had 

done at home, which are posted on the refrigerator. She said that she does not save all of 

Dariana’s writing samples because they are too many. 

Adalberto 

Adalberto had already turned 5 years old when this study begun. He is the tallest 

boy in his classroom. He is kind and caring, especially with girls. He is a leader among 

his peers for academic and physical activities. He is not shy and interacts well with peers 

and adults. Adalberto started preschool as a Spanish-dominant speaker. His closest 

friends were Spanish-dominant speakers as well. By December, Ms. Lewis commented 

on Adalberto’s rapid improvement in his oral skills in English. 

Adalberto was born in Mexico and his family immigrated to Tucson three years 

prior to the study. He lives with his parents, older brother and two twin sisters who were 

attending middle school at the time of the study. Adalberto’s father finished middle 

school in Mexico and used to work as an industrial carpenter at a local company in 

Tucson. The mother finished one year of high school in Mexico.  
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In a conversation we had at the beginning of the study, both parents said that they 

consider themselves monolingual Spanish speakers. They reported to always addressing 

their children in Spanish. Adalberto’s siblings speak Spanish all the time among 

themselves and Adalberto also prefers to speak Spanish but sometimes uses both 

languages to communicate with them, especially with his brother. Both parents consider 

Spanish to be the most appropriate language to speak at home, since the children are 

learning English at school. 

In the initial interview with Adalberto’s parents, they reported that they had 

recently started to read to him in Spanish because when he entered preschool, Ms. Lewis 

started to send books home. In a joking tone, Adalberto’s mother said that when the 

books were in Spanish they read them to him and when they were in English they 

invented the story or simply explained it to him. According to them, visits to the public 

library are infrequent; they think that Adalberto is not interested because he never asks 

them to take him to the library and he rarely brings books from school.  

The parents said that they have some reading material at home such as the bible in 

Spanish, magazines and newspaper in Spanish. There are English textbooks from older 

siblings, advertisements and coupons that they receive in the mail, but no children’s 

books. Although they do not directly read and write with Adalberto and reading is not a 

habit of any of the family members, Adalberto does observe his parents reading 

magazines for pleasure and his siblings reading and writing school-related material. In 

addition, there is written material posted on the refrigerator such as children’s class 
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schedules, school letters, and other material important in their daily living routines (bills, 

phone numbers, appointments, etc.). 

The parents emphasized that Adalberto does not like doing homework, and that 

both of them along with their other children take turns in helping him. They also said that 

Adalberto’s favorite pastime is to watch T.V., especially Mexican soup operas and a 

popular series for children that is shown daily on a Spanish channel. He also likes to play 

videogames with his brother. 

Ms. Lewis 

Ms. Lewis, the preschool teacher whose classroom served as the main setting for 

data collection during this study, is a native from Tucson and in her late-40s. She has 

taught in the preschool program for over 13 years. She earned a bachelor’s degree in 

education and more recently obtained a bilingual endorsement in Spanish from the 

University of Arizona. Ms. Lewis reported that she speaks Spanish at a functional level; 

she does not consider herself to be balanced bilingual because as she noted, she “does not 

speak it correctly”. In her meetings with parents, most of whom were monolingual in 

Spanish, she addressed them in Spanish. Oftentimes the parents’ coordinator or one of the 

teacher assistants, who are fluent in both languages, assisted Ms. Lewis in the meetings 

with parents and in the home visits that they conducted at the beginning of the school 

year.  

During my visits to her classroom, she sometimes indicated that she was 

frustrated for not speaking enough Spanish to understand when the children addressed her 

in Spanish. She also noted that this year most of the children were Spanish-dominant 
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speakers and she noticed that it was more difficult for them to fully participate in the 

classroom activities. Despite her frustration, she always showed a genuine desire to help 

her students; she continually praised children for their improvement in English. 

Regarding her students’ home language and culture, she once said, “We always talk to the 

parents about it, to please don’t make them give up their first language, let them keep it, 

let them use it, don’t ridicule them, they will learn a second language much faster if they 

have their first language strong.” In the second half of the year, she started to send little 

books to the homes  (in both English and Spanish), encouraging the parents to read to 

their children in the dominant language of the children.  

Although she held a personal belief in the value of speaking, reading and writing 

in two languages, she saw the parents as responsible for their children’s native language 

maintenance. For her, children will learn a second language much faster “if they have 

their first language strong;” therefore she considered the parents’ role as crucial in the 

children’s development of their native and second language. In relation to her students’ 

language learning in her classroom, she said,   “My goal is for these children to learn 

English, and they are learning English, but I tell the parents not to take away their 

Spanish along they way, use them together to get them there.” Ms. Lewis truly believed 

in the advantages of speaking more than one language and expressed her desire for her 

students to become bilingual and biliterate. However, she was not clear about the role of 

the school in helping students to achieve bilingual and biliterate competence given the 

restrictions and challenges imposed by proposition 203, an Anti-Bilingual initiative 

established as law in schools in the state of Arizona. Proposition 203 requires that “all 
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public school instruction be conducted in English. Children not fluent in English shall 

normally be placed in an intensive one-year English immersion program to teach them 

the language as quickly as possible while also learning academic subjects” 

(http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/jwcrawford/az-unz.htm). According to this 

law, parents may request a waiver of these requirements for children who already know 

English, are ten years or older, or have special needs best suited to a different educational 

approach. 

Ms. Lewis’ classroom was very well ordered and students were rarely off task. 

For her, one of the main goals of the preschool program was helping children to learn 

how to appropriately participate in the classroom routine, to follow directions and get 

along with peers and adults. In the interview at the beginning of the year she explained 

that their philosophy was to “expose them [her students] to concepts that would be 

expected in kindergarten like shapes, colors, numbers, writing their names, standing up in 

front of a group and speaking.  Just to give them a new experience in their young life so 

that when they enter kindergarten they will be much more ready to learn academically.” 

(Personal communication, 09/28/04). 

Ms. Lewis kept an energetic stance in her teaching. She was usually in good 

spirits, and transmitted a caring and respectful attitude towards her students, who seemed 

to enjoy their time with her. Ms. Lewis had a strong collegial relation with the group of 

teacher assistants that were part of the preschool program, and particularly with the other 

preschool teacher, who has been her colleague and friend for over fifteen years.  
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Research Context 

The purpose of this section is to describe what Teale (1986) calls “the physical 

literacy environment” of the setting where the study took place and the “social literacy 

environment” (how literacy was used within the classroom). The setting for this study is 

the Brown Bear preschool classroom in Nopal Elementary, which is a neighborhood 

school located in the south side of Tucson, Arizona. The Nopal Elementary School has a 

long history of partnership with the university. The entire school community, from 

administrators to teachers, staff and families, has always been receptive and welcoming 

to research studies and professional development. The preschool teachers within the 

Sonoran District are fully credentialed as early childhood educators and some of them 

hold a bilingual endorsement from a teacher education program. 

Fifteen out of eighteen children (approximately 83%) in the Brown Bear 

classroom were Spanish-dominant bilingual speakers, commonly referred to in the school 

community as English Language Learners (ELLs). The most recent school district reports 

indicate that about 93% of the Nopal Elementary School population is Hispanic and the 

remaining 7% includes Native Americans and European Americans 

(http://www.susd12.org/departments/research_eval/ethnicity.asp). Most of the Hispanics 

are from Mexican descent, either immigrants or U.S. born. Ninety four percent of the 

students qualify for free or reduced lunch, thus the children have a similar economic and 

ethnic background. 

This part of the south side of the city is commonly identified as an area of 

predominantly Mexican households. Spoken and written Spanish is remarkably common 
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around this area. The main streets and avenues are covered with bilingual signs on the 

neighborhood shops. Spanish music is heard in well-established supermarkets, family-run 

shops, restaurants, churches, and from cars. The school itself has a Spanish name, which 

is not surprising considering that the school serves a population that is what Dyson & 

Genishi (2005) call “minority majority” since the majority of students is Hispanic. 

Classroom’s physical space, time, and routine 

The preschool classrooms are located in an outside portable building at the east 

area of the school. They have their own entrance but a visitor still has to go through the 

main gate, pass the school office, and walk along the main long hall passing by different 

classrooms, the library and the cafeteria. At the end of the hall there is a double door that 

leads to a small courtyard that separates the portable building from the main school 

building. The preschool has a fence all around the site. In a corner next to the entrance 

there is a green area and a Ramada where parent meetings usually take place. It also has a 

playground equipped with a jungle gym and a sand area.  

Once inside the Brown Bear classroom, I wondered what this place might teach 

me in terms of young bilingual children and early literacy. I started noticing the 

arrangement of space, the path of movement of children within the different areas and 

began figuring out the class routine (see Figure 1). The classroom was rectangular, not 

spacious. There were five open spaces, one at the entrance where children have cubbies 

and hang their backpacks; the reading corner is also located in this space. The other areas 

include dramatic play, block construction, circle time, and a fifth area with rectangular 
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tables for centers and journal time. During center time, though, children used the block 

and circle areas often lying on the rug to work with a partner or a small group.  

The cubbies were personalized with children’s names. Bookshelves stocked with 

materials accessible to children such as writing and art materials, manipulatives, puzzles, 

and books separated the classroom areas. I noticed that the majority of these shelves had 

labels written in both English and Spanish. There were three color-coded tables that 

children used during center time working in small groups. Later in the year, when 

children were used to the routine, they were able to choose the center they wanted to be 

working on, and they had to put their nametag on a center’s chart indicating the center 

where they would be working. 

 

Figure 1: Map of the Brown Bear classroom. 
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Next to the teacher’s chair in the circle time area there is an audio center where 

books with their audio recording and headphones are available. Underneath the audio 

center shelf there are two baskets with books, one for books in English (the great 

majority) and one for books in Spanish. There is also a large white board that I could 

describe as the “teaching area.” It was used for the number line, an ABC wall chart, daily 

news, centers’ chart, teacher’s helpers chart and classroom rules chart. 

Classroom’s Daily Schedule 

The preschool program runs from 9:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. (Figure 2). The daily 

schedule was always written on the board. During the time of this study, the schedule 

remained roughly the same, except for the outside play time that during the first months 

was scheduled earlier in the morning and as the weather got cooler it was changed to the 

time frame before lunch. 

Although the daily schedule was written on the board, I asked Ms. Lewis for the 

official schedule for the whole year to be informed of early dismissals, field trips and 

home visit days.  
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Circle Time – Song / Number Line 9:30 – 9:40 
Story Time 9:40 – 9:50 
Outside Time 9:50 – 10:30 
Circle Time – Book / Instructions for Journals 10:30 – 10:40 
Journals Time 10:40 – 11:00 
Clean up / Line up 11:00 – 11:05 
Walk to Cafeteria / Wash Hands 11:05 – 11:10 
Lunch  11:10 – 11:35 
Circle Time – Book / Math activity/ Center choices 11:40 – 12:05 
Learning Centers 12:05 – 12:35 
Free Choice Time 12:35 – 1:10 
Clean Up  1:10 – 1:20 
Closing Circle + Sharing Time 1:20 – 1:30 
  

Figure 2: Daily schedule. 

In this classroom, the first half of the day was dedicated to circle time, story time, 

followed by playground time and then journals. Circle time usually included singing 

along, counting on the number line, reading aloud by the teacher, and general instructions 

for working on their journals. After playing outside, children got busy doing their 

assignments in their journals until lunchtime.  

To get to the cafeteria, children needed to cross the courtyard that divided the 

preschool area from the school building, through huge double doors, and through a long 

hall. The restrooms where they washed their hands were located across from the cafeteria. 

Fortunately, preschoolers were the first group scheduled for lunch. When they got there 

the area was noticeably quiet. They occupied only two long tables. Sometimes children 

got to sit next to a child from the other preschool classroom because they lined up to 

enter in the order they finished washing their hands. Teachers and teacher assistants, 

including the parent coordinator attended to children’s needs. The first time I went to the 
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cafeteria with them, I saw Dariana’s mother accompanying her. A few days later, 

Dariana’s mother visited the classroom when I was there observing.  

Children had thirty minutes for lunch, after which they had to line up and head 

back to their classroom. Once in the classroom, they usually gathered on the rug for circle 

time again, which included reading aloud and a sing along. Then Ms. Kelly, the teacher’s 

assistant would help them to get organized for their work in centers. Usually there were 

three different projects from which children could choose to work on in their learning 

center. During centers time, children worked on individual projects sharing a table that 

normally fits six children, so they also shared the materials provided for their 

assignments.  

After they had finished their work for the day, they had free choice time. In the 

beginning of the year, some areas of the classroom (drama area and block area) were 

restricted. According to Ms. Lewis, they were going to remain restricted until children 

learned the routine of finishing their work in centers and cleaning up the materials and 

toys they used during free choice time before getting ready to go home. She and the other 

teacher aids were afraid that children would get too excited wanting to play at “La casita” 

and at the block area that they would not care about their job in the centers.  

Mandated Preschool Literacy Curriculum 

This preschool classroom is part of an early childhood program in a school district 

in the south side of Tucson. The program is specifically for 4-year-olds and encourages 

parent involvement.  The preschool curriculum is based on Arizona's academic standards 
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for preschoolers. The Language and Literacy Standards are organized into the following 

strands and related concepts:  

Strand 1: Oral Language Development  

• Listening and Understanding  

• Speaking and Communicating 

Strand 2: Pre-reading Process 

• Print Awareness 

• Book Handling Skills  

• Sounds and Rhythms of Spoken Language  

• Letter Knowledge 

• Vocabulary Development 

• Comprehending Stories 

Strand 3: Pre-writing Process 

• Written Expression 

Data Collection 

For data collection and analysis I incorporated what Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

call “theoretical sampling.” As they describe it, “Theoretical sampling is the process of 

data collection for generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and 

analyzes his data and decides what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to 

develop his theory as it emerges” (p.45). I employed this method because I believed it 

would facilitate the data gathering process, allowing me to modify the methods and 

research tools as needed. Also, as Erickson (1986) contends, data collection is an ongoing 
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process, thus data must emerge and unfold. It also facilitated the analysis of the data as I 

collected it in order to decide how to proceed. 

During the first three months of the study I collected data as a participant/observer 

one full day per week. I was trying to get a global picture of the site and the participants 

before I focused on more specific literacy events. As I continued to collect and analyze 

the data, I came to realize that I needed to visit the classroom more often and strategically 

select the time of the day in which I could obtain more valuable data about the literacy 

experiences I wanted to examine. Thus, during the spring semester, my visits were two 

days a week for at least 3 hours each time. On each visit I tried to observe at least three of 

the following classroom engagements: read aloud, circle time, journal time, learning 

centers time, dramatic play, and free choice.  

The primary sources of data for this study include: 1) classroom observational 

field notes; 2) students’ work samples; 3) transcriptions of audiotapes and videotapes of 

children’s participation in literacy events; and 4) teachers’, parents’, and children’s 

interviews. The data collection focused on capturing the literacy practices and learning 

processes of Dariana and Adalberto. Any time they were engaged in constructing or 

interpreting texts I attempted to describe the actions that took place, the context, the 

participants, their roles, the use of language, and the children’s conversation about the 

activity in which literacy had a central role. I describe each of the sources of data in the 

following sections. 
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Classroom Observational Field Notes 

I took field notes every time I visited the classroom. During the first three months 

I took field notes once a week during the entire workday of my visits. In the last six 

months, I took field notes twice a week for at least three hours in each visit. During this 

time, my field notes focused on classroom literacy practices that occurred during story 

time, circle time, journal time, centers time (including dramatic play), and free choice. 

Although I informally analyzed the data as I collected it, I started the formal 

analysis of my field notes at the end of the school year. I employed a color-coding system 

to identify information that could respond to my first research question, which examines 

what bilingual preschool children come to know about literacy in one preschool 

classroom in which English is the dominant language of instruction. First, I highlighted 

any occurrences in which my case study children engaged with reading, writing or a 

conversation about written language. Then, I used two different colors to highlight the 

literacy events that were teacher-guided and the ones initiated by the children. I listed 

each occurrence on two separate sheets, grouping the writing events on one sheet and the 

reading events on another sheet. Each sheet was divided into two columns, one for 

teacher-guided events and the other for child-initiated events. I made tallies on every type 

of event recorded in order to group the types of writing and reading events that were 

similar as well as the frequency of occurrence.  

Then, I developed a new list keeping the two columns (teacher-guided events and 

child-initiated events). In each column, I enumerated the types of reading and writing 

events that I had recorded from the most frequent to the least frequent. Next to each type 
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of event I recorded the function it served in the specific context in which it occurred, 

according to a functions coding scheme. This list allowed me to make a comparison 

between both teacher-guided literacy events and child-initiated events. 

Students’ Work Samples 

These samples consist of copies of Dariana’s and Adalberto’s work during journal 

and centers time. Most of them are drawings accompanied by the children’s writing of 

their own name and in Dariana’s case, other children’s names. Several others include 

Dariana’s own writing on my notebook and writing samples she produced during 

dramatic play.  

I took notes whenever I observed the case study children working on what they 

considered reading and writing. I included samples that I did not observe the children 

doing but that they showed to me, offering an interpretation. I recorded in my field notes 

the children’s description of their work. For the analysis of these data, I sorted Dariana’s 

and Adalberto’s work samples according to the types of reading and writing events 

identified in the lists that I had developed from my field notes.  

Transcriptions of Videotapes 

The ELLD research team decided to videotape the focal children participating in 

the larger project during journal and centers time, when the activity was related to 

literacy. We were also interested in videotaping children’s interaction and conversation 

during dramatic play and free choice time, searching for evidence of children’s 

spontaneous use of written language. Videotaping of children’s participation in these 

classroom engagements began in November, once the children and teachers were 
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comfortable with my presence in the Brown Bear classroom. I recorded ten videotapes in 

the classroom, each one lasting approximately fifty to sixty minutes. 

Generally, I utilized a digital video camera that uses DV mini tapes, and wireless 

microphones that the focal children wore during the videotaping. Only two receivers for 

the wireless microphones could be plugged into the digital camera, therefore, only two 

children got to use them at any given time.   

In a preliminary phase of video transcription, I wrote a topic transcription for each 

video, which included two columns, one for a time frame and the other for a broad 

description of the event encapsulated within that time frame. The goal was to identify 

literacy events that I could later transcribe in detail using a notation system. For the video 

transcription and coding, we were using the computer software TRANSANA (Wood & 

Fassnacht, 2005). This software is a very helpful tool that helped us to keep a record of 

the different categories of our coding scheme in each video-clip. (See Reyes & Soltero, 

forthcoming, for a full description of the ELLD project’s coding scheme developed for 

the analysis of classroom data). Also, this computer software will allow us to calculate 

frequency of occurrence of the different language and literacy domains and to do a cross-

contextual analysis from the data collected within and across classrooms.  

Transcriptions of Audiotapes 

I audio recorded children’s participation in literacy events mainly during story 

time, journal time, and centers time (including dramatic play). Equipment consisted of a 

small audio recorder with built-in microphone, regular size tapes and batteries. Usually, I 

set up the audio recorder in the middle of a table where some of the focal children of the 
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larger project were working on their journals while I continued taking field notes of 

children’s conversations and interaction.  

Other times I placed the audio recorder at a different table with the idea of being 

in two places at one time. I tried to capture other focal children engaged in literacy while 

I was in another area of the room. However, this was not an effective technique because 

when I tried to transcribe those recordings, it was difficult to understand who was talking 

and what they were doing. Also, I had trouble interpreting the situation because I had not 

observed the children’s interaction during the recording.  

I recorded eight audiotapes, which duration varies from one to two hours. As I did 

with the videotapes, I wrote a topic transcription for each audiotape indicating the 

specific time frame followed by a general description of the conversation. Then, I 

highlighted all the literacy events that occurred during the recording and sorted them 

according to the lists I had developed from my field notes. Finally, I transcribed only the 

literacy events that were identified. 

The following figure provides the conventions used in all the transcripts presented 

throughout this dissertation. The transcription conventions are adapted from the work of 

Gail Jefferson, as described by Atkinson & Heritage (1984, p.ix). I incorporated other 

symbols that were necessary for representing various aspects of the interactions presented 

in the transcripts, such as reading behavior, saying letter names, omitted material, 

inserted information by the transcriptionist, and variation in the intonation. 
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((    )) Double parenthesis contain notes about contextual and nonverbal behavior; 
e.g., 
Adalberto:       ((laughs)) 
 

(    ) Single parentheses enclosing text indicate unintelligible speech; e.g., 
Ismael:            (unintelligible) 
Single parentheses that are empty indicate a non audible segment: 
Ismael:  My mom… oh this is (        ) her 
 

= A single equal sign indicates no interval between contiguous utterances; e.g., 
Dariana: he= 
Mother: =she 
 

== Double equal sign indicates overlapping speech, the equal sign is placed at 
the point where overlap begins; e.g., 
Sofia:             Adalberto ==this is his letter 
Dariana:                   ==No, no así va mira 
 

: 

::: 

A single colon indicates that the sound or syllable is elongated by the 
speaker. More colons prolong the elongation; e.g., 
Sofia:            ¿Estas no son de nadie? No::o  
                        These are nobody’s [letters]? No::o 
 

- A single dash indicates interrupted utterances or an abrupt cutoff; e.g., 
Adalberto:       I went to the zoo and then- 
 

CAPS Capital letters indicate utterances that are spoken much louder than the 
surrounding talk; e.g., 
Dariana:           When he makes SNAP, it means that he ate him 
 

“       “ Quotation marks indicate reading behavior rather than talk; e.g., 
Mother: ((reading)) “said the cow. Want to eat some”…  

What do you call this? 
 

/n/ Parallel slashed lines indicate that the speaker said the name of the enclosed 
letter. They may also be used to highlight alphabet letters; e.g., 
Dariana:          ((gets the letter /T/)) Here is the /t/ 
 

^^^ 3 consecutive circumflex accent inserted in a blank line indicate omitted 
material; e.g., 
Adalberto: I’m making a door. 
^^^ 
Damon: ¿Eso qué es? 
  What is that?  
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[    ] Brackets contain descriptive information inserted into quotations by the 
transcriptionist; e.g., 
Mother:           [You mean] the monkey? 
 

~ The tilde sign indicates a variation in the intonation within one word; e.g., 
Ceci: S~í. 
 Y~es. 

 Punctuation marks (periods, question marks, exclamation points) are used 
conventionally to indicate ends of utterances, usually perceived as pauses on 
the speech.  
Commas indicate pauses made by the speaker among sentences or within 
sentence units.  
Ellipsis refers to intervals within and between utterances.  
Italicized words indicate children’s talk in Spanish. 
 

Figure 3. Transcription conventions. 

Teachers’, parents’, and children’s Interviews 

I utilized two types of interviews, one formally designed for the ELLD project 

and conducted with the participant parents and teachers at the beginning of the year. Both 

parents’ and teachers’ interviews were audio recorded and transcribed as part of the 

ELLD project data. The other type of interviews were more informal and included 

questions that I formulated for Ms. Lewis and the case study children’s parents as they 

emerged from my observations. I also recorded these interviews and transcribed them. I 

added this information to the existing data of the ELLD project. 

Data Analysis 

The analysis and interpretation of the data gathered for this dissertation include 

different analysis techniques on the same data sets (Strike, 1989; Tuyay, Yeager & Green, 

2005). Additionally, I did multiple analyses for the same research question. These 

multiple frames (Goffman, 1974) are critical to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the complex, multilayered and overlapping nature of interaction, 
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language use, and meaning-making practices in the everyday life of classrooms 

(Gutierrez, 1994). Because each angle of vision influences what researchers can see and 

how they interpret their observations, it is necessary to explain the relationships between 

the perspectives of the researcher and the methods used to collect, analyze and interpret 

classroom data (Tuyay et al., 2005).  

Data analysis also included a triangulation process in which the principal 

investigator, two other research assistants in the ELLD project and I participated. First, 

we analyzed and coded randomly selected literacy events (from video recordings) 

separately and then compared findings. When discrepancies were identified, we resolved 

them through joint reexamination of the events in question. The coding process of the 

selected events was complemented with different data gathered through other sources 

(e.g., field notes, audiotapes, and students’ work samples). 

In addition, initial coding of the data collected during the classroom observations 

was compared to teachers’ insights that were obtained through informal and formal 

conversations with them. Informal conversations took place at the end of my classroom 

visits. Teachers provided feedback or responded to questions that emerged during the 

course of my observations. Formal meetings with Ms. Lewis and the other two 

participant teachers of the ELLD project took place at the project’s office. In these formal 

meetings, the teachers watched randomly selected video-clips and provided the research 

team with their own interpretations of the literacy events recorded.  In this way, our initial 

coding of the data was compared against the teachers’ feedback, adding another level to 

the triangulation of the data and to the on-going analysis.  
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As a result of taking multiple perspectives on data (Tuyay et al., 2005) the 

examination of the classroom literacy practices in which Dariana and Adalberto 

participated during this study includes two levels of analysis.  In the first level of analysis 

I located all the literacy events in which the case study children participated within the 

everyday classroom routine. The literacy events were observed in seven classroom 

contexts: story time, circle time, journal time, learning centers, free choice time, lunch 

time, and dramatic play. Then I classified the literacy events observed in two domains: 

teacher-guided/instructional and child-initiated/spontaneous literacy events. Additionally, 

each literacy event was coded according to a “Functions Coding Scheme” (see Table 1, 

Table 2 and Table 3 in Chapter 3 for the functions of literacy that were identified in the 

data). 

The findings that I obtained from the level I of the analysis were still at a general 

level and I was interested in understanding the kinds of literacy knowledge to which 

children have access, and the ways in which this access is gained in the Brown Bear 

classroom. Therefore, I developed a framework that allowed me to compare teacher-

guided and child-initiated events in relation to the content and functions of literacy, 

instead of focusing on individual events. I provide an explanation of this framework of 

analysis in the following sections of this chapter. 

In the second level of data analysis, I focused on literacy events that occurred 

during less structured activities—which I call hybrid literacy events—and child-

initiated/spontaneous activities (i.e., free choice time, lunch time, and playground time). 

The hybrid literacy events (convergence of instructional and spontaneous events) include 
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children’s participation in dramatic play, journals, and centers. In the last two, children 

worked individually on separate projects but shared a common space, usually a table or 

an area of the rug. In addition, I conducted microsociolinguistic analyses of the children’s 

participation in hybrid and spontaneous literacy events, which are described in the case 

studies of Dariana and Adalberto (Chapters 4 and 5). 

The multiple perspectives used in both levels of analysis help make visible the 

various ways in which children co-construct participation structures in the classroom and 

take different roles during composing activities. Furthermore, they help to identify the 

ways children use their first and second language as well as different sign systems to 

represent, interpret and share meaning. The following section describes the various 

analysis techniques I used in level I and level II of the analysis process.  

Analysis Level I 

Level I of the analysis addresses the first two research questions that motivated 

this study. Questions one and two of this research study examine the following aspects: 

1. What do bilingual preschool children come to know about literacy in one preschool 

classroom in which English is the dominant language of instruction? More 

specifically, I analyze and compare two aspects of the children’s literacy practices in 

the classroom: 

 Content: What types of skills and knowledge about written language do 

children demonstrate? 

 Function: What functions of literacy do children experience? 
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2. How does the social organization of the classroom influence the literacy practices in 

which bilingual children participate?  

Figure 4 displays the procedure followed to analyze data collected to answer these 

questions. 

 

Figure 4. Analysis level I: Types and functions of literacy in teacher-guided and child- 

initiated literacy events. 

As shown in Figure 4, I first located all the literacy events in which the case study 

children participated during my classroom visits. Literacy events were initially defined as 

the activities where children used written language to construct and interpret texts, which 

were identified by the participants as reading and writing. As I examined the children’s 

participation in literacy events during the initial phase of data analysis, I realized that my 

notion of text and literacy events needed to be expanded in order to better explicate the 

complexity of children’s literate behaviors. Guided by a social semiotic perspective, I 
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then re-framed the definition of literacy events to include the children’s construction and 

interpretation of texts that could be oral, written, drawn, dramatized, or, as was most 

often the case, multimodal productions (Dyson, 1993; Rowe, 1994).  

Social Organization of the Classroom: Classroom Contexts, Domains, and Types of 

Literacy Events 

In order to understand the types of literacy knowledge to which children had 

access and how that access was gained in the classroom, I observed the children’s 

participation in literacy events in six of the classroom’s contexts: Story time, circle time, 

journal time, learning centers, free choice time, and dramatic play. In addition, I classified 

the literacy events observed in two domains: teacher-guided or instructional literacy 

events and child-initiated or spontaneous literacy events (see Figure 4). The teacher-

guided/instructional literacy events are defined as those events in which the teacher 

planned and guided literacy activities as part of the daily classroom routine. The child-

initiated/spontaneous literacy events are those events initiated spontaneously by children 

rather than structured and guided by the teacher. 

Furthermore, I searched for patterns of behavior that seemed relevant to answer 

question one and question two and from there I developed a first set of categories. I used 

these categories to organize the data collected into types of literacy events. In the teacher-

guided/instructional context I identified seven types of literacy events: Read Aloud; 

Focused Lessons; Shared Writing; Shared Reading; Modeled Writing, Individual 

Reading, and Partner Reading. For the child-initiated/spontaneous context I identified the 

following categories: Reading/Writing Names; Letter/Word Identification; Literacy use in 
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Dramatic Play; Reading to Others; Reading Environmental Print, and Exploring 

Conventions of Print. I describe these types of literacy events in Chapter 3 and I also 

provide specific examples to illustrate the children’s participation in both teacher-guided 

and child-initiated literacy events.  

Functions of Literacy 

The work of various theorists and researchers in both home and classroom 

contexts (Dyson, 1993; K. Goodman, 1996; Halliday, 1977; Heath, 1983; Kantor, et al., 

1992; Laird, 1998; Taylor, 1993; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986) has 

informed my analysis of the functions of literacy. Some of the categories used to identify 

the functions of literacy were adapted from those studies. However, this study is based on 

grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss, 1967); therefore, data-driven categories were 

developed for the specific functions of literacy in some of the events observed.  

Seven functions of written language were identified in the context of instructional 

and spontaneous literacy events. Using Halliday’s (1977) format, which he developed to 

describe the functions of oral language, I list a descriptive category for each function 

followed by a brief statement that refers to literacy use, and then a concise definition. 

Both, the types of literacy events and their functions are listed according to their 

frequency of occurrence in Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3 included in Chapter 3.  

1. Demonstrating literacy knowledge (“I can do it”): engaging in reading and writing 

to show an already mastered competency. 

2. Pleasurable (“Just for fun”): reading or writing is the source of entertainment. 
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3. Interactional (“Let’s do it together”): getting along with other people through 

reading and writing. 

4. Literacy-driven (“What does it say?”): engaging in reading and writing for the 

sake of exploring how written language works. 

5. Financial (“To complete a transaction”): using writing to participate in make- 

believe play involving financial transactions. 

6. Recollected (“To remember”): writing or dictating ideas as an aid in memory. 

7. Skills-based (“To practice”): engaging in reading and writing for the purpose of 

practicing or mastering literacy skills that focus on the “basics” (i.e., phonemic 

awareness, mechanics of writing, letter-sound relationships, alphabetic 

knowledge). 

The first question in this research study addresses two specific aspects of the 

children’s participation in the literacy events observed in their classroom: a) content, and 

b) function. Within the first aspect of the first question, I investigate the content of 

specific literacy engagements identified in both teacher-guided and child-initiated events: 

the types of skills and knowledge about written language that children have in these two 

domains. The second aspect relates to the functions of written language and the purposes 

behind the uses of print in the classroom from both the teacher’s and the child’s 

perspective. Thus, the content and functions of written language are explored following 

the procedures of the first level of analysis. In order to analyze these two aspects of the 

first research question, I developed a framework of analysis that I describe in the 

following section. 
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Comparative Model of Literacy Events 

Based on the work of Baker (1996) and Short (1997, 1999), I developed a model 

that allowed me to compare the nature of literacy engagements and its functions in 

teacher-guided and child-initiated literacy events, rather than focusing on individual 

literacy events (see Figure 5). I call this a comparative model of literacy events and it 

consists of two attributes that describe the children’s participation in classroom literacy 

practices:  

 Content: refers to the types of literacy engagements and the skills and knowledge that 

children demonstrated in those engagements. 

 Function: refers to the functions and purposes of literacy in specific contexts. 

 

Figure 5. Comparative model of literacy events. 
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The first component of the model focuses on the content of the literacy events 

observed (see Figure 5). To analyze this component I adapted Short’s (1997, 1999) 

framework of language and literacy learning for a “Balanced Literacy Curriculum” (see 

Figure 6). Short based her framework on the work of Halliday (1979). The content 

component of my model is organized in three intersecting aspects of language: Learning 

about language; learning language, and learning through language. According to Short 

(1999), while inquiry is the central focus of her framework, all three are necessary for a 

balanced literacy curriculum. Halliday (1979) emphasizes that in any meaningful 

language event these three aspects take place. Therefore, these aspects of language are 

not discrete; rather, they are interrelated.  

 

Figure 6. Short’s (1997, 1999) framework for a “balanced literacy curriculum.” 
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Based on the work of Short (1997, 1999) I describe the three aspects of language 

included in the content component of my comparative model of literacy (see Figure 6): 

• Learning about language focuses on the teaching of reading and writing strategies 

aimed to helping students understand how written language works.  

• The learning language aspect develops by talking, listening to others, reading and 

writing. Therefore, the main focus of these types of engagements is that children 

experience literacy through a vast variety of texts, rather than reflecting on their 

reading strategies and literary knowledge.  

• The learning through language aspect “highlights that reading is a way of learning 

about the world and oneself” (Short, 1999, p. 133). Thus, language and literacy 

become a tool for inquiry and learning, which are promoted through social 

interaction.  

The second component of the comparative model of literacy (see Figure 5), 

function, is adapted from Baker’s (1996) model of “numeracy practices. Baker proposes 

to examine “numeracies” by comparing formal and informal school “numeracy” 

practices. Although Baker’s study is concerned with mathematics, his notion of numeracy 

practices parallels Street’s concept of “literacy practices;” therefore, Baker’s model was 

adapted to the study of written language in this dissertation. Instead of using the terms 

“formal” and “informal,” I employ a different terminology that fits better the types of 

literacy practices I observed in the setting where this study was conducted. As it is 

described previously, “instructional” literacy practices refer to teacher-guided literacy 

activities that are part of the daily classroom routine (e.g., journal time, centers time, read 
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aloud). The “spontaneous” literacy practices include activities initiated by children 

outside of structured instruction time in which the teacher’s direct intervention is minimal 

(e.g., child-initiated dramatic play, free choice time, peer conversation, and playground 

time). 

The term function is used here in a slightly different way from Baker’s model of 

“numeracy practices” considering the particular circumstances of this study. Baker (1996) 

uses the term “context” as a label for the function component in my model, which relates 

to the “occasions in which mathematics is done and the purposes for doing that 

mathematics” (p. 82). In this study, I considered the context to compare the functions of 

literacy observed in both instructional and spontaneous literacy practices in the 

classroom. Since the term “context” is not completely adequate for the focus of the 

second attribute of my model, I substitute it for function. 

Additionally, the functions that had been initially identified for individual literacy 

events—which were adapted from the work of Halliday (1977) and Baker (1996)—are 

grouped here into four broader categories: School-related, personal, social, and literacy-

driven. These four categories are not mutually exclusive; certainly, one literacy event 

could have more than one function. However, they were classified in the category that 

represented its central purpose. Employing this framework for literacy functions 

facilitated the comparison of the uses of literacy in instructional and spontaneous events 

and the identification of patterns in the uses of literacy by children and adults. The four 

categories that integrate the function component of my model are described below 

according to the findings of this study (see Figure 5): 
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• School-related functions were identified in literacy engagements that focused on 

developing decoding skills, knowledge of writing conventions, letter-sound 

relationships, and literary elements for instructional purposes. Literacy is reduced 

to a school object detached from its social uses and purposes. This category only 

includes the skills-based function. 

• Personal functions refer to the uses of literacy as a way of self-expression or to 

fulfill personal needs; the types of functions identified in this category include 

demonstrating literacy knowledge and pleasurable.  

• Social functions involve using literacy as a means to build social relationships and 

to develop understandings about written language in collaboration with others 

(adults and peers). The functions grouped under this category include 

interactional, pleasurable, explanative, recollected and financial. 

• Literacy-driven functions are identified when investigating the relationship 

between oral and written language to construct meaning becomes the focus of 

children’s explorations rather than using written language as a medium for 

learning or communicating with others. The label for this category remains the 

same as the function identified, that is, literacy-driven. 

In short, level I of analysis allowed me to gain a sense of the social organization of the 

classroom and to identify the types of literacy events in which the case study children 

participated throughout the preschool routine. In addition, the comparative model of 

literacy events (see Figure 5) facilitated a more in-depth analysis of the content and 

functions of literacy in teacher-guided and child-initiated literacy events. The findings 
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that I obtained from analysis level I, which I report in Chapter 3, indicate a disconnection 

in the functions of literacy observed in these two classroom domains (teacher-guided and 

child-initiated). These findings lead me to a second level of analysis that I describe in the 

following section.  

Analysis Level II 

Analysis level II was done to address the third question of this research study: 

How do bilingual preschool children integrate their home language and meaning-making 

practices into the school literacy practices? To answer this question, I focused on the 

children’s participation in child-initiated (spontaneous) literacy events. In tracking them 

throughout my data, I noted that certain events combined aspects of both, teacher-guided 

and child-initiate domains. This observation lead me to incorporate the term “hybrid 

literacy events” (Dyson, 1993) to describe those events where there is an interplay of 

instructional and spontaneous literacy practices. The hybrid literacy events are defined 

here as those events in which the teacher established the larger structure within which 

school literacy practices occurred in the classroom; however, the teacher did not interact 

directly with the children during these events. An important reason for focusing on 

spontaneous and hybrid literacy events was to gain insights about the nature of literacy 

learning and the functions of literacy from the children’s perspective. 

I was interested in the role of social interaction in children’s literacy learning in 

literacy events where the teacher’s intervention was minimal. Additionally, I was 

interested in the participation structures created by the children and in how they use 

language and alternative literacies and for what purposes, so I identified naturally 
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occurring events in which these aspects of classroom life were present. I also noted 

specific features of the context in which the interaction took place, the participants, 

expectations and values, communicative strategies in the roles taken, sign systems 

involved and how they used language to produce or interpret the kind of text involved in 

the interaction. 

In the level II of analysis I identified all the spontaneous and hybrid literacy 

events in which each child participated (see Figure 7). In locating them through the data 

day by day I noted two main types of participation patterns: Individual and shared 

interpretation and construction of texts. These two types of participation shed light on 

how children organized social spaces where literacy learning and use responded to their 

interests, needs, and to their familiar ways of making meaning. Thus, every text 

production event was classified as individual text production or as shared text production. 
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Figure 7. Analysis level II: Participation patterns, aspects of literacy, and 

microsociolinguistic analyses in child-initiated and hybrid literacy events. 

Furthermore, key episodes from entire events that highlight the aspects of 

classroom life and literacy learning in which I was interested were selected for the 

construction of the case studies. In the selected episodes, I analyze the aspects of literacy 

upon which the children’s attention and interaction centered during their meaning-making 

activity. These aspects included a) the content (meaning represented), b) processes (form 

and organizational features of the text), and c) purposes (uses and functions of the text 

produced) of the meaning-making activities in which the children participated (see Figure 

7). These analyses highlight the multidimensional nature of all sign systems (Rowe, 

1994). 

In addition to examining the content, processes and purposes of literacy, each 

selected episode was submitted for a microsociolinguistic analysis that included three 
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main components. First, the participation structures (individual and shared text 

production), communicative strategies, and roles taken by the participants (children and 

adults) in the selected literacy events were analyzed. Sociolinguistic studies and 

particularly the work of Cook-Gumperz and Corsaro’s (1977), Corsaro (1979, 1985), and 

Rowe (1994) about preschool children and teacher’s interaction in literacy activities 

provided a framework for this analysis.  

Second, the different sign systems—oral and written language, drawing, singing, 

movement, and drama—that the children use for representing, interpreting and sharing 

meaning with others during composing activities were also examined. Kress’ (1997, 

1999) work on the multimodal nature of literacy as well as research studies that focus on 

children as “sign makers” (Berghoff, 1998; Dyson, 1989, 1990, 1993, 2003; Genishi et 

al., 2001; Rowe, 1994; Siegel, 1995; Short & Kauffman, 2000; Short, Kauffman, & 

Kahn, 2000) informed this part of the analysis.  

Third, the interactions between language use and literacy are analyzed throughout 

the examples presented in each case study. For the analysis of the language use 

component and its relationship to literacy learning, I draw from research on early 

childhood bilingualism (De Houwer, 1995; Garcia, 1983; Genesse, 2000; McLaughlin, 

1984), studies on code-switching in bilingual communities (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004; 

I. Reyes, 2004; Zentella, 1997), and studies on bilingual and biliteracy development in 

early childhood (Dworin, 2003; Edelsky, 1986; Y. Goodman, Altwerger, & Marek, 1989; 

Moll & Dworin, 1996, 2006; Moll, et al., 2001; I. Reyes, 2006; M.L. Reyes, 2001). At the 



  89 

end of each case study I present the main patterns of language use during the children’s 

participation throughout the literacy events analyzed.  

Participation Patterns During Spontaneous and Hybrid Literacy Events: Individual and 

Shared Text Production  

Analysis of the 64 events videotaped and audio recorded during spontaneous (free 

choice time, child-initiated dramatic play and peer conversation) and hybrid (journal time 

and centers) activities indicated two main participation patterns (see Figure 7).  

The first type of pattern involves individual text production and interpretation. 

Although this pattern was the most commonly observed during journal time and learning 

centers, where children were expected to produce their texts individually while sharing 

the space and materials with other children at the same work table, there were some 

instances of individual text production during free choice time and dramatic play. 

During the production of their own texts, children interacted with other authors at 

the same worktable; thus they usually engaged in negotiations about the use of material. 

Although most of their interaction was related to text production —requesting or offering 

assistance, making comments about each other’s work, or plans for their texts—in some 

instances social relationships between the participants or friendship negotiations were the 

focus of their interaction.  

The second type of participation pattern occurred when children engaged in either 

interpreting or constructing a text in conjunction with a peer or adult. Because almost all 

the literacy events observed occurred in interaction with others (peers and adults) 

instances of shared text production sometimes developed within activities that were 
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structured as individual text production. In both types of patterns, participants negotiated 

(directly or indirectly) their roles as author/audience exhibiting different styles of 

communication while engaged in text production or interpretation.  

Aspects of Literacy: Content, Processes and Purposes 

Examination of the spontaneous and hybrid literacy events in the level II of 

analysis indicates that the children’s focus of attention during text production activities 

varied at different points in the event. Although children’s participation in literacy 

activities at the Brown Bear classroom ultimately involved intentional acts of 

communication (Rowe, 1994; Harste, et al, 1984) their participation involved shifts of 

stances between three aspects of literacy (see Figure 7): 1) content (focus on the message 

to be communicated), 2) processes (focus on the procedures for the construction of a text, 

organization and characteristics such as genre, format, and the media), and 3) purposes 

(focus on the social uses of literacy such as maintaining social relationships, 

demonstrating literacy knowledge, entertainment, record information. etc.). 

As Rowe (1994) suggests in her study of early literacy with preschoolers, placing 

this hypothesis in the broader context of a theory of literacy learning, specifically 

Halliday’s work about language (1975, 1978) has been helpful in recognizing the 

importance that context has in understanding literacy learning. According to Halliday, 

learning varies according to the context of situation. That is, the way speakers use 

language is always related to the nature of the activity in which they are participating (the 

field), the communication system chosen and the way it is used (the mode), and the 

relationships among the participants (the tenor). Halliday’s proposed dimensions of 
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context (field, mode and tenor) are embedded in the analysis of the social interaction 

among the participants, the communicative strategies used, the sign systems involved in 

producing multimodal texts, and the ways language was used. In this study, Dariana and 

Adalberto’s participation in school literacy practices was influenced by the learning 

context (e.g., spontaneous and hybrid literacy events and within these, individual and 

shared text production events), the differences in the mode of communication employed 

(e.g., multiple sign systems and language use), and the relationship between speakers and 

listeners (e.g., peers and adults).  

Microsociolinguistic Analyses: Communicative Strategies and Participants’ Roles, Sign 

Systems, and Language Use 

Sociolinguistic studies emphasize the need to understand and explicate those 

practices as the participants show they understand them. (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 

1977; Freebody & Freiberg, 2001; Rowe, 1994). At the same time, literacy needs to be 

understood from the social interactions in which they are embedded (Kantor, et al., 1992; 

Moll et al, 2001). 

Several sociolinguistic features were observed throughout the children’s 

participation in spontaneous and hybrid literacy events that helped to better understand 

the role of social interaction and conversation in children’s literacy learning in the daily 

activities of their classroom. In addition to children’s shifting stances between the 

content, processes and purposes of literacy, I conducted micro analyses that included 

three sociolinguistic features: 1) communicative strategies and participants’ roles, 2) sign 
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systems, and 3) language use. In the following section, I briefly describe these three 

components of the microsociolinguistic analysis. 

1. Communicative Strategies and Participants’ Roles. 

Text production activities occurred in interaction with peers and adults; both 

children and adults took roles as author/audience using a variety of communicative 

strategies according to their role. Analysis of the communicative strategies used by 

children and adults in the author/audience roles suggests that in text production, 

children’s negotiation of meaning, assistance and demonstrations from others were 

important factors influencing their literacy learning. 

The analysis of naturally occurring literacy exchanges in the Brown Bear 

classroom yielded several communicative strategies or language styles used by children 

and adults in their roles of author/audience. I adapted categories from previous 

sociolinguistic studies in children-adult interaction (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro’s, 1977; 

Corsaro, 1979, 1985; Rowe, 1994) and developed new categories to fit the data obtained 

in this study. These categories emerged from the participants’ comments and actions 

within the literacy event as the basic unit of analysis. In addition, the frequency 

distribution of these communicative strategies was tracked to identify differences in the 

roles taken by children and adults in different learning contexts. The communicative 

strategies identified in child-child and child-adult interactions across individual and 

shared production and interpretative events are described as follows: 

1. Imperative: Direct command used to control the behavior of another participant; 

usually accompanied by an emphatic tone of voice (Corsaro, 1979; Rowe, 1994). 
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2. Informative statement: Declarative used to provide information relevant to the 

acknowledged topic or to comment on ongoing interaction (Corsaro, 1979; Rowe, 

1994). 

3. Suggestion: Declarative or question used to suggest or propose an activity for 

another participant (Rowe, 1994). 

4. Evaluation: Declarative used to approve or disapprove a comment or action of 

another participant or of the own activities (Rowe, 1994).  

5. Question with answer: Interrogative that also contains a possible answer (Corsaro, 

1979; Rowe, 1994). 

6. Leading question: Interrogative in which the asker has a good idea of how the 

other participant will respond; therefore it is used to encourage the respondent to 

elaborate on, rather than confirm the previous utterance (Corsaro, 1979; Rowe, 

1994).  

7. Tag question: Declarative transformed into an interrogative by the addition of a 

tag marker at the end of the utterance (Corsaro, 1979; Rowe, 1994). 

8. Information request: Interrogative in which the asker does not have an answer in 

mind, but rather is seeking information from the other participant (Corsaro, 1979; 

Rowe, 1994). 

9. Request for behavior: Interrogative in which asker requests respondent to perform 

certain activities (Corsaro, 1985; Rowe, 1994).   

10. Summons: Strategies used to gain the attention of another participant (Corsaro, 

1979; Rowe, 1994). 
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11. Request for joint action: Speaker suggests a joint activity frequently using 

declaratives that may take the form “Let’s***” (Corsaro, 1985; Rowe, 1994). 

12. Clarification request: Interrogatives used to obtain clarification, confirmation or 

repetition of the preceding utterances, without adding new information (Corsaro, 

1977; Rowe, 1994). 

13. Exclamation: Utterance that express emotion without adding information to the 

conversation (Rowe, 1994). 

14. Agreement statement: Brief utterance used to show acknowledgement of a 

previous utterance or to respond to a suggestion. They may take the form of “Uh 

huh” or “yes”. 

15. Spontaneous joint action: Any action to join another participant’s activity. Such 

acts are spontaneously initiated by one of the participants. 

16. Response to a request for joint action: Any act that results from or is a response to 

a previous request for joint action. 

17. Paraphrasing statement: Declaratives that modify a previous utterance at the 

syntactic level but not at the semantic level. Sometimes they are also used as a 

‘back channeling’ strategy. 

18. Correct saying of printed words: Utterances that attempt to correct or modify the 

way in which another participant read printed words.  

2. Sign Systems. 

Analysis of the children’s interpretive activities following the procedures of the 

level II of analysis indicate that very often they combined different sign systems resulting 
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in multimodal texts: spoken, sung, or written words, drawn pictures, and dramatic 

gestures.  Previous early literacy studies (Dyson, 1989, 1990, 1993, 2003; Harste et al., 

1984; Leland & Harste, 1994; Rowe, 1994) demonstrate that “children’s literacy learning 

is a multimedia affair, a combination of print, talk and drawing” (Dyson, 1993). The 

semiotic perspective underlying these studies emphasizes the links among different 

communication systems rather than focusing exclusively in reading and writing (Rowe, 

1994). 

3. Language Use. 

Language use in individual and shared situations of text production and 

interpretation in the classroom was also included in the microsociolinguistic analyses that 

I conducted of selected events as part of the level II of analysis. This allowed me to 

identify how children use language to produce what kind of text, in what context and with 

whom. They way children used language throughout the different literacy events 

analyzed showed that they are competent communicators who consistently make use of 

their linguistic resources in both their first and second language in the process of learning 

how to mean. Children’s decisions in terms of language choice (i.e., Spanish, English and 

code-switching) reflected the sociocultural context of their interpretive community, 

including the values and expectations of the different participants in which the literacy 

events occurred. Children used both their home and second language not only as 

communicative tools but also as meaning-making and representational tools. 



  96 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented an overview of the study design and the research 

methodology that I used to collect and analyze the data to address my research questions. 

I provided background information about the participants of the study and the research 

context. Additionally, I described the two level of analysis that I employed to understand 

the content and functions of literacy in the classroom in which this study was conducted 

and how the children integrate their home language and meaning-making practices into 

the school literacy practices. In Chapters 3 to 5, I present the findings based on these two 

levels of analyses. In Chapter 3, I use analysis level I to answer the first and second 

research questions that guided this dissertation. In Chapters 4 and 5, I provide answers for 

question three and present Dariana’s and Adalberto’s case study based on findings from 

analysis level II. 
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CHAPTER 3: FUNCTIONS OF LITERACY IN TEACHER-GUIDED AND CHILD-

INITIATED LITERACY EVENTS 

Findings from Analysis Level I 

In this chapter, I address the first two questions that motivated my research study: 

1. What do bilingual preschool children come to know about literacy in one preschool 

classroom in which English is the dominant language of instruction? More specifically, I 

analyze and compare two aspects of the children’s literacy practices in the classroom: 

a) Content: What types of skills and knowledge about written language do children 

demonstrate? 

b) Function: What functions of literacy do children experience? 

2. How does the social organization of the classroom influence the literacy practices in 

which bilingual children participate?  

The findings that I present in this chapter are based on data collected over a nine-

month period in one of the preschool classrooms selected as research site for the ELLD 

project (see Reyes, 2004). The site for this dissertation is the Brown Bear preschool 

classroom in Nopal Elementary, which is a neighborhood school located in the south side 

of Tucson, Arizona serving a predominantly working-class Hispanic community. The 

majority of the students in the Brown Bear classroom are considered ELLs and English is 

the dominant language of instruction. During the first three months of the study I 

collected data through participant observation of literacy events and practices one full day 

per week. During the last six months, my visits were two days a week for at least 3 hours 

each time. On each visit I tried to observe at least three of the following classroom 
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engagements: Read aloud, circle time, journal time, learning centers time, dramatic play, 

and free choice time.  

In the level I of the analysis I provide answers for these questions by first 

identifying the types of literacy events in which the case study children participated 

within two different classroom domains: Teacher-guided or instructional and child-

initiated or spontaneous events (see Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3). In the teacher-

guided/instructional domain I identified eight types of literacy events (Table 1): Read 

aloud; individual writing; focused lessons; shared reading; shared writing; modeled 

writing; individual reading, and partner reading. For the child-initiated/spontaneous 

domain I identified seven categories (see Table 2 and Table 3): Reading/writing names; 

letter/word identification; literacy use during dramatic play; reading to/with others; 

reading environmental print, exploring conventions of print, and showing awareness of 

the uses of literacy. Next, I compare the content of the literacy events and their functions 

in instructional and spontaneous events through the comparative model of literacy events 

(see Figure 5 in Chapter 2) adapted from the work of Baker (1996) and Short (1997, 

1999).  

Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3 summarize the functions according to the types of 

literacy events that were identified in the first level of analysis. The types of literacy 

events are divided into two domains, teacher-guided and child-initiated and enlisted from 

the most frequent to the least frequent on each table.  
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Table 1 Teacher-Guided Literacy Events 

Teacher-guided literacy events Frequency Functions 

Read aloud  21 Literacy-driven 

Individual Writing  
Centers 
Journals  

 21 
 11 
 10 

School-related/skills-based 

Focused Lessons 
 Identifying names 
 Reading words with pictures 
 Counting syllables 
 Environmental print 
 Greeting cards 
 Reading recipes 

 17 
 9 
 4 
 1 
 1 
 1 
 1 

School-related/skills-based 
Interactional 

Shared Reading 
 Daily News 
 Word cards 
 Books 

 16 
 10 
 4 
 2 

Literacy-driven 
School-related 

Shared Writing (children’s dictation) 
 Descriptions 
 Ideas 
 Stories 

 8 
 4 
 3 
 1 

School-related/skills-based 

Modeled Writing  8 School-related/skills-based 

Individual Reading  1 Literacy-driven 

Partner Reading  1 Literacy-driven 
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Table 2 Child-Initiated Literacy Events for Dariana. 

Child-initiated Frequency Functions 

Reading/writing names  14 Demonstrating literacy knowledge 
Interactional 

Letter/Word Identification 
 Letters in others’ names 
 Helping a friend 

 6 
 4 
 2 

Pleasurable 
Explanative 
 

Literacy use in dramatic play 
 Writing checks 
 Writing a note 

 4 
 3 
 1 

Financial 
Recollected 
 

Reading to others  3 Demonstrating literacy knowledge 
Pleasurable 

Reading environmental print 
 Name tag 
 “Closed” sign 

 2 
 1 
 1 

Literacy-driven 
Interactional 

Exploring writing conventions  1 Literacy-driven 
 

Table 3 Child-Initiated Literacy Events for Adalberto 

Child-initiated Frequency Functions 

Reading/writing names  3 Demonstrating literacy knowledge 
Interactional 

Letter/Word Identification   1 Pleasurable 
Interactive 

Literacy use in dramatic play 
 Writing checks 

 1 
 1 

Financial 
 

Reading with others  1 Interactional 
Pleasurable 

Reading environmental print 
 Number line 
 Teacher’s name 

 2 
 1 
 1 

Interactional 
Demonstrate lit knowledge 
 

Showing Awareness of the uses of 
literacy 

 2 Informative 
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Teacher-guided Literacy Events 

I identified eight types of literacy events as teacher-guided. Five types of literacy 

events are classified as reading instruction and included the following categories (see 

Table 1): Read aloud, focused lessons, shared reading, individual reading, and partner 

reading. The most frequent was reading aloud to students (21 occurrences), which 

occurred at least once a day. The second highest in frequency of occurrence were focused 

lessons (17 occurrences), among which the reading of children’s names by the teacher 

and the children was the most common event (9 occurrences). Other reading genres under 

the focused lesson category, which occurred less regularly, included reading words 

accompanied by pictures (4 occurrences), reading environmental print (1 occurrence), 

cards (1 occurrence) and recipes (1 occurrence). Shared reading was the third most 

common category identified under reading instruction (16 occurrences). It included 

reading the daily news (10 occurrences), teacher-made word cards (4 occurrences) as well 

as audio taped and predictable books (2 occurrences). Individual and partner reading 

were observed only once (during a transition time). 

The other three types of literacy events identified were categorized under writing 

instruction: modeled writing, shared writing and individual writing. Among the three, 

individual writing was the most common (21 occurrences). It took place during journals 

and learning centers time, which were an assigned part of the daily classroom routine. I 

categorized the writing in learning centers and journals as individual writing because 

children had to work on their own, with less direct teacher intervention, and individual 

texts was the expected outcome. However, Ms. Lewis usually introduced a theme or a 
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prompt to help children get started with their writing and artwork; sometimes the book 

Ms. Lewis read during read aloud served as the prompt and in some other writing events 

she provided specific instructions for what they had to do. Modeled writing and shared 

writing had equal frequency of occurrence (8 occurrences). The modeled writing category 

included events in which the teacher asked children to copy words from the board and to 

make books and labels. The teacher always provided a model—usually words to fill in a 

blank. Making books and labels occurred very sporadically. Shared writing included 

children’s descriptions and dictation of ideas and stories. The most frequent was 

children’s description of their drawings (4 occurrences), a ritual that they followed after 

finishing their work in journals.  

An overall finding when analyzing the literacy events recorded under the teacher-

guided domain indicates that the functions of most of the instructional literacy 

engagements were skills-based and literacy-driven. These functions are illustrated 

throughout the description of the literacy events that follow. 

Read Aloud 

Reading aloud to students, the most common literacy engagement in the Brown 

Bear classroom (see Table 1) usually happened during circle time twice a day. The great 

majority of the books were picture books written in English. I recorded only three 

occasions in which the books were read in a language other than English; two of them 

were written in Spanish and the other in both Spanish and English.  

Most of the time reading aloud in Ms. Lewis’ classroom was unidirectional, with 

very little interaction on the part of the children with the text and among themselves. 
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Sometimes Ms. Lewis invited children to respond to the book by making predictions or 

enumerating the characters in the order they appeared in the story. However, 

opportunities for the children to engage in book discussions where they could relate the 

story to personal experiences or to construct meaning out of it were very limited. The 

function of read aloud time seemed to be exposing children to the act of reading in order 

to develop listening skills in English, vocabulary, learning concepts about print and story 

structure. 

According to literature on read aloud, it plays a central role in children’s growth 

as readers (Short, 1997; Sulzby, 1991). Read aloud becomes a powerful engagement for 

introducing young children to books that they would not be able to read on their own. 

When the teacher provides opportunities to talk about the book in relation to issues that 

are relevant to students’ personal lives, the benefits of reading are expanded. Through 

book discussions, children can learn not only concepts about print, vocabulary and story 

structures, but also have more meaningful experiences when they are exposed to books 

that they can draw on in their daily lives. As Short (1997) points out, “Students are able 

to bring more to their understandings of the read-aloud when the books are connected to 

issues that matter to them” (p.39). 

Focused Lessons 

Focused lessons (17 occurrences) consisted of activities that explicitly taught 

English phonics skills. As indicated in Table 1, reading their own name and others’ names 

was an activity in which children were constantly involved. Recognizing names was 

sometimes required by the teachers to self-select the center in which children wanted to 
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work and to take a turn during a whole class game. In these cases, literacy served an 

authentic social function. Many times, reading names was an occasion to teach letter-

sound relationships often limited to initial letter recognition.   

Early in the school year, I noticed that Dariana was able to recognize her peers’ 

names by using other strategies in addition to looking at the first letter. One day, Ms. 

Lewis introduced a game where she picked a card from a bowl with a child’s name and 

asked that child a question. The first name chosen was Jessica. Ms. Lewis showed the 

card to the children to see if they could recognize it. Another child in the class said, 

“That’s Javier” but Ms. Lewis corrected him saying, “It’s not Javier, it’s Jessica.” Then 

Dariana continued saying, “Yes, because after the /J/ needs to be an /A/ para que diga 

Javier” (for it to say Javier). At another time, Ms. Lewis asked the whole class who could 

read the first line of the daily news, and Dariana excitedly read, “Happy Birthday 

Fernando!” When Ms. Lewis asked her how she knew that it said Fernando, Dariana 

responded spelling out the first three letters in that name.   

In addition to the name cards used by the teacher for name recognition, there were 

many places in the classroom where the children’s names were visible. In one occasion 

children were making ABC books. Ms. Lewis encouraged them to search for words 

whose initial letter matched each of the ABC letters and copy them onto the teacher-made 

sheets. I observed that Dariana and Adalberto searched primarily for other children’s 

names around the classroom such as the job’s chart, birthday’s calendar, and the 

“biography chart,” which had the picture and name of every child in the classroom.  
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Another type of focused lesson used by Ms. Lewis to promote word recognition 

was through copying words accompanied by pictures. I observed this activity on four 

occasions towards the end of the year and English was always the language of 

instruction. In one occasion, the whole class was working on a “4 Squares” writing 

activity. Children were asked to brainstorm different body parts while Ms. Kelly was 

writing them on a big chart, along with a picture that represented each word. All the 

words were written in English although some of the children’s responses were in Spanish. 

Ms. Lewis modeled in a large graphic organizer how to enumerate each of the four 

squares around the one in the middle. Then she wrote one word and drew its picture on 

each square.  

Children were invited to do the same by selecting four words and their pictures 

from the brainstorm chart. When they finished, I asked some children who were Spanish-

dominant speakers to read for me what they had written and they always interpreted them 

in Spanish. For instance, Damon had copied the words “mouth”, “eyes”, “feet” and 

“eyes”, and the corresponding picture except for the last square in which he had drawn a 

head (see Figure 8). Passing his finger over each word he said, “Aquí está la boca, aquí 

están los ojos, aquí están los pies y aquí está la cabeza” (here is the mouth, here are the 

eyes, here are the feet and here is the head).  
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Figure 8. 4 squares writing activity. 

Other children’s responses were similar to this one. According to Ms. Lewis, this 

activity was intended to teach children literacy skills such as learning to differentiate 

illustrations from print, left-to-right directionality and develop math skills such as order 

and numeration. From Ms. Lewis’s perspective, this activity had a school-based function. 

Interestingly, children’s responses reveal that for them the activity had a literacy-driven 

function. They were experiencing literacy as a meaning making process and not only as a 

decoding skill, even when they could not read conventionally yet. Children demonstrated 

having knowledge that the written symbols they had done on their paper conveyed 

meaning. In addition, they drew from their primary language to make sense of print in 

their second language.   

Shared Reading 

Shared reading was a whole group engagement where the teacher and children 

read together from big books or other material that had a predictable text. In this 

classroom, shared reading was also used for the reading of the daily news. The reading of 

the daily news was a routine introduced by Ms. Lewis around March. According to her, 
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the daily news was an opportunity for children to practice reading skills such as initial 

letter identification and recognition of high frequency words. Literacy in this type of 

activity also served a school-based function rather than being a medium to authentically 

communicate news relevant to the group. Sometimes, Ms. Lewis invited children to join 

her in reading the parts of the daily news text they were familiar with, but foremost, she 

focused on introducing concepts about print (e.g., letter and word identification), and 

specific features of writing (e.g., directionality and differentiation of upper and lower 

case letters).  

A description of an event that occurred during the routine of the daily news in 

which Dariana participated would serve to illustrate the previous observation. At the time 

when this event was recorded, children had been participating in this routine for about 

three weeks. The daily news consisted of reading a text that Ms. Lewis had generated and 

written on the board before the activity started. The text usually included the title “Daily 

News”, the beginning of a sentence followed by a line to write the name of the day; a 

second sentence announcing the news and at the end, an upper case and lower case letter 

followed by a blank space. Next to these letters, a child was chosen to write the numeral 

that represented the number of times that those letters appeared in the text. Before 

Dariana started to read aloud the text, Ms. Lewis pointed to the words and said, “We 

point to the words first. That’s the first thing we do, then we read it.” Showing confidence 

and without hesitating, Dariana read the title of the following text: 
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Daily News 

Today is lovely ___________________. 

Guess who will be here  

Today? Her name is Lucy. 

   L l ____________ 

She continued reading “Today is” with the same confidence but when she got to 

the word “lovely” she paused and looked for the teacher’s help. Ms. Lewis directed her to 

look at the first letter. With that clue, Dariana read “love;” then Ms. Lewis helped her to 

read the ending “ly” and asked her to read the whole word again. Ms. Lewis prompted the 

rest of the class to sing the days of the week song asking them to stop when they got to 

Tuesday. She showed the card with that word written and said, “It says Tuesday, ‘cause it 

starts with a /T/. ” After that, Ms. Lewis modeled to the class how to read from left to 

right, and from top to bottom. She told the children to follow the rule of counting all the 

letters they had to search while being in charge of the daily news from left to right and 

from top to bottom. Then Ms. Lewis continued reading the rest of the text. When she got 

to the end, she asked the group to guess the last word (Lucy). Dariana read that word 

before the rest of the class, and when Ms. Lewis asked, “How do you know?” she said, 

“Because I read it.” Right after, Dariana covered with her hand the last two letters of the 

word (Lucy) and said, “These two are for Luis” (one of her classmate’s name) showing 

the syllable “Lu.” She copied the word Tuesday on the blank space, and then counted all 

the letters /L/ that appeared in the whole text. Once again, Ms. Lewis reminded her to 

count all the letters /L/ from left to right and top to bottom. 
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Partner and Individual Reading 

The Brown Bear classroom had a small reading corner located at the entrance of 

the room, facing the entrance door and next to the cubbies; thus it was an open area with 

constant traffic. There were two short bookshelves; on one bookshelf the cover of the 

books was displayed and on the other, the books were stacked vertically so only the spine 

of the book was visible. There were some books in Spanish and some others written in 

both Spanish and English, but the great majority of them were written in English. 

Although these books were available to the children, the classroom routine did not 

include a child-led reading time and very few activities invited children to engage with 

books. In some occasions I observed children browsing books from these shelves during 

free choice time, but most of the time children chose to play in other areas of the 

classrooms such as the block area, drama area, or to play with puzzles and stuff animals. 

On one occasion I observed children engaged in partner reading and once in 

individual reading (see Table 1). When this occurred, children were invited to engage 

with literacy for the sake of experiencing the reading of books, thus the activity had a 

literacy-driven function. Ms. Lewis distributed basal readers from a commercial series 

that children were going to take home to read with their parents. They consisted of simple 

sentences (one sentence per page) that matched each picture.   

During the one partner reading event I observed, Dariana first sat next to a friend, 

who is a Spanish-dominant bilingual. She had a book written in English; using invented 

reading and the pictures cues she told the whole story in Spanish. After she finished 

reading the book that was assigned to her, she got another book (also written in English) 
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from one of her peers and comfortably lying on the rug, she looked through the whole 

book, silently. In the same event, Adalberto traded his book with a peer in order to have 

the same book that one of his friends had. I present a more detailed description of this 

event later in Adalberto’s case study (Chapter 5). 

Shared Writing 

Shared writing was used by Ms. Lewis in both whole group and individual 

activities on 8 different occasions. I observed three occasions in which Ms. Lewis used 

shared writing to recall children’s ideas from a whole group brainstorming (see Table 1). 

Shared writing was also a routine established as part of their work in journals.  Children 

in this classroom followed the ritual of dictation, which consisted of describing their 

work to the teacher as she wrote their words next to their drawings (observed on 4 

occasions). In this ritual of children dictating to the teacher what they meant in their 

drawings, the teacher’s role was that of a “scribe” or transcriber of children’s symbolic 

representations into conventional written language.  

The dictation included children’s ideas such as descriptions of their journal 

entries, labels for their drawings, stories, and lists of words in the board from 

brainstorming. An important characteristic of this type of writing performed by the 

teacher is that very often she sounded out the words as she wrote them while the children 

watched her and the children did not read the text back to her. Although it was used for 

remembering children’s ideas, most of the time it was used to demonstrate features of 

writing and letter-sound relationships, both school-based functions. 
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On my third visit to the preschool in September, I was already familiar with this 

ritual. On that day, children were gathered in a circle for story time (read aloud) and for 

receiving instructions to work on their journals. The prompt for the journals was to draw 

something they had seen at the public library, during their visit the day before. Ms. Lewis 

asked them to name some of the artifacts they had seen at the library. Most of the 

conversation was in English; however, some children’s responses were in Spanish. The 

teacher wrote the following list of children’s responses on a large piece of paper: 

1. Books / libros 

2. Library card 

3. Bird (this word was written in English although the child had said it in Spanish, 

“pajarito”). 

Dariana was working in a group where all of the children were Spanish-dominant 

bilingual. They were speaking in Spanish all the time without alternation of languages. 

She was sitting next to one of her best friends. Dariana’s drawings clearly showed a 

design of a building, a square shape and a girl. She also had written her name and the 

name of her friend above the drawing of the girl. When she was done, she showed me her 

drawing and told me the story contained in her drawing. In her recount, she told me that 

they had visited the library and that there were lots of books. Showing me her drawing, 

she named each of the pictures that were on the page, “The library, un libro (a book), y 

esta es la Ceci (and this is Ceci)” (see Figure 9). She started her description of the 

drawing with a phrase in English, “The library”, and for the rest of the description she 

switched to Spanish. Immediately after, she took her journal to the teacher. Her dictation 
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to Ms. Lewis about her work consisted of only one word in English, “Books” which was 

written by the teacher and dated with a happy face. No further conversation or expansion 

on her dictation followed.  

 

Figure 9. Dariana's journal entry about the visit to the library. 

Modeled Writing 

As part of her writing instruction, Ms. Lewis also employed modeled writing.  I 

observed eight modeled writing events during the study (see Table 1). She used this 

strategy to explicitly demonstrate some features of print such as letter formation, left-to-

right and top-to-down directionality, the use of upper case and lower case and letter-

sound relationships. These skills were promoted through different activities such as the 

daily news and word lists written on the board that children had to copy as one of their 

center’s assignment.  

Making books was another activity through which Ms. Lewis modeled features of 

writing. I observed three occasions in which children were making ABC books, patterned 

language books and number books (as indicated in Table 1). This activity focused on one 
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aspect of the graphophonic system of language, initial letter identification and words 

recognition, thus serving a school-related function. When they were making their ABC 

books, children had to search for words around the room whose initial letter corresponded 

to each of the ABC letters. Most of the time, children chose to copy each other children’s 

names.  Children’s names were in different areas of the room and there were many 

opportunities in which they had to identify each other’s name for different purposes.  

There were two instances in which children made patterned language and 

numbers books. Ms. Lewis asked them to copy nouns and number names from word 

cards that she provided for them. The text that was to be included in these two books was 

identical for each child; in the patterned language book what could vary was the order in 

which the words were selected and copied into the blank spaces provided on each page.  

Individual Writing 

Individual writing was allotted to journals and centers time. I categorized these 

two as spaces for individual writing because there was less direct guidance from the 

teacher and children could choose what to write from several options. As I mentioned 

previously, very often Ms. Lewis planned her daily schedule around a specific theme, 

which she selected. These teacher’s selected themes served as prompts for the work in 

journals and learning centers. Children’s literacy engagements during individual writing 

consisted mainly of drawing in their journals to represent a concept, idea or story; 

copying words from lists they had brainstormed or from teacher-made word cards as part 

of a center assignment.  
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In my observations of teacher-guided events, the structure of these writing 

activities offered little opportunities for children to take risks and freely engage in writing 

by using marks as holders of meaning, invented spelling or more conventional spelling. I 

did not observe children requesting peers or adults to write for them, or asking for help in 

order to compose a text except for some occasions when they wanted to write other 

children’s names. Although most of the teacher-guided engagements with written 

language served a skills-based function, very often children’s drawings were truly 

symbolic representations of meaning that they shared among their friends. Dariana’s 

description of her drawing about their visit to the public library along with a story is one 

of several occasions in which I observed children creating symbols of meaning through 

their drawings. 

The following account briefly illustrates the previous observation—a more 

detailed description is provided in Adalberto’s case study in Chapter 5—and also touches 

on issues of power relations in the classroom. On one of my visits children were working 

on their journals. They had to draw a geometric shape as one of the parts of another 

figure (e.g., the body of an animal, a flower, an ice cream cone, etc.). Adalberto decided 

to draw a triangle as the body of a tiger. While he was drawing, he started to tell me a 

story about tigers in the zoo. Ms. Lewis was passing by Adalberto’s table and told him to 

add more details to his drawing. After that, Adalberto switched from the original story to 

an account about a cat that he had in his house.  When he finished, he told me in Spanish 

that he wanted to show his drawing to his teacher and then he added, “Para que me lo 

raye y raye todas las palabras” (so she can scribble and draw the marks for all the 
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words). Following the routine of dictation, Adalberto described his drawing to Ms. Lewis. 

He started with one sentence in English (“this is a tiger”) and then he code-switched to 

Spanish and continued speaking in that language until he finished. His dictation included 

a list of the elements of his drawing (tiger, body, legs, colors, and grass), which were 

written down by Ms. Lewis as labels in the drawing.   

In the two events I just described, children used drawing and talk as sign systems 

through which they were able to convey meaning. They provided a spoken text without 

me having to ask for one. Their pictures were symbols of meaning for them, even though 

they did not used written language to express it. In the previous example, Adalberto 

shows awareness that writing (scribbling) is different from his symbolic representations. 

Drawing on Vygotsky’s developmental approach to written language, Dyson (1989) 

reminds us that, “Over time children will differentiate the boundaries between the 

written, drawn, and spoken symbols. Gradually, more of the meanings of their stories will 

appear within the written graphics themselves, rather than only in their drawing and their 

talking to themselves and to friends” (p.10).  

The question of why they were not attempting to use written language neither 

conventionally or through invented forms as emergent readers and writers do (e.g. 

through marks, scribbles or invented spelling) still intrigues me. It might be that the 

structure of the classroom provided limited opportunities for children to use and explore 

written language as a tool for representing meaning. Lacking an environment where they 

could witness, experiment, and experience functional uses of written language, it is 

possible that children saw the teacher as the one who knew how to write and the one in 
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charge of writing in the context of the lessons. In their classroom, written language did 

not play the authentic functions it plays in our social world. It was a skill to be learned 

that served school-related functions and the teacher is in control and has the power to do 

so. 

In a conversation with Ms. Lewis, she described the literacy instruction in her 

classroom as being focused on developing the fine motor skills necessary for “holding 

writing instruments, scribbling and shape formation such as circles and sticks” (personal 

communication, May 24, 2005). She also said that the main benefit she expected her 

students would gain from was “to understand that symbols stand for letters.”  She relies 

on a traditional view of literacy, which is mainly based on a readiness approach, and the 

teaching of phonics (rules about sound-letter correspondence). Therefore, her students 

adapt to her views and this type of instruction influences their view of what counts as 

literacy and the uses of written language within the context of their classroom. 

Now that I have analyzed the types of literacy events and functions of the teacher-

guided instruction, I move to examine the child-initiated literacy events that I identified 

for Dariana and Adalberto in their classroom. 

Child-Initiated Literacy Events for Dariana 

Reading and writing names, identifying letters and words, reading books with 

others, and writing during dramatic play were the types of literacy in which Dariana 

engaged in the most in her explorations of written language outside of the teacher-guided 

or instructional literacy domain (see Table 2). What is remarkable in these types of 

spontaneous engagements is that they always took place in interaction with others, peers 
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and adults. Other types of literacy events initiated by Dariana included reading 

environmental print and exploring conventions of print.  

Reading/writing Names 

Reading and writing names (14 occurrences), the most frequent category under 

the child-initiated domain (see Table 2), was the main means for Dariana’s explorations 

of written language. As I illustrate through different examples, these explorations were 

driven by Dariana’s personal and social purposes. 

Dariana wrote her name in all her journal entries so her work could be identified; 

this was a routine established by Ms. Lewis. However, I counted as child-initiated writing 

events those instances in which writing her name was clearly driven by her own 

purposes—interactional, pleasurable, demonstrating literacy knowledge, and financial. 

Dariana entered preschool already knowing how to write her first and last name. I noticed 

it in one of her first journal entries, dated September 13, 2004 in which she wrote her full 

name without any help or request to do so. Other children in the classroom were also able 

to write their names, but many of them were using all capital letters or writing from right-

to-left.  

Dariana came to school already using upper case and lower case letters 

appropriately keeping the conventional directionality of the Roman alphabet. In fact, in 

all the instances in which I observed her writing her name or others’ names she did it on 

her own, without copying or asking someone else how to show her how to do it. 

Therefore, writing names meant something else than the mere practice of a skill for 

Dariana; she had her own purposes, which differed from the readiness orientation that 
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guided most of the teacher-guided writing engagements. Writing names provided Dariana 

opportunities to expand on her writing knowledge. 

An interactional function for writing names was observed from the beginning of 

the school year.  In one of her earliest journal entries, dated September 16, 2004, Dariana 

drew two girls and in her dictation to Ms. Lewis she reported, “Cecilia is my friend.” In 

one of my visits, when she was getting ready to work on her journal, she stopped at that 

page and told me, “Esta es la Ceci, es mi amiga” (this is Ceci, she is my friend). She 

literally translated for me into Spanish what Ms. Lewis had written from Dariana’s 

dictation in English. Two weeks later, she wrote “Cecilia” by herself using conventional 

spelling in her journal entry about the library experience that I previously described. 

Cecilia was sitting next to Dariana when she showed me her drawing. Dariana probably 

wanted Cecilia to hear that she had been included as part of her experience at the library 

and in this way, reassure their friendship. 

Dariana also integrated her writing with other sign systems. For instance, on one 

occasion she wrote half of the letters in her name on one side of a drawing that was in the 

center of the page, and the other half on the other side. She did this twice in her journal 

entries. In one of them she elongated the letters in a way that they seemed to be part of a 

logo design.  

Literacy Use in Dramatic Play  

Examples of Dariana using print for recollected and financial functions were 

observed during dramatic play. On three occasions (as indicated in Table 2), Dariana used 

written language to write checks and messages that she took when playing the roles of the 
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cashier and receptionist while playing store, restaurant and the veterinary office at the 

drama center. One example of Dariana writing a check and another one in which she 

takes a message from a phone call are described in detail in Dariana’s case study (Chapter 

4). These events suggest that Dariana is exposed to a variety of literacy functions in both 

languages in her home and her community.  

Letter/word Recognition 

Letter and word identification (6 occurrences) were also part of Dariana’s literacy 

explorations. However, they were not limited to practicing sounds represented by specific 

letters. Rather, they seemed to be driven by her need to know how to read and write her 

friends’ names. In addition to the events in which Dariana identified the letters in her 

peers’ names (4 occurrences), I observed two events where she helped her peers to 

identify letters and words. In such instances literacy served meaningful functions for 

her—pleasurable, interactional and literacy-driven. I describe in detail these events in 

Dariana’s case study (Chapter 4).  

Reading to Others 

Similar to reading names and identifying the letters of others, reading books to 

others served an interactional function for Dariana. In contrast to reading events that 

involved reading to adults, in which Dariana sought the adults’ recognition, reading to a 

peer allowed Dariana to accomplish a social purpose. The three occasions on which I 

observed Dariana reading to adults (her mom, Ms. Lewis and me), she initiated the 

activity and each time she picked predictable books that she knew well. The events in 
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which Dariana read with her mother and with Ms. Lewis are described in great detail in 

Dariana’s case study (Chapter 4). 

Reading Environmental Print 

Reading environmental print was not a common event in my observations in the 

Brown Bear classroom (see Table 2). However, the two instances recorded offer 

significant insights into Dariana’s interpretations of the functions of written language. On 

one occasion, Dariana was with a group of girls in the playground; they were playing on 

the slide at the jungle gym. I was standing right next to the slide so when they were 

sitting at the top they were at my height. Dariana noticed the yellow nametag with the 

school logo that I was wearing and said, “Así se escribe tu nombre?” (Is that how you 

write your name?). Instead of answering, I asked her in Spanish if she knew where my 

name was written. Without hesitating, she pointed to my name and not to any of the other 

things written on the badge like the labels and date. When I asked her to tell me how she 

had figured it out she responded, “Porque tu empiezas con una /L/ (saying the letter’s 

name in English) como la Ms. Lewis” (because you start with an /L/ like Ms. Lewis).  

Exploring Writing Conventions 

This event is the only one that I categorized within the literacy-driven function for 

Dariana. The event happened during journal time, when Dariana drew a balloon 

encapsulating letters, to indicate laughter and dialogue in a drawing of her mother. By 

using a speech balloon, Dariana was exploring the use of written language to represent 

verbal and non-verbal communication, a feature of print that is commonly used in picture 

books and cartoons.  
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Child-Initiated Literacy Events for Adalberto 

Adalberto is a playful and charismatic boy who was often the leader among his 

friends. In his free choice time, he preferred to play with toys, always in the company of 

his closest friends. Drawing, reading and writing were rarely part of his play-base 

activities in the classroom. Although my observations of Adalberto’s spontaneous 

engagements with literacy include a small amount of events, they are great opportunities 

to closely examine how he was developing his understandings of the uses and functions 

of written language within a classroom of mostly emergent bilinguals in which English 

was the language of instruction and English literacy was experienced as a set of basic 

skills. 

Although he was rarely engaged in literacy activities spontaneously, Adalberto 

always showed interest during the teacher-guided literacy events and assigned tasks. 

Sometimes he was distracted socializing with his friends, but he did not try to get away 

without completing his work. He always asked questions when there was something that 

he did not understand, and he often tried to help others by explaining to them what to do 

or translating the teacher’s instructions for them. 

The types of literacy events in which Adalberto engaged more often (see Table 3) 

were reading and writing his own name and other children’s names (3 occurrences). 

Other activities in which he participated less regularly were reading environmental print 

(2 occurrences); showing awareness of the uses of literacy (2 occurrences); reading word 

cards (1 occurrence); writing checks in dramatic play (1 occurrence), and reading with 

others (1 occurrence).  



  122 

Reading/writing Names 

Reading and writing his own name was, as in Dariana’s case, the main means for 

Adalberto’s explorations of written language. Adalberto started to learn to write his name 

when he entered preschool. Martens (1996) in the study of the writing development of 

her own daughter, Sarah, found that she started to be actively engaged with literacy long 

before she started school. However, Sarah experienced the urgency of learning how to 

spell her name when she entered preschool. Not surprisingly, the first word many 

children learn to read and write is their given name. They encounter their own and their 

friends’ names in writing more often when they enter school. When children discover the 

function and need for writing their name, they start to become more aware of the features 

of print (Martens, 1996; Dyson, 1989). This was true for Adalberto. While learning to 

write his name was driven by a personal function—demonstrate literacy knowledge—it 

provided him opportunities to explore how the written language system works. 

McLane and McNamee (1990) emphasize that in learning to recognize and write 

their own names, children acquire useful information about written language. By 

recognizing the invariant set of letters in their name, children learn to recognize and 

produce other words. By learning different ways in which their names can be written, 

“Children can begin to distinguish the essential, enduring features of print” (p.50). What 

is important to emphasize is that children start to write conventionally (very often 

through the writing of their name) when they realize that writing serves personal and 

social functions.  
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Reading and writing the names of significant people in his life (3 occurrences) 

was another way in which Adalberto engaged with written language (see Table 3). In 

these types of events, literacy served an interactional function, illustrated in the following 

examples. It was April and Adalberto and one his friends, Damon, were playing together 

during free choice time. They each had a pointer and were counting the numerals in the 

number line, as they did during circle time. By that time of the year, the number line was 

so large that it went around two walls. As the children were following it, they got to the 

door that connected their classroom with the other preschool classroom. At that point they 

stopped counting numbers and they started to look at the birthday calendar posted at the 

door. Adalberto and Damon identified their own names first, and then they started taking 

turns identifying the names of their friends, sometimes calling those children to come and 

see their names in the chart.  

Reading with Others 

As I mentioned earlier, I rarely observed Adalberto reading a book or browsing 

through the books read by Ms. Lewis during story time. The only time that I observed 

him reading a book, he arranged the situation to read the same book as one of his closest 

friends. It was March and Ms. Lewis was distributing basal readers that children would 

take home to read with their parents that week. Shortly after he got his book, Adalberto 

went to his teacher and told her, “Maestra, hay 2 iguales de libros, la Melissa y yo” 

(teacher, there are two books that are the same, Melissa and I). Even when he did not 

obtain a response from Ms. Lewis, he managed to trade his book with one of his peers so 

he could have the same as his friend Omar. This example shows that Adalberto was 
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experiencing reading for an interactional function. He saw literacy as a tool for making 

social connections with others (Dyson, 1989).  

Literacy Use in Dramatic Play 

Playing restaurant at the dramatic center gave Adalberto an authentic context for 

writing. In one occasion, he was playing the roles of chef and waiter getting away from 

having to “write down the costumers’ orders” as Ms. Kelly had suggested to him. He was 

rather interested in being the one in charge of receiving the customers’ orders and 

serving. However, when he switched roles and played customer, he grabbed a checkbook 

that was placed on a little basket next to a telephone and wrote his name. He handed the 

check to Sofia who was still playing and without saying a word, left the area.  

When I asked him why he had given that piece of paper to Sofia he said that it 

was a check he made because he needed to pay her. It is not clear what he meant by 

having to “pay her,” whether he was paying her as an employee of the restaurant or 

paying her as if he was a customer that was paying for his food. Whatever his intention 

was, it is clear that through his imaginary play he experienced the use of literacy for a 

financial function. 

In the following section, I analyze both the teacher-guided and child-initiated 

literacy events using the comparative model of literacy adapted from the work of Baker 

(1996) and Short (1997, 1999).  

Literacy Events in a Comparative Model 

In this section, I frame the literacy events I just described, using the comparative 

model of literacy events (Figure 5 in Chapter 2). First, I analyze the content of the 
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literacy events identified. Next, I discuss the educational perspective behind those 

practices and what it does for the language and literacy development of young children. 

Lastly, I discuss the importance of recognizing varied uses and functions of literacy when 

language and literacy are seen as social practices.  

Searching for a “Balanced” Approach to Early Literacy  

Four main findings guide this part of the analysis. First, only a few genres and 

functions of literacy were observed within the teacher-guided literacy practices. I found a 

limited variety of reading materials, literary genres, writing formats and literacy functions 

in the classroom. The literacy practices focused mainly on direct instruction of phonics in 

English, with little emphasis on school practices that focus on meaning making as part of 

the curriculum. Additionally, out-of-school literacy practices that could bring students’ 

linguistic and cultural knowledge into those practices were not incorporated in the official 

curriculum. Similarly, the variety of the child-initiated literacy engagements was also 

limited. It seems that school literacy practices may be influencing children’s emerging 

ideas about legitimized written language functions and formats, roles for teachers and 

students in the uses of literacy, and the higher status of English over Spanish.  

While some of Dariana’s and Adalberto’s literacy engagements mirrored teacher-

guided activities (practicing initial letter identification and reading names), others were 

distinctly genuine (e.g., writing checks, notes, reading environmental print) and clearly 

driven by personal and social functions that were meaningful to them. Even when these 

uses of literacy were rarely demonstrated or encouraged in the classroom, they were 

motivating the children’s explorations and uses of written language.  
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A second finding is concerned with the lack of balance in the literacy practices 

observed in the classroom. I found that a great majority of the teacher-guided literacy 

events falls into the “learning about language” component of the content framework (see 

Figure 10). Only two types of literacy events were identified within the intersecting areas 

of the three circles. First, shared reading was identified at the intersecting level between 

the “learning about language” and “learning language” components. Second, individual 

writing, which occurred mainly during journals and centers time, was identified in the 

intersecting area between the “learning about language” and “learning through language” 

components of the content framework. Thus, these two types of literacy events allowed 

children to move from the “learning about language” component that characterized most 

of the instructional literacy events into a more integrated experience of language and 

literacy. 
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Figure 10. Teacher-guided literacy events. 

As Figure 10 shows, fewer teacher-guided engagements fall within the “learning 

language” circle. One of them was read aloud, the most frequent type of literacy event 

observed in the Brown Bear classroom. Read aloud falls within this category because of 

the opportunities that it offers to experience connected discourse in written language. 

Reading aloud quality literature brings many benefits to students, especially when books 

relate to issues that matter to them. Among these benefits are the development of 

concepts about print, book language, and understandings about different story structures 

and literary genres that children can draw on to make sense of the reading and their own 
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life experiences (Short, 1997). In addition, listening to stories and telling them prepare 

children to be effective readers, writers, and communicators (Genishi, et al., 2001). 

In my observations during the read aloud time in the Brown Bear classroom, I 

noticed that its potential as a tool for inquiry and exploration of issues relevant to the 

students’ life, the central focus of the “learning through language” circle, was not 

exploited. Most of the time it was a unidirectional process in which children listened to a 

story being read to them without further discussion or opportunities for making personal 

connections with the story. Usually, the reading aloud experiences focused on learning 

concepts about print, literary elements, and story structure. It seems, unfortunately that 

the current emphasis on a reading readiness view is forcing many preschool teachers to 

concentrate on the “pre-requisites” for reading (e.g., phonics, letter identification) at 

expense of meaning making and meaningful literacy experiences. 

The activities in which children engaged during journal and learning centers time 

(categorized as “individual writing” literacy events, see Table 1) were for the most part 

teacher-selected. Similar to the children’s participation during read aloud events, the 

potential of experimenting with writing and using it as a tool for learning was limited by 

the constraints of the activities and the narrowly defined literacy instruction in the 

classroom.   

In contrast to most of the teacher-guided literacy engagements, which mostly 

emphasized “learning about language,” the child-initiated literacy events for both Dariana 

and Adalberto tended to focus more on “learning language.” I categorized the events in 

which Dariana and Adalberto used pretend writing in dramatic play to write checks, 
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notes, and messages within the “learning through language” component of the framework 

(see Figure 11 and Figure 12). These findings reveal that Dariana and Adalberto, as well 

as other children in their classroom were using and experimenting with written language 

for meaningful purposes in spite of the emphasis of instructional literacy experiences in 

this classroom. Children’s explorations of written language went beyond the mere 

practice of literacy skills, demonstrating their knowledge of different formats and uses of 

print for personal and social purposes as well as literacy-driven purposes. This difference 

between teacher-guided and child-initiated literacy events in this classroom is important 

because it illustrates the fundamental disparities that exist between the views of literacy 

at school and children’s own interpretations. 

 

Figure 11. Dariana's engagements with literacy during child-initiated events. 
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Figure 12. Adalberto’s engagements with literacy during child-initiated events. 

A third finding is the small amount of literacy events within the “learning through 

language” circle in teacher-guided events. In the child-initiated domain, I identified five 

events in which children used literacy as they were developing store, veterinary office, 

and paying schemas during dramatic play (four events were initiated by Dariana and one 

by Adalberto, see Table 2 and Table 3 on page 100). Although the teacher-guided events 

that I categorized under the other two components of the framework could have the 

potential of fitting in the “learning through language” circle, the emphasis on English 

phonics (sound-letter relationships) overlooked this potential. This area of the framework 

is empty while the “learning about literacy” contains the majority of the instructional 

literacy events observed in the classroom. Reading and writing were rarely presented to 

children as a means for constructing and communicating meaning to be accomplished 
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through transactions with texts and through social interaction. The preschool literacy 

program consisted mainly of teacher-guided processes and guided lessons that explicitly 

demonstrated conventions of the English written language system.  In addition, while 

children’s engagements with literacy during spontaneous activities demonstrated their 

knowledge about relevant and purposeful uses of literacy in their lives, the preschool 

program did little to expand literacy beyond these school literacy practices.  

A fourth finding suggests that the literacy program focused on a small part the 

graphophonic system of written language: letter-sound correspondence at the letter or 

syllable level and word recognition. Even in activities that could have promoted personal 

inquiry, such as reading aloud, shared reading and interactive writing, the literacy 

engagements were reduced to meet the expectations of a readiness approach. By focusing 

on “learning about language,” a reading readiness approach ignores other critical aspects 

of language learning necessary for a balanced literacy curriculum (Short, 1997, 1999), as 

well as the sociocultural context of children from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. Therefore, it limits students’ possibilities to engage in personal or 

collaborative inquiry, use their funds of knowledge and in this particular classroom, the 

potential for literacy development in two linguistic systems.  

In short, the preschool literacy program in the Brown Bear classroom was mostly 

limited to the practice of basic skills that would get children “ready” to enter school. Yet, 

I believe that written language is best learned in authentic and rich literacy environments 

that include real materials and a focus on learning to make meaning, as it is revealed in 
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several ethnographic studies of classroom literacy practices (Taylor, 1993; Dyson, 1993; 

Rowe, 1994; Moll, et al., 2001; M. L. Reyes, 2001). 

However, the tension between a phonics approach to literacy and a whole 

language or meaning-based approach seems to remain in current educational debates. As 

Dewey (1938) points out, educational discourse appears to center around an “either-or” 

dilemma. In my view, teachers have the responsibility to move away from polarized 

positions and make instructional decisions about the best instructional practices for 

students. To do that, a search for balance in literacy curriculum and instruction should be 

informed by theoretical and research based studies that demonstrate how children learn 

and use written language to make and share meaning as the participate in activities in 

their the everyday life. In her “alternative view of balance” Short (1999) argues that it is 

the teacher who makes the difference; thus, teachers must base their decisions on “using 

their knowledge of their specific students and of research, theory, and practice” (p.131). 

Valuing the Functions of Literacy from the Child’s Perspective 

The functions of literacy identified in this study were grouped in four broader 

categories: School-related, literacy-driven, personal and social. These categories were 

defined earlier in Chapter 2. The school-related function was the most common across the 

different literacy events classified in the teacher-guided domain, especially in the focused 

lessons, modeled writing, and independent writing (see Figure 13). This function was 

identified in literacy events in which the central focus was learning features of print and 

practicing phonics skills. From the focused lesson events, only the name recognition 

activities had sometimes a social function as the central focus. Throughout the year, 
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children practiced identifying each other’s names in different activities. Identifying their 

names in order to select the center they wanted to work at or to take a turn in a group 

activity clearly served an authentic interactional purpose.  

Other types of teacher-guided engagements were literacy-driven, for the sake of 

experiencing literacy and literature (e.g., reading aloud, shared reading, individual and 

partner reading). However, the emphasis of these activities was on the practice of reading 

itself and not on experiencing the power that literature has when the reader transacts with 

the text (Rosenblatt, 1978). Obviously I could not observe how children experienced 

reading in these engagements and therefore I could not say that this “reader’s transaction 

with the text” was not happening. Nevertheless, what was observable is that most of the 

time the teacher-student interactions put emphasis on phonic skills, features of print and 

story structure rather than on the children’s personal connections and interpretations of 

the text. Figure 13 shows these findings related to the functions of literacy in teacher-

guided events.  

Within the child-initiated/spontaneous literacy domain, the literacy engagements 

for Dariana and Adalberto were largely personally and socially driven (see Figure 14 and 

Figure 15). In contrast to the instructional domain, while some of these activities were 

also literacy-driven, none of them were identified as having a school-related function as 

the main focus. Activities that resembled instructional literacy engagements, such as 

letter identification and name recognition, were spontaneously incorporated into the 

children’s play and their functions seemed to go beyond the literacy event itself.  
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School-related Literacy-driven Personal Social 

 Read aloud   

Focused lessons 
(reading/writing words, 
names, counting syllables, 
environmental print, cards 
and recipes) 

  (Name 
recognition) 

Shared reading Shared reading   

Shared writing (dictation of 
descriptions, ideas, stories)    

Modeled writing (copying 
words, making books, labels)    

Individual writing (centers 
and journals) 

Individual 
reading  Partner reading 

Figure 13. Functions of literacy in teacher-guided/instructional events. 

In some occasions using literacy was “incidental to entertainment” (Teale, 1986), 

as in the examples when Adalberto read the class birthday calendar with his friend 

Damon. In others, literacy became a “vehicle for their social play” (M. L. Reyes, 2001). 

This social play implied building and maintaining relationships through play with 

literacy. In the example of identifying “the letters of others,” Dariana and her two friends 

invented a game where they were using their knowledge of the letters in each other’s 

name and the names of others with no other purpose than entertainment. I also observed 

occasions in which children used literacy as a means for learning (learning through 

language), as when Dariana and Adalberto wrote checks and notes during dramatic play. 
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School-
related 

Literacy-driven Personal 
(demonstrating 

literacy knowledge, 
pleasurable, claiming 

ownership) 

Social 
(interactional, 

pleasurable, explanative, 
financial, recollected) 

  Reading/writing names Reading/writing names 

  Letter/word 
identification 

Letter/word identification 

   Writing checks and notes 

  Reading to others Reading to others 

 Reading 
environmental 
print 

 Reading environmental 
print 

 Exploring Writing 
Conventions 

  

Figure 14. Functions of literacy in child-initiated/spontaneous events for Dariana. 

 

School-
related 

Literacy-
driven 

Personal 
(demonstrating literacy 
knowledge, pleasurable, 

claiming ownership) 

Social 
(interactional, pleasurable, 

explanative, financial, 
recollected) 

  Reading/writing names Reading/writing names 

  Letter/word identification Letter/word identification 

  Reading with others Reading with others 

   Literacy use in dramatic play 

   Reading environmental print 

   Showing awareness of the 
uses of literacy  

Figure 15. Functions of literacy in child-initiated/spontaneous events for Adalberto. 

These findings reveal a disconnection between the focus of instructional literacy 

practices and children’s own interpretations of the functions of literacy. While 
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instructional practices in this classroom treat literacy as a value-free task to be performed 

in itself, children’s spontaneous engagements with literacy show that it serves personal 

and social functions and is a means for communicating, constructing and representing 

meaning.  

The study challenges the readiness view of literacy learning in preschool, where 

the instruction is centered on practicing skills at the expense of meaningful uses of 

written language and meaning making practices. Language and literacy should be treated 

as “social practices rather than technical skills to be learned in formal instruction” (Street, 

1997, p. 47). This view of language and literacy recognizes the variation in meanings and 

uses that children bring from their home backgrounds into the classroom and the 

construction of knowledge on the part of the child. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented findings from the level I of analysis which respond to 

the first two research questions that motivated this study. Examination of the content and 

function of literacy events observed in two classroom domains (teacher-guided and child-

initiated) indicates a lack of balance in the literacy program. The readiness approach and 

skills-based literacy instruction of the official curriculum mainly emphasized literacy 

learning for school-related functions. More specifically, discrete features of English 

reading were emphasized over meaning construction; children were rarely invited to 

explore and experience written language for authentic purposes. However, there were 

child-initiated literacy practices in which literacy served personal and social functions for 

the children. These findings lead me to conduct a microanalysis of the children’s literacy 
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practices. Following the procedures of the level II of analysis described in the research 

methodology chapter, I developed Dariana’s and Adalberto’s case study, which I report in 

Chapters 4 and 5. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE CASE STUDY OF DARIANA 

Findings from Analysis Level II 

The case study of Dariana addresses the third research question that guided my 

dissertation research. I examine how Dariana integrates her home language and meaning-

making practices into the school literacy practices. I provide answers to that question 

through an in-depth description of Dariana’s participation in spontaneous and hybrid 

literacy events within the classroom context. 

Dariana’s case study includes two main sections in this chapter: Individual text 

production and shared text production. First, I describe the general characteristics of each 

type of text production events. Second, I present a microsociolinguistic analysis of key 

episodes as well as whole events in which Dariana participated. Lastly, I analyze aspects 

of Dariana’s language use and the interaction between language and literacy. In Chapter 

5, I discuss Adalberto’s case study following a similar structure to the one organizing the 

case study of Dariana.  

The first section–individual text production—includes only examples that are 

episodes from entire events. Here, selected episodes are presented to illustrate each of the 

three aspects of literacy (content, processes and purposes) that Dariana selected for 

special attention. Every episode is then examined through a microsociolinguistic analysis 

focusing on the following features: a) children and adult communicative strategies used 

in their interchangeable roles as author and audience, and b) sign systems involved. The 

analysis related to language use is not included in each episode but presented as a general 

discussion at the end of the case study.  
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The second section—shared text production—is divided into two categories: peer-

dominated interaction events and child-adult interaction events. In the latter category, I 

analyze the three aspects of communication (content, processes and purposes) separately 

through examples that reveal Dariana’s focus of attention during shared text production. 

As in the individual text production section, the communicative strategies and sign 

systems Dariana and other participants use are analyzed for each event. In the former 

section, I analyze two whole events: A child-mother reading event and a child-teacher 

reading event. The features I analyze in these two events include: a) reading interaction 

patterns and communicative strategies used, b) aspects of literacy (content, processes and 

purposes), c) sign systems, and d) language use.  

Figure 16 presents schematically the aspects of literacy and the sociolinguistic 

features that were included in the analysis of the examples that make up the case study. 
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 Aspects of Literacy  
 
 
 
 
Language 
Use and 
Literacy 

Content Processes Purposes 

I. Individual Text 
Production 

Examples 1.1A, 
1.2, 1.3a 
a) Communicative 
 strategies 
b) Sign systems 

Examples 1.4 and 
1.1B 
a) Communicative 
 strategies 
b) Sign systems 

Examples 
1.5 and 1.6a 

II. Shared text 
production 
i. Peer 
interaction 

Example 2.1 
a) Communicative 
 strategies 
b) Sign systems 

Example 2.2 
a) Communicative 
 Strategies 
b) Sign Systems 

Examples 
2.3 and 2.4 

II. Shared text 
production 
ii. Adult-child 
interaction 

Examples 2.5 and 2.6  
a) Communicative strategies 
b) Aspects of literacy 
c) Language use 

 

Figure 16. Aspects of literacy and sociolinguistic features in individual and shared text 

production events for Dariana. 

a Analyses of communicative strategies and sign systems are not included here because 

the children’s main goal was not the text production itself but instead the uses of the text 

(examples 1.5 and 1.6) and the negotiation of social relationships (example 1.3). 

Individual Text Production Events for Dariana 

General Characteristics 

Analysis of the 25 individual text production events identified for Dariana in both 

spontaneous and hybrid literacy events yielded several characteristics that provide a 

general description of this type of event. Spontaneous literacy events are those events that 

are initiated by the children and that are not part of the planned routine of the classroom 

(e.g., child-initiated dramatic play, peer conversation, free choice). Hybrid events in my 



  141 

analysis include activities that are planned and assigned by the teacher but her direct 

intervention is minimum (e.g., journals time, learning centers time, and dramatic play).  A 

first characteristic of individual text production is that although the structure of hybrid 

literacy activities required children to work individually, text production always occurred 

in interaction with others. Thus, when children worked individually on a similar project, 

they talked and interacted with each other. Second, children changed roles from author to 

audience and vice versa at different points of the production event. Often during text 

production, children’s attention changed from focusing on their own text to focusing on 

the work or talk of others. Thirdly, children were frequently shifting stances in relation to 

the content, processes and purposes of the text they were producing. 

Aspects of Literacy 

In order to highlight the children’s different stances toward the focus of their text 

production or interpretation, I present selected episodes from whole literacy events to 

illustrate each of the three aspects of literacy (content, processes and purposes) that 

dominated children’s attention and interaction. Halliday’s dimensions of context (field, 

mode and tenor) are embedded in the analysis of the social interaction among the 

participants, the communicative strategies used, and the sign systems involved in 

producing multimodal texts. 

Content-centered stance: Constructing or interpreting the message of a text. 

 When Dariana’s focus of attention was on the content of a text, constructing or 

interpreting a message was more important than the format or the uses of the text. Since 

most of the text production events occurred in interaction but not necessarily in 
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collaboration with others, others’ comments or interpretations often influenced an 

author’s initial ideas. Thus, it was through an exchange and negotiation of meaning that 

Dariana focused on the content of a text. These characteristics of a content-centered 

stance are reflected in Dariana’s interactions with adults and peers in examples 1.1A and 

1.2. Another feature observed in many events in the Brown Bear classroom was that 

children did not sustain literacy-related talk for the entire duration of the text production. 

Often, children’s talk focused on building social relationships while the composing 

activity remained in the background.  Example 1.3 will illustrate this finding. 

Table 4 displays the frequency distribution of the communicative strategies used 

in dyads of child-child and child-adult exchanges. I analyze examples 1.1A and 1.2 in the 

Peer-as-Author/Dariana-as Audience and Dariana-as-Author/Adult-as-Audience groups; I 

analyze the third dyad, Dariana-as-Author/Peer-as-Audience in a different episode from 

example 1.2. 

Table 4 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Examples 1.1A and 1.2 

Communicative 
Strategies 

Peer as     Dariana as 
Author       Audience 

Dariana as    Adult as 
Author        Audience 

Dariana as    Peer as 
Author      Audience 

Information statement     2                   1     10                   -     1                  - 

Evaluative statement     -                    1       1                     -      -                  - 

Information request     -                     -     -                     1     -                   - 

Summons     1                    -     -                      -     2                  - 

Request for  
Joint Action     -                    -     -                      -     1                  1 

Clarification request     -                     -     -                      3     -                   - 

Total     3                    2     11                    4     4                  1 
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An initial glance at Table 4 indicates that children and adults used different 

communicative strategies or language styles according to the role they played during the 

text production activities. Information statements and summons were the communicative 

strategies that children used more frequently in their roles as author. As it will be 

described throughout different events of child-child and child-adult literacy exchanges, 

text production activities occurred through social interaction. Even in contexts where the 

structure of the activity required that children produce an individual text, children 

commented on their own work and on the work of others. Table 4 also suggests that in the 

example that presents a child-adult exchange, the adult audience tended to use 

clarification requests. As Rowe (1994) points out, a typical strategy used by adults in 

interaction with young children is that they ask for clarifications or information about the 

children’s unconventional productions. These communicative strategies are analyzed in 

more detail through examples 1.1A and 1.2.  

Example 1.1A “Doesn’t Look Like a ‘Wieny’”: Evaluating the content of a visual 

text (Field Notes and Audio Transcription, 4/18/05). 

This activity occurred in April during journal time. Dariana is working with 

Ismael, Adalberto, and Arizbette at the same table. Except for Ismael, the other two 

children are bilingual Spanish-dominant speakers. Their work consists of “writing the 

things that mom likes to do,” as Adalberto puts it. Only episodes where Dariana is 

performing an author or audience role and where the focus of attention is on the content 

of the text being produced are presented here.  
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The episode begins with a sequence of exchanges in which the children are 

working toward agreeing on what they had to do. 

9) Arizbette:  ¿Qué tenemos que dibujar? 

   What do we have to draw? 

10) Adalberto:   Lo que tú quieras. 

   Whatever you want. 

11) Dariana:  No… tenemos que dibujar lo que le gus== 

   No… we have to draw what she lik== 

12) Adalberto:          ==shhhhhh ((to Dariana)) 

13) Dariana:  Lo que tú quieras. 

   Whatever you want. 

14) Adalberto:  ((said something to Dariana in secret)) 

15) Researcher: A ver, ¿qué es lo que  tienen que dibujar? 

   Let’s see, what do you have to draw? 

16) Dariana:  Tienen que dibujar lo que le gusta hacer a su mamá. 

   They have to draw what their mom likes to do. 

17) Dariana:  Pero lo que ella quiera.  

18)   Lo que tú, lo que tu mamá le gusta hacer, 

19)   pero lo que tú quieres que haga tu mamá. ((looking at Arizbette)) 

   but whatever she wants.  

   What you, what your mom likes to do,  

   but whatever you want that your mom do.  
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Once they agreed on what they had to do and started working on their texts, 

Ismael reported to have drawn a sausage, which he called “wieny” (*idiomatic expression 

common in northern Mexico, probably derived from the English idiom “wiener dog”). 

22) Ismael:  Maestra, I made a wieny.* 

   Teacher, I made a wieny. 

23) Dariana:  Doesn’t look like a wieny. ((Laughs))  

24)   You don’t make it like that. 

25) Ismael:  My mom… oh this is (        ) her 

26) Dariana:  Yo comí con mi tía, 

27)   comí un taco y ensalada con un taco y frijolis, 

28)   los frijoles adentro de mi taco y arroz adentro de mi taco,  

29)   bien rico estaba. 

   I ate with my auntie,  

   I ate a taco and salad with a taco and beans,  

   the beans inside my taco and rice inside of my taco,  

   it was very good. 

30) Researcher: ¿Con tu tía la que vino de Tailandia? 

   With your aunt who came from Thailand? 

31) Dariana:  No, otra tía, tia Lucy se llama.  

32)   No vive aquí, vive en Mexico. 

   No, another aunt, aunt Lucy is her name. 

   She doesn’t live here, she lives in Mexico. 
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33) Researcher: ¿Sí? ¿como yo? 

   Really? Like me? 

34) Dariana:  ((laughed)) Se llama tía Lucy,  

35)   Pero ella se llama tía Lucy Rodríguez. 

   Her name is aunt Lucy,  

   But her name is aunt Lucy Rodríguez. 

It is common in the Brown Bear classroom that during journal time, children pay 

attention to the work and comments of others at the same table. The negotiation of 

meaning is part of children’s interaction during text production as children question, 

comment, evaluate, praise or make demonstrations for each other. Often when children’s 

drawn symbols are unconventional or do not represent the way the real world works, 

others ask questions about the text or offer an evaluation, which not always is positive. In 

the previous example, this observation is illustrated in Dariana’s negative evaluation of 

Ismael’s statement in which she emphasizes that his drawing does not represent a real 

“wieny” and that  “You don’t make [a “wieny”] like that.”  

Communicative strategies in example 1.1A.  In the episode that I selected for 

analysis, Ismael, as author, uses a summons (line 22) to gain my attention and show me 

what he is doing. Dariana, who is sitting next to him, responds immediately after taking a 

look at his work. Although Dariana’s evaluation statement (23) does not seem to leave 

room for negotiation, she makes it clear through an information statement (24) that 

Ismael’s visual text is not communicating the message that he intends. Unfortunately, I 

was not able to understand Ismael’s speech afterwards, but he probably just ignores 
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Dariana’s comment and continues telling me more about the text he was creating, through 

an information statement (25).  

Although the authoring activities in hybrid events like this are not structured as 

collaborative activities, text production in the Brown Bear classroom almost always 

occurs in interaction with others (peers and adults). Children’s shifting roles from author 

to audience and vice versa, within the same production event, is the norm, as they take 

turns talking about their own work and the work of their peers. 

In the previous episode, the theme of Ismael’s visual text is about food. This 

theme triggers a thematic connection that leads Dariana to create an oral text, parallel to 

Ismael’s text. Dariana’s story is a personal experience related to a meal she had with her 

aunt (26-28) that ends with an evaluation statement (29) in which she remarks how much 

she had enjoyed it. At this point, Dariana is taking an author role and she engages me as 

her direct audience. My response through an information request (30) has the intention of 

encouraging her to elaborate on the story; again, the focus is on the content of the text. 

Later, I use a clarification request (33) as a back channeling strategy for her previous 

statements, which helped to maintain the flow of the conversation.  

Sign systems in example 1.1A.  Children’s talk and actions during text production 

show that they expect their own texts and others’ texts to make sense and communicate a 

message, often using their real-world experiences as a reference. In interpreting Ismael’s 

visual text, Dariana contrasts his symbolic representation of a “wieny” with her 

experienced world. Also, parallel to Ismael’s visual text, she creates an oral text that 

reveals a personal experience that is meaningful to her. That is, her composing activity is 
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not centered only on the specific journal assignment, but also on making sense of her 

experience in that real world. The use of speech and drawing as tools for interpreting, 

creating and sharing meaning demonstrates that Dariana’s composing activities are 

multimodal events. 

Example 1.2 “Stop and Sing My Song”: Constructing a choral text (Audio 

Transcription, 4/6/05). 

This spontaneous event occurred on April during free choice time when Dariana’s 

mother was volunteering in the classroom. Dariana is singing a familiar song, “Five Little 

Monkeys Swinging on a Tree,” which Ms. Lewis had sung and performed in the 

classroom using puppets. I selected this event to analyze the communicative strategies 

used in a child-adult interaction where the focus is on the content of the text. 

1) Dariana: ((singing)) Five little monkeys swinging on the tree 

2)  You can’t catch me 

3)  You can’t catch me 

4)  Around (Unintelligible) 

5)  SNAP ((imitating with her hands the snap of the alligator in the story)) 

6)  Se lo comió. 

  He ate him. 

7)  Cuando hace SNAP, es que se lo comió. 

  When he makes SNAP. it means that he ate him. 

8) Mother: Al monkey? 

  [You mean] the monkey? 
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9) Dariana: Y el last one (unintelligible) 

  And the last one (unintelligible) 

10) Mother: ¿No se come el last one?  

  He doesn’t eat the last one? 

Communicative strategies in example 1.2.  In the sequence 5-7 Dariana is using 

paralinguistic cues to add meaning to the song. These cues include a gesture with her 

hands and a heavy stress at the “SNAP” utterance (5).  Additionally, she is explicitly 

describing the meaning of her gesture. At this point of her text production, Dariana, as 

author, is providing a semantic base for the construction of a shared meaning between her 

and the audience. Dariana’s mother responds through clarification requests (8, 10), a 

common strategy used by adults in their roles as audience. The interesting aspect about 

this sequence is that Dariana is combining different sign systems (singing, gesturing and 

talking) as tools for the construction of meaning that result in a multimodal text.  

 Dariana is in the middle of her song when Sofia, who is holding a toy 

microphone, invites her to sing together. Dariana does not want to move away from her 

mother, thus she asks Sofia to sit next to her instead. Then Dariana starts singing her own 

version of a song that they also learned with Ms. Lewis in the classroom. 

18) Sofia: Dariana ven, vamos a cantar. 

  Dariana come, let’s sing. 

19) Dariana: Siéntate, siéntate aquí.  

  Sit down, sit down here. ((signaling to Sofia to come next to her. Then 

  grabs the microphone from Sofia’s hand)) 
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^^^ 

25) Dariana: ((singing)) My little blue car 

26)  my little blue car 

27)  Esa es. 

  That’s the one. 

28) Sofia: ¡Ay! ¿Quién va a arreglar mi carro? 

  Oh! Who is going to fix my car? 

29) Dariana: No, we are gonna (          ) 

30)  ((singing)) My tire bro-ohk 

31)  My tire bro-ohk 

32)  My little blue tire 

33)  Sofia y así hace, así le hace mira veme.  

  Sofia, and it does like this, it does it like this, look, look at me ((making a  

  gesture with her hand as if she were screwing on a tire)) 

34)  ((continues singing)) My little blue truck 

35)  My little blue truck 

36)  Now I can go my little blue truck 

37)  Stop and sing my song. 

Another feature to observe in the previous exchange is the way in which Dariana 

uses language to accomplish her goals in the interaction. She starts singing in English, the 

language in which she had learned the two songs. Then she switches to Spanish to 

describe to her audiences (her mother and Sofia) the meaning of the linguistic and 
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paralinguistic cues she is using. By singing in English, Dariana is re-producing the songs 

that she had learned at school; Spanish, in contrast, allows her to re-produce the 

environment she experiences at home and in her community, where code-switching is a 

shared cultural tradition. In addition, speaking Spanish with Sofia reflects the way in 

which children normally interact among peers within the unofficial bilingual world of the 

classroom.   

Sign systems in example 1.2. Dariana’s use of different sign systems in composing 

a song from previous experiences in the classroom is noteworthy. Here the microphone is 

a contextual feature that adds a drama feel to the event. At line 25 Dariana introduces the 

idea of singing a song that they had recently sung in class. Sofia, in a dramatic tone, joins 

Dariana’s performance by saying, “Oh! Who is going to fix my car?” (28), upon which 

Dariana continues building her own version of the song. Dariana’s subsequent utterances 

are tied to Sofia’s contribution (30-32) by improvising a line that tells about the problem 

of a broken car. At line 32 Dariana produces another line that introduces the solution to 

the problem, which she then performs after having announced it  (33). In lines 34-35 

Dariana improvises the last verse of the song using the repetitive refrain first and then 

composing the ending lines, “Now I can go my little blue truck, stop and sing my song”, 

in which the originality of her production is evident.  

This example also reveals Dariana’s knowledge of story elements. She introduces 

herself as the main character. For the plot of the story she develops the problem (based on 

Sofia’s idea) of having a broken car. Then she resolves the problem by putting the tire on 

the car (relying on gesture) and moves the story to its conclusion, which ends with an 
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invitation for the audience to join her in singing. In this example, Dariana’s use of 

multiple sign systems expands the potential of the meaning that she and Sofia are 

creating. 

In taking a content-centered stance, Dariana like other children at the Brown Bear 

classroom often switches the focus of her conversation between discussing her text and 

building social relationships with those working at the same table. The following 

example is typical of these events and is presented here to illustrate how the nature of the 

literacy event and the children’s interactions are different from events where children’s 

talk is primarily text-related.   

Example 1.3 “I’m Going to Play with You Tomorrow”: Building social 

relationships during text production (Field Notes and Audio Transcription, 5/3/05). 

This hybrid literacy event occurred in May, during journal time. The children are using 

art to respond to a book read in class during story time. As they draw, Dariana and Ceci 

engage in a conversation about friendship. 

32) Ceci: Voy a jugar contigo mañana ¿verdad Dariana? 

  I’m going to play with you tomorrow, right Dariana? 

33) Dariana: ¿Quieres hacer pasteles con flores? 

  Do you want to make cakes with flowers? 

34) Ceci: Sí, voy a jugar a lo que tú quieras. 

35)  Voy a jugar a lo que tú quieras Dariana. 

  Yes, I’m going to play whatever you want. 

  I’m going to play whatever you want Dariana. 
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36) Dariana: Podemos hacer un (uninteligible) 

  We can make a (unintelligible) 

37) Ceci: ¡Qué bonito pintas Dariana! 

  How beautiful you paint Dariana! 

38) Dariana: Gracias. 

39)  Yo estoy haciendo mi línea para no salirme de la línea. 

  Thank you. 

  I’m making my line so I don’t go outside of the line ((she was 

  highlighting with a marker the contour of the figure she had drawn)) 

40) Dariana: Tú vas a hacer lo que yo haga ¿verdad? 

  You are going to do what I do, right? 

41) Ceci: S~í. 

  Y~es. 

42) Dariana: ¿Estás haciendo líneas? 

  Are you making lines? 

43) Ceci: Ahorita voy a hacer líneas. 

44)  Ah, voy a hacer líneas. 

  I’m going to make lines right now. 

  Ah, I’m going to make lines. 

^^^ 

53) Ceci: Tú eres amiga del Adalberto nomás ¿verdad? 

54)  Porque le dijo la maestra de ella ¿verdad? 
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  You are friends with Adalberto only, right? 

  Because her teacher said so, right? 

55) Dariana: Dijo que podemos hacer amigos que nosotras queremos, ¿verdad? 

  She said that we could make the friends that we want, right? 

56) Ceci: S~í. 

  Y~es. 

This episode demonstrates how during composing activities, children’s 

conversation sometimes shifts from talking about their texts to building social 

relationships. When that occurs, children’s participation also changes from the 

author/audience roles children take to comment on their work and the work of others to a 

type of interaction where the primary goal is to build or reassure the friendship among the 

participants in the event.  

At the beginning of the interaction Ceci and Dariana are deciding on the theme of 

their play for the following day. Then Dariana re-directs the conversation toward their 

work. Taking into account Ceci’s willingness to do whatever she wants, Dariana tells her 

to “make lines to not go outside the line,” a strategy that would allow them to obtain a 

neat drawing. In the last exchanges they talk about friendship and what they claim to be 

Ms. Lewis advice to befriend whomever they want.  

Process-centered stance: Exploring the organization and features of the text. 

When Dariana’s focus of attention is on the authoring process, her initial purpose 

is to decide the format and organization of her written text. During this part of the process 

she pays little attention to the content of the writing piece and the uses of the literacy 
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product. Table 5 indicates the frequency distribution of the communicative strategies in 

child-child and in child-adult interactions. 

Table 5 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Examples 1.4 and 1.1B 

Communicative 
Strategies 

Peer as     Dariana as 
Author       Audience 

Dariana as    Adult as 
Author        Audience 

Dariana as    Peer as 
Author      Audience 

Information statement     4                   2      7                     -     -                   - 

Information request     -                     -     -                     4     -                   - 

Summons     1                     -     2                     -     3                   - 

Clarification request     1                    -     -                     2     -                   - 

Confirmation 
statement 

    -                    1      -                     1     -                   - 

Total     6                    3     12                   7     3                   0  
 

Table 5 indicates that the frequency distribution of communicative strategies used 

in examples 1.4 and 1.1B are similar to the ones observed in the previous two content-

centered examples. Briefly, the children use summons to gain their audience’s attention, 

and informative statements—mostly in their role as authors—to comment about their 

work and the work of others. In contrast, the adult in her role of audience use mainly 

information requests and clarification requests. 

Example 1.4: “Gabriel is the “kah”: Exploring letters and sounds (Field Notes, 

3/30/05).  

This spontaneous literacy event took place at the end of March. Children are 

getting ready to have lunch in their classroom. Dariana and a small group of children that 

are sitting at the same table engage in a conversation about the letters in their names. 

1) Damon: Yo se cual es la ka. 
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2)  El Gabriel es la ka. 

  I know which one is the kah. ((letter /k/ using Spanish phonetic)) 

  Gabriel is the kah. 

3) Delia: La mía es ésta.  

  Mine is this one. ((pretending to draw a /D/ with her finger on the table)) 

4) Dariana: Como la mía.  

  Like mine. 

5) Damon: Las mías son la de, la e, ah no,  

6)  la o y un palito, la eme y la u y un palito,  

7)  ésta ((making the /n/ with his finger on the table)) 

  My [letters] are the deh, the eh, oh no,  

  the oh and a stick, the eh-meh and the oo and a stick,  

  this one. ((making the /n/ with his finger on the table)) 

8) Dariana: Es la ene. 

  It’s the eh-neh. 

9) Damon: La ene?  

  The eh-neh? ((letter /n/ in Spanish)) 

10) Dariana: Sí.  

  Yes. 

After that, they started to look for “their letters” on their milk bottle. Damon, one 

more time, named “his” letters, using Spanish letters names, as he was identifying them: 
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“la de, la o con un palito, la eme y la ene” (the deh, the oh with a stick, the eh-meh and 

the eh-neh). ((After he said “eh-neh” he looked at me)). 

This episode illustrates a common behavior observed among preschool children 

talking about the letters in their names and their peers’ names.  In the exchange, Dariana 

and Damon are negotiating knowledge about features of print (letter-sound 

correspondence, letter names, and graphic representation of letters) motivated by the 

children’s desire to learn the conventional spelling of their names.  

Communicative strategies in example 1.4.  In the opening utterance of the event 

Damon initiates the exchange with a summons and then uses an information statement to 

demonstrate that he knows the letter of one of his friends (the “gah” for Gabriel, for 

which he said “kah”). Delia responds with an information statement and a gesture 

indicating the form of the first letter in her name (line 3), to which Dariana adds that 

Ana’s letter was the same as hers (4).  

In the following utterances, Damon uses information statements (5-7) describing 

how he spells his name. In doing so he realizes that the graphic symbols in his name do 

not match his phonetic knowledge of the Spanish alphabet. He perceives a discrepancy 

between the orthographic and phonological systems when trying to say the name of the 

letter /a/ in Spanish. The mismatch that Damon perceived is understandable, knowing that 

the long vowel sound for the letter /a/ in English corresponds to two different phonemes 

in Spanish (/e/ and /i/). Although he recognizes the letter /a/ in reciting his ABCs in 

English, when trying to spell out his name using Spanish phonetic he describes it as an 

“oh” and a “stick” (“la o y un palito”).  Damon was clearly experiencing a 
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“disequilibrium” (Ferreiro, 1986, 1996) that he resolves by inventing an orthographic rule 

that allows him to deal with the perceived discrepancy. He applies the same rule to the 

letter /n/ which he says is an “oo and a stick” (he is perceiving an inverted /u/). Dariana, 

who is sitting next to him, tells him the name of that letter in Spanish (line 8), “Esa es la 

ene” (this is the eh-neh). Damon questions Dariana’s previous information statement 

through a clarification request (line 9), to which Dariana responds with a confirmation 

statement (line 10), reassuring him that she is right.  

Example 1.1B: “Do I Make Her Laugh?”: Exploring features of print (Field notes 

and Audio Transcription, 4/18/05). 

Figure 17 shows the text Dariana produced during this hybrid literacy event, 

which occurred at journal time. It is the middle of April and children had been working 

on activities related to Mother’s Day. In this episode, Dariana has an author role, and she 

addresses Ismael and me as her audience. 

83) Dariana:  ¿La hago reir? 

   Do I make her laugh? 

84) Researcher: ¿Qué es esto Dariana?  

   What is this, Dariana? ((pointing to a bubble coming out of a  

   person’s mouth on her drawing)) 

85) Dariana:  Que se está riendo y está saliendo su risa. 

   That she is laughing and her laugh is coming out. 

86) Researcher: Ah está saliendo su risa, okay. 

   Oh her laugh is coming out, okay. 
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87) Dariana:  Lo que están diciendo. 

   What they are saying. 

88) Researcher:  Uh huh. 

89) Dariana:  Mira. 

   Look. 

90) Researcher:  ¿Qué es Dariana? 

   What is it? 

91) Dariana:   Mi apillido. [apellido] 

   My last name. 

92) Researcher:  ¿Tu apellido? 

   Your last name? 

93) Dariana:  Zepeda. 

94)   Yo ya sé cómo escribirlo, no necesito verlo. 

   I already know how to write it, I don’t need to see it [the model]. 

95) Dariana:  Ah, I made my last name! ((talking to Ismael))  

96)   I made my last name!  

97)   Ismael Gómez. ((laughing)) 

98) Researcher:  ¿Quién es ella? 

   Who is she? ((pointing to the drawing)) 

99) Dariana  Mi mamá. 

   My mom. 

100) Researcher:  ¿Y cómo vamos a saber que es tu mamá? 
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   And how are we going to know that she is your mom? 

101) Dariana:   Se llama Gloria.  

   Her name is Gloria. ((writing the name on her paper)) 

 

Figure 17. Dariana’s writing in a speech balloon. 

Dariana’s actions and comments at this point of her text production activity 

indicate that she is focused on exploring the potentials of print, specifically a speech 

balloon as communicative media. As she draws, her attention is not centered on the 

particular message that she wants to communicate, but instead on showing how to 

animate her drawing by representing verbal and non-verbal actions through letters inside 

a speech balloon.  

Communicative strategies in example 1.1B.  Dariana’s opening statement is a 

summons (line 83) that functions both to gain my attention and to express her plans for 

the graphic text that she was about to finish. My response through an information request 

(line 84) effectively encourages Dariana to tell me more about a particular feature of her 

text (see the speech balloon in Figure 17). Through information statements, she explains 
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it as her strategy to “make her [mom] laugh” and to represent “what they are saying” 

(lines 85-87). She is exploring the use of speech balloons, a feature of print commonly 

used in cartoons to represent dialogue. 

Later in the same episode, Dariana again uses summons (lines 89, 95-97) to 

obtain my attention and the attention of Ismael who is sitting next to her. Her purpose 

then is to demonstrate her ability to write her full name (line 94) without seeing the 

model, a skill for which she could certainly gain the admiration of other children in her 

classroom since very few are able to do it.  

Sign systems in example 1.1B.  In the last exchange of the interaction I ask 

Dariana about the identity of the person she had drawn (lines 98, 100), “How are we 

going to know who she is?” and she responds by writing her mother’s name to the right 

of the drawing, which I deleted to protect Dariana’s mother identity. This event 

demonstrates Dariana’s understanding that print and drawing serve different purposes 

(Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). Dariana knows that she can represent names, properties of 

objects and actions—like talking and laughing as in the speech balloon of her drawing—

in writing that is not possible to represent in drawing. Moreover, her interest in exploring 

the features and potential of print as a communicative media, which she clearly 

distinguishes from the features and potentials of drawing, is evident across the literacy 

events observed during this study.  

In this example, as in other events I observed in the Brown Bear classroom, 

Dariana’s purposes for her composing activity change at different points in the process. 

Despite the process-centered nature of this episode, Dariana eventually centers her 
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attention on the content and on expressing a message through conventional written 

language that others could understand.   

Function-centered stance: Exploring the social uses of literacy. 

In contrast to the other two types of examples previously analyzed, in the 

function-centered exchanges the Dariana’s main focus is on the social uses or purposes of 

their literacy products. Thus, Dariana’s primary goal, during part of the event, is not the 

text production itself but instead the uses of the text. It is important to emphasize this 

feature of function-centered examples for Dariana because two of the characteristics of 

the authoring process identified previously in the content-centered and process-centered 

examples —author/audience roles and communicative strategies—will not be analyzed in 

this section.  

I observed two main patterns in Dariana’s participation in function-centered 

episodes. One is that at some points during the text production activity, Dariana’s primary 

purpose is to obtain others’ attention in order to demonstrate literacy knowledge or 

authoring skills. I also noticed that these literacy demonstrations are usually related to the 

form and features of a text and not necessarily related to the content. Example 1.5 will 

illustrate this pattern. 

The second pattern I observed is that during dramatic play, Dariana finds 

opportunities to explore the functions of out of school literacy practices. As in the 

previous pattern, her main goal is not the construction of a text, but instead exploring the 

functions of literacy for real life purposes that are meaningful to her (see example 1.6). 
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Example 1.5 “I Was Reading Names”: Reading to demonstrate literacy 

knowledge (Video Transcription, 11/18/04). 

This spontaneous literacy event occurred in November, during free choice time. 

Dariana is at a table where Ms. Lewis is working with another girl, helping her to finish 

her work. Dariana is listening while she sorts out other children’s papers that are on the 

table, putting on one pile the ones that she can identify and on another the ones she 

cannot. 

 

Figure 18. Dariana reading other children’s names to Ms. Lewis. 

The following is the conversation in which Dariana and Ms. Lewis engage during 

this event. 

1) Dariana:  I was reading the names. 

2) Ms. Lewis:  You were reading all the names? 

3) Dariana:  ((gives to Ms. Lewis a stack of papers with the names she has  

   identified)) 

4) Ms. Lewis:  You are a good reader! 

5) Dariana:  ((looking at a drawing with text at the bottom of the page)) 
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6) Ms. Lewis:  Do you recognize that one? ((pointing to the paper that was on  

   top)) 

7) Dariana:  D- Damon. ((in a hesitant tone)) 

8) Ms. Lewis:  Very good reading! 

9) Dariana:  ((passes the paper out to Ms. Lewis)) 

10) Ms. Lewis: You read that faster than I did! 

The previous episode reveals Dariana’s tendency to seek the recognition of others. 

Dariana entered preschool with a head start in the types of literacy practices expected at 

school. She has had a great deal of exposure to literacy at home, and knowing that her 

mother is a guided reading teacher, it is not surprising that her literacy experiences have 

had a school-like emphasis (e.g., knowledge of the alphabet, reading and writing her full 

name, listening to storybooks, etc.). Given this background, I hypothesize that Dariana, 

aware of the value that conventional literacy products had in both home and school, 

pursues opportunities to demonstrate her literacy knowledge and skills and in this way, 

she obtains the admiration and recognition of others.  

Example 1.6 “I’m The One Who Answers The Phone”: Exploring authentic 

functions of literacy through dramatic play (Field Notes and Video Transcription 

4/14/05). 

The accustomed expectation for the playhouse area in the Brown Bear classroom 

is role-playing. Often times Ms. Lewis sets up the dramatic play area with a specific 

theme (e.g., restaurant, veterinary office, store, etc.) and in some instances that theme is 

part of a thematic unit. When that is the case, Ms. Lewis defines the roles to be played but 
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children can choose the one they want to take; thus children can play the roles of 

customers, clerks, chefs, waitresses or waiters, veterinarians, nurses and zookeepers. 

Even when the theme and appropriate objects in the area (tables, chairs, closet, cloths, 

stove, toy food items, cash register, etc.) are pre-determined by Ms. Lewis, children 

structure their interaction as the game developed, and oftentimes they negotiate a change 

of roles after having played for a while.  

Cook-Gumperz and Corsaro (1977) point out that during dramatic play “children 

rely on conventionalized expectations to structure on-going interaction” (p.419). So it is 

for Dariana in her role as receptionist during an episode at the playhouse area whose 

theme is the veterinary office. In this event, Ms. Lewis puts Dariana, Sofia, Damon and 

Ismael together at the playhouse. Sofia and Ismael allocate for themselves the roles of 

doctors and Damon wants to be Ismael’s brother. At the beginning of the activity Ms. 

Lewis explicitly says that the receptionist would be the person who “answers the phone, 

writes down appointments, and takes names for the people who are coming in and finds 

out what’s wrong with the animal.”  

As the activity unfolds, Dariana uses markers and paper on a clipboard to pretend 

write without verbalizing what she is doing (see Figure 19 and Figure 20). At some point, 

Ismael pretends to answer the phone that is at the reception area and Dariana takes it 

away from him saying, “I’m the one who answers the phone.” While talking on the 

phone, she starts making wavy lines on the clipboard paper, some of which resemble 

letters (see Figure 20), and then says, “Si, si, ¿mañana puede? Bueno” (Yes, yes, Can you 
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[come] tomorrow? okay). After that she uses pretend writing to record an appointment, as 

Ms. Lewis had suggested. 

 
Figure 19. Dariana writing down an 

appointment taken over the phone when 

playing at the veterinary office. 

 
Figure 20. Dariana’s report of a sick animal 

when playing at the veterinary office.  

An interesting feature of language use in this episode is that Dariana not only is 

using a distinctly polite tone but also the formal style to address people, which in Spanish 

is used with any person one does not know well or to show respect. This formal register 

is also used by other children when enacting real life situations in which formally 

addressing others is appropriate (e.g. an exchange between a clerk and a customer).  

As this example illustrates, Dariana’s main focus is on exploring the social uses of 

written language (purpose-centered stance) rather than writing a message that others 

would understand (content-centered stance) or deciding on the format of the text 

(process-centered stance).  
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Shared Text Production Events for Dariana 

General Characteristics 

In the shared text production events that I observed in the Brown Bear classroom, 

participants were working together in constructing or interpreting meaning from a shared 

text. Shared text production involved a joint activity that occurred in collaboration with 

others (adults or peers.) In these types of texts in which Dariana participated, I identified 

three main characteristics. First, although the participants jointly assume the roles of 

author/audience, one of the participants usually functions as a leader, initiating or 

directing the activity. Second, shifting focus of conversation among the three aspects of 

literacy (content, processes and purposes) are frequent, as is also observed in individual 

text events. Third, the communicative strategies participants employ include more 

requests for joint action, requests for behavior and leading questions used by adults.  

The aim of these analyses is to gain a better understanding of children’s literacy 

learning in the Brown Bear classroom through a close observation of children’s 

interaction and use of language during child-adult and child-child exchanges in 

collaborative literacy activities. Like in the individual text production events, children’s 

focus on the content, process and purposes is illustrated through examples in which I 

analyze the following sociolinguistic factors: a) communicative strategies and roles taken 

by the participants, and b) sign systems. I discuss aspects of language use observed 

during shared text production events at the end of the section.  

The shared text production events are divided in two categories: peer interaction 

events and child-adult interaction events. For the first category, I present a selected 
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episode from an entire event for each of the three aspects of literacy (content, process, 

and purposes). For the second category, I analyze two whole events: A child-mother 

reading event and a child-teacher reading event. 

Peer Interaction in Shared Text Production Events 

I selected six examples to analyze aspects of peer interaction during shared 

construction or interpretation of texts. Instead of analyzing every example in its entirety, I 

present selected episodes only. The aim is to highlight each of the three aspects of 

literacy—content, processes, and purposes—through specific exchanges where a 

particular aspect dominated. In addition, I describe the communicative strategies, roles 

taken by the participants, sign systems involved, and patterns of language use. 

Example 2.1 “The Monkey Has a Loose Tooth”: Focusing on content in shared 

text production (Field Notes and Audio Transcription, 5/3/05).  

A feature I observed in shared texts production where the Dariana’s focus of 

attention is on the content is related to language play. In the following example, Dariana, 

Adalberto, and two of their peers are constructing individual visual texts as a response to 

the book Gorilla by Anthony Brown, during journal time. Dariana, Cecilia, Arizbette, 

Ismael and Adalberto are working at the same worktable. Parallel to their individual 

projects, children jointly construct a shared oral text that serves to amuse them while they 

are creating meaning from their drawn texts. 

Table 6 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Example 2.1 

Communicative 
Strategies 

Dariana as    Peers as 
Author         Co-authors 

Information statement     4                  4 
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Based on Table 6, in this peer-dominated shared text production event the 

communicative strategies that Dariana and her peers use are similar to the strategies 

observed in individual text production events. However, an increase in the use of 

information statements by children as co-authors is observed which reveals the 

collaborative nature of the activity.  

57) Dariana:  Hey, tiene colitas mi changuito. ((laughs)) 

   Hey, my little monkey has ponytails. 

58) Ceci:  ((laughs)) 

60) Dariana:  Tenemos cola de changuito. ((laughs)) 

   We have little monkey’s tails. 

61) Adalberto:  Tiene mucha pelusa.  

   It has a lot of fuzz. 

62) Dariana:  ((laughs)) 

63) Ceci:  ((laughs)) 

64) Dariana:  Tiene un diente suelto el chango. 

   He has a loose tooth. [the monkey] 

Evaluation statement     1                  - 

Information request     -                   - 

Summons     1                  - 

Clarification request     -                   - 

Confirmation statement     -                   - 

Total     6                  4 
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65) Ceci:  ((laughs)) 

66) Adalberto:  Ya se cayó un diente por el ojo. 

   A tooth already fell out through the eye. 

67) Dariana:  ((laughs)) Se le cayó un diente por el arete. ((laughs)) 

   [The monkey’s tooth] fell out through the earring. 

68) Ismael:  No, no porque una gorila esta muy fuerte, 

69)   y tiene y tiene muchos pelos. 

No, no because a gorilla is very strong, 

and it has it has a lot of hair. 

70) Dariana:  It’s not funny. 

Communicative strategies in example 2.1.  Dariana uses summons to grab the 

attention of her peers and then through an information statement (57), she describes a 

feature of the gorilla she is drawing (see Figure 21). This comment turns into a humorous 

language play in which all the children at the table, except for Ismael, engage. 

In line 64 Dariana is making a connection with a previous conversation she had 

with Ceci about having a loose tooth.  By using the verb “tenemos” (we have), she is 

involving the children at her worktable to join her in the exchange that was about to 

unfold.  Adalberto’s following information statement (line 66) seems to have been 

inspired by the book Parts by Tedd Arnold read in class on another day, in which the 

protagonist worries by imagining his body flying apart because he takes the meaning of 

sayings like “give him a hand” literally. Dariana responds with a similar statement (line 
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67), thus a shared language register emerges through which children are able to verbally 

express absurd things in a playful way.  

 
 

Figure 21. Dariana’s dictated story: “My 

gorilla would get my dad’s hat and rip it. 

My dad would be mad!” 

Figure 22. Adalberto's dictated story: “The 

gorilla is eating a banana.” 

 

As illustrated in the previous example, talk and interaction with others are part of 

most literacy events observed in the Brown Bear classroom. Similarly, Rowe’s (1994, 

p.183) study reports that, “These interactions served not only as a context for learning, 

but also as a means for learning.” Although Ms. Lewis had planned the event as an 

individual text production activity, social interaction is a means through which Dariana 

and her peers join in the shared construction of an oral text, parallel to the individual 

drawn texts that each child is producing. Also, their language style and communicative 
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strategies help them to maintain a co-operative interaction during the exchange; they all 

take a co-author role and through coordinated contributions they create a shared text.  

Sign systems in example 2.1.  In the production of texts—visual and oral in this 

example—the children’s interaction creates a flexible environment that allows them to 

bring personal experiences (e.g. a loose tooth) into school literacy activities. This 

environment also offers Dariana and her friends, opportunities to play with language and 

create meaningful texts that are relevant to their lives inside and outside of school. 

In this episode several contextual factors are conducive for the use of Spanish and 

the spontaneous development of a shared register for the literacy event (Rowe, 1994). It 

is a hybrid event that emerges during journal time. Ms. Lewis is not present at the 

moment when this event occurs and children are free to use a language other than 

English. Although the theme of the activity had been chose by Ms. Lewis, it facilitates 

that children make connections between their school and out-of-school experiences.  

Finally, the participants–two Spanish-dominant bilinguals, Dariana who is 

balanced bilingual, and Ismael who prefers to speak English in the classroom—are 

friends and they usually speak Spanish among themselves. Because the interaction is in 

Spanish, even Ismael–who usually speaks in English in the classroom—joins the game 

using Spanish. However, Dariana switches to English–the language she usually uses to 

address Ismael—to speak to him emphasizing that his participation does not fit well in 

their language play, as it is supposed to be “funny.” 

Example 2.2: Writing “Hippopotamus”: Demonstrating authoring processes 

during shared text production (Field notes, 5/3/05).  



  173 

I observed this event at the beginning of May, during free choice time. Dariana 

had finished her assigned work in her ABC book and she is allowed to engage in a free-

choice activity. She realizes that Arizbette, a Spanish-dominant bilingual, is having 

trouble finishing her work. She has to find a word that starts with the letter /h/ and copy it 

into her alphabet book. Dariana takes an ABC book (with English print) from the 

teacher’s shelf and browses through it until she finds the H’s page. She shows the page to 

Arizbette and starts to dictate letter-by-letter the word “hippopotamus” using the English 

sounds of each letter. 

When she sees that Arizbette is not able to follow her dictation, Dariana takes a 

white board and a dry-erase marker and writes the word as she says each letter out loud, 

this time using the English letter names instead of the letter sounds. This strategy does 

not seem to work either, and Dariana switches her dictation of English letter names to 

Spanish sounds until Arizbette is finally able to write the word using conventional 

spelling. When Arizbette is writing ‘hippopotamus’, she runs out of space after the letter 

/a/, and she continues the last three letters /m/, /u/, /s/ right below her writing, going from 

right to left: 

 H i p p o p o t a 

 s u m 

Sign systems in example 2.2.  Close analysis of this event reveals its process-

centered nature. Dariana’s goal is not to help her friend to produce a message through the 

medium of writing but instead to conventionally write the word she needs. In order to 
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accomplish this goal, Dariana uses her knowledge of the alphabetic principle in both 

Spanish and English, of how written letters relate to spoken sounds.  

In scaffolding Arizbette’s writing, Dariana tries to say out loud each of the letter 

sounds in the word “hippopotamus,” a writing strategy that Dariana’s mother uses at 

home when Dariana asks for her assistance in writing words. Dariana expands this 

strategy by modeling how to write the word, a strategy commonly used by their teachers 

in the classroom to draw children’s attention to the features of print. Dariana not only 

shows her what the word looks like, she also tries to mediate the task by saying out loud 

the letter names in English and then in Spanish.  

In short, Dariana’s knowledge of both languages is a helpful tool that aids her and 

Arizbette to solve the metalinguistic task of writing an English word (the only model they 

had available), using the Spanish sounds. Even though literacy in Spanish is not the focus 

of their classroom instruction, Dariana demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of the 

alphabetic principle in both Spanish and English and uses that knowledge as a resource 

for learning literacy in her interactions with others. This example is representative of 

many other occasions in which Dariana consistently makes use of her linguistic resources 

in both languages to assist others in understanding how the phonological system relates to 

print, as they encounter it in their bilingual community.  

Example 2.3: “Who’s This Letter”: Exploring the purposes of literacy during a 

shared text production event (Field Notes and Video Transcription, 11/18/04). 

It is the beginning of the school year and Dariana, Sofia and Arizbette are playing 

with large foam alphabet letters during free choice time. They are recreating a letter 
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recognition activity that I once saw Ms. Kelly (the teacher assistant) implementing to 

organize the children to go outside. In this activity, Ms. Kelly was hiding the letters and 

showing them one by one without saying or asking anything; the child whose name 

started with that letter had to say his or her name and then line up. Dariana and her 

friends appropriate this school literacy activity into their play. Sofia is hiding the letters 

and showing one at a time while asking, “Who’s this letter?” Dariana is quickly 

responding with the name of a classmate, whose name starts with that letter, sometimes 

handing that letter to its “owner” (see Figure 23).  

Example 2.3 illustrates a spontaneous event in which the children are engaged in a 

literacy activity for social and recreational purposes.  

1) Sofia: Lucy, watch this. 

2)  Ella es mi amiga.  

She is my friend. ((pointing to Dariana))  

3)  Who’s this letter? ((Holding the letter /C/)) 

4) Dariana: Cesar. 

5) Sofia: ¿Estas no son de nadie? No::o  

These are nobody’s [letters]? No::o ((trying to get the letter that Dariana 

was  twisting)) 

6) Dariana: ((gets the letter /T/)) Here is the /t/, the /t:::/ 

7) Sofia: Who’s this letter? ((Holding the letter /H/ sideways; then drops it)) 

8) Dariana: Ismael. 

9) Sofia: Who’s this letter? ((Holding the /V/ upside down, so it looks like an /a/)) 
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10)  Adalberto ==this is his letter 

11) Dariana:                   ==No, no así va mira. ((takes it away from Sofia and flips it  

   over)) 

                                   ==No, it goes like this, look. 

12) Sofia: ((takes the /V/ back from Dariana))  

Who’s this letter? 

  ((Brook was next to this group of girls, but was not participating in the  

game)) 

13) Brook: Hey that’s my letter. ((tries unsuccessfully to take the /V/ away from 

Sofia))  

14) Arizbette: ((gives her instead the letter /B/)) 

15) Sofia: Tú no juegas … dámela.  

You are not playing … give it to me ((taking the letter /B/ away from 

Brook)) 

I chose the previous example because of the insights it offers about the social uses 

of literacy that dominate in purpose-centered events. Another reason is the possibility to 

hypothesize about the way in which children use English and Spanish in the classroom, 

and for what purposes. This exchange illustrates how children at the Brown Bear 

classroom often use literacy that goes beyond school-related purposes. The literacy 

activity itself is not the primary goal but instead, literacy is used for personally and 

socially meaningful purposes, in this case as a medium for entertainment and to build 

social relationships.  
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However, as discussed earlier, shifting stances is commonly observed in many 

literacy activities at the Brown Bear classroom. In this event, although the children’s 

primary goal is not communicating a message, their attention shifts between building 

social relationships (a purpose-centered stance) and exploring features of print in the 

communicative event. In the sequence 9-11, Sofia is holding an inversed letter /V/ (see 

Figure 23) and says that it is Adalberto’s letter (i.e. the letter /A/). Then Dariana, who is 

able to differentiate the letter /V/ from /A/, rotates the letter and shows Sofia that in fact, 

that letter was not the letter /A/.   Furthermore, this episode shows that children’s 

exploration of the features of print is not only part of the instructional literacy activities 

of their classroom, but also part of the spontaneous activities that children themselves 

initiate. 

 

Figure 23. Dariana and her friends playing "Who’s this letter?" during free choice time. 

This example also illustrates how using English and Spanish responds to different 

purposes. In the game, it seems as if Sofia were imitating Ms. Kelly. Not only is she in 

charge of showing the letters, but she is also asking the question in English “Who’s this 

letter?” All her other utterances, either talking to herself or to others, including me, are in 
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Spanish. It seems that a teacher-like talk is more appropriate in English, whereas 

speaking in Spanish to other children makes her feel more comfortable. Dariana also 

shows the same pattern for language use. She first announces the letter /T/ in English and 

waits for Sofia or Arizbette to come up with a name that starts with that letter. However, 

when Dariana tries to convince Sofia that the letter /V/ that she is holding is up side 

down, she switches to Spanish. In both cases they are using each language differently. In 

sum, English, as the “official” language of the classroom, is used to recreate school 

literacy talk and Spanish, as the “unofficial” language, is used for interactions among 

children. 

Example 2.4 “You Have to Write Your Name and Your Number”: Exploring the 

purposes of literacy in dramatic play during a shared text production event (Field Notes, 

5/10/05). 

This event takes place on one occasion in which Dariana is playing with a friend 

at the drama center. The theme of their play is the store; Dariana takes on the role of the 

cashier. During their play, Dariana writes a check using a checkbook that is available at 

the drama center. I observe that besides writing her name on the recipient’s name line of 

the check, she had written “no” on the space provided for the date, some numbers after 

the $ sign and finally, a wavy line on the signature’s space at the right bottom of the 

check.  

I ask her about what she had written and she reads conventionally the word “no” 

written on the top of the check. At first, she seems reluctant to continue describing the 

check until I start to talk to her in Spanish. I ask her if she knows what her mom writes on 



  179 

it, and she says, “su nombre, su número, nombres y palabras” (her name, her number, 

names and words). Then I ask her if she would help me to write a check and she willingly 

starts telling me what to do step by step. She first dictates to me three letters using the 

English names for each letter; I write them down on my notebook but she repeats them 

one more time as if I had made a mistake. In fact, she had asked me to write the letter /e/ 

in English, but instead I wrote the letter /i/, which in Spanish has the same pronunciation 

as the long vowel sound for “ee” in English. After I fix it she reads the three letters as 

“egg.” Then she says, “Tienes que escribir tu nombre y tu número” (you have to write 

your name and your number) (see Figure 24). 

 

Figure 24. Dariana writing a check during dramatic play. 

As revealed in the previous example, engaging in imaginative play provides 

Dariana opportunities to explore the functions or purposes for using print and the form 

(ways in which print is organized, size, shape, etc.) of written language. While 

experiencing the functions of writing (i.e. writing a check) through enacting a real life 

situation, Dariana is attending to the format and features of this writing genre. She is 

aware that personal information such as one’s name and signature (for which she uses a 
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wavy line that represents cursive writing) needs to be included. She also knows that 

words and numbers are different and represent different things. Her dictation of a real 

word, “egg” leads me to hypothesize that she associates writing a check with paying for a 

particular item, therefore the name of the item needed to be included in the text of the 

check.  

This event also illustrates that literacy learning is a social process. Through 

observing the social uses of literacy in real life situations and interacting with others, 

Dariana is developing understandings about uses of written language that are functional 

in her everyday life. Even though the checkbook, as well as other writing props—

clipboards with scratch paper, pens and pencils—are available to the children at the 

drama center, there are no teacher’s demonstrations of how to use them. Recreating a real 

life setting (i.e. a store) through play provides Dariana the opportunity to use written 

language for authentic purposes, in this case a financial function. Dariana continues 

writing checks during dramatic play as part of the settings she often recreates (e.g. 

bookstore and grocery store) and using them in her pretend world of financial exchanges 

with her peers in the classroom.  

Child-Adult Interaction in Shared Text Production 

Two examples will serve to illustrate child-adult interactions. In these examples, 

Dariana spontaneously participates in reading storybooks with her mother and Ms. Lewis. 

Example 2.5 Child-mother storybook reading. 

The first example is a spontaneous literacy event that involves Dariana and her 

mother reading together the English version of The Very Busy Spider by Eric Carle. 
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Because of the long duration of the interaction, only specific pieces of the transcript of 

the entire literacy event will be used in the analysis. 

I will describe the event in terms of “text and context as well as in terms of what 

we think readers actually do” (Meek, 1988, p.5). The Very Busy Spider is a picture book 

that has sentence structures that are simple and repetitive, language patterns that young 

children might be familiar with, and engaging illustrations that closely match the text. 

The literacy event took place on a day when Dariana’s mother was volunteering in her 

classroom. It was free choice time and Dariana brought the book from the reading corner 

shelf. She asked her mother to read the book to her and they sat down on the carpet side 

by side. The mother was holding the book in her lap allowing Dariana to interact with it 

as she read the story.  

Table 7 summarizes the frequency of communicative strategies employed by the 

mother and the child during the reading interaction. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Example 2.5 

Communicative Strategies    Mother to                  Child to 
   Child                         Mother 

Imperative         1                             - 

Information statement         2                             10 
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Question with answer         1                             - 

Leading question         7                             - 

Tag question         1                             - 

Information request         1                             - 

Request for behavior         -                             4 

Summons         -                             1 

Request for joint action         5                             - 

Clarification request         2                             - 

Agreement statement         3                             3 

Spontaneous joint action         -                             7 

Response to a request for joint action         -                             5 

Paraphrasing statement         3                             1 

Correct sayings of printed words         3                             - 

Totals        29                           31 
 

Overall, I identity three main interaction patterns when examining Table 7 that 

summarizes the mother’s and the child’s exchanges during the reading event. One pattern 

is that the exchange is highly interactive; there is a considerable amount of talk and thus 

communicative strategies and a coordinated reading interaction taking place. Describing 

the event as an exchange is important because it emphasizes the bi-directionality of the 

participation in which both of them are consistently taking turns to read and talk in an 

alternating sequence throughout the entire event. Another pattern is the collaboration 

structure that mother and child establish as the event develops. A third pattern indicated 

in Table 7 is the differences in the communicative strategies used by the mother and the 
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child, which define their participation roles in the expert-learner interaction structure that 

developed.  

Communicative strategies in Example 2.5.  The analysis of the communicative 

strategies used during the reading event indicate a tendency of the mother to initiate the 

talk and guide the interaction mainly by using different types of questions and signaling 

requests for joint action in a consistent fashion. Only the mother uses questions—leading 

question, question with answer and tag question—to which Dariana responds with 

informative statements (based on her knowledge of the story). Using questions is a 

successful way to involve Dariana in the reading event. The following excerpt shows how 

Dariana’s mother sets up an interactive routine by using a leading question (4):  

1) Mother: ((reading)) “Early one morning the wind blew a spider across the field.  

2)        A thin, silky thread trailed from her body. The spider landed on a fence 

3)   post near a farm yard…” 

4)  What is she making? 

5) Dariana: A web. 

Later, she transforms the question format into a request for joint action, leading to 

a more dynamic and fluid interaction, as observed in the following segment of the 

transcript: 

16) M, D: ((Mother is reading. Dariana is looking at the pictures))  

“Moo! Moo!” ((said in unison)) 

17) Mother: ((reading)) “said the cow. Want to eat some”…  

What do you call this? 
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18) Dariana: Um… zacagrass, grass. 

19) Mother: Zacagrass, ((continued reading)) “The spider didn’t answer. She was very  

busy spinning her”… 

20) Dariana: “WEB.” ((same exaggerated rising intonation as before)) 

21) M, D:  ((Mother is reading. Dariana is looking at the pictures)) “Baa!, Baa!” 

((said in unison)) 

22) Mother: ((continued reading))“Bleated the sheep. Want to run in the meadow?” 

  “The spider didn’t answer. She was very busy spinning her”.. 

23) M, D: “WEB.” 

24) Mother: ((continued reading)) “Maa! Maa! said the goat. Want to jump on the 

   rocks?” “The spider didn’t answer. She was very busy spinning her”.. 

25) Dariana: “WEB.” 

As this excerpt illustrates, the exchanges start to be finely tuned in the sequential 

organization of turn taking (Schegloff, 1984); that is, precisely placed after each other’s 

exchanges.  This orchestrated interaction maintained the flow of the reading interaction, 

avoiding silences or gaps in their joint reading.  

The episode also conveys the collaborative nature of the interaction in which a bi-

directional invitation/participation structure between mother and child is established. As 

discussed previously, Dariana’s mother initiates most of her exchanges through 

invitations in the form of questions or requests for joint action. However, Dariana takes 

an active role as demonstrated by her spontaneous joint reading (see lines 16, 21, 23), and 
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requests for behavior—a communicative strategy only employed by her, even though she 

is interacting with a more experienced reader.  

Aspects of literacy in example 2.5.  The analysis of the frequencies of the 

communicative strategies used by Dariana and her mother in this activity indicates that 

content and processes are the two aspects of literacy that dominate most of the event.  

However, reading for pleasure could also have been Dariana’s main purpose, especially 

because reading with her mother is an activity that she enjoys doing at home. Again, a 

shifting of stances between the three aspects of literacy—content, processes, and 

purposes—is observed throughout the entire event. 

A close analysis of the mother-child exchanges in this reading event shows that 

Dariana had a conception of the nature and flow of the interaction before it began to 

unfold. Story time is an established routine at home and her mother had read this 

particular book to her before. Children who are read to more easily learn the rules for 

“how things work” in reading (Meek, 1988). When they know “how the story goes,” they 

bring the words to the page when they read for themselves, as Dariana demonstrates in 

the excerpt that follows. Once she is familiar with the story, she spontaneously joins her 

mother in reading. The more the story develops the more confident Dariana looks to take 

an active role during the reading event. “I want to say it,” says Dariana at one point, 

requesting her mother to let her read the entire page on her own.  

26) Dariana: ((Looking at the picture of a pig)) “Oink, oink” 

27) Mother: ((reading)) “grunted the pig. Want to roll in the ==mud?” 

28) Dariana: ((joining her mother))                                    ==”mud?” 
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  “He didn’t answered, he was busy spinning his WEB.” 

29) Mother: ((reading))“Woof! Woof barked the dog” 

30) Dariana: ((looking at the picture of the dog)) I want to say it. ((looking at her 

 mother, and then looking down to the book)) 

31) Mother: Okay. 

32) Dariana: ((turned the page))  

(Unintelligible) “said the cat/ he didn’t answer/ he was busy…”  

((Looked at her mother)) 

33) Mother: “Spinning…” 

34) Dariana: “His WEB.” 

35) Mother: Her web. What does the cat say? 

36) Dariana: ((looking at the picture of the cat)) “Meow! Meow!” 

Meek (1988, p.21) also emphasizes that “texts teach how they are to be read” and 

children quickly learn the rules for how reading works. In the previous excerpt, it is 

evident that Dariana had learned how to read that particular book. In this spontaneous 

literacy event Dariana is exhibiting knowledge base about reading such as book handling 

and page turning (one page turning at a time); directionality of written language; 

understanding of the function of print and images in a book as she uses the pictures to tell 

the story; and story structure, that is, she knows how a story goes in a book. 

She also knows how dialogue works in narratives (see lines 16, 21, 26) and is 

applying this knowledge to develop writing competencies. The example of her journal 
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entry where she writes “XO” inside a speech balloon in the drawing of her mom to 

indicate that “her laughter is coming out,” serves as evidence. 

The communicative strategies that characterize Dariana’s mother’s participation 

in the event—leading questions and requests for joint action—indicate two possibilities. 

On one hand, they reveal her tendency to control the direction of the interaction, which 

according to Cook-Gumperz and Corsaro (1977) is the “nature of adult speech to young 

children” (p.431). On the other hand, she uses this language style to cue Dariana to focus 

on the story and join her in parts that appear repeatedly throughout the book. These 

strategies helped to maintain a focus on the content of the story as the following excerpt 

illustrates. 

46) Dariana:  “Quak, quak.” 

47) Mother:  ((reading)) “called the duck. Want to go for a swim?” 

         The spider”… 

48) M, D:  ((Mother waited till Dariana joined her)) “didn’t answer” 

49) Mother: “she had now finished her”… 

50) Dariana: “WEB.” 

51) Mother: What do you think she’s going to do with her web? 

52) Dariana: She’s going to fall asleep. 

53) Mother: Go to sleep. 

Dariana and her mother also engage in process-centered talk at different points 

during the event. At one instance it is Dariana who cues her mother to pay attention to a 

feature of communication. Demonstrating her awareness of the use of voice inflections 
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during reading, she requests her mother to make a “poquita (little) voice” and then uses 

rising intonation at the end of her utterance. 

11) Dariana: Mami cuando ya cuando ya hagas una poquita voice y es el (      ) 

  Mummy when you make a little voice and it is (      )  

12) Mother: Um hum. 

13) Dariana: Dices, she was busy doing his web. ((again with exaggerated rising  

  intonation)) 

  You say  

In the following two episodes, Dariana’s mother attempts to teach her technical 

concepts about written language, such as pronouns and English vocabulary, which is 

somewhat of a demonstration of a school influence on her reading practices.  

32) Dariana: ((she turned the page))  

(Unintelligible) “said the cat. He didn’t answer, He was busy…”  

((Looked at her mother)) 

33) Mother: “Spinning…” 

34) Dariana: “His WEB.” 

35) Mother: Her web. What does the cat say? 

36) Dariana: ((looking at the picture of the cat)) “Meow! Meow!” 

37) Mother: ((reading)) “cried the cat. Want to take a ==nap?” 

38) Dariana:  ((joining her mother))                    ==”nap?”= 

39) Mother: =((reading)) “The spider ==didn’t answer” 

40) Dariana:                                           ==”didn’t answer”= 
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41) Dariana: =he= 

42) Mother: =she= 

43) M, D: ((M is reading, A is looking at the picture))  

=“was busy spinning her web”  

44) Mother: Her web. 

45) Dariana: Her web. 

^^^ 

54) Dariana: Look it, touch it. ((touching the web that is embossed on the page)) 

55) Mother: How does it feel? ((passing her hand on the embossed web on the page)) 

56) Dariana: Warm. ((also touches the web)) 

57) Mother: Warm? 

58) Mother: Rough? 

59) Dariana: Yeah. 

60) Mother: This is smooth. ((touching the next page that didn’t have the embossed 

design)) 

At lines 34-35, 41-42, 44-45, Dariana’s mother insists in correcting Dariana’s 

substitutions of “his” for “her” and “he” for “she.” She does not explicate the 

grammatical mismatch but simply corrects it. Dariana seems to have initially assigned a 

male gender to the spider; therefore, she uses appropriately the pronoun “he” and her 

sentences are syntactically correct. Despite her mother’s efforts to correct her 

substitutions, which for her made sense, Dariana is paying attention to more salient 

features of the language structure, such as the repetitive sentences. 
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Overall, the analysis of the reading interaction patterns during this reading event 

shows that the interaction flowed within a general sequence of phases based on “shared 

conventionalized expectations” (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977). Four phases are 

identified within the flow of interaction: 1) the initiation of the reading event, 2) the 

allocation of roles as ‘teller’ and ‘listener’, 3) the telling of the story accompanied by the 

exchanges of the participants, and 4) the closure of the event. 

To summarize, the different episodes from the storybook reading activity 

presented here illustrate how Dariana and her mother employ different communicative 

strategies to maintain a co-operative interaction during the book reading event. These 

strategies encourage demonstrations of the content, processes and purposes of the literacy 

event. Therefore, they use specific styles of talk to cue each other. Dariana’s mother uses 

requests for joint action and leading questions, and Dariana not only responds promptly 

to those requests and questions but also takes the initiative to spontaneously join her 

mother showing that she is learning the oral reading participation style.  

Language use in example 2.5.  The main patterns of language use observed 

throughout the reading event are examined here. A first pattern is the alternated use of 

English and Spanish, as demonstrated in the following excerpt: 

6) Mother: ((reading)) “and begun to spin a web with her silky thread.” 

7)  “Neigh! Neigh!” said the horse. Want to go for a ride?” 

8)  The spider didn’t answer. She was very busy spinning her web.” 

9) Dariana: Sewing his WEB. ((Exaggerated rising intonation when saying “Web”)) 

10) Mother: Spinning her web. 
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11) Dariana:  Mami cuando ya cuando ya hagas una poquita voice y es el (      ) 

  Mummy when you make a little voice and it is (      )  

12) Mother: Uh huh. 

13) Dariana: Dices, she was busy doing his WEB. ((exaggerated rising intonation))  

You say 

At the beginning of the interaction, Dariana and her mother are speaking in 

English. After her mother reads the first page, Dariana tries to modify the way in which 

her mother reads “spinning her web,” which later becomes a repetitive phrase in the story. 

Dariana substitutes “sewing” for “spinning” and for “doing” and uses an exaggerated 

rising intonation when saying “web,” but her mother ignores those attempts and repeats 

the printed words. To get her mother’s attention, Dariana switches to Spanish and 

explicitly makes a request that she modifies her behavior and reads that phrase in a 

certain way (“making a little voice”). This part of the reading interaction reveals a way of 

using language that goes beyond school-like reading behavior. It shows a kind of 

discourse tradition that both mother and child drew upon “to create [a] more intimate, 

more particular world that captures some aspect of the experiences [they] shared” 

(Dyson, 1993, p.11). I see this as an attempt by Dariana to create a home-like 

environment where she could share her enjoyment of reading with her mom. Returning to 

Spanish, the language they feel most comfortable with, is a sign of their shared cultural 

identity, which permits the alternated use of two languages.  
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The use of both languages—alternately or separately—permeates the entire 

literacy event for different functions. The following interaction happened after Dariana 

and her mother had finished reading the book.  

72) Mother: ¿Por qué no jugo con los animales? ((looking at Dariana)) 

  Why didn’t she play with the animals? 

          Por que no…espérate. ¿Por qué no jugo el spider con los animals? 

  Why not?…hold on. Why did the spider not play with the animals? 

73) Dariana: Porque estaba haciendo su… spinning his web. 

  Because it was doing its…  

74) Mother: His web, uh huh, ya lo vas a guardar? 

        Are you going to put it away? 

This interaction illustrates Dariana’s communicative competence in Spanish and 

English. Her utterance in line 73, “porque estaba haciendo su… spinning his web”, 

allows me to hypothesize about her ability to pull out words from her lexical repertoire in 

the two languages when speaking in a context where the use of both languages is 

accepted.  

This pragmatic feature of Dariana’s use of language shed light on her ability to 

code-switch, defined by Gumperz (1982, p.59 in Zentella, 1997)) as “the juxtaposition 

within the same speech exchange of passages belonging to two different grammatical 

systems or subsystems”.  Code-switching (CS) is considered by many sociolinguistics 

and psycholinguistics an important feature of bilingualism (Grosjean, 1982; Zentella, 

1997; I. Reyes, 2004). CS is certainly a sign of Dariana’s development as a bilingual 
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speaker functioning in a community in which a bilingual mode of speaking is the norm.  

This event also shows how literacy learning for bilinguals is mediated through the use of 

two languages. In their conversation in Spanish about an English text, Dariana and her 

mother used their linguistic competencies in two codes as resources for the co-

construction of meaning (Moll, et al., 2001).  

Example 2.6: Child-teacher storybook reading. 

This event takes place early in the year during free choice time. Dariana is able to 

get Ms. Lewis’s attention by telling her that she is reading names (see example 1.5). After 

demonstrating her ability to identify other people’s names, Dariana receives a 

compliment from Ms. Lewis and then an invitation to read a book together, to which 

Dariana agrees happily.  

I categorized this reading event as spontaneous because rather than being planned 

as an instructional lesson, it emerged from Dariana’s previous initiated reading 

engagement. Additionally, Dariana took the lead for most of the interaction. The event 

consisted of Dariana reading Chicka Chicka Boom Boom, by Bill Martin Jr. and John 

Archambault, to Ms. Lewis. Dariana chose this book from Ms. Lewis’ big books 

collection. Chicka Chicka Boom Boom is a rhyming, rhythmic alphabet book, with some 

repetitive language patterns that Dariana knew well, as demonstrated by her sing-songy 

rendition. The illustrations of lowercase alphabet letters in bright and bold colors by Lois 

Elhert are engaging and closely match the story. 
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Figure 25. Dariana reading Chicka Chicka 

Boom Boom with Ms. Lewis during free 

choice time. 

Figure 26. Dariana and Adalberto 

identifying the letters of other children in 

the classroom. 

 

The analysis of this event includes the same four components examined in the 

child-mother reading event: a) sign systems, b) reading interaction patterns and 

communicative strategies, c) aspects of literacy, and d) language use. 

Table 8 summarizes the frequency of communicative strategies employed by the 

teacher and the child during the reading interaction. 

 

 

 

 

Table 8 Frequency of the Communicative Strategies Used in Child-Teacher Reading 

Interaction in Example 2.6 

Communicative Strategies Teacher to Child       Child to Teacher 



  195 

Imperative         3                             - 

Informative statement         -                             8 

Suggestion         2                             - 

Evaluation         4                             - 

Leading question         4                             - 

Tag question         1                             - 

Information request         5                             - 

Request for behavior         -                              - 

Request for evaluation         1                             - 

Clarification request         1                             - 

Exclamation         3                             - 

Confirmation statement         2                             3 

Agreement statement         -                              1 

Thanks         1                             - 

Totals        27                           12 
 

In an overall inspection of Table 8 I identify interactional patterns that differ from 

the ones observed in the child-mother reading exchange. First, although it is also a one-

to-one interaction that occurs during free choice time, the exchange involves role reversal 

(i.e. Dariana was the reader and not the audience), thus it leads to a different interactional 

structure. Dariana assumes the role of an expert reader, performing her task confidently 

and authoritatively. Here, the interaction does not have the dynamic and coordinated 

exchanges of the child-mother event. Most of Dariana’s contributions focus on telling the 

story based on the illustrations and alphabet letters as they appear on every page. In some 
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sections of the interaction, Dariana takes long turns and usually there are no interruptions 

or overlaps. 

Another general pattern observed in Table 8 is that despite Dariana’s leading role, 

she only uses a couple of the communicative strategies: information statements and 

confirmations. Ms. Lewis, in contrast, uses a wider variety of communicative strategies to 

request information and offer evaluative statements. Many of Dariana’s turns in the 

conversation are responses to Ms. Lewis requests for information and leading questions, 

which according to Rowe (1994) and Cook-Gumperz and Corsaro (1977) are styles of 

talk more commonly used by adults in their interactions with children.  

Aspects of literacy in example 2.6.  Analyses of the reading interaction patterns 

observed during the event indicate that most of Dariana’s contributions are mostly 

focused on the content, that is, on telling the story in a coherent way according to “shared 

conventionalized expectations” of oral reading. Using the illustrations to tell the story is 

an expected behavior for children in the Brown Bear classroom. Also, knowledge of story 

structure—beginning, middle, and ending—is one aspect that Ms. Lewis emphasizes in 

her literacy instruction. Dariana knew both aspects well, as demonstrated by her actions 

and the way she reconstructs the story. Additionally, it is evident that Dariana has learned 

some of the patterned language phrases of the book and incorporates them throughout the 

telling of the story. It is also evident that she has learned the routine of oral reading as she 

has experienced it at home and in her classroom. Ms. Lewis’ interventions are, on the 

other hand, most of the time process-centered, specifically on letter identification. She 

finds “teachable moments” in which she reinforces one of the ECE standards—letter 
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identification—through a familiar activity that they have been doing during the year (i.e. 

identifying the letters of other children’s names). The following episode illustrates how 

Ms. Lewis initiates a process-centered exchange after Dariana has read the title page, 

“Chicka Chicka Boom Boom”: 

18) Ms Lewis:  Oka~y, do you recognize that letter right there?  

19)   ((pointing to the letter /B/ in the word "Boom")) 

20) Dariana:  Brook, Brenda ((pointing to each /B/ in "Boom Boom”))  

21) Ms Lewis:  Yeah! It's a “bee” for your friends! 

22) Dariana:  ((points to the /C/ in "chicka")) 

23) Ms Lewis:  Who is that for? 

At another instance, Dariana exhibits an assertive behavior through a 

confirmation statement (210) that responds to Ms. Lewis’ questions about the letter /P/ 

(202, 206-208). 

194) Dariana:  Here comes eye, ((pointing to the letter /p/ which had the inside of  

194)   the circle colored in black))  

195)   ((laughing)) it has an eye black.  

196)   ((looking at Ms. L while covering her left eye with her finger  

197)   and laughing again)) 

200) Ms Lewis: It has a black eye? 

201) Dariana:  Uh-huh. ((turns to the next page)) 

202) Ms Lewis: What letter is that? ((pointing to the /p/)) 

203) Dariana:  ((returns to the previous page)) A /o:/ 
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204) Ms Lewis: Oh, with his black== 

205) Dariana:          ==or zero the hero! 

206) Ms Lewis: Look at it again, is that an /o/? ((passing her finger around the 

207)   shape of the circle on the letter /p/, which is colored in black))  

208) And has a line on the side? ((passing her finger over the line of the 

/p/)) 

209) Dariana:  ((pointing to the black circle inside the letter /p/))  

210)    But this is the /o/ ((looks at Ms Lewis)) 

211) Ms Lewis: Oh! That is an /o/ you are right. ((pointing to the black circle)) 

As described earlier, Dariana’s focus of attention throughout the event remains on 

developing the story. Her actions and comments are related to the storyline as it is 

illustrated in the following episode.   

148) Dariana: ((This page has the lowercase letters /w/ /x/ /y/, /z/ on the left 

149) page. There are two lines in the text of both left and right pages)) 

150) Here comes W ((running her finger over the first line in the left 

side text))  

151)   here comes… X. ((looking at the letter /x/ then  

152)   passing her finger over the second line of the text))  

153)   Here comes…/Y/,  

154)   here comes…/Y/, ((passing her finger over the first line of the 

155)   right side text while saying /y/))  

156)   and here comes /Z/. ((looking at the letter /z/ then passing her  
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157)   finger over the last line of the right side text)) 

158)   I will meet you up in the coconut tree. ((passing her hand over the  

159)   illustration of the coconut tree going from the trunk to the top))  

160)   Chicka chicka boom boom, will there be enough room? 

161)   ((reads while turning to the following page)) 

162)    ((This page has the entire lowercase alphabet illustrated  

163)   under the trunk of the coconut tree)) 

164)   Wa wa wa, mwa mwa mwa mwa mwah, 

165) ((pointing to the first line of the left side text, then scratches her 

eyes)) 

166)   Mwe mwe mweh, wa wa wa wa wah. ((laughs)) 

167)   He’s crying.  

As seen in this episode, Dariana uses both linguistic and paralinguistic cues to 

enhance the meaning she was trying to convey. These cues comprise a reading register, 

intonation, voice inflections, and gestures, including her strategy of using her index 

finger in a recognizable effort to match her speech to the length of the written words as 

she is telling the story. 

Language use in example 2.6.  Dariana’s language choice in the previous example 

responds to the socio-cultural characteristics of her classroom, in which English is used 

for most of the interactions with teachers and Spanish among peers. The reading event 

being analyzed here reflects the characteristics of the situation experienced in Dariana’s 

classroom. Contrary to the alternated use of both languages observed throughout the 
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reading exchange with her mother, Dariana addresses Ms. Lewis all the time in English 

except for a few word borrowings from Spanish. At one moment of the reading 

interaction, Adalberto joins them briefly. When that happens, Dariana effortlessly 

switches to Spanish to address him and returns to English to speak to Ms. Lewis.  

Summarizing, analysis of the interaction patterns and communicative strategies 

used during this child-teacher reading event indicate that some differences existed 

between adult and child roles when compared to the child-mother interaction. Most of 

them derive from the fact that Dariana takes a different role in each event. Although 

Dariana initiates both events and they occur in the classroom during free choice time, it 

seems that she responds differently to the “conventionalized expectations” she perceives 

in reading with her mother and reading with her teacher. 

In the reading interaction with her mom, Dariana has her mother reading the book 

to her, as it usually happens at home. The event is highly interactive; Dariana and her 

mother are consistently taking turns to read and talk in an alternating sequence. She joins 

her mother in response to her requests for joint action and leading questions; she also 

demonstrates initiative by spontaneously reading the parts of the story that she knows. 

Also, only Dariana’s mother uses requests for joint action and leading questions and only 

Dariana uses requests for behavior and summons. 

In the reading activity with Ms. Lewis, Dariana takes the lead; she is in charge of 

reading the book. In this event there is less talk and less turn taking; also, Dariana takes 

long turns as she is telling the story and there are few interruptions or overlaps. Ms. 

Lewis uses a larger variety of communicative strategies (requests for information, leading 
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questions and evaluations had the highest frequency) and these strategies are for the most 

part process-centered. 

Language Use and Literacy 

Dariana’s observable communicative competence in both Spanish and English 

defines her as bilingual. According to Grosjean (1989), a bilingual person is someone 

who can function in each language according to the speaker and the situation. Early 

childhood bilingualism research suggests that the acquisition of rules for language choice 

and language differentiation appear to be well established before children are five years 

old (McLaughlin, 1984; Garcia, 1983). When Dariana entered preschool, her bilingual 

skills were already evident and recognized by her mother and teacher. 

Dariana’s bilingual communicative competence is observed in her interactions 

with peers and adults across the literacy events in which she participates during the study. 

Example 1.1 illustrates her ability to use English and Spanish alternately according to her 

addressee and the context of situation. In that example, she uses English to talk to Ismael 

because that was the language in which he addressed her. Then she switches to Spanish 

with ease to communicate with me not only because she identifies me as a native 

Spanish-speaker but also because that language allows her to better recreate an 

experience with a relative that actually happened in Spanish.  

In the shared text event with her mother (example 2.4), Dariana uses words from 

her lexical repertoire in the two languages to construct and communicate meaning out of 

the book, showing a blend of languages always accessible to her (Whitmore & Crowell, 

1994). This example illustrates the richness and enhanced communicative abilities 
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available to the bilingual individual (Jimenez, 2003). This pragmatic feature of Dariana’s 

use of language also reveals her ability to code switch or alternate between languages  

(Zentella, 1997; I. Reyes, 2004), an important sign of development as a bilingual speaker 

functioning in a community in which a bilingual mode of speaking is accepted.   

Dariana’s effortless movement from Spanish to English and from English to 

Spanish according to the addressee and the context of situation reveals the complexity of 

her accomplishment, the simultaneous development of two distinct linguistic systems 

(Zentella, 1997; I. Reyes, 2001). Even more remarkable than her oral fluency is her 

ability to participate in literacy events making use of her knowledge of the graphophonic 

systems of the two languages for her own communicative purposes and without formal 

literacy instruction in her first language.  

Dariana, as most of the children in her classroom, uses her linguistic resources in 

her first language to monitor her work and the work of others in instructional tasks for 

which English was the language of instruction. As illustrated throughout the different 

examples presented in this case study, in her interactions with Spanish-dominant bilingual 

children during composing activities Dariana uses mostly Spanish to self-direct her work 

and to communicate the meanings of her texts. Although in some of these interactions 

Dariana demonstrates the ability to manipulate the graphophonic system of Spanish (e.g. 

sound-symbol connections), she does not engage in reading and writing activities in that 

language.  

In her interactions with the teachers and English-dominant peers, she uses mostly 

English. In contrast to her use of Spanish during literacy activities, Dariana’s spontaneous 
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use of invented reading to interpret English texts (examples 2.4 and 2.5) reveals the 

influence from the English literacy instruction she was receiving in the classroom and in 

the home. While both Spanish and English function as self-directive and representational 

tools that are mediating her construction and interpretation of meaning, in her 

explorations of written language within school and home literacy practices she is not 

exploiting these linguistic resources, thus her potential for biliteracy is not nurtured.  

Summary of Dariana’s Case Study 

In this chapter, I present the findings from the second level of analysis, which 

respond to the question of how Dariana integrates her home language and meaning-

making practices to the instructional literacy practices that she experiences in the 

classroom. I describe Dariana’s participation in what I termed “spontaneous” (child-

initiated events) and “hybrid” literacy events (convergence of instructional and 

spontaneous events where direct teacher’s guidance was minimum). Using revealing 

examples of Dariana’s composing and interpreting efforts, I illustrate the multiple ways in 

which she explores the symbolic potential of various literacies and how she uses them to 

fit her purposes. I also provide detailed descriptions of Dariana’s interactions with peers 

and adults during text production and the communicative strategies she employs as she 

actively takes author, co-author, and audience roles. Some of the examples illustrate that 

Dariana often is a mediator for other children’s literacy learning. Moreover, I describe 

how Dariana uses language and pulls from both of her linguistic and cultural repertoires 

to produce or interpret multimodal texts.  
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A look at Dariana’s participation in school literacy practices and more specifically 

in spontaneous and hybrid literacy events helps to illuminate five essential aspects of 

literacy learning observed throughout the study: 1) participation patterns during 

composing activities, 2) roles taken by the participants, 3) attention to multidimensional 

aspects of literacy, 4) multiple sign systems involved, and 5) language use. Describing 

these aspects shows the complexity of language and literacy learning and the role of 

social interaction in the process of learning how to mean in specific contexts.  

Participation Patterns: Individual and Shared Text Production 

Analysis of Dariana’s engagement in school literacy practices indicates two main 

types of participation patterns: individual and shared text production. The interaction with 

peers and adults in individual and shared text production events mediated Dariana’s 

language and literacy learning in different ways. During individual text production with 

peers, Dariana’s conversation and interaction are mostly text-related.  The specific ways 

in which Dariana and her peers explore and negotiate the construction and interpretation 

of their texts is described in the “aspects of literacy” section in this chapter. Although 

most of Dariana’s talk is text-related, there are occasions when the main focus of her 

interactions is on building social relationships (see example 1.3). In addition, analysis of 

Dariana’s interaction with adults during individual text production shows that adults’ 

recognition and reassurance encourage her participation in print literacy events (examples 

1.1B and 1.5).  

Shared text production events are observed in situations where Dariana creates 

spaces for joint activity with both peers and adults. As illustrated in examples 2.1 through 
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2.4, the collaborative nature of these types of events is demonstrated by the roles that 

children take as co-authors. Analysis of Dariana’s participation in shared text production 

events with adults (examples 2.5 and 2.6 respectively) indicates a different collaborative 

structure.  

Overall, the differences seem to respond to Dariana’s awareness of the 

“conventionalized expectations” (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977) that she perceives in 

reading with her mother and in reading with Ms. Lewis. However, both events provide 

evidence of what she can do, what she has discovered about reading and writing and the 

aspects of literacy that were socially learned. Particularly, they demonstrate her 

knowledge of how oral reading routines work at home and in the classroom and 

therefore, her ability to adapt her literacy behaviors to the characteristics of the context of 

situation (roles, expectations, and values).  

Multidimensional Aspects of Literacy: Content, Processes, and Purposes 

Another characteristic observed across the examples described in Dariana’s case 

study is that the production or interpretation of texts is accomplished through the 

negotiation of the content, processes and purposes of her texts with peers and adults. 

Dariana’s literacy efforts concentrate on communicating meaning as well as interpreting 

the meanings of others’ texts (see examples 1.1A and1.2); attending to specific literacy 

processes and features of print (examples 1.4 and 1.1B), and exploring the social uses of 

literacy (examples 1.4 and 1.6).  

In her composing activities through interaction with others, Dariana expands the 

process-centered stance that is emphasized in most of the teacher-guided literacy 
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engagements. In her efforts to represent meaning and interpret other authors’ texts, 

Dariana focuses not only on the literacy processes involved but also on the message to be 

communicated and in the social uses of literacy, which facilitates that she makes 

connections between her home and school literacy experiences. 

Although these aspects of literacy—content, processes, and purposes—are always 

present in Dariana’s composing activities, she pays special attention to each one of them 

at different points in the event. Dariana’s explorations of the symbolic potential of print 

as well as of other sign systems occur through shifting stances between the content, 

processes and purposes of her text production or interpretation activity. This finding 

shows Dariana’s awareness of the multidimensional nature of literacy (Kress, 1997; 

Rowe, 1994). 

Communicative Strategies and Dariana’s Roles During Composing Activities 

Dariana’s interaction with peers and adults during composing activities show that 

they alternate between the roles of author and audience in order to communicate and 

interpret the meanings of their texts. As author, Dariana creates texts that are intentional 

acts of communication (Harste, et al., 1984; Rowe, 1994). Similarly, as audience, she 

expects that others’ texts also make sense. Therefore, she negotiates the meanings of her 

own texts and the texts of others by making questions, comments, evaluations, and 

offering demonstrations.   

During individual text production events, Dariana, as author, uses mostly 

information statements to self-monitor her work and to inform others about her plans and 

her progress. She also uses summons to direct others’ attention toward her efforts. As 
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audience, Dariana uses questions and made evaluations of other authors’ work, which not 

always are positive.  

In contrast, a wider variety of communicative strategies used by the adults, 

including myself, is observed in individual interactions with children. Analysis across 

individual text production events indicates that the adult audience tended to use 

clarification requests and leading questions. Requests for behavior were also commonly 

used by teachers in the classroom, which show the asymmetrical relationship and power 

relations that characterized child-adult interaction.  

In peer interaction events during shared text production activities, Dariana’s 

communicative strategies help her to maintain a co-operative interaction during the 

exchanges. Dariana and her peers take a co-author role and through coordinated 

contributions they create shared texts.  

The differences observed in the communicative strategies used by Dariana with 

her mother and with Ms. Lewis during shared text production events show the impact of 

their relationship in Dariana’s understandings and uses of literacy. In the child-mother 

reading event, Dariana’s mother initiates most of her exchanges through invitations in the 

form of questions or requests for joint action. These strategies help to maintain the 

collaborative interaction that characterizes the exchange and to create an intimate 

atmosphere that resembled their interaction at home. In the child-teacher event presented, 

Ms. Lewis mostly uses communicative strategies to request information and offer 

evaluative statements. Therefore, many of Dariana’s turns in the conversation are 

responses to Ms. Lewis’ requests for information and leading questions. 
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Multiple Sign Systems 

Dariana’s uses of various semiotic modes of expression and interpretation to 

produce multimodal texts (spoken, sung, drawn, written, performed) are observed 

throughout her meaning-making activities in the classroom. In her efforts to make and 

communicate meaning, Dariana creates spaces within the instructional literacy practices 

in which she and her peers freely explore and combine multiple sign systems.  

Dariana’s knowledge of and interest in written language is remarkable across the 

examples presented. Throughout the preschool year, her language and literacy knowledge 

were instrumental not only in constructing and interpreting meaning but also in building 

friendships. Also remarkable is Dariana’s use of her linguistic resources in both 

languages to assist others in understanding how these phonological systems relate to print 

(see examples 2.2 and 2.3). 

Playing at the housekeeping area gave Dariana the motivation to use available 

objects as representations of her intended objects. It provided Dariana and her peers with 

opportunities to combine multiple sign systems to represent and communicate meaning. 

Additionally, in this classroom area, Dariana created opportunities to experience writing 

(e.g. writing checks, messages, reports of sick animals) for authentic purposes. While 

enacting real life situations, she was not only paying attention to the writing process and 

features of print but also to its uses as she observes and experiences them at home and in 

the community.  

Language Use and Literacy 
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Dariana’s communicative competence in Spanish and English according to the 

context and to the addressee as well as her ability to use her linguistic resources in both 

languages to interpret, communicate and co-construct meaning with others are evident 

throughout her interactions with peers and adults. Her bilingual communicative 

competence allowed her to fully participate in the school literacy practices. Furthermore, 

she expanded her knowledge about the uses of written language and she used her 

linguistic resources to assist others in solving literacy-related problems that were 

meaningful to them.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE CASE STUDY OF ADALBERTO 

Findings from Analysis Level II 

The case study of Adalberto provides answers to the third research question that 

guided my dissertation research. I examine how Adalberto integrates his home language 

and meaning-making practices into the school literacy practices in which he participated 

during the study. I describe Adalberto’s participation in spontaneous and hybrid literacy 

events through an in-depth analysis of selected examples. Adalberto’s case study includes 

two main sections: Individual text production and shared text production events. For each 

section, I describe the general characteristics of each type of event. Then, I present a 

micro-sociolinguistic analysis of brief episodes from whole events. Lastly, I discuss 

Adalberto’s language use in relation to his literacy learning across the different events 

presented. 

The individual text production section presents episodes from entire events that 

illustrate each of the three aspects of literacy (content, processes, and purposes) upon 

which Adalberto and his peers focused on at different points during the literacy events. 

The micro-sociolinguistic analyses of these episodes include the following aspects: a) 

communicative strategies used and roles taken, and b) sign systems involved. 

 The shared text production section includes two examples (from one event) of 

peer-dominated interaction. Instances of child-adult interaction were not found in the data 

collected for Adalberto. In this section, I analyze Adalberto’s shifting stances between the 

content, purposes, and processes involved in text production within the first example; 

analysis of this example also includes the communicative strategies and sign systems 
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used by the participants. The second example illustrates a common feature observed in 

children’s composing activities in which the negotiation of social relationships takes 

central stage. 

 Figure 27 presents schematically the three aspects of literacy around which the 

episodes or examples are centered. Within each one, I list the sociolinguistic features 

analyzed in the examples of Individual and Shared Text Production events that are part of 

the case study of Adalberto.  

 Aspects of Literacy  
 
 
 
Language 
Use and 
Literacy 
 

Content Processes Purposes 

I. Individual 
   Text 
   Production 
 

Examples 3.1A, 
3.2, 3.3 
a) Communicative 
    Strategies 
b) Sign Systems 

Examples 3.1B, 
3.1C 
a) Communicative 
    Strategies 
b) Sign Systems 

Examples 3.4 - 
3.7a 

II. Shared Text 
Production  
  (Peer 
Interaction) 

Examples 4.1A and 4.1B a 
a) Aspects of Literacy 
b) Communicative Strategies 
c) Sign Systems 

Figure 27. Aspects of literacy and sociolinguistic features in individual and shared text 

production events for Adalberto. 

a Analyses of communicative strategies and sign systems are not included here because 

the children’s main goal was not the text production itself but instead the uses of the text 

(examples 3.4-3.7) and the negotiation of social relationships (4.1B). 
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Individual Text Production Events for Adalberto 

General Characteristics 

Analyses of Adalberto’s participation in individual text production events 

revealed five main patterns of interaction. First, individual text production always 

occurred in interaction with others (peer and adults); even when children worked on a 

similar project, which required them to produce an individual text (i.e., journal time and 

learning centers time), they exchanged and negotiated the meaning of their texts with one 

another during the activity. Although Adalberto’s talk was most of the time text-related 

the conversation also focused on other topics relevant to children’s lives such as social 

relationships and out-of-school experiences. Second, Adalberto’s shifts of stances 

between the content, processes and purposes of his own literacy products or the work of 

others were also commonly observed. Third, text production was multimodal, that is, it 

involved a combination of different sign systems for the representation and 

communication of meaning. Fourth, shifting roles from author to audience and vice versa 

occurred often within the same event. Finally, Adalberto’s language use responded to 

several sociolinguistic factors including the nature of the literacy activity, the context and 

its explicit and implicit expectations and values, as well as Adalberto’s and other 

participants’ linguistic and cultural resources. 

Aspects of Literacy  

I present several literacy examples to illustrate Adalberto’s shifting stances 

between the three aspects of literacy—content, processes, and purposes—that 

characterize his text production activities (see Figure 27). I conduct a microanalysis of 
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selected episodes from different literacy events to identify the following sociolinguistic 

features: a) communicative strategies used by children and adults in their author/audience 

roles, b) sign systems involved, and c) language use.  

Content-centered stance: Constructing or interpreting the message of a text. 

I identify a content-centered stance when Adalberto focuses on constructing or 

interpreting the message rather than the format or the uses of his texts. Most of my 

observations reveal that Adalberto uses his primary language to share and negotiate the 

meanings of his texts with other children at the same worktable; also, the content of his 

texts are influenced by other children’s ideas. The content of Adalberto’s texts sometimes 

represent “imaginary worlds” (Dyson, 1989, p.9) that he creates through alternative sign 

systems, mainly drawing and talk in Spanish. Also, past experiences influence the 

construction of “real world” texts through which Adalberto infuses his own meaning to 

instructional literacy activities.  

I present three literacy examples to illustrate Adalberto’s demonstrations of a 

content-centered stance. Table 9 displays the frequency of distribution of the 

communicative strategies used in dyads of child-child and child-adult exchanges. I 

analyze the Adalberto-as-author/ Peer-as-Audience dyad and the Peer-as-

Author/Adalberto-as-Audience dyad in examples 3.1A and 3.2. I also analyze the third 

dyad, Adalberto-as-Author/Adult-as-Audience, in example 3.3. 
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Table 9 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Examples 3.1A, 3.2, and 3.3 

Communicative 
Strategies 

Adalberto            
Peer 
As                          As   
Author        Audience 

Peer             Adalberto 
As                           As   
Author         Audience 

Adalberto         Adult 
As                         As 
Author       Audience 

Information statement      24                 -      5                  -      16                  2 

Evaluative statement       2                  1      -                   -      -                     1 

Leading question       -                   -      -                   -      -                     4 

Tag question       -                   -      -                   -      -                     1 

Information request       -                   2      -                   -      -                     5 

Request for behavior       -                   -      -                   -      -                     1 

Summons       4                   -      -                   -      2                     - 

Clarification request       -                   1      -                   -      -                     1 

Exclamation       -                   -      -                   -      -                     3 

Confirmation 
statement 

      -                   -      -                   -      -                     2 

Request permission       -                   -      -                   -      1                     - 

Totals      30                 4      5                  0      19                   20 
 

The differences in the communicative strategies that I identify across the three 

types of dyads reflect the roles taken by the participants. As Table 9 indicates, children in 

their role as author use a large number of informative statements; also, summons is a 

strategy that only children use in this study. In contrast, adults in their role as audience 

use a wider variety of communicative strategies.  Information requests, leading questions 

and requests for behavior are the most frequent. In these examples, only the teacher uses 

leading questions, tag questions and requests for behavior. In order to explain more 

clearly Adalberto’s demonstrations of a content-centered stance during individual text 

production, I describe in detail the communicative strategies used by children and adults 
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in their roles as author/audience in examples 3.1A, 3.2 and 3.3. These examples are 

episodes from three different hybrid literacy events that I identify as individual text 

production.   

Example 3.1A “Look, Look, a Door that Walks”: Creating a static imaginary 

world through drawing and talk (Audio Transcription 5/17/05). 

It is the middle of May and children are working on the learning centers. 

Adalberto is at the same table with Damon, Ceci, Brad, Omar, and Yuri. They are making 

a book using teacher-made sheets that has this pattern: “I see a __________________.” 

To fill in the blank of each page, children can write the words that they have been 

learning in the “Word Search” activity. These words are visible around the classroom 

since Ms. Lewis has placed word cards on the corresponding objects, thus they are 

functioning as labels for those objects (e.g., door, clock, dog, desk, book). Besides 

copying a word to complete the pattern, children have to draw a picture representing that 

word. As they work on their books individually, they exchange and negotiate the 

meanings of their texts with one another. 

19) Adalberto:  I’m making a door. 

^^^ 

25) Damon:  ¿Eso qué es? 

   What is that? ((to Adalberto)) 

26) Adalberto:  ¿Eh? pos la  puerta. 

   Eh? It’s the door.  

^^^ 
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29) Yuri:  Así no es. 

   [A door] is not like that ((talking to Adalberto)) 

30) Adalberto:  Yo ya sé, yo ya sé.  

31)   Voy a hacer una puerta. 

   I know, I know.  

I’m going to make a door. 

^^^ 

43) Adalberto:  Mira yo que bonito. 

44)    Ha:a una  happy felíz ehhh. 

   Look at mine how beautiful. 

   Ha:a a happy face ehhh. ((he drew a happy face inside his door)) 

45) Damon:  Con muchas muchas muchas muchas muchas palabras. 

   With many many many many many words. 

^^^ 

51) Adalberto:  Voy a pone::er the door.  

52)    No, voy a poner book. 

53)   Mira mira, u- u una door que, que camina.  

   I’m going to pu::t [write] the door. 

   No, I’m going to put [write] book. 

Look, look, a a door that, that walks. ((added arms and legs to his 

door)) 
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In this example, Adalberto’s pictorial representation is accompanied by talk to 

himself or inner speech and talk to others. A noteworthy aspect of Adalberto’s language 

use in this example is that he alternates between English and Spanish to self-monitor his 

ongoing activity; his inner speech, for which he uses English first and then Spanish, 

regulates his actions as he is giving meaning to his visual text. Additionally, talking to 

others in his primary language helps him to communicate and negotiate the intended 

meanings of his drawing.  

Considering that this event happened towards the end of the school year, 

Adalberto’s use of code-switching and lexical borrowings from English into Spanish, 

which usually included words and phrases frequently heard in the classroom, indicates 

growth in his development of bilingual communicative competence (Reyes & Ervin-

Tripp, 2004). He also seems to be exploring English and using Spanish as a resource to 

do so. The fact that Adalberto uses both Spanish and English to refer to the word “door” 

indicates that he is learning a shared discourse from his bilingual community in which the 

use of two languages is accepted. Additionally, it reveals Adalberto’s flexibility to draw 

from his linguistic repertoire that is available to him in both Spanish and English. 

Another content-related aspect in the previous example is that Adalberto uses talk 

to create and convey an imaginary world in which there is a central character  (a door) 

whose actions take place within the time frame of his picture. In the description of his 

drawing there is no continuous action that extends to the past or the future; the action he 

describes takes place in a present that is static. He uses an adjective to describe the object, 

“Una door que camina ” (a door that walks) after he has drawn arms and legs to the 
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original figure with a happy face inside the rectangle that is representing his door. 

Dyson’s (1989, p.78) metaphor is very helpful here to describe Adalberto’s drawing as a 

“slide rather than a movie.” Instead of creating a narrative of his drawing, he describes 

the figure’s characteristics and its ongoing action.   

Communicative strategies in example 3.1A. In his role as author, Adalberto uses 

summons (lines 43, 53) to call Damon’s attention to his ongoing drawing efforts and he 

uses informative statements (lines 19, 44, 53) to describe his graphic symbolisms. He also 

employs this strategy to respond to Damon’s information request (lines 25-26) and to 

Yuri’s negative evaluation (lines 29-31). Later, he makes a positive evaluation of his 

drawing (line 43) through which he reassures his authoring skills previously questioned 

by Yuri’s comment and shows satisfaction with his results.  In short, the talk in English 

and Spanish that accompanies Adalberto’s drawing (talk to himself and talk to his peers) 

serves primarily as a tool for directing and evaluating his actions in constructing an 

imaginary world and for communicating the meanings of his pictorial representation.  

Sign systems in example 3.1A.  Adalberto generally combines speech and drawing 

as tools for the construction and communication of meaning. Although most of the time 

he represents real-world people and objects, sometimes he creates fictitious scenes that 

include both lived and imagined experiences. For example, in the previous episode 

Adalberto uses a conventional symbol (a happy face) and human features (arms and legs) 

to represent feelings and actions for the “living” door he has drawn.  

Adalberto is negotiating between the school task of drawing an object from the 

classroom for his patterned language book and the imaginary world he is creating as he 
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draws. This negotiation is facilitated through peer talk in Spanish and English, and 

through the use of conventional symbols in his drawing; however, when Adalberto shares 

his product with Ms. Lewis he simply describes it as “a door” (in English) without 

highlighting the playful characteristic that gave life to it in his conversation with Damon.  

Example 3.2 “Look, I Released the Balloon”: Creating a dynamic imaginary 

world through talk and drawing (Audio Transcription and Field Notes, 3/3/05). 

It is the beginning of March and children are working on their journals. Ms. Lewis 

has asked them to draw a picture of themselves and then repeated in Spanish the same 

instructions, “Haz un dibujo de ti mismo.” She also asked them to use at least 3 colors, 

but encouraged them to use 6 or 7 if possible. Adalberto and Cesar engage in the 

following conversation while they are working on their texts:  

1) Adalberto:  Voy a hacer el sol yo. 

2)   Afuera el sol. 

3)   Ando haciendo un carro… mis juguetes pues. 

   I’m going to make the sun. 

   Outside the sun. 

   I’m making a car… my toys I mean. 

4) Cesar:  Blu:e. 

5)   Hey, ¿ese es tu sombrero? ((looking at Adalberto’s drawing)) 

   Hey, is that your hat? 

6) Adalberto:  No, es un juguete. 

7)   Lo voy a pintar de todos colores. 
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8) Ya llevo un color.  ((without looking to Cesar, just looking at his 

own drawing)) 

   No, it’s a toy. 

   I’m going to color it with all the colors. 

   I already used one color. 

 ^^^ 

16) Cesar:  Ay, voy a hacer el sol afuera. 

   Oh, I’m going to make the sun outside. 

17) Adalberto:  Yo ando haciendo el s:sol. 

18)    Mira que bonito. ((showing his drawing to Cesar)) 

19)    Le voy a hacer balloons.  

   I’m making the s:sun. 

   Look how beautiful. 

   I’m going to make balloons.   

^^^ 

40) Adalberto:  Ando volando yo y me queme ahí.  

41)   Me quemé. 

42)   Ahora voy a hacer a mi hermano. 

   I’m flying and I burned myself there. ((laughs)) 

   I burned myself. 

   And now I’m going to make my brother. 

43) Cesar:  ¿Mi hermana? 
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   My sister? 

44) Adalberto:  Mi hermano. 

45)    Esta pelón. 

   My brother 

   He’s bald. 

46) Cesar:  Yo ando haciendo todos colores. 

   I’m making all the colors. 

47) Adalberto:  Esta pelón mi hermano. 

   My brother is bald. 

48) Cesar:  Yo también. 

49)   Y mi amiga está pelona. 

   Me too. 

   And my friend is bald. 

50) Adalberto:  I’m done. 

51)   Mira, tiré el balloon. 

   Look, ((showed his drawing to me)) I released the balloon. 

In this literacy event, the children’s comments and actions during individual text 

production are influencing each other’s texts. Adalberto’s and Cesar’s conversation 

focuses on both the content and the processes they are following in the construction of 

their texts. As they draw, they are describing the features of their texts and the meaning 

they want to communicate, shifting from a content-centered stance to a process-centered 

stance and vice versa. The content-related talk reveals how Adalberto’s ideas for the 
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setting of his drawing (“outside”) and the characteristic of one of the figures (“bald”) 

influenced Cesar’s decisions about the content of his text.  

 

Figure 28. Adalberto's dictation: "My friend", "me". 

Their talk about using different colors and their plans about what to include in 

their texts are a demonstration of children’s focus on process. Shifting stances between 

content and process allows the children to make decisions about elements and features of 

their texts.  

Communicative strategies in example 3.2.  Analysis of the child-child interaction 

in this example demonstrates Adalberto’s and Cesar’s shifting roles between author and 

audience, a pattern of interaction that is commonly observed across the literacy events in 

this study.    

The previous transcript excerpt illustrates that Adalberto takes an author role 

throughout the exchange. He initiates conversation by using informative statements (lines 

1-3) to describe the content of his text. He also uses this strategy to respond to Cesar’s 

request for information (line 5) in which Cesar, as audience, is trying to corroborate his 
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interpretation of Adalberto’s representation. Adalberto rejects Cesar’s interpretation and 

clarifies the meaning he intends to communicate (line 6). As he progresses in his work, 

Adalberto continues commenting on the pieces of content he is adding (lines 19-20, 40-

42, 44-45, 51). This type of communicative strategy also allows him to organize his 

actions and decisions in relation to the form of the text, specifically the use of different 

colors (lines 7-8).  

Adalberto does not comment on Cesar’s work. Instead, he makes use of him as 

audience for his drawing efforts. When Cesar shifts stances from audience to author and 

talks about his own text, Adalberto does not respond to him nor asks questions or offers 

interpretations of Cesar’s text; instead, he remains focused on his own drawing. Although 

this situation occurred less frequently than situations of children shifting audience/author 

roles within the same event, it is noteworthy that sometimes children chose not to 

respond to other author’s comments, which shows that the activity was structured as an 

individual task. 

Sign systems in example 3.2. In this example, Adalberto uses talk and drawing to 

create and communicate an imaginary world filled with real-world referents such as his 

bald brother and himself, the sun, the balloons and the reported actions of the two 

characters. While his speech in example 3.1 describes the central object in a present tense 

that is static, in example 3.2 he describes different actions in subsequent scenes as in a 

“moving picture” (Dyson, 1989, p.75). As he draws, he labels the objects, characters, and 

features; but when he describes the characters’ ongoing actions he uses present 
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progressive tense and past tense conveying a sense of movement in time and immediacy 

between the different scenes.  

Although most of the conversation is in Spanish, Adalberto uses a lexical 

borrowing from English (“balloons”) as part of the description of his drawing and code-

switches to English at the end of the interaction as a means for monitoring his activity.  

Each sign system (i.e., oral language and art) provides him different possibilities 

to represent the meanings he wants to communicate. Through talk, he describes content-

related elements of his text (i.e., characters, objects, setting, actions), some of which (e.g., 

characters’ filial relationship) may be harder to identify by only relying on the drawn 

symbols. Although drawing also functions as a medium to placehold his text, speech 

carries part of the meaning. Additionally, he uses Spanish and English to direct his 

actions and invest meaning to his pictorial text. In combining different sign systems and 

the linguistic resources available to him in the two languages, Adalberto is expanding his 

meaning potential and the ability to represent and communicate meaning (Harste et al., 

1984; Martens, 1996).  

Example 3.3 “This Is A Tiger… I Have Seen Them”: Supporting the construction 

of a drawn text through oral narratives from personal experiences (Audio Transcription, 

3/30/05). 

The episodes that I present here are part of a hybrid literacy event that takes place 

during learning centers time, at the end of March. The activity consists of drawing a 

geometric shape as part of another shape. Ms. Lewis encourages children to “use lots of 

details to make it very interesting because [they are] going to make a book out of it.” 
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Adalberto decides to use a triangle as the body of a tiger. I selected specific segments of 

an entire event where Adalberto is interacting with adults—in this case the teacher and 

myself. The selected segments illustrate how Adalberto uses language and literacy to fit 

the context of participation.  

6) Adalberto:  Look, este es un tigre.  

   Look, this is a tiger. ((showing his drawing to Ms. Lewis)) 

7) Ms. Lewis:  Oh look! Is that your tiger? 

^^^ 

41) Adalberto:  Yo los he visto pero yo vi un león que luego se quería brincar. 

42)   Yo fuí al zoológico y luego-  

   I’ve seen them but I saw a lion that wanted to jump out. 

   I went to the zoo and then- ((talking to researcher)) 

^^^ 

48) Adalberto:  Un tigre, unos tigres negros que tenían muchos negros así. 

49)   Y luego luego que aquí había un lago y se cuelgaban de arriba. 

   A tiger, some black tigers that had black like this. 

And then, then that there was a lake here and they hung from up 

there. 

50) Researcher: ¿En dónde lo viste? 

   Where did you see it? 

51) Adalberto: En un zoológico, había agua y no quieren que se bajen porque se 

ahogan. 
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52)    Y ahí hay un hoyo. 

53)  Y luego se se caen y por eso y ahí ahí y por eso duermen y ahí 

comen. 

   At the zoo, there was water and they don’t want that the tigers go  

down because they drown. 

And then they they fall down and that’s why and that’s why they 

sleep there and they eat there. 

54) Adalberto:  Ms. Lewis ((showed his drawing to Ms. Lewis)) 

55) Ms. Lewis: Is that your tiger? Beautiful! 

56)    ¿Dónde está tu tigre, en el zacate o en la tierra? 

57)    ¿Dónde está? 

   Where is your tiger, on the grass or on the ground? 

   Where is it? 

58) Adalberto:  En el zacate. 

   [It is] on the grass. 

59) Ms. Lewis: Okay, por favor dibuja el zacate aquí. 

   Okay, please draw the grass here. 

After he receives instructions from Ms. Lewis to add more background details to 

his drawing, Adalberto goes back to his table and continues working on his text. As he 

draws, he continues the conversation about his experience at the zoo.  

74) Researcher: ¿Y qué pasó con el tigre? ¿Qué estaba haciendo? 

   And what happened with the tiger? What was he doing? 
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75) Adalberto:  Se cayó en el agua, en el hoyo. 

76)   Y ya no se podía venir a su casa. 

77)    Porque se resbala cuando aruña y luego se resbala con el agua. 

78)    Como si se resbalara, como en una… como así mira.  

   It fell in the water, in the hole. 

   And it couldn’t come to his house. 

   Because he slips when he scratches and then he slips with the 

water. 

   Like if he would slip, like in a… like this look. ((makes a gesture 

of a tiger scratching with his claws))  

When he finished, he wanted to show his work to Ms. Lewis so she could write 

his words. The following excerpt illustrates Adalberto’s dictation: 

87) Adalberto:  ¿Ya le digo a la Ms. Lewis que me lo raye? 

88)    ¿Que ya me lo raye? 

89)    ¿Que raye todas las palabras? 

   Do I tell Ms. Lewis to scribble [on my paper]? 

   That she can now scribble [on my paper]? 

   That she can scribble all the words? 

90) Researcher: Sí, vamos. 

   Yes, let’s go. 

91) Adalberto:  Tiger. ((while showing his drawing to Ms. Lewis)) 

92) Ms.Lewis:  You made a tiger out of your triangle! 
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93)    Tell me, what is your tiger doing? 

94) Adalberto:  Uh, is eating grass. 

95) Ms.Lewis:  Your tiger is eating grass? 

96)    My tiger is eating grass ((writes it down)) 

97)    And you did the grass right there! 

98)    And are these- what are these in the tiger? 

99) Adalberto:  Son las rayitas porque también hay tigres así. 

   These are the stripes because there are tigers like this too. 

100) Ms. Lewis: Sí sí.  

101)    In English those are called stripes.  

102)    The tiger has stripes doesn’t he? 

 

Figure 29. Adalberto dictating his story to Ms. Lewis. 

Children’s focus of attention during literacy activities is influenced by both school 

literacy expectations and their personal experiences outside of school. So it was for 

Adalberto in the previous example. A different conversational topic is observed 
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throughout the excerpts that illustrate Adalberto’s interaction with Ms. Lewis and with 

me during the text production activity. The conversation varies with the “context of 

situation” (Harste et al., 1984; Rowe, 1994). In the context in which this exchange occurs 

(i.e., a hybrid literacy event), the different participants in the event held certain 

expectations according to their roles and to the intended goals for the activity.  

In the two episodes that illustrate Adalberto interacting with Ms. Lewis 

(sequences 6-7 and 54-59) during the composing process, conversation focuses on the 

“details” that are missing in his drawing such as body parts of the tiger and elements of 

the background. Detailed drawing and the use of different colors are expected and valued 

characteristics in the children’s journals work in the Brown Bear classroom. Also, 

Adalberto’s effort to communicate in English with Ms. Lewis is observable. In contrast, 

in the interaction with me (50-53 and 74-78) the conversation is entirely in Spanish and 

focuses on Adalberto’s real life experiences that occur outside of school, which he 

spontaneously connects to the topic he has chosen for his instructional task.  

What is significant in the latter exchange is that conversation focuses on meaning 

construction rather than on the surface structure of the drawn text he is creating for 

school-related purposes. Thus, despite the emphasis on process-related aspects, this 

hybrid event provides Adalberto with opportunities to use his primary language to make 

sense of personal experiences while giving the composing activity a meaningful purpose. 

Communicative strategies in example 3.3.  In my observations of individual text 

production events, conversations with adult audiences were sometimes initiated by 

children and sometimes by adults. In the previous excerpts, both patterns are observed. In 
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his interactions with Ms. Lewis and me, Adalberto initiates conversation with the purpose 

of informing us about his text. Later at another segment of the exchange, I open the 

conversation with him; my purpose is to encourage Adalberto to continue the narration of 

a personal story that has been left unconcluded.  

In example 3.3 Adalberto uses summons (lines 6, 54) to obtain Ms. Lewis 

attention and inform her about his ongoing composing activity. He uses a large number of 

informative statements (lines 6, 41-42, 48-49, 51-53, 58, 75-78, 91, 94, 99) mainly to 

respond to information requests and questions, and to talk about personal experiences that 

he relates with the topic of his graphic text.  At the end, he requests permission to dictate 

his text to Ms. Lewis. 

As audience, Ms. Lewis uses different communicative strategies, which are 

typical of adult audiences in this study. The most common strategies include information 

requests (lines 57, 93, 98) and leading questions (lines 7, 55-56, 95), which encourage 

Adalberto to describe content elements in his text. Evaluation (line 55) and requests for 

behavior (line 59) occur less frequently but are an indication of the teacher’s way to 

explicitly inform children about the expectations for the activity.  

I also analyze my language style in my role as audience in this example. I use two 

types of communicative strategies: clarification requests and information request. The 

clarification request (line 50) helps me to clarify previous statements that I have not 

understood and also encourages Adalberto to tell me more about the personal experience 

he was narrating. Through a request for information (74) I invite Adalberto to continue 
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telling his experience at the zoo, which he later connects to a second story that he also 

narrates. 

Sign systems in example 3.3.  Once again, this example illustrates the multimodal 

nature of Adalberto’s production and interpretation of texts, in which oral language nearly 

always accompany the meanings he constructs through art. In drawing, he attends to 

aspects of the process by including “lots of details” as Ms. Lewis emphasized. Through 

talk in Spanish, he also makes thematic connections with personal experiences outside of 

school from which oral stories evolve as an accompaniment to and in support of his 

drawing (Dyson, 1989). Adalberto consistently talks about the actions of the characters in 

the texts he draws; very often he is the protagonist along with other important people in 

his life (e.g., friends, siblings, parents).  

While dynamic oral narratives in Spanish emerge during his drawing, which he 

expresses through peer talk also in Spanish, the dictation of his texts are mostly 

descriptions of his drawings in English, sometimes simply using labels or simple 

sentences. In this example, Adalberto’s dictation consists of only one word, “tiger.” When 

Ms. Lewis specifically asks him what the tiger is doing to encourage him to elaborate on 

the meaning of his text he responds, “[The tiger] is eating grass.” Clearly, these words left 

out the actions described in his previous oral narrative.   

Process-centered stance: Exploring the organization and features of the text. 

In contrast to the type of interactions illustrated in the previous examples where 

children’s attention is centered on elements of content, in a process-centered stance 

Adalberto focuses on the how instead of the what. Thus, his conversation and actions are 
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centered on the processes needed for producing a message rather than on the content of 

the message. The following examples illustrate three main patterns observed in 

Adalberto’s demonstrations of a process-centered stance during composing activities: 

monitoring the process of text production, focusing on color selection, and exploring the 

writing of their own name. 

Example 3.1B illustrates Adalberto’s monitoring of his composing activity. 

Example 3.1C illustrates two other common patterns of interaction observed in process-

centered events—emphasis on the use of color and the writing of the own name. Example 

3.1C also includes different instances in which Adalberto explores the writing of his 

name as part of the process of composing. In the excerpts that I present here, the focus of 

analysis is on Adalberto’s explorations of sound-letter relationships rather than on the 

author and audience roles and the communicative strategies used by the participants in 

those instances.  

In order to describe more clearly Adalberto’s demonstrations of a process-

centered stance, I discuss here the communicative strategies that Adalberto and his peers 

use in examples 3.1B and 3.1C. In Chapter 2, I introduce the coding categories for the 

communicative strategies observed in these interactions. 



  233 

 

Table 10 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Examples 3.1B and 3.1C 

Communicative 
Strategies 

Adalberto as        Peer as 
Author              Audience  

Peer as             Adalberto  
Author         as Audience 

Information statement      9                     -      6                     - 

Evaluative statement      -                     1      -                     - 

Information request      -                     1      -                     2 

Summons      3                     -      -                     - 

Clarification request      -                      -      -                     1 

Confirmation statement      -                      -      1                     - 

Intoning a song refrain      5                     2      -                     - 

Modifying a song 
refrain      3                     -      -                     - 

Totals      20                   4      7                    3 
 

Although the previous table displays specifically the exchanges illustrated in 

examples 3.1B and 3.1C, most of the communicative strategies are representative of 

Adalberto’s participation in many literacy events observed throughout the study. Overall, 

the differences in the communicative strategies used by the participants in the two types 

of dyads listed in Table 10 suggest that information and clarification requests are mostly 

used by children who take an audience role, while informative statements and summons 

are more typical of children performing an author role. 
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Example 3.1B “Look Look, A Door that Walks”: Monitoring the process of text 

production (Audio Transcription, 5/17/05). 

19) Adalberto:  I’m making a door. 

^^^ 

25) Damon:  ¿Eso que es? 

   What is that? ((looking at Adalberto’s drawing)) 

26) Adalberto:  ¿Eh?, pues la  puerta. 

   Um, it is the door. 

^^^ 

51) Adalberto:  Voy a pone::er the door. 

52)    No, voy a poner book. 

   I’m going to [write] the door. 

   No, I’m going to [write] book. 

53) Adalberto:  Mira mira, u- u una door que, que camina.  

Look, look, a- a door that walks. ((he had added arms and legs to 

his door)) 

^^^ 

65) Omar:  Lo voy a poner con el yellow y con el orange. 

   I’m going to [color] it with the yellow and with the orange. 

66) Adalberto:  Yo con el- así mira, yo con el green y con el red. 

I [am going to make it] with the- like this, look, with the green and 

with the red. 
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67)    La cucaracha la cucaracha  

68)    ya no puede caminar. 

The cockroach the cockroach ((singing a folk Mexican song)) 

   cannot walk anymore. 

69) Brad:  La cucaracha, la cucaracha  

70)    ya no puede caminar.  

The cockroach the cockroach  

cannot walk anymore.((singing the first two verses of the main 

refrain)) 

71) Adalberto:  porque le falta porque le falta  

72)    ya no puede caminar. 

because it’s missing because it’s missing  

[the cockroach] cannot walk anymore ((singing the last two verses 

of the main refrain)) 

73) Ceci:  ((laughs)) 

74) Adalberto:  Porque le yellow porque le yellow  

75)    yellow yellow yellow yellow. 

76)    El yellow el yellow 

77)   ya no puede caminar.    

Because the yellow because the yellow ((put the green and red 

crayons back in the basket and grabbed a yellow crayon)) 

yellow yellow yellow yellow. 
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The yellow the yellow  

cannot walk anymore. ((intoning the melody of the last two 

verses)) 

Very often during composing activities Adalberto is monitoring that other children 

understand the meanings of his texts (mostly drawn texts). Similarly, he is constantly 

checking that the texts of others also convey a meaning. The previous example illustrates 

that when Adalberto monitors his process of text production, he focuses on strategies and 

features of the text that allow him to accomplish his communicative goals rather than on 

the message and the social uses of the literacy product.   

At the beginning of the exchange Adalberto uses English to monitor the content of 

his text through talk-to-himself (lines 10, 51-52) and he code-switches to Spanish 

inserting English borrowings (e.g., door, book, yellow) to describe characteristics of his 

text to Damon and Omar. In monitoring the processes of his authoring activity, Adalberto 

pays attention to the colors he was planning to use in his drawing, for which he uses the 

English names. Attention to color is a characteristic of a process-centered stance that is 

commonly observed throughout the literacy events in which Adalberto participated 

during the study. I discuss this observation in the following example. Also, the 

monitoring of the purposes of his activity is observed in Adalberto’s efforts to convey 

meaning and to amuse his peers. 

In relation to language use, Adalberto’s use of more complex grammatical 

constructions in his code-switching to English when monitoring the process of meaning 

construction is remarkable. This is an indicator of the gradual integration of English into 
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his linguistic repertoire. Adalberto is starting to use English not only as a communicative 

tool but also as a means for organizing his thinking and directing the literacy process.  

 Communicative strategies in example 3.1B.  The communicative strategies that 

Adalberto and his peers use in this example help to describe more clearly the children’s 

monitoring of authoring processes, which is a pattern of interaction typically observed in 

process-centered events in this study. A unique feature of the interaction in example 3.1B 

is the singing that accompanies Adalberto’s drawing and talk. Singing “La Cucaracha,” a 

popular Mexican song that all the children at the table know, has similar functions to the 

ones observed in the two types of communicative strategies that Adalberto uses in this 

example, which are also the most commonly used by children performing an author role 

(informative statements and summons). That is, singing grabs other children’s attention 

toward Adalberto’s drawing efforts and helps him in monitoring one aspect of his 

composing process (i.e., keeping track of the colors used in his drawing).  

Sign systems in example 3.1B.  As I discuss above, monitoring aspects of the 

composing process through singing, in addition to talk, is a unique characteristic of this 

example. It could be that the content of Adalberto’s drawn text (“a walking door”) 

prompted a thematic connection with that song, which metaphorically tells the story of a  

“cockroach” that “cannot walk anymore.” Whether or not this connection exist, Adalberto 

transforms the lyrics of the song into a bilingual text that keeps the playfulness of his 

drawn text and serves to amuse his peers, while helping him to monitor part of the 

process involved in its production. Adalberto’s use of multiple sign systems (drawing, 
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talk, and singing) as well as the use of two languages in this example reflects the 

multimodal nature of the texts he constructs.  

Example 3.1C “Did You Write your Name in Red?”: Focusing on name writing 

and color selection during the authoring process (Audio Transcription, 5/17/05). 

When analyzing the children’s demonstrations of a process-centered stance during 

composing activities, two other patterns are commonly observed: the writing of their own 

name, and discussing preferences for the use of color. To illustrate, I present the 

following interaction between Adalberto, Damon and Ceci. They are working on the 

patterned language book described previously in example 3.1A. 

1) Damon:  Yo voy a usar muchos muchos colores. 

   I’m going to use many many colors. 

2) Adalberto:  Yo voy a poner dos. 

   I’m going to put two. 

3) Damon:  Yo voy a poner muchos muchos colores. 

   I’m going to put many many colors. 

4) Adalberto:  ¿Ya escribiste tu nombre?  

5)    ¿Rojo? 

   Did you write your name? ((to Damon)) 

   In red? 

6) Damon:  Um hum. 

7) Adalberto:  ¿De qué color vas a pintar tu dibujo?  

Which color are you going to use for your drawing? ((to Ceci)) 
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8) Damon:  Yo de muchos muchos colores. 

   Voy a pintar este. 

   I [am going to use] many many colors. 

   I’m going to color this one. ((grabbed a red crayon)) 

9) Adalberto:  Yo ya lo ando pintando mira. 

   I’m already coloring, look. ((using also a red crayon)) 

10)   Yo le voy a poner de dos. 

   I’m going to use two. [colors] 

14) Ceci: ¿Así escribes tu nombre? ((pointing to Adalberto’s name in his 

paper)) 

   Is that how you write your name? 

15) Adalberto:  Adal porque está más cortito. 

   Adal because it’s shorter. 

16)   But Adalberto. 

17)   Adalberto. 

^^^ 

20) Ceci:  ¡Qué bonitos colores! 

   How beautiful colors! 

21) Adalberto:  Yo ya terminé. 

   I’m done. 

22) Damon:  Yo voy a hacer de todos los colores. 

   I’m going to make it with all the colors. 
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23) Omar:  Tengo los colores favoritos de todos. 

   I have our favorite colors. 

24) Adalberto:  Yo también le voy a poner todos los colores. 

   I’m also going to use all the colors. 

For Adalberto, a process-centered stance often involves negotiations with his 

peers about the selection of colors, which appear to depend on shared preferences among 

the children working at the same table. In the previous exchange, children’s statements 

about using many different colors influenced other children’s decisions about their colors 

selection. There are instances in which I observe a similar talk and the interaction results 

in a competition about who would use more colors.  

In addition to peer influence, Ms. Lewis also encourages children to use different 

colors in their drawings. On one occasion I heard Ms. Lewis giving instructions for 

journals’ work and she specifically asked children to use a minimum of three colors but 

encouraged them to use more than that. It is noteworthy that children’s negotiations about 

the use of colors seemed to respond primarily to social factors such as the teacher’s 

expectations and shared preferences with peers rather than considerations of the 

characteristics of the media that would best fit their communication goals.  

Additionally, although writing their names on every literacy product is a well-

established routine in the Brown Bear classroom, it is particularly important for 

Adalberto. He not only is aware of this routine, but more importantly of the need to sign 

his work so others can identify him as the author. In the previous excerpt, this is observed 
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at the beginning of the exchange when Adalberto asks Damon if he has already written 

his name (lines 4-6).  

In addition to serving an authorship function, reading and writing his own name 

offers Adalberto opportunities to notice features of print. For instance, in the interaction 

between Ceci and Adalberto she asks him, in an intriguing tone, about the way he wrote 

his name, which is different from the one displayed around the classroom. Adalberto’s 

explanation, “Because it’s shorter” is very revealing in terms of his avoidance attitude 

towards the use of written language, which I discuss later. Although he has found a way 

to write his name with fewer letters (“Adal”), he wants to be called by his given name, 

Adalberto. 

In comparing this example with two other events that occurred earlier in the year, 

I observe a change in Adalberto’s knowledge of the relationships between letters and 

sounds. At the beginning of the year, I observed Adalberto writing his name in the back 

of his journal page. The following excerpt describes this event (retrieved from field notes, 

Brown Bear Classroom, 10/14/04): 

Children were working on their journals. They had been working on a Desert  

unit so they were drawing an Ocotillo following a model given by the  

teacher. I stayed close to a table where boys and girls were Spanish dominant  

speakers. A.M. was next to me. When he finished his drawing, he started to write 

his name in this way: 

      l a d a   (he wrote all the letters from right to left in lower case) 

After writing the letter /l/ he asked the teacher for his nametag. Then he finished  
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writing the letters that were missing in his name, coping them one by one from the  

nametag. When he finished, he told me “Mira lo que dice aquí” (look what it says  

here), showing me the back of his drawing where he had written his name in this  

way: 

       o t r e b l a d a 

I asked him to read it to me and he said, “Dice A-dal-ber-to-Mo-ran-Be-ni-tez”. 

He was saying his name by syllables while pointing to separate letters as if each 

letter in his name represented a syllable: 

 

o t r e b l a d a 

tez ni be ran mo to ber dal a 

Adalberto knows that he needs to write his name in the back of his drawing so 

others and specially Ms. Lewis can recognize that he is the author. Adalberto’s effort to 

write his name conventionally shows his emerging awareness of written language as a 

symbolic system, which he is starting to explore. In his exploration of how written 

language works, he is inventing what Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) refer to as the 

“syllabic hypothesis” by syllabicating his name and matching each syllable he speaks 

with a separate letter he has written. As the previous examples suggest, in learning to read 

and write his name, Adalberto is attending to specific sound patterns and relating them to 

specific letter patterns (Martens, 1996; K. Goodman, 1993).  

At the beginning, the sound of the first two letters matches the initial sound of the 

syllables he is saying (a-dal). When he is pointing to the third letter /a/, it seems that he 
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realizes that it does not match the initial sound of the next syllable (ber). He seems a little 

bit distressed, but he keeps going. When he finishes saying all the syllables in his name 

(A-dal-ber-to) he still has a string of letters left. Without pausing, he continues by saying 

his two family names, also in syllables. In Mexico the last name is composed by both the 

father’s and the mother’s family name. Coincidentally, the number of syllables in his full 

name matched the number of letters he had written, so his syllabic hypothesis worked 

very well. After he finished, he seemed satisfied with his accomplishment. 

In March, Adalberto started experimenting with the writing of his name in a 

different way. After finishing the assigned task for his journal, he wrote his name in the 

back of the page (retrieved from field notes, Brown Bear Classroom, 03/03/05): 

1) Adalberto:  I’m done… mira  

look ((He showed me his drawing and his name written on the 

back of the page. He had written “Adal” instead of “Adalberto”, so 

I decided to ask him about that)) 

2) Researcher:  ¿Qué dice aquí?  

What does it say here? ((pointing to where he had written his 

name)) 

3) Adalberto:  Adalberto. 

4) Researcher:  A ver, quiero leerlo.  

Let’s see, I want to read it ((I took his journal to see it closer; 

Adalberto also moved towards me)) 
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5) Adalberto: a-dal-ber-to ((He said his name by syllables while pointing to each 

of the letters in “Adal”] 

6) Researcher:  ¿Cómo aprendiste a escribir así tu nombre?  

How did you learn to write your name in this way? 

7) Adalberto:  Mi papá, mi mamá y mis hermanas me enseñaron.  

My dad, my mom and my sisters taught me how to do it. 

 In this event, writing his name serves not only to claim ownership over his work 

but also to obtain recognition for his ability to write his name (demonstrating literacy 

knowledge function. As the year progresses, he continues applying the syllabic 

hypothesis in reading “Adal.” As the example described earlier illustrates, his syllabic 

hypothesis continues working because the number of letters in “Adal” matches the 

number of syllables in “Adalberto.” By the end of the year he realizes that those four 

letters do not stand for “Adalberto.”  Although he continues writing his name in that way 

“because it [is] shorter,” whenever his peers question him about that he clarifies that that 

is not how he wants to be called. 

According to Ferreiro (1982), early in their explorations of print children develop 

the syllabic hypothesis to understand the relations between the sounds they hear and 

speak and the written symbols that they read and write. Thus, they start learning the 

relationship between oral and written language, or in K. Goodman’s (1993) words, they 

start understanding phonics. Inventing the syllabic hypothesis in reading his name is a 

way in which Adalberto continues exploring the relationship between oral and written 

language.  
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Communicative strategies in example 3.1C.  In this event, the great majority of 

the communicative strategies that Adalberto and his peers use in their roles as authors are 

informative statements about their plans for the colors they want to include in their 

drawings (lines 1-3, 8, 10, 22-24). As audience, Adalberto uses information and 

clarification requests (lines 5,7) to find out the selection of colors of Damon and Ceci. 

Furthermore, Ceci’s evaluation statement (line 20) illustrates how children are interested 

in each other’s preferences for colors and often offer and receive compliments for that. 

Omar’s informative statement (line 23) also shows the importance of sharing those 

preferences.  I previously commented on the social nature of this pattern, as it seems to 

respond more to the teacher’s expectations and shared preferences among peers than to 

the potentials of color for representing the children’s intended messages. However, what 

needs to be highlighted here is the predominance of this type of talk—talk about the 

selection of colors—in children’s interaction during composing activities that involve 

drawing. It is color and not other elements of art such as shape, style or media that 

dominate children’s talk.   

Example 3.1C also illustrates that the writing of the own name is an important 

aspect of the composing process. From the beginning of the event, Adalberto is 

monitoring Damon’s work by using an information request (line 4) to make sure that he 

has already signed his paper. Another instance of attention to name writing occurs when 

Ceci asks Adalberto about the way in which he wrote his name (line 14) as it is clearly 

different from the one displayed around the classroom. The relevance of these exchanges 

in understanding a process-centered stance during composing texts is that reading and 
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writing names provide children with opportunities to explore the relationships between 

speech and print. 

Sign systems in example 3.1C.  Art and oral language are the primary sign systems 

that Adalberto uses to construct and share meaning with others during his composing 

activities in preschool. Overall, he seems reluctant to use and explore written language, 

particularly in the types of literacy practices typically encouraged in schools (e.g., letter 

identification, reciting the ABC, sight word recognition, book reading, etc.).   

During the first half of the preschool year, listening to storybooks was difficult for 

him because of his lack of knowledge of the English language. In the second half, he 

started to attend intently to the stories read by Ms. Lewis; however he rarely engaged in 

reading books spontaneously. He also showed an avoidance attitude towards participating 

in writing activities, even during dramatic play where other children used pretend writing 

as part of their role-playing.  

An event that occurred in April is illustrative of this observation. In this event 

Adalberto is playing “restaurant” at the drama center. The teacher assistant tells him that 

as part of his role (waiter) he has to write down the customers’ orders and gives him a pen 

and paper on a clipboard. Once the teacher leaves the play area and children start to play 

on their own, Adalberto hurriedly takes the order of his customer but chooses not to write 

it down; instead, he passes the paper and pen on to one of his peers. He seems not to have 

time for writing when the important thing for him is the interaction in which he is in 

control. 
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Instead of engaging in print-related activities, when the context of the situation 

does not directly constrain him about the mode of communication that he can use, he 

combines alternative sign systems, particularly oral language, art and song.  

Communicating in these multiple modes helps him understand that he can represent 

meaning symbolically and that others can understand that meaning, which according to 

Martens (1996) is critical in learning to read and write.  

Purpose-centered stance: Exploring the social uses of literacy. 

In a purpose-centered stance, Adalberto’s primary focus is on the social uses or 

purposes of his literacy products.  His main goal, during part of the event, is not the text 

production itself but instead the uses of the text.  

Analysis of Adalberto’s demonstrations of a purpose-centered stance throughout 

the different literacy events in which he participates indicates his awareness of the uses of 

literacy for personal and social purposes such as to demonstrate authoring skills, to 

maintain social relationships and to remember information. Adalberto engages in literacy 

activities that are meaningful and important for him, despite the fact that in school he 

shows little interest in schooled uses of literacy (e.g., reading books, reciting the alphabet, 

identifying high frequency words, etc.), which is the emphasis of the preschool’s literacy 

curriculum.  

I present three examples to illustrate Adalberto’s demonstrations of uses of 

literacy for authentic purposes. Because this analysis is centered on the purposes of the 

literacy activities rather than on the content and process involved, the communicative 
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strategies in the authors/audience roles and the sign systems used by the participants will 

not be discussed in these examples. 

Example 3.4 “Drawing a Zoo Animals Book”: Demonstrating authoring skills 

(Audio Transcription, 4/12/05). 

The following interaction between Adalberto and Leo occurred in April, during 

journal time. After their visit to the zoo, children had to draw one of the animals they saw.  

4) Adalberto:  Mira yo, voy a hacer una víbora. 

  Look at me, I’m going to make a snake. 

5) Leo:  Yo la voy a hacer más bonita. 

  I am going to make it prettier. 

6)   Yo no se cómo se hace. 

  I don’t know how to make it. 

7) Leo:  Voy a hacer un lion, 

8)   pero no se cómo se hace su boca. 

  I’m going to make a lion, 

but I don’t know how to make its mouth. 

9) Adalberto:  Ah pues nomás le haces así mira,  

10)   así mira,  

11)  mira préstamelo, mira. 

  Ah you have to do it like this look,  

like this look,  

look, lend it to me, look. ((moved Luis’s journal closer to him))  



  249 

12) Adalberto: Luego le pones los dientes malos,  

13)  así los dientes que tiene. 

  Then you give him the bad teeth,  

like this the teeth that it has ((As he drew a circle to represent the head of  

  the lion and then pointy teeth, Luis watched. Then he gave the journal  

back to Luis)). 

^^^ 

21) Adalberto: Primero hazle su su ==su cuerpo. 

  First you make his his ==body. 

22) Leo:            ==su pelo? 

      ==his fur? 

23) Adalberto: Y luego ya hazle así mira, 

24)  así hazle. 

  And then you make it like this, look, 

  do it like this. ((He drew the lion’s body and four legs)) 

^^^ 

32) Adalberto: Mira mira mi dibujo. ((showing his drawing to Luis)) 

33)   ¡Ya le hice su cuerpo! 

  Look look at my drawing. 

  I already made the body! ((he used different colors to make the body of his  

  snake)) 

34) Leo: A verlo. 
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35)  Déjame verlo. 

  Let’s see. 

  Let me see it. ((leaning towards Adalberto’s drawing)) 

 

  

Figure 30. Adalberto's dictation about his drawing of a snake. 

As the previous conversation suggests, the children demonstrate interest in 

hearing about other’s competencies and observing their accomplishments. For Adalberto, 

displaying authoring skills—especially in drawing—allows him to reassure his desire to 

be competent at things that were valued by peers and adults. In the previous excerpt 

Adalberto calls others’ attention to his ongoing drawing efforts: “Mira yo, yo voy a hacer 

una víbora” (Look at me, I’m going to make a snake). Although the purpose of this 

hybrid literacy activity is school-related, displaying competence is a personal purpose for 

Adalberto that makes the activity more relevant to his life. 

On the one hand, displaying authoring skills helps him to become aware of the 

progress of his work (Dyson, 1989), as Adalberto’s enthusiastic statement “¡Ya le hice su 

cuerpo! (I already made the body!) (33) illustrates. On the other hand, demonstrations of 
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competence sometimes make other children feel frustrated about their own capabilities, 

motivating them to ask for assistance. That is the case of Leo, who in the previous 

episode comments on his difficulties drawing the features of a lion. Adalberto finds the 

opportunity to show himself competent at drawing, first by calling his peers’ attention 

towards his ongoing activity and then by demonstrating his mastered strategies for 

drawing special features in Leo’ lion (e.g., the lion’s body and pointy teeth). 

I present three other examples to illustrate Adalberto’s awareness of personal and 

social uses of literacy. Although these examples do not represent Adalberto’s typical 

engagements with literacy in the classroom, they provide insightful information about his 

awareness of the uses of literacy in everyday situations and for meaningful purposes in 

his life. The examples are reconstructed descriptions of children’s conversation retrieved 

from field notes rather than audio transcriptions.  

Example 3.5 “Do You Want to Read it Again?”: Using literacy to interact with 

others (Field Notes, 3/3/05). 

This event takes place in March, during a transition time in which Ms. Lewis is 

distributing basal readers to send home, a routine that she is starting to establish in the 

classroom. Adalberto notices that he has the same book as one of the girls in the class; he 

tries, unsuccessfully, to obtain another one from Ms. Lewis. Then, without saying 

anything, he trades the book with someone else in order to have the same book as his 

friend Omar. Then, the two boys sit side by side on the rug and go through the pages of 

their books, which are written in English, looking at the pictures silently. After the first 

page Adalberto tells Omar, “Mira, voltea tu página” (Look, turn your page). Omar does 
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so, and after looking back at Adalberto’s page he turns to the following one and repeats 

the words, “Voltea tu página” (Turn your page). When they finish, Adalberto asks Omar, 

“¿Quieres leerlo otra vez?” (Do you want to read it again?). Once again, they go page by 

page in order from beginning to end, making sure that they are turning pages at the same 

time, and looking at the pictures. 

This event is particularly relevant to understand Adalberto’s literacy knowledge 

because it reveals the importance of friendship in children’s motivation to learn to read. 

Adalberto engages in reading a book for an authentic purpose: to maintain friendship. By 

having the same book as Omar he demonstrates to him that they share preferences about 

what to read, and that reading is something friends can do together. In the exchange, the 

children do not initiate a conversation about the book; they simply enjoy reading the 

pictures together. His question of “¿Quieres leerlo otra vez?” (Do you want to read it 

again?) demonstrates that although he is not reading the words, his understanding of 

reading includes a semantic use of the illustrations and knowledge of texts (Martens, 

1996). He also demonstrates book-handling skills. He knows where the front of the book 

is and has control of left-to-right directionality. 

It is also noteworthy that despite Adalberto’s increased interest in listening to 

stories during storybook time (most of which were read in English), he rarely engages in 

reading books. However, his awareness of using literacy as a way to initiate social 

interaction motivates him to spontaneously engage in reading a book with his friend. 

Example 3.6 “Tell Your Mom to Draw Me a Map to Go to your House” (Field 

Notes, 5/17/05). 
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It is the middle of May, Adalberto and Ismael are sitting at the same table, waiting 

for the material they need to work in their center. While waiting, Adalberto says to 

Ismael, “Tell your mom to draw me a map to go to your house.” What is relevant in this 

event is Adalberto’s realization of the function of a map in giving directions to go from 

one place to another. This spontaneous event reveals Adalberto’s awareness of the uses of 

literacy in his home and community for practical purposes. Moreover, when considering 

his little engagement in print-related activities, it is interesting to note that he requests a 

map, which as a multimodal text, combines visual symbols and print.     

Observing and listening to children’s conversation about the uses of literacy 

provide opportunities to identify the knowledge that they bring from home, and supports 

my understanding of the multiple ways in which children make and share meaning with 

others. 

Example 3.7 “Drawing a Reminder Note to the Teacher”  (Field Notes, 4/28/05). 

In one occasion, Adalberto is playing with a marble he brought from home. He 

takes it out of his pocket and shows it to other children that are sitting next to him. It is 

storybook time, thus Ms. Lewis collects the marble to avoid distraction. However, Ms. 

Lewis tells him to remind her to give him the marble back at the end of the day. After 

lunch, Adalberto makes a note for Ms. Lewis in which he draws a marble and writes his 

name and then he puts it on the teacher’s desk. Ms. Lewis acknowledges Adalberto’s 

effort in writing her a note as a reminder, and praises him in front of the class. According 

to her, she encourages children to write notes to her, however children rarely participate 
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in this type of activity in the classroom. Ms. Lewis was surprised that Adalberto had done 

it.  

Although the idea of writing a note is proposed by Ms. Lewis, Adalberto initiates 

when to do so. The event shows Adalberto’s realization of both print’s and drawing’s 

function in representing meaning and recalling information. More importantly, it provides 

Adalberto the opportunity to experience the uses of literacy as it occurs in everyday 

situations inside and out of school and to engage in a text production activity for an 

authentic purpose. 

Shared Text Production Events for Adalberto 

Peer Interaction in Shared Text Production 

Even though most of the composing activities at the Brown Bear classroom 

require children to produce individual projects, children support each other in the 

construction of their texts facilitating instances of shared text production. Requests for 

help and demonstrations from peers are common in this classroom, and create a positive 

environment in which Adalberto and his peers work together in the construction of shared 

texts. I illustrate these findings through examples 4.1A and 4.1B, which are two episodes 

from the same literacy event.  

Example 4.1A “Making a Zoo Animals Book”: Requesting and offering assistance 

(Audio Transcription, 4/26/05).  

The excerpts that I present in this example are from a hybrid literacy event that 

occurred at the end of April. Adalberto, Damon, Arizbette, Sofia and Luis are working at 

the same center. They are drawing animals and writing the corresponding numeral to 
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make a counting book about zoo animals.  Adalberto and Damon are sitting to both sides 

of Luis. Arizbette and Sofia are sitting across from the boys. At the beginning of the 

event, the children are sharing their ideas about the animals they want to draw. As they 

start to work, Adalberto and Luis encounter problems with their text.  

17) Adalberto: ¿Hey me ayudas?  

  Hey can you help me? 

18) Damon: Sí. 

  Yes. 

19) Adalberto: ¿Me lo haces? 

  Y yo le hago las orejas. 

  Can you make it for me? 

  And I make the ears. 

^^^ 

52) Luis: Yo no sé hacer leones. 

  I don’t know how to make lions 

53) Adalberto: Así mira, como yo. 

  Like this, look, [do it] like me ((he was tracing the tail of his   

  animal as Luis watched)) 

^^^ 

74) Damon: A ver, a ver, ¿te lo ha- te lo hago? 

  Let me see, let me see, Do I ma- Do I make it for you? 

77)   Y luego esta mira, esta y esta y esta y esta y esta.  
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  And then this one, look, this and this and this and this and this.   

  ((he traced the head, the body and the legs of an animal as Luis   

  watched)) 

78) Luis: ¿Y las orejas? 

  And the ears? 

79) Damon: También. 

  Those too. 

80) Luis: Y luego los ojos. 

  And then the eyes. 

81) Adalberto: Las orejas de otros colores. 

  The ears with other colors. 

82) Luis: ¡Azul las orejas! 

  Blue, make the ears blue! 

83) Damon: A ver, pásame el rojo. 

  Let me see, hand me the red. 

84) Adalberto: La mía azul y la tuya== 

  Mine blue and yours== ((he colored the right ear in Luis’ lion)) 

85) Luis:            ==Asi? Asi? 

             ==Like this? Like this? 

  Damon, ¿así? 

  Damon, like this? ((he traced the head and body of his animal using a  

  brown crayon)) 
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86) Damon: Sí. 

  Yes. 

  Pero no, así no. 

  But no, not like this. 

89) Adalberto: Pues agarra otro. 

  Then get another [color]. 

90) Luis: Y ahora los ojos. 

  And now the eyes. 

In the individual text production section I noted how children spontaneously 

display competence at composing in order to gain others’ recognition and reassure their 

authoring skills. When analyzing shared text production events I realized that children’s 

demonstrations respond to requests for assistance as an act of solidarity with other 

authors. At the beginning of the previous exchange, Adalberto first ask Damon for help 

with his text; when he realizes that Damon is a more skilful drawer, Adalberto directly 

requests that he makes the drawing for him. In the exchange Adalberto and Damon also 

show willingness to help Luis through demonstrations of the processes they are following 

in their designs. As Luis keeps insisting in his difficulty to do it by himself, the 

demonstrations turn into a joint work among the three boys. Through the assistance and 

collaboration of Adalberto and Damon, Luis is able to represent his lion in a way that 

others can recognize it, which otherwise he would not had been able to do on his own.  
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Figure 31. Adalberto and Damon talking about how to draw a lion. 

Aspects of literacy in example 4.1A.  As discussed previously, children’s shifting 

stances between the content, processes and purposes of a literacy activity are commonly 

observed throughout the study. In this shared text production example, the children’s 

primary focus of attention fluctuates between the content and the processes needed for 

the drawn text that they are jointly constructing.  

A process-centered stance is observed in the many demonstrations and 

suggestions that Damon and Adalberto make for Luis; Damon focuses on how to draw 

the different parts of the lion and Adalberto focuses on selecting the colors. As Luis 

observes Damon draw, he focuses mostly on elements of content such as the lion’s body 

parts that are still missing. Attending to elements of content and process needed for 

constructing a text is central in children’s demonstrations for one another. 

Communicative strategies in example 4.1A.  Children’s spontaneous 

demonstrations of interest about others’ work create a positive environment that 

encourages children to work together assisting each other as text-related problems arise. 
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To analyze closely the communicative strategies through which Adalberto and his peers 

accomplish this type of interaction, I use the Table 11 to display the frequency 

distribution of the communicative strategies identified in example 4.1A. 

Table 11 Frequency of Communicative Strategies in Example 4.1A 

Communicative Strategies Adalberto           Peers as 
as co-author    Audience 

Peers as              Adalberto  
Co-authors    as Audience 

Informative statement     -                      -                   3                    - 

Evaluation statement     -                      -       1                    - 

Information request     -                      -      -                    1 

Summons     -                      -      3                   1 

Clarification request     -                      -      2                   - 

Confirmation statement     -                      1      2                   - 

Request for Behavior       2                   -     -                     - 

Suggestion       -                    -     5                    4 

Directive Question       -                    -     1                    - 

Imperative       -                    -     1                    - 

Total      2                    1     18                  6 
 

As Table 11 suggests, the communicative strategies displayed for the two groups 

vary according to the roles taken by the participants (co-author and audience). In the first 

dyad, Adalberto takes an author role and uses requests for behavior—specifically requests 

for assistance as seen in the excerpt presented in example 4.1A.   The second dyad shows 

that making suggestions for one another is the strategy that dominates in both Adalberto’s 

audience role and in his peers’ co-author role.  
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Analyzing the communicative strategies used by the children in both situations 

help me to describe more clearly the interaction illustrated in example 4.1A, which as I 

discuss earlier, is characterized by the joint work among the participants. In this 

exchange, Adalberto is requesting Damon to help him with his drawing, and Damon 

willingly agrees (lines 15-17). Then, Luis uses informative statements (lines 52, 72) to let 

his friends know about the difficulties he is experiencing with the task. In this way, he is 

indirectly requesting his friends’ assistance with a text-related problem. Adalberto’s and 

Damon’s demonstrations of how to draw a “lion” (53, 55, 73, 74, 77) provide the 

guidance that Luis needs to accomplish his goal.  

Towards the end of the example the interaction among the boys turns into a 

collaborative exchange in which both co-authors and audience offer suggestions about 

both elements of the process and the content needed for the construction of their text. As I 

describe earlier, children’s responses to others’ requests for assistance created a 

supportive environment that furthered the children’s composing skills. 

Sign systems in example 4.1A.  Talk and drawing are the tools through which 

children in this example make demonstrations for each other about processes and 

strategies to represent their intended meanings. These multimodal demonstrations 

facilitate the construction and communication of meaning furthering children’s learning 

as they experience how these sign systems can be integrated to express and interpret 

messages.  

In relation to language use in this example, it is notable that the entire 

conversation is in Spanish. In this example, the children do not rely on English 
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borrowings to refer to terms related to body parts and color names, for which they often 

use English words. This observation indicates that while children are developing two 

linguistic repertoires, their primary language continues to be the main means in their 

collaborative interaction.  

As children participate in authoring activities—both individual and shared text 

production—most of which involve drawing, talking, singing and sometimes reading and 

writing, there are instances in which children shift the focus of their conversation from 

text construction to the negotiation of social relationships. That is, children’s 

conversation is not only related to the message of the text and the processes needed for its 

construction but also to friendship, a topic that is relevant to their lives. The following 

excerpt from the same “Zoo Animals Book” event illustrates this finding. I will not 

analyze the author/audience roles, communicative strategies and sign systems used by the 

participants because although at the beginning of the episode the conversation is text-

related, what needs to be highlighted is that children’s talk centers on social relationships 

while their composing activity stays in the background. 

Example 4.1B “Making a Zoo Animal Book”: Talking about friendship during text 

production (Audio Transcription, 4/26/05). 

As I discuss in the previous episode, at the beginning of the exchange children are 

working together on a shared text, which is an act of solidarity toward Luis who is 

experiencing difficulty with his task. The focus of their conversation is on the content 

(i.e., lion’ body parts) and processes (i.e., different drawing strategies and color selection) 

needed for the pictorial representation that they are jointly producing. Children are also 
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negotiating the use of materials as well as shared preferences for their texts, particularly 

the colors they would like to use. 

Despite this supportive atmosphere, tension starts to grow between the two girls 

that are working at the same table when Arizbette makes an “unfriendly” comment about 

Sofia’s drawing. Sofia expresses to the others her surprise about the comment and says 

that she considers Arizbette her friend. Adalberto remains silent during this incident, but 

he later joins the boys in the conversation that followed.  

91) Sofia: Estoy haciendo un oso dormido. 

  I’m making a sleeping bear. 

92) Arizbette: Qué feo. 

  How ugly. 

93) Damon: ih::h ((inhaling)) No:o, está bonito. 

                 No:o, it is pretty. 

94) Luis: Sí está bonito. 

  Yeah, it’s pretty. 

95)   El tuyo está feo.  

  Yours is ugly. ((to Arizbette)) 

96) Sofia: Ella me está diciendo que mi oso está feo.  

97)   Ella es mi amiga y siempre estoy tratando de ser su amiga. 

  She is telling me that my bear is ugly. 

  She is my friend and I’m always trying to be her friend. 

98) Luis: Bueno pues no te voy a regalar ningún regalo.  
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99)  Nomás a ella.  

100)  Nomás a tí te voy a regalar un regalo. 

  Okay, then I’m not going to give you any present. ((to Arizbette)) 

  Only to her. ((pointing to Sofia)) 

  I’m only going to give you a present. ((to Sofia)) 

After this conversation between Luis and the two girls, Damon and Adalberto 

continue talking about their texts. Shortly thereafter, Luis goes back to the incident 

between Arizbette and Sofia; at this point everyone at the table engages in the 

conversation.   

113) Luis:  Está bonito tu oso.  

   Your bear is pretty.((to Sofia)) 

114) Adalberto: Sí es cierto. 

   That is true. 

115) Luis:  Sí está bonito, 

116)    sí está bonito. 

117)   Y el tuyo feo.  

   Yeah, it’s pretty, 

   It’s pretty. 

   And yours is ugly. ((to Arizbette)) 

118) Sofia:  No, el de ella también está bonito. 

   No, hers is also pretty. 

119) Luis:  Pero no le voy a regalar ningún regalo. 
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120)    Nomás a tí.  

   But I’m not going to give her any present. 

   Only to you. ((to Sofia)) 

121) Sofia:  Arizbette, mi mami te va a comprar un regalo pa’ ti. 

   Arizbette, my mummy is going to buy a present for you. 

122) Luis:  Y mi mamá te va a comprar un regalo para tí. 

   Una Barbie.  

   And my mom is going to buy a present for you. ((to Sofia)) 

   A Barbie. 

123) Adalberto: Una Barbie de patineta. 

   A barbie with skateboard. 

124) Luis:  Así y luego mi mamá dijo que le va a comprar algo al Adalberto. 

Like this and then my mom said that she is going to buy something 

for Adalberto. 

125) Damon: Y-y tam- y tam- y mi mi mamá te va a dar un regalito. ((to 

Adalberto)) 

And and al- al- and my my mom is going to give you a little 

present. 

^^^ 

132) Adalberto: Yo te voy a traer el spider man.  

   I’m going to bring you the spider man. ((to Luis)) 

133) Luis:  Mi mamá te va a traer un grande spider man. 
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   My mom is going to bring you a big spider man. ((to Adalberto)) 

134) Adalberto: Yo te voy a traer un regalo que no te voy a decir. 

135)   Bueno, es un juguete ¿eh? Pero no te voy a decir. 

   I’m going to bring you a present but I’m not going to tell you what. 

   Okay, it is a toy eh? But I’m not telling you what. ((to Luis)) 

In this event, children’s conversation during their authoring activity is not text-

related; maintaining social relationships becomes the content upon which children’s 

attention is centered, while their activity focuses on text production. Rowe’s (1994) work 

also reports similar events where this pattern is observed, highlighting that “although 

social relationships were negotiated through direct conversation, authoring, for the most 

part, occurred quietly” (p.117). Her observations across events in which the main focus of 

children’s conversation is on social relationships lead her to conclude that children’s talk 

about friendship indirectly supports their composing activities. So it is for Adalberto and 

his peers at the Brown Bear classroom. When Arizbette makes the negative comment 

about Sofia’s drawing (91-92), the boys show solidarity with Sofia and exclude Arizbette 

from the supportive interaction that is being built among the children at the table.  

Language Use and Literacy 

Adalberto was Spanish-dominant bilingual (Moll & Dworin, 1996; M. L. Reyes, 

2001) when he entered preschool, as the majority of the children in the Brown Bear 

classroom; considering the varying degrees of bilingualism that exist among the children, 

Adalberto’s proficiency in English is in an emergent stage.  
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In this classroom English is the primary language of instruction. During the first 

half of the year Ms. Lewis was using Spanish and code-switching into Spanish for the 

purpose of clarifying instructions and reinforcing the classroom’s rules. Ms. Lewis’s 

code-switching is also observed as a strategy she often uses to accommodate 

conversations with children in which they either use only Spanish or code-switch from 

English into Spanish often within the same utterance. I. Reyes (2004) identifies this 

strategy as “follow the leader,” which is commonly observed in bilingual communities 

where the frequent switching between languages is an accepted way of speaking.  

The use of English as language of instruction (and learning) in the Brown Bear 

classroom increased since the spring semester. According to Ms. Lewis, one of the main 

goals in her preschool program is to teach children as much English as possible to better 

prepare them for Kindergarten. Although Nopal Elementary is one of the few schools 

within its school district that advocates native-language instruction, the teachers in the 

early grades—including preschool—experience great pressure in preparing children to 

make the transition into English quickly so they can qualify for bilingual education 

services. Therefore, in this classroom Spanish is used temporarily and sporadically while 

the children are learning English. A shift towards English for both the teachers and the 

children is observed at the beginning of the second half of the year. This observation is 

consistent with what research in bilingual education shows: In most bilingual programs in 

the United States Spanish or any other “minority language” is used mainly as a “bridge” 

to learning English (Baker, 1996; Moll & Dworin, 1996).  
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According to Ms. Lewis, by January Adalberto showed a rapid improvement in 

his oral skills in English. Even though he started using more conversation in English he 

continued using Spanish for most social interactions with peers and text production 

activities. His increasing oral skills in English were especially noticeable in Adalberto’s 

engagement during the circle time and story time. At the beginning of the year, he 

showed little interest in the stories being read and was easily distracted by other children. 

After the winter break, I noticed a big change. He started to listen intently when stories 

where read aloud and to take more risks to respond or make requests in English. He 

started addressing his teachers more often in English while frequently code-switching 

into Spanish.  

Code-switching is considered by many sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics an 

important feature of bilingualism (I. Reyes, 2004; Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004; Zentella, 

1997). Adalberto’s ability to code-switch according to speaker and context was an 

indication of the development of communicative competence in the two languages 

(Ervin-Tripp & Reyes, 2005), that is, the ability to choose which language to use with 

whom and what situation. This feature of Adalberto’s way of speaking also demonstrates 

his pragmatic knowledge and the ability to function in a community where speaking in 

two languages is the norm.  

In addition to the more frequent use of code-switching between languages, 

Adalberto and his peers were using lexical borrowings in English (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 

2004; Zentella, 2005) that they regularly heard in the classroom (e.g., numbers, colors 
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and letters names, classroom objects, etc.) when speaking in Spanish among peers or 

other Spanish-dominant bilinguals.  

On one occasion the children were working on a center’s activity. They had to 

make a bracelet inserting beads forming an “ABC pattern;” they had to put three different 

colors in the same sequence repeated times in a string. When Ms. Kelly, the teacher 

assistant, asked Adalberto to choose the colors he wanted for his beads he responded in 

English. Then Adalberto started to explain to me in Spanish what he was planning to do 

but named the colors of his beads in English; because of this, I started to talk to him in 

English. Giving me a strange look he said, “No me hables en inglés porque yo no se 

inglés” (Don’t talk to me in English because I don’t speak English). Thus, I switched 

back to Spanish. I asked him again which colors he had chosen and if the way in which 

he had arranged them made an “ABC pattern,” and he said, “Si mira, blue, green, orange, 

blue, green orange” (Yes, look). As this example illustrates, using borrowings, especially 

school terms, was very common in children’s conversations with both peers and adults 

when speaking Spanish. Children used English borrowings in their conversation even 

when they are not aware of using them.  

However, borrowing is not particular to the classroom context, although its use by 

bilingual children increases upon school entrance. In the same way in which code-

switching is a traditional discourse practice among many bilinguals, the use of 

borrowings from English when speaking Spanish and vice versa is also a language style 

that is widely used among members of communities characterized by bilingualism. As 
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Jimenez (2003) points out, these practices can be understood as a reflection of the 

richness and enhanced communicative abilities available to the bilingual individual. 

Research in early childhood bilingualism indicates that from an early age, 

children growing up bilingually are able to adapt to the communicative competences of 

the listener (Genesse, 2000; McLaughlin, 1984). Bilingual children associate a person 

with the language in which that person is stronger; thus, they are able to differentiate 

which language is more appropriate to use with that person. As the previous example 

suggests, Adalberto clearly identified me as a Spanish speaker; therefore he rejected my 

attempt to speak to him in English, a language in which I had never tried to talk to him 

before. It is noteworthy that he emphasized that he “does not” speak English when his 

interaction with Ms. Kelly was entirely in that language and he switched back and forth 

between languages as he needed.  

Adalberto’s increasing communicative competence in English and Spanish was 

mediating his literacy learning. Although Adalberto used primarily Spanish to organize 

and monitor his composing activities, English was starting to serve the same self-

directive and representational functions (Halliday, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978). As research in 

the field of early literacy shows, both of these language functions are involved in the 

literacy processes (Dyson, 1989, 1990; Rowe, 1994).  

Furthermore, research in biliteracy from a sociocultural perspective emphasizes 

the remarkable accomplishment of bilingual students in gaining control over two 

complex writing systems in order to construct and communicate meaning (Dworin, 2003; 

Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll et al., 2001; I. Reyes, 2006; Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 
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forthcoming; Reyes & Soltero, forthcoming).  More importantly, as Moll & Dworin 

(1996) argue, “The intellectual power of biliteracy lies in the mediated relationships the 

learner establishes between symbol system and social world [in two languages] to obtain 

or create knowledge and transform it for meaningful purposes” (p.242).  

Adalberto’s emergent bilingualism was both a self-directive tool and a 

representational tool to construct and communicate meaning in his bilingual world. As he 

developed a higher level of bilingualism he demonstrated increased interest in listening to 

written stories in English. Additionally, although he made no attempt to write during the 

preschool year, his developing bilingual competence was assisting him in monitoring the 

symbolic behaviors through which he was representing meaning on paper. These 

symbolic behaviors, which included alternative sign systems—mainly art, oral language 

and song—helped him to become aware that he could “represent meaning symbolically, a 

necessary understanding critical to being a reader and writer” (Martens, 1996, p.91). 

The following example illustrates Adalberto’s awareness of living in a bilingual 

world where print in two languages is used in everyday life. Ms. Lewis was explaining to 

the children a letter that she was sending home to their parents.  The following day, they 

were having “water day” and in the letter Ms. Lewis was asking the parents to send their 

children with the appropriate clothing and shoes. Before putting the letter in his 

backpack, Adalberto asked Ms. Lewis, “¿Está en español”? (Is it written in Spanish?), to 

what she responded, “Yes, it is written in English and in Spanish.” Adalberto’s question 

suggests that he recognizes that official school-related documents might be written only 

in English, which concerned him since at home his family prefers to communicate in 
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Spanish. His question also shows his awareness that writing can take place in both 

Spanish and English as well as his awareness that family members prefer reading in 

Spanish. 

Additionally, Adalberto took the role of language broker in the classroom 

(Jimenez, 2003; Valdés, 1996). As a language broker, he translated and served as a bridge 

between Ms. Kelly and Jose, a Spanish monolingual peer who was new in the class. Ms. 

Kelly was giving one-to-one assistance to Jose in completing a chart as part of his 

center’s work. Adalberto was observing them the whole time; after Ms. Kelly explained 

to Jose the instructions in English, Adalberto translated the instructions for Jose, as well 

as the labels that were printed in English in a teacher-made chart.  

Research on bilingual development in Latino students (e.g., Jimenez, 2003; 

Valdés, 1996) shows that students are often engaged in this function as intermediaries 

between English monolingual educators and Spanish monolingual classmates at school.  

Jimenez (2003) discusses instances in which children are asked to perform as interpreters 

between their parents and English monolingual speakers in transactions that are complex 

and stressful. These transactions not only require oral translation but sometimes the 

translation of complex texts such as contracts, bills, etc., placing a great responsibility to 

assist their parents on the children.  

Summary of Adalberto’s Case Study 

In this chapter, I presented findings from the second level of analysis that respond 

to the question of how Adalberto integrates his home language and meaning-making 

practices to the school literacy practices. The spontaneous and hybrid literacy events I 
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selected for Adalberto’s case study highlight the various ways in which he explores and 

uses multiple literacies for meaningful purposes in his life, which expand the functions of 

instructional literacy practices that are emphasized in the Brown Bear classroom. I also 

provided detailed accounts of Adalberto’s interactions with peers and adults during 

composing activities in the classroom and the communicative strategies he employs as he 

actively shifts between author, co-author, and audience roles. Some of the examples 

illustrate that Adalberto is a leader among his peers, and that he prefers to engage in 

activities in which he is in control and can demonstrate his authoring skills, especially 

through drawing. Additionally, I describe Adalberto’s language use in combination with 

alternative sign systems and how they support his production of multimodal texts. 

 I summarize Adalberto’s literacy practices and more specifically his participation 

in spontaneous and hybrid literacy events through five components of literacy learning 

identified in this study: 1) participation patterns during composing activities, 2) roles 

taken by the participants, 3) attention to multidimensional aspects of literacy, 4) multiple 

sign systems involved, and 5) language use.  

Participation Patterns: Individual and Shared Text Production Events 

Adalberto’s participation in spontaneous and hybrid literacy events indicates two 

main types of participation patterns: Individual and shared text production. Adalberto’s 

individual text production always occurs in interaction with others; he initiates interaction 

with peers and adults in order to negotiate the meaning of his texts and to comment on 

the work of others, although the activity requires the production of individual texts. 

Additionally, Adalberto’s talk during individual text production is most of the time text-
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related; however, he often brings to the conversation out-of-school experiences (see 

example 3.3) that make the individual assignments more relevant to him.  

Shared text production events are occasions in which Adalberto creates 

opportunities for joint activity with peers. I describe the collaborative nature of shared 

text production events in examples 4.1 A and 4.1 B. These examples illustrate a type of 

participation structure in which children take co-author roles to support each other in the 

construction of their texts. Requests for assistance and demonstrations from peers are 

common in shared text production events. 

Multidimensional Aspects of Literacy: Content, Processes, and Purposes 

As I describe in Dariana’s case study, a pattern identified across the literacy 

events that I observed in the Brown Bear classroom is that during text production 

children negotiate the content, processes and purposes of their texts with both peers and 

adults.  

Adalberto’s content-centered stance is observed in his efforts to construct or 

interpret the message of his texts and the texts of others (see examples 3.1A, 3.2, and 

3.3). An important observation here is that Adalberto freely uses Spanish and his 

emerging knowledge of English to monitor his work and also to negotiate and share the 

meanings of his texts with other children. In contrast, in his efforts to communicate in 

English with the teachers he leaves out a great part of the meaning of his texts, which is 

often reduced to a label. 

There are other occasions during text production when Adalberto demonstrates a 

process-centered stance. That is, his conversation and actions focus on the processes 
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needed for producing a text rather than on the content of the text. I identify three main 

patterns in Adalberto’s demonstration of a process-centered stance including self-

monitoring of the composing process, color selection, and the writing of his own name 

(examples 3.1B and 3.1C).  

Analysis of process-centered events indicate that Adalberto uses multiple sign 

systems, especially drawing and singing as well as talk in Spanish and English, to 

monitor aspects of the composing process. Additionally, color selection is often the focus 

of Adalberto’s conversation with his peers about the process of text production, even 

though a very small selection of writing and drawing tools are available to them (i.e. 

crayons and markers). I notice that color selection responds primarily to social factors 

such as the teacher’s expectation of using different colors in their drawings as well as 

shared preferences with peers rather than considerations of the characteristics of the 

media that would best fit their communication goals. 

Analysis of Adalberto’s demonstrations of a purpose-centered stance indicates his 

awareness of the uses of literacy for personal and social purposes such as to demonstrate 

authoring skills (example 3.4), to maintain social relationships (example 3.5) and to 

remember information (examples 3.6 and 3.7). This finding is important because 

although he demonstrates little interest in school-related literacy activities (e.g. letter 

identification, reading books, reading names), he engages in literacy activities in which 

written language has a meaningful purpose for him. In addition, demonstrating authoring 

skills to his peers—especially in drawing—allows him to reassure his desire to be 

competent at things that were valued by peers and adults. However, Adalberto avoids 
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participating in activities for which he has not developed the necessary skills, particularly 

reading and writing. 

Communicative Strategies and Adalberto’s Roles During Composing Activities 

Shifting roles between author and audience is a pattern of interaction that I 

observed across the individual text production events in which Adalberto participated 

during the study. As author, Adalberto uses information statements to monitor his work 

and to make plans for his texts. This type of communicative strategy allows him to 

organize his actions and decisions in relation to the form and content of his texts. He also 

uses summons to obtain his peers attention and to display his authoring skills.  

As audience, Adalberto listens and observes other authors’ comments and actions, 

requests information, offers suggestions and assistance. Analysis across individual text 

production events indicates that the adult audience tended to use information requests, 

leading questions, and requests for behavior, which emphasize the expectations for the 

individual task.  

In peer interaction events during shared text production activities, Adalberto’s 

communicative strategies demonstrate the co-operative interaction that characterizes 

these exchanges. Adalberto and his peers take a co-author role and through joint activity 

they create shared texts. They use suggestions, summons, and requests for behavior 

(assistance), which creates a positive environment that encourages children to work 

together and to support each other as text-related problems arise. 
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Multiple Sign Systems  

Adalberto’s participation in literacy events often involves multiple sign systems 

(linguistic and paralinguistic) as means for meaning making. In his efforts to make and 

express meaning, Adalberto creates spaces within the instructional literacy practices in 

which he and his peers freely use Spanish and English and combine multiple sign 

systems.  

Each sign system (i.e., oral language, written language, art, music) provides him 

different possibilities to represent the meanings he wants to communicate. Through talk, 

for example, Adalberto often describes content-related elements of his text (i.e., 

characters, setting, actions), some of which (e.g., relationship between the characters) 

may be harder to represent with drawn symbols. In the stories he draws, Adalberto 

consistently talks about the actions of the characters; very often he is the protagonist 

along with other important people in his life (e.g., friends, siblings, parents).  

Findings from this study indicate that any literacy event is multimodal; that is, 

various sign systems are combined in the production and interpretation of texts. The 

examples presented in Adalberto’s case study illustrate the multimodal nature of his texts, 

in which oral language nearly always accompany the meanings he constructs through art. 

In Adalberto’s drawn texts, both drawing and speech carry part of the meaning. In 

combining different sign systems and the linguistic resources available to him in the two 

languages, Adalberto is expanding his meaning potential and the ability to represent and 

express meaning (Harste et al., 1984).  
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Art and oral language are the primary sign systems that Adalberto uses to 

construct and share meaning with others during his composing activities in preschool. 

Overall, he seems reluctant to use and explore written language, particularly in the types 

of literacy practices typically encouraged in schools (e.g., letter identification, reciting the 

ABC, sight word recognition, book reading, etc.).  Instead of engaging in print-related 

activities, when the context of the situation does not directly constrain him about the 

mode of communication that he can use, he combines linguistic and alternative sign 

systems, particularly oral language, art and music.  Communicating in these multiple 

modes helps him understand that he can represent meaning symbolically and that others 

can understand that meaning, which according to Martens (1996) is critical in learning to 

read and write.  

Language Use and Literacy 

Adalberto draws from a rich repertoire of alternative literacies or meaning-making 

practices that are not necessarily recognized in the official curriculum. The various 

examples that I present in Adalberto’s case study reveal his avoidance attitude towards 

using written language and his preference for combining alternative sign systems, 

particularly drawing, singing, and talk. However, considering the context of the home and 

school literacy practices I believe that Adalberto’s lack of interest in exploring and using 

written language is because he had not yet had a compelling reason to do so. 

Another aspect of Adalberto’s language use is related to code-switching and 

lexical borrowings from English into Spanish, which usually include words and phrases 

frequently heard in the classroom. Adalberto’s use of more complex grammatical 



  278 

constructions in his code-switching to English when monitoring the process of meaning 

construction is remarkable during the second half of the preschool year. This is an 

indicator of the gradual integration of English into his linguistic repertoire. Adalberto is 

starting to use English not only as a communicative and interactional tool but also as a 

means for organizing his thinking and directing the process of his composing activities. 

Contrary to the common assumption that code-switching, the alternated use of 

two languages, is a poor way of speaking or an indication of lack of vocabulary in one 

language or the other, research on bilingual development shows that children use code-

switching and lexical borrowings as means in the acquisition of another language (I. 

Reyes, 2004; Zentella, 1997). 

In short, Adalberto’s increasing communicative competence in English and 

Spanish is mediating his literacy learning in the bilingual world that surrounds him. 

Although he uses primarily Spanish to organize and monitor his composing activities, 

English is starting to serve the same self-directive and representational functions 

(Halliday, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978). As he continues developing a higher level of 

bilingualism, he demonstrates increased interest in the instructional literacy practices 

emphasized in the Brown Bear classroom.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Hybrid Literacy Practices in the Children’s Third Space 

The study I report here is part of the Emergent Literacy and Language 

Development in Latino Immigrant Children’s project (ELLD), a three-year longitudinal 

research project at the University of Arizona with Iliana Reyes as the principal 

investigator. The ELLD project examines home and school influences on young 

children’s literacy development through the systematic observation of 18 preschool 

Latino immigrant children in the home and classroom settings (see Reyes 2006 for 

further details on this project). Drawing from data collected during the first year of this 

longitudinal research project, the present study focuses on the school literacy practices of 

Dariana and Adalberto, two of the children participating in the ELLD project. Both are 

bilingual speakers whose first language is Spanish.  

My understandings of the literacy practices in which Dariana and Adalberto 

participated are grounded in several theoretical orientations informed by sociohistorical 

and sociocultural theories of learning as the overarching framework (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Sociocultural theory allows me to make sense of the interconnectedness of language and 

literacy learning with the broader social context as well as the classroom context in which 

they occur. I also draw from the theory of literacy as a social practice proposed by 

scholars within the New Literacy Studies group (NLS) (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Street, 

1984, 1997). According to this theoretical perspective, literacy and biliteracy (de la 

Piedra, 2006; Hornberger, 2003; Moll & Dworin, 1996, 2006; Moll et al., 2001) must be 

understood as situated in specific contexts.  
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Another line of research guiding this study is semiotic theory (Eco, 1976; Peirce, 

1966).  The semiotic approach to literacy learning views written language as one of many 

literacies through which we make sense of our experience and share meaning with others. 

This approach also highlights the multimodal nature of all communication (Dyson, 1989, 

1990, 1993, 2003; Harste, et al., 1984; Kress, 1997; Kress, & Van Leeuwen, 2001; Leland 

& Harste, 1994; Rowe, 1994; Short & Kaufman, 2000; Siegel, 1995). Taking a semiotic 

perspective guided me in understanding the multiple ways in which children make sense 

and share meaning. Particularly in this study, I focus on the children’s integration of art, 

talk, writing, reading, music, and drama. 

Furthermore, I include a selection of studies related to bilingual and biliteracy 

development in early childhood, particularly in Latino children’s education in the U.S 

context. These studies highlight several theoretical and empirical insights into the process 

of children learning to read and write in two languages, contributing to the discussion that 

challenges common fallacies in bilingual education in the U.S. (Dworin, 2003; Edelsky, 

1986; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll, et al., 2001; I. Reyes, 2006; M. L. Reyes, 2001). 

Some studies discuss possibilities and limitations of pursuing biliteracy instruction and 

development of young Latino children in counter-hegemonic English immersion classes 

amidst English-only legislation (Manyak, 2006; Stritikus, 2003).  

My review of literature on early literacy includes studies that examine the 

functions of literacy in making meaning (e.g., Y. Goodman, 1986; Smith, 1988; Taylor, 

1993; Teale, 1986). Research that focuses on classroom and home literacy practices (e.g., 

Heath, 1983; Kantor, et al., 1992; Kendrick, 2003; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Taylor & 
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Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) provides me with a frame to examine the uses and functions of 

literacy in the classroom and the link with the children’s uses of literacy in their homes 

and communities.  

Lastly, sociolinguistic studies of classroom interaction (Corsaro, 1979, 1985; 

Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977; Rowe, 1994) have helped me to investigate the 

participation structures, roles adopted by the participants, and the uses of language to 

represent and communicate meaning during naturally occurring communicative events.  

I employ an ethnographic approach to examine the macro- and micro-contexts 

surrounding the literacy practices of two 5-year-old bilingual children within a preschool 

classroom where English is the dominant language of instruction. Additionally, I use a 

case study methodology for the microanalysis of the children’s language use and “thick 

descriptions” (Erickson, 1986) of their meaning-making practices in the everyday life of 

their classroom. This methodology is a powerful tool to understand the link between 

situated literacy practices and the wider socio-cultural context in which they are 

embedded. 

Data were collected through a participant-observation methodology. I observed 

this classroom two times a week over one school year (2004-2005). My observations in 

the classroom lasted a minimum of three hours for each visit. I used multiple sources of 

data to record classroom literacy practices. These included classroom observations, field 

notes, audiotapes, videotapes, students’ work samples as well as interviews with teachers, 

parents, and students.  
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The study includes two levels of analysis. In the first level, I provide answers to 

the first two research questions that guided this study: 

1. What do bilingual preschool children come to know about literacy in one 

preschool classroom in which English is the dominant language of instruction? More 

specifically, I analyze and compare two aspects of the children’s literacy practices in the 

classroom: 

a. Content: What types of skills and knowledge about written language do 

children demonstrate? 

b. Function: What functions of literacy do children experience? 

2. How does the social organization of the classroom influence the literacy practices in 

which bilingual children participate?  

In the first level of analysis I first located all the literacy events in which the case 

study children participated within the everyday classroom life. During my visits, I 

observed the literacy events that occurred in seven classroom contexts (story time, circle 

time, journal time, learning centers, free choice time, lunch time, and dramatic play). 

Then, I categorized the literacy events observed in two domains: teacher-

guided/instructional and child-initiated/spontaneous literacy events.  

Additionally, I analyzed the functions and content of the literacy events observed 

in both instructional and spontaneous domains using a comparative model of literacy (see 

Figure 4 and Figure 5 in Chapter 2). This model allowed me to group the functions and 

content of the literacy events into broader categories; these categories facilitated the 

comparison between the instructional and the spontaneous literacy events and more 
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importantly, the identification of patterns in the uses of language and literacy by children 

and adults in the classroom. 

In the second level of data analysis (see Figure 7 in Chapter 2), I provide answers 

for the third research question, which examines how bilingual preschool children 

integrate their home language and meaning-making practices into the school literacy 

practices.  

Here, I focused on literacy events that occurred during less structured activities—

which I call hybrid literacy events—and child-initiated/spontaneous activities (i.e., free 

choice time, lunch time, and playground time). The hybrid literacy events (convergence 

of instructional and spontaneous events) include children’s participation in dramatic play, 

journals, and learning centers. In the last two, children worked individually on separate 

projects but shared a common space, usually a table or an area of the rug.  

I also conducted microsociolinguistic analyses of the children’s participation in 

selected hybrid and spontaneous literacy events, which I present in the case studies of 

Dariana and Adalberto (Chapters 4 and 5). The case studies document the main 

participation patterns, roles, and communicative strategies used by children and adults 

during composing activities. Additionally, I describe the semiotic systems and children’s 

uses of language in the everyday activities of both spontaneous and hybrid contexts.  

Functions of Literacy and Language Use in Teacher-guided and 

Child-initiated Events in the Brown Bear Classroom  

Findings from the first level of analysis indicate that in spontaneous events, 

children were learning about and using written language for personal and social functions 
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that were relevant to their lives (e.g., reading with and to others, writing their own name 

and friends’ names, writing checks during dramatic play). Moreover, children used their 

knowledge of oral language and written language in both L1 and L2, as well as their 

cultural knowledge, as means for constructing and sharing meaning and for building 

social relationships.  

In contrast, a narrowly conceived approach to literacy was observed in the 

instructional literacy practices. On the one hand, instruction in general emphasized the 

development of oral proficiency in English; Spanish was used temporarily and 

sporadically while children were learning English. On the other hand, literacy instruction 

focused on the development of discrete English literacy skills (e.g., phonics, letter 

identification, recognition of high frequency words).  

In most of the teacher-guided activities, literacy served school-related functions in 

which specific conventions of English writing were emphasized over meaning. 

Furthermore, the main focus of these instructional practices was on explicitly teaching 

specific graphophonic and orthographic features of the English writing system (e.g., 

letter-sound correspondence, directionality, letter formation, capital letters and lower case 

letters). Focusing exclusively on these narrow aspects of English literacy without 

providing a meaningful and purposeful context for using and exploring literacy in both 

languages are missed opportunities to integrate reading, writing and other sign systems 

into the children’s meaning-making experiences.  

Recent studies on biliteracy in young children problematize second language 

acquisition theories that emphasize the transfer of literacy skills in the primary language 
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(L1) to second language (L2) literacy without acknowledging the bidirectional influence 

of both languages on literacy learning (Dworin, 2003; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll, Saez, 

& Dworin, 2001; I. Reyes, 2006). These studies suggest that, “Learning in the second 

language also mediates learning in the first language” (Dworin, 2003, p.174). English 

immersion programs that do not promote this two-way influence from one language to 

the other limit the potential of bilingual students to develop and use their linguistic 

repertoires as tools for learning and academic development.  

The narrowly defined literacy instruction in the Brown Bear classroom and the 

dynamics of the broader sociohistorical and political context that emphasize the 

acquisition of English at expense of the children’s primary language limited the children’s 

potential to develop bilingual and biliterate competencies.  However, some enabling 

factors in the classroom structure as well as the children’s agency facilitated the creation 

of new spaces where hybrid practices emerged. These hybrid practices were found to 

provide children with opportunities to connect their home language and literacy practices 

with the schooled literacy practices in ways that were meaningful to the children.  

A Permeable Curriculum: Enabling Factors in the Classroom Structure 

In contrast to the skills-based approach to literacy that guided the instruction in 

the Brown Bear classroom, I want to emphasize two aspects of the curriculum that reveal 

its “permeable quality” (Dyson, 1993, 2003). One is that the explicit instruction of 

literacy skills was contextualized within teacher-selected thematic units, rather than 

taught through isolated drills. Additionally, children were provided with various learning 

experiences both inside and outside of the classroom. For instance, there were field trips 
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to a local farm and the local zoo; read alouds, journals and centers work were often 

related to specific themes of study.  

The other aspect is that the curriculum provided spaces that were open and 

flexible to children’s interaction, play, and choice. Rather than organizing the literacy 

instruction as routinized practices around worksheet-like tasks, the curriculum included a 

range of participation structures from teacher-guided to free choice activities. As 

described in the findings from the first level of analysis, the teacher-guided activities 

usually occurred as whole group events (e.g., circle time, story time, daily news) in which 

the teacher assumed a dominant organizational role. In these whole class events, reading 

and writing activities were controlled by the teacher through the explicit teaching of 

English phonics skills (see Chapter 3 for a detailed description of teacher-guided literacy 

events).  

In addition, whole group time was used to provide directions for the children’s 

work in journals and centers. These teacher-led whole group activities also included 

frequent read alouds. Ms. Lewis read aloud to the children at least twice during the day; 

however, children’s participation was limited to listening and responding to text-related 

questions (e.g., story structure, characters, setting, etc.). Opportunities for children to 

make personal connections and retell the stories they listened to during reading aloud 

were infrequent.  

The Hybrid Nature of Children’s Language and Literacy Practices in the Third Space  

Findings from the second level of analysis provide evidence that the children 

found alternative practices to the official school literacy practices and the usual 
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participation structure of teacher-guided engagements (de la Piedra, 2006) by creating 

new “social spaces.” In these spaces, which the children themselves created, peer 

interaction and the use of children’s primary language played a central role in their 

explorations and uses of literacy. Children freely drew upon their familiar ways of using 

literacy and life experiences to bring meaning to the narrowly defined instructional 

literacy practices. Children used both Spanish and English differentially depending on the 

purpose language served in a specific context. In addition, the children’s talk dominated 

throughout the literacy events and direct teacher intervention was minimal or temporary. 

In Dyson’s terms (2003, p.54), the complex interplay between the “official and 

unofficial worlds” and their respective communicative practices were intertwined into 

“hybrid practices.” The hybrid quality of language and literacy practices in these child-

created spaces is observed in the convergence of elements of schooled literacy together 

with spontaneous literacy. Thus, while acting within the larger structure of schooled 

literacy practices, in these spaces the children opened new learning opportunities in 

which they brought their own meanings, functions, and life experiences to the 

instructional literacy activities (Dyson, 1989, 2003).  

Although the permeability of the classroom organization facilitated the creation of 

these new spaces, the hybrid practices that characterized the children’s participation were 

not recognized in the official curriculum and were not emphasized in the teacher-guided 

literacy practices. In short, opportunities for teachers and students to co-construct a 

literacy curriculum built around the children’s linguistic and cultural knowledge, needs, 
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and interests were infrequent in this classroom (Campano, 2005; Gutierrez, Baquedano-

Lopez & Turner, 1997).  

These social and discursive spaces, created by the children themselves, are 

conceptualized as the “third space.” Previous studies define this third space as a place 

where “official and unofficial spaces” in the classroom might intersect, promoting 

authentic interaction and learning (Gutierrez et al., 1997). Much of the literature on third 

space, which is informed by sociohistorical and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), 

emphasizes a dynamic and situated view of language and literacy learning and the hybrid 

nature of language practices (de la Piedra, 2006; Dyson, 2003; Gutierrez, Rymes & 

Larson, 1995; Gutierrez et al., 1997; Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejada, 1999; Moje 

et al., 2004).  

Gutierrez et al. (1999), in their longitudinal studies of third spaces in urban 

schools contexts, have shown that new hybrid language and literacy practices emerge 

from the differences and tensions between official and unofficial spaces in the classroom. 

More specifically, the interplay of the various communicative practices, cultural artifacts, 

roles, and literacy practices of the official and unofficial classroom spaces develops into 

hybrid contexts that promote the construction of third spaces. The theoretical constructs 

of third space and hybrid language practices were instrumental in my understanding of 

the complexity of literacy learning and language use within social spaces that children 

create through interaction with their peers.  

Research studies on third space show a range of teachers’ orientations towards 

hybrid language practices. In some classrooms teachers do not recognize nor have the 
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training necessary to see diversity and hybridity as important resources for students’ 

learning. More importantly, these hybrid language and literacy practices are seen as 

problems that need to be eradicated through normative practices. In contrast to the 

previous two scenarios, there are classrooms where teachers build upon the emerging 

hybrid practices to organize an “integrated” curriculum and expand literacy learning (see 

Genishi et al., 2001; Dyson, 2003).  

The work of Gutierrez et al. (1997, 1999) in school and after school settings 

describes effective literacy practices in which teachers and students “consciously and 

strategically utilized their own linguistic repertoires and created new contexts of 

development; these hybrid language practices fostered language and literacy 

development” (1999, p.291). In addition, this study shows that the beliefs and local 

practices of the children’s homes and of the classroom were consciously linked and used 

to organize their everyday activities.  

Alternative terms to the concept of third space have been used in the literature to 

describe various settings (e.g., classrooms, prisons, after school programs, family literacy 

programs). A commonality in third space studies in the classroom context is that they 

problematize the construction of curricula, dominant classroom scripts, and participation 

structures. Cumming-Povin (2003) uses the concept of “social spaces” to describe 

instances where second language learners in a school in Australia formed “circles of 

mutuality” through scaffolding during their participation in a teaching experiment. In 

these social spaces children modified the structure of the class through experimenting 
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with their first and second language, expressing their needs and making decisions on 

ways to accomplish them (Sahni, 2001, as cited in Cumming-Potvin, et al., 2003). 

Campano (2005) conceptualizes the third space as the interplay between a “first” 

mandated class and a “second class” that occurs during the in-between periods of the 

classroom schedule or in the shadow of the official curriculum. What he calls the second 

class is an alternative pedagogical space where students and teachers can construct 

curricula together. However, in his interpretation of the second class, Campano 

emphasizes the struggles in implementing a mandated curriculum while building on the 

students’ interests and forms of cultural expression. As he points out,  “It is ‘second’ 

because it is the work of students and teachers that remains, for the most part, invisible, 

both in terms of funding and recognition ” (2005, p.187).     

In my observations at the Brown Bear classroom, children reacted to the official 

classroom structure and instructional literacy practices by forming their own third spaces. 

The curriculum focused primarily on teaching a narrow set of English literacy skills 

without recognizing the linguistic resources, literacy practices, and alternative ways of 

knowing that children brought from their homes and communities into the classroom. 

However, children found alternative experiences to the normative literacy practices that 

detached learning from their familiar ways of using language and making meaning and 

created third spaces that in Vygotsky’s (1978, p.89) words lead to “good learning.” Figure 

32 graphically illustrates the classroom social spheres within which children created their 

third space. 
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Figure 32. Children's hybrid language and literacy practices in the third space. 

Children’s Literacy Learning in the Third Space 

In an attempt to make visible the children’s hybrid meaning-making and 

communicative practices in this setting, which for the most part were disregarded by the 

official curriculum and classroom structure, I highlight four salient patterns observed in 

the third space. These patterns, which are described in detail in the case studies of 

Dariana and Adalberto and discussed in the following section, illustrate the complexity of 

language and literacy learning and their inter-relationships in the contexts of use. The 

children’s literacy learning in the third space includes four patterns: 1) Peer interaction 

mediates children’s language and literacy learning, 2) children’s meaning-making 

practices are multidimensional, 3) children actively create and interpret multimodal texts 
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within and across multiple sign systems, and 4) children’s hybrid language and literacy 

practices are resources for learning.  

1. Peer interaction mediates children’s language and literacy learning. 

Literacy learning can be studied from a constructivist and cognitive perspective, 

which mainly focuses on individual cognitive processes (Piaget, 1976). Although this 

perspective has offered researchers a valuable framework for understanding how children 

develop literacy knowledge, I draw from the sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) as an 

overarching framework to analyze and interpret my findings in this study. While I 

recognize that children actively construct their literacy knowledge, and individual 

dispositions and preferences influence their literacy experiences, the main focus of this 

study is on how young bilingual children use and learn literacy in activities that constitute 

the literacy practices of a preschool classroom. 

 Overall, my observations at the Brown Bear classroom and the work of other 

literacy researchers indicate that literacy learning is a social process (Dworin & Moll, 

2006; Dyson, 1993, 2003; Gutierrez et al., 1995, 1997, 2001; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll 

et al., 2001; Rowe, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978). Literature on early literacy in the home 

context shows that children learn the language and literacy practices of their environment 

through interaction with literacy users with whom they have significant relationships 

(Heath, 1983; Kendrick, 2003; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988, Teale, 1986). 

Furthermore, research studies in school settings show that in most classrooms the uses of 

literacy are determined by the values and expectations in the larger society and the 

particular beliefs and practices demonstrated by the people with whom children interact 
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(e.g., Dyson, 1993, 2003; Gutierrez et al., 1995; Kantor et al., 1992; Moll et al., 2001; 

Reyes & Soltero, forthcoming; Rowe, 1994).  

I recognize that the instructional literacy practices in the Brown Bear classroom 

fostered children’s literacy learning in numerous ways. However, my observations in this 

setting indicate that a great part of the normative literacy curriculum in the classroom 

focused on small units of language and learning to read English exclusively. Additionally, 

the children’s familiar ways of using language and literacy were, for the most part, 

disregarded in the official curriculum, and learning to use other sign systems was not 

systematically integrated in the curriculum. Therefore, I became particularly interested in 

how children connect their home language and literacy practices to the school literacy 

practices during peer-dominated situations in the third space that the children created in 

the classroom. Conducting a micro-sociolinguistic analysis of children’s participation in 

selected spontaneous and hybrid events that were peer-dominated helped me to identify 

patterns in the participation structures, communicative strategies, and roles taken by the 

participants (children and adults). 

Findings from the Level II of analysis indicate that for Dariana and Adalberto, 

peer interaction in the third space mediated their literacy learning in two important ways. 

They transformed the participation structure of teacher-guided activities from individual 

to shared; this shared participation structure allowed children to create a collaborative 

environment in which they supported each other’s learning. Additionally, through 

interaction with their peers, Dariana and Adalberto assumed complex roles in composing 

activities with others.  
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First, Dariana and Adalberto, as well as other children in the classroom, 

transformed the participation structure of teacher-guided literacy events by pursuing the 

creation of spaces for shared text production, a type of participation that was rarely 

encouraged in their classroom. It is noteworthy that although most of the shared text 

production events occurred during free choice time, instances of this type of participation 

sometimes developed within activities where the expected outcome was the production of 

individual texts (i.e., journals and centers time).  

Example 2.1 of Dariana’s case study illustrates this finding. In this event, Dariana 

and Adalberto, along with the other children at the same worktable, joined in the shared 

construction of a playful oral text in Spanish while their individual projects remained in 

the background. The examples presented in the “aspects of literacy” section of each case 

study illustrate that while children were working in individual productions, they 

negotiated the content, processes and purposes of their multimodal texts. Thus, children 

constructed their own texts in interaction with peers through a socially mediated process 

(Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez & Alvarez, 2001).  

Furthermore, the shared participation structure that the children pursued was 

observed in the requests for help and assistance that they offered for one another. This 

pattern is illustrated in the “Writing Hippopotamus” event (example 2.2) of Dariana’s 

case study. The example describes how Dariana made use of her linguistic knowledge of 

Spanish as well as strategies commonly used by her teachers to assist Arizbette in 

understanding how the English phonological system relates to print. Dariana, whose 

knowledge of written language in both languages was far more advanced than the 
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majority of the children in her classroom, often engaged in print-related conversation and 

offered demonstrations to her peers about speech-print links in both languages. 

In the “Making a Zoo Animals Book” event (4.1A), presented in Adalberto’s case 

study, he and Damon are assisting Luis with problems related to his drawn text. Adalberto 

and Damon broke into smaller steps the process of drawing a lion and by using their 

primary language they carefully guided Luis through that process. The interesting 

outcome of this event is that it turned into a collaborative structure. Children created a 

“circle of mutuality” in which solidarity and friendship brought the three children 

together to construct a shared text. In this example, the mediating role of peer interaction 

in children’s meaning-making efforts is evident. Moreover, it offers the opportunity to 

reflect on the importance of friendship in children’s authoring activities.  

Corsaro (1985), in his study of the development of friendship in preschool 

children’s peer-dominated activities where direct teacher intervention was infrequent, 

highlights the “integrative functions” that friendship often serves, such as building 

solidarity and mutual trust. Corsaro’s (1985) observations of this type of children’s 

interaction in areas like dramatic play and the sand box are helpful in understanding 

children’s interaction during literacy events in which similar integrative functions can be 

identified.   

Second, during peer-dominated events, Dariana and Adalberto took author and 

audience roles as they created their own texts and interpreted others’ texts. My interest in 

the hybrid practices of the third spaces that children created in the Brown Bear classroom 

led me to focus on literacy events where the children, instead of the teacher, took an 
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author role. Also, I focused on events where peer interaction dominated or the children, 

rather than the adults, took the lead during the literacy event. Through the microanalysis 

of conversations described in Chapters 4 and 5, I identified the communicative strategies 

that children and adults used during composing activities that occurred within the 

children’s third spaces. These analyses made evident the “implicit rules” that guided the 

interaction during the process of text production as well as the roles taken by the 

participants (Rowe, 1994).   

Analysis of the communicative strategies used by children and adults allowed me 

to identify the characteristics of the roles that they took during spontaneous and hybrid 

literacy events. An important finding from this analysis is that the communicative 

strategies varied according to the context in which the interaction took place, the roles 

played, the interests of the participants, and the relationship between them. As Harste et 

al. (1984) point out, “the texts we create vary by the context of situation in which we find 

ourselves and reflect the tenor of the social relationships we have with the parties 

involved” (p.15). 

During individual text production, Dariana’s and Adalberto’s conversations and 

interaction with other children working at the same table were mostly text-related; 

however, friendship negotiations sometimes dominated the conversation. Dariana and 

Adalberto, as authors, directed their own composing processes. They talked about their 

plans for their texts, ongoing activity, discoveries, and difficulties in the production. As 

audience, they showed interest in the texts of other authors and often responded to them 

by asking questions, making comments, evaluations, and suggestions.  
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Of significance is that most of the time, Dariana and Adalberto used their first 

language as a representational and self-directive tool during their composing activities. 

Dariana’s bilingual communicative competence allowed her to alternate between Spanish 

and English according to the context, the listeners, and her communicative goals. 

Adalberto’s efforts to address his teachers in English were evident especially during the 

second half of the year. However, there is a common pattern observed across all the 

literacy events identified in the study: Spanish dominated most of the peer interaction and 

English tended to be the language used during teacher-child interaction. 

In shared text production during peer-dominated events, a new role was observed 

in which children at the Brown Bear classroom worked as co-authors. In this role, 

children established collaborative structures for the construction of a common text (see 

example 2.1 of Dariana’s case study). By using their linguistic resources in their L1 and 

L2, Dariana and Adalberto responded to other authors’ requests for help through 

demonstrations of varied aspects of the authoring process, as the “Making a Zoo Animals 

Book” example illustrates. My findings suggest that the joint participation of less-

experienced and more-experienced authors as well as their ability to pull from their 

linguistic repertoires expanded the meaning-making potential of the literacy events in 

which the children participated. By participating in collaborative events, all participants 

worked actively towards the construction of a common text. Drawing from Vygotsky’s 

(1978) notion of a “zone of proximal development”, I argue that joint activity allows less-

experienced authors to participate in the construction of texts that they could not 

construct on their own.  
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Although requests for help and assistance in children’s interaction occurred in 

both individual and shared text production, it was during the latter that I could more 

easily identify how Dariana and Adalberto created a supportive context in the classroom 

that furthered their literacy learning. They were exposed to new literacy knowledge 

through social interaction and participation in the demonstrations that other participants 

offered. Thus, children acted as mediators and “cultural agents” for each other’s learning 

(Moll et al., 2001, p.). The various roles that Dariana and Adalberto took during 

composing activities (i.e., author, audience, co-authors) allowed them to observe more 

advanced authoring acts, which sometimes included learning about the conventions of 

written language and speech-print relationships. 

In contrast, in their roles as audience, adults used a wider variety of 

communicative strategies to respond to the children’s texts. However, the most common 

strategies used by teachers included clarification requests, leading questions, requests for 

behavior, and evaluation statements. Previous research that examines adult-child 

interaction reports that these are typical strategies used by adults in interaction with 

young children when they perceive children’s productions as unconventional (Cook-

Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977; Rowe, 1994). Additionally, the children in the Brown Bear 

classroom were expected to use English during their interactions with the teachers. 

Therefore, most of the children’s communicative strategies in this type of dyad consisted 

of brief informative statements that responded to the adult’s questions and clarification 

requests.  



  299 

Identifying differences in the language style of children and adults in the Brown 

Bear classroom allowed me to observe the children’s agency in constructing shared and 

collaborative structures. Findings from my study indicate that the possibility of building 

symmetrical relationships and the use of their primary language were crucial factors in 

the children’s construction of shared and collaborative structures. On the other hand, the 

teacher-child interaction revealed not only its asymmetrical relationships but also that 

Ms. Lewis’ major concern was helping children to learn English and the necessary 

literacy skills, which according to her “will get them ready to learn academically when 

they enter Kindergarten” (Personal communication, September, 2004). 

2. Children’s meaning-making practices are multidimensional. 

The processes of meaning-making and communicating take place in a multiplicity 

of modes and in multiple dimensions (Kress, 1997). However, the multidimensional 

nature of all modes of expression is not always recognized in classrooms for young 

children. Based on findings from the Level II of analysis, I argue that one important way 

in which children in the Brown Bear classroom learn and use literacy is by monitoring 

their own activity in relation to the content, processes, and purposes of the meaning-

making activity (see Figure 7 in Chapter 2). Hence, the children’s literacy learning is a 

multi-layered process (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001). Additionally, they utilize the 

linguistic resources that they have available from their L1 and L2 as self-directive, 

representational, and communicative tools.  

This ability to monitor the multi-layered aspects of a variety of literacies was also 

noted by Rowe (1994) in her study of early literacy with monolingual preschoolers. In 



  300 

her study, Rowe reports that “Children’s learning was multidimensional and involved not 

only learning about the content of messages and the processes used in communicating, 

but also learning about the social uses of literacy” (p.36). Of significance in my study is 

that by gaining control over two linguistic systems as meaning-making, representational 

and communicative tools, their symbolic potential was expanded.  

Another important finding in my study is that children’s composing activities 

expanded the process-centered stance emphasized by teacher-guided literacy practices, 

which focused on specific aspects and conventions of English reading exclusively. In 

their efforts to represent meaning and interpret other authors’ texts, children pulled from 

their two linguistic repertoires not only to monitor how to construct texts using various 

sign systems, but also to negotiate what messages to convey, and why they might be 

constructed and communicated to others. The children’s ability to monitor these three 

aspects of literacy in their ongoing activity and the activity of others was observed across 

the literacy events identified during the study. Thus, examining the role that the children’s 

primary language played in their explorations of the content, processes and purposes of 

their texts was crucial to understanding their literacy learning.  

All modes of expression, including written language, are multidimensional 

semiotic systems, and therefore offer multiple ways for making meaning and constructing 

complex texts (Kress, 1997). Given the muldimensional nature of all semiotic systems, 

children have a choice as to which aspects to focus on. In my observations of composing 

activities at the Brown Bear classroom, children selected one aspect of literacy for special 

attention at different points during the event, but all three aspects—content, processes, 
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and purposes—were present. Thus, shifting stances between the uses of literacy, the 

process for constructing texts and the content of those texts within the same event was 

common. This finding is described in detail through selected examples in the case studies 

of Dariana and Adalberto (see aspects of literacy section of each case study).  

The main patterns of interaction demonstrated by the children as they shifted 

stances between the three aspects of literacy are discussed in this section. Firstly, a 

content-centered stance was identified in both children’s talk to themselves or inner 

speech and talk to others. Through in-process talk, children usually described the content 

of the ongoing activity or the meaning they wanted to represent. Through talk to others—

peers and adults—children shared and negotiated the meanings of their texts. These 

meanings sometimes represented “imaginary worlds” (Dyson, 1989) that children in this 

setting created through alternative sign systems, mainly drawing, talk, gestures, and 

singing. Also, past experiences emerged as parallel texts through which children made 

sense of “real world” experiences, thus infusing the instructional literacy activities with 

their own meanings.  

Often when children’s drawn symbols did not represent the way the real world 

worked, others asked questions about the text or offered an evaluation, which was not 

always positive. Dyson (1989) reports a similar behavior in the children she observed in 

her study as she argued that, “In judging the content of another’s drawing, the children 

were not engaging in behavior specific just to the journal activity. They regularly 

commented on any peer statement that did not square with their perceptions of the 

experienced world” (p.60). This observation is illustrated in the “Doesn’t Look Like a 
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‘Winnie’” event (example 1.1A in Dariana’s case study). In this example, Dariana uses 

English—the language she usually uses in her interactions with Ismael—to interpret 

Ismael’s visual text. She contrasts Ismael’s symbolic representation of a “wieny” 

(sausage) with her idea of how a “wieny” looks like in the real world. Also, parallel to 

Ismael’s visual text, she created an oral text in Spanish that revealed a personal 

experience that was meaningful to her, and in which Spanish was the language used by 

the participants. 

The “Look, Look, a Door That Walks” example (3.1A from Adalberto’s case 

study), recorded almost at the end of the school year, illustrates how Adalberto negotiates 

between the instructional task of drawing an object for a patterned language book and the 

imaginary world about a “happy door,” “una door que camina” (“a door that walks”). In 

this example, the talk that accompanied Adalberto’s drawing served as a tool for 

organizing his actions as he was giving meaning to his visual text. Of importance here is 

that although most of the conversation was in Spanish, Adalberto alternated between 

Spanish and English to describe his ongoing activity and to negotiate the message of his 

text, and used English borrowings to refer to words frequently heard in the classroom. 

The use of code-switching and lexical borrowings indicates growth in his development of 

bilingual communicative competence (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004). That is, as he 

expanded his knowledge of English, Adalberto started to code-switch more often and for 

a wider range of sociolinguistic functions.  

However, the hybridity of the language and literacy practices that characterized 

the children’s interaction within the third space was not encouraged in the instructional 
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practices in the classroom. On the contrary, children were expected to use English in their 

interaction with the teachers. In the previous example, Adalberto’s dictation to Ms. Lewis 

simply described his text as “A door” (in English) without highlighting the playful 

characteristic that gave life to it in his conversation with his friends, in which he was able 

to use his linguistic repertoires.  

Listening to peer conversation can also provide insights about the ways in which 

children’s meaning-making practices are shaped by its context. As Dyson (1990) points 

out, “To understand the contribution of peer talk, we must first consider how children use 

symbols as social tools with their friends” (p.54). Similar examples of child-teacher 

interaction were observed throughout the literacy events recorded in my observations at 

the Brown Bear classroom. Very often, as children worked on their journals or centers 

activities, they created and told stories in Spanish as well as dramatic actions for their 

drawings that they only shared with their peers or immediate audience. In contrast, in 

their efforts to dictate their texts in English to Ms. Lewis, children used simple 

descriptions or labels of the imagined worlds that they created through drawing and peer 

talk in their first language.  

Secondly, detailed analysis of children’s composing activities in which a process-

centered stance was identified indicates that the children’s main purpose was to learn 

about the symbolic potentials of the sign systems in use. Children often focused on 

exploring different features of the media as well as strategies that would allow them to 

represent and share their meanings. For instance, in creating drawn and written texts, 

children often explored color, size, position, and shape, as well as surface features of 
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English print (e.g. conventions of writing and letter shapes). These observations suggest 

the need to provide children with opportunities to explore a variety of media (e.g. paper, 

scissors, stapler, etc.) and writing/drawing tools (e.g. markers, pencils, crayons, etc.) that 

would encourage children’s engagement in literacy activities. I agree with Rowe (1994) 

when she argues that teachers must acknowledge and promote the exploration of media as 

valuable activity in the process of meaning-making and communicating. 

An important pattern observed across the processes-centered events identified in 

the study is that children’s attention to aspects of the authoring processes not only 

responded to their communicative goals but were also shaped by the specific context—

including expectations and values—by the relationships between the participants and the 

social interaction within which literacy events occurred (Halliday, 1975; Moll et al., 

2001; Street, 1997; Luke, 1991). In example 3.1C, Adalberto and his friends are talking 

about the number of colors they wanted to include in their texts, and the entire 

conversation is in Spanish.  

In other peer-dominated conversations described in the case studies, I have 

emphasized the children’s use of English borrowings, particularly when referring to 

concepts frequently heard in the classroom, as a common strategy in their communicative 

practices. Although this observation is not reflected in example 3.1C because the children 

were not using color names in their conversation, it demonstrates that because the 

participants in this event were in an early stage in their bilingual development, their 

primary language was still the main means in their exploration of aspects of the authoring 

processes.  
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Another point worth noting about the children’s conversation in example 3.1C is 

that their selection of colors appears to respond primarily to characteristics of the social 

context. On the one hand, children were aware of the teacher’s expectation that they 

include different colors in their drawings. On the other hand, as children worked on their 

texts they shared their preferences for specific colors; thus they influenced each other’s 

decisions for their texts. Moreover, it is important to highlight the flexible structure of the 

third space as an enabling contextual feature for the children’s use of their first language 

in their literacy activities. 

Thirdly, in a purpose-centered stance, children’s primary focus was on the social 

uses or purposes of their literacy products.  Children’s main goal, during part of the event, 

was not the text production itself but instead the uses of the text. Albeit the emphasis on 

using literacy for instructional purposes that prevailed in the classroom literacy practices, 

the third space that children created allowed them to create hybrid language and literacy 

practices. As a result, the children’s explorations and uses of literacy in the classroom 

became meaningful to them. In addition, they linked their learning of instructional 

literacy practices to their knowledge about a wide variety of ways to make meaning 

(drawing, telling stories, writing, singing, dramatizing roles) in the everyday activities in 

which they participate in their homes and communities (Heath, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-

Gaines, 1988).  

Dariana demonstrated a purpose-centered stance in two main ways. First, she 

often sought the recognition of adults in the classroom by engaging in reading and 

writing activities in which she could demonstrate literacy knowledge and skills that were 
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valued at school. In the “I Was Reading Names” event (example 1.5 of Dariana’s case 

study), she obtained Ms. Lewis’ attention by reading the names of other children from the 

papers that Ms. Lewis had on the table.  

Findings from my research show that another way in which she demonstrated a 

purpose-centered stance was during dramatic play. Playing at the housekeeping area 

provided Dariana with opportunities to re-enact uses of print as she encounters them in 

her sociocultural context. Through role-playing, Dariana uses pretend writing to make 

checks when playing grocery store and bookstore as well as to write notes and reports of 

sick animals when playing veterinary office. In her discussion of the “playing-at-literacy” 

road to literacy, Y. Goodman (1997) contends that when children have easy access to 

reading and writing experiences in their play, literacy learning expands. Furthermore, my 

findings from this study suggest that when the environment of less structured or regulated 

contexts (e.g. dramatic play, free choice, outside play, etc.) encourages children’s 

explorations of written language, they start using written language for meaningful 

purposes that go beyond the school walls. 

Adalberto’s purpose-centered stance was also observed in his demonstrations of 

authoring skills, especially when combining drawing and talk. By displaying literacy 

knowledge, Adalberto was able to reassure his desire to be competent at things that were 

valued by others. Unlike Dariana, Adalberto did not seek the adults’ recognition but 

instead his friends’ recognition. In my observations, Adalberto demonstrated little 

interest, compared to Dariana, toward schooled uses of literacy. However, he used 

alternate sign systems to represent and communicate knowledge. Furthermore, 
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Adalberto’s main purposes during composing activities were to build social relationships 

and demonstrate solidarity with his friends. These examples illustrate that for children not 

all compositions had as their major goal communicating a message; rather, the goal was 

using literacy for personal and social purposes which sometimes were influenced by the 

expectations and values of the context in which the children were immersed.  

In short, as the previous examples demonstrate, children’s literacy learning in the 

Brown Bear classroom involved shifts of stance between focusing on constructing the 

message of a text (content), exploring the communication systems’ potentials (processes) 

and experiencing the uses of literacy (purposes). All three aspects of literacy were 

observed within the third space created by children. In the third space, the normative 

literacy practices and the children’s home language, interests, and purposes were 

intertwined creating hybrid practices that expanded children’s learning.  

Furthermore, the context and nature of the activity influenced the way children 

engaged with literacy. In events where children were not required to work on a literacy-

related activity but spontaneously engaged in constructing or interpreting a text (e.g. 

reading names in free choice time and writing down an appointment in dramatic play), 

the children’s major focus was on experiencing the social uses of their literacy products. 

In contrast, in events where text production was required (i.e., journal time, centers), 

children’s conversation was mostly related to content and processes. Thus, the children’s 

talk and interaction focused on learning about the potentials of the sign systems and the 

organization of a text (focus on the processes), and exchanging or negotiating the 

meanings (focus on the content) they wanted to communicate. 
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3. Children actively create and interpret multimodal texts within and across multiple sign 

systems. 

The semiotic approach to literacy learning supports an underlying notion of this 

study: children enter school as competent and experienced “symbol weavers” (Dyson, 

1990) or “makers of signs” in many semiotic modes (Kress, 1997). Children are active 

text producers and interpreters. In the process of making sense of the world and of 

themselves, children explore and combine different modes and means for representing 

and expressing their meanings (Edwards, et al., 1998). 

Kress (1997) reminds us that the signs and texts that children produce are always 

multimodal (constructed in more than one mode of expression). Even in written texts 

where print is the predominant mode, the variety of visual aspects (e.g. types of font, type 

of paper or surface, layout, media, etc.) adds meaning to and is an intrinsic part of 

writing. Because the environment that surrounds children—inside and outside of 

school—is not only print-rich but also rich with multiple modes of expression, it is 

expected that children combine different sign systems to represent, interpret and share 

meaning with others. 

Early literacy research that draws on semiotic theory suggest that children’s texts 

are fully meaningful, as they represent ideas, feelings, objects, and actions from imagined 

and real events despite others—especially adults—who may consider them 

unconventional (Dyson, 1989, 1990, 1993, 2003; Kress, 1994, 1997; Rowe, 1994). Harste 

et al. (1984) argue that children’s texts are intentional acts of communication. That is, 

what often motivates children to produce signs and texts is a desire and interest in 
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expressing their meanings to others who become their audience. Rowe (1994) noted the 

same characteristic in her observations of preschoolers’ participation at their literacy 

centers. In her study, the composing activities of 3- and 4-year-olds were driven by the 

notion of intentionality in their own literacy products and the products of others. 

However, as children are socialized into particular practices in various contexts 

(home, school, church, sports, etc.), the modes of expression that are valued and available 

in their environment become the main means for their meaning-making activity (Kress, 

1997). When children enter school, some of their meaning-making practices are 

recognized and valued by adults (e.g., specific discourses, writing, drawing, etc.). Others 

are ignored, devalued or viewed as mere entertainment rather than representational and 

communicative acts (Kress, 1997). Although children actively explore and hypothesize 

about things that are not necessarily required and recognized by parents or teachers, this 

disposition is influenced and shaped by the sociocultural context, school normative 

practices and by the means of expression that are available to them. 

In addition to the influence of the context in children’s construction of multimodal 

texts, children’s agency, individual preferences, and differences in their meaning-making 

practices must be recognized in order to see that there are “multiple roads” to becoming 

literate (Goodman, 1997). Findings from the Level II of analysis show that both Dariana 

and Adalberto actively engage in constructing and communicating meaning by using 

multiple sign systems as we naturally do in our everyday activities. Furthermore, each 

child used different sign systems according to individual interests, communicative goals 

and the control they had gained over them.  
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When discussing children’s literacy learning, Kress (1997) points out that children 

bring their individual dispositions and meaning-making experiences to their engagements 

with written language. Therefore, if children are immersed in a rich environment of print 

from an early age, their engagements with literacy at school will be different from those 

children who have little opportunities to use or explore written language. Recognizing 

these differences is important only for understanding that there are many avenues to 

literacy learning although oftentimes school literacy practices place children into narrow 

learning paths.  

Dariana entered preschool as a balanced bilingual speaker with a head start in 

many of the kinds of literacy practices expected at school. She has had a great deal of 

exposure to print in both languages at home, and knowing that her mother is a guided 

reading teacher, it is not surprising that a great part of her literacy experiences have had a 

school-like emphasis (e.g. knowledge of the alphabet, reading and writing her full name, 

listening to storybooks, etc.). Although the interaction at home between Dariana and her 

mother might follow a school script, she also has had many opportunities to explore the 

uses of written language for different purposes. 

According to her mother, Dariana often writes love notes to her and participates in 

writing shopping lists. In addition, it appears that her explorations of print in the 

classroom were motivated by the various kinds of print material available to her in both 

Spanish and English at home (e.g. children’s books, magazines, computer games, etc.).  

This exposure to print is reflected in her eagerness to participate in instructional literacy 

activities in her classroom, as well as to initiate activities with her peers in which print 
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had a central role. As the examples presented in her case study indicate, during these 

experiences she often had control of the activity and served as a mediator for her peers.  

In addition to written language, Dariana’s composing activities at school include a 

variety of sign systems such as storytelling, drawing, drama, singing, and gestures. These 

composing activities are hybrid practices in which Dariana uses both Spanish and English 

and combines different modes of expression to represent and share meaning with others. 

The example of the improvised song (example 1.2 in Dariana’s case study) is one of the 

many instances in which Dariana combines alternate sign systems as well as Spanish and 

English to produce multimodal texts.  

Furthermore, my observations of Dariana during dramatic play, as well as the 

work of other researchers interested in drama as a semiotic system suggest the great 

potential that it has in children’s literacy learning (Owocki, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978).  

According to Kress (1997) all the artifacts that children use during dramatic play are 

semiotic objects, since they are representations of other objects just as much as a drawing 

or a written text would be. Children transform these objects so they represent other 

objects from their sociocultural environments. Additionally, children see these different 

types of signs as connected; thus a sign in one medium produces another sign in the same 

or in another medium, and so on (Vygotsky, 1978; Siegel, 1985).  

Vygotsky’s (1978) insights about the development of symbolism in play have 

been helpful to understand how, through dramatic play and the dynamics of their 

imagination, children acquire social skills, and develop knowledge and abstract thought 

that they later internalize. Furthermore, as Vygotsky (1978) points out, make-believe play 
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is “a major contributor to the development of written language” (p.110) as it offers 

children opportunities to represent meaning symbolically through a variety of sign 

systems. 

Adalberto’s lack of interest in many of the instructional literacy activities of the 

classroom reflects that he has had little exposure to the schooled literacy practices at 

home that are typically found in mainstream classrooms. According to his parents, they 

had never read to him until he entered preschool and Ms. Lewis started to send books 

home, most of them in Spanish. Both parents take turns in reading to him, activity that 

they consider to be homework. Also, there are various kinds of print material at home 

(e.g., magazines in Spanish, English textbooks from older siblings, advertisements and 

coupons in both languages); however, they are not appropriate for Adalberto’s interests. 

Although this literature material is available to Adalberto and he observes his parents and 

siblings using it, he does not participate directly in those reading and writing activities 

with them.  

In addition, as reported by his parents, Spanish is the language they speak at 

home. When Adalberto entered preschool, his knowledge of English was in an early stage 

of development. Given the classroom literacy practices, which skills-based instruction 

emphasizes the development of English literacy exclusively, the language and literacy 

practices that were familiar to him contrasted sharply with those practices valued at 

school.  

Adalberto did not learn how to write his name until he started preschool and it 

was not an easy task for him. Despite his struggle in learning to write, experiencing the 
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need to learn to write his name is an authentic way in which he becomes interested in 

exploring how sounds relate to print. In his effort to write his name conventionally 

Adalberto invents the “syllabic hypothesis” (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982) to analyze the 

syllables in his name (see example 3.1C in his case study). Adalberto’s engagement with 

the sequence of letters of his name shows his careful attention to detail, to the forms and 

features of print and its relationship with sounds. His exploration of the visual aspects of 

print (a process-centered stance), and more importantly, his awareness that abstract signs 

represent meaning is also observed in other semiotic modes, particularly in drawing. 

Throughout the preschool year, constructing and telling stories in Spanish appear 

as an important meaning-making practice for Adalberto. His stories often develop as 

hybrid events in which Adalberto’s own experiences and interests are integrated into 

official activities (journals and centers work), even if the themes of these tasks were 

related to teacher-selected topics. In addition, most of the time children were provided 

with a very few art and writing materials (e.g., markers, crayons, and construction paper 

or sheets from the children’s journals), and opportunities for exploring other media were 

infrequent.  

Because these types of classroom engagements are open spaces rather than 

controlled by the teachers, Adalberto, as well as his peers, could freely draw from their 

linguistic resources in Spanish and English and from various modes of communication to 

create multimodal texts. Thus, both children’s meaning-making disposition and the 

flexibility of the classroom structure allow them to make the activities relevant to their 

lives. 
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In his stories, Adalberto usually combines drawing and talk to communicate 

action in visual form. As Kress points out, “it seems that visual display combined with 

verbal narrative is a perfectly proper mode to [children]” (p.143). Adalberto uses speech 

to indicate action and to tell the narrative of his stories (imagined and experiential); 

through drawing, he represents the characters, setting, and objects. In addition, he uses 

Spanish to self-monitor his activity, to construct the story and to share it with his peers.  

By the second half of the school year, he starts to insert borrowings from English into his 

talk, especially when he refers to school-related concepts, and to code-switch more often. 

Furthermore, he makes “symbolic negotiations” as to what parts of the story he 

represents in which sign system (Dyson, 1990). Some of the story is represented in his 

narrative in Spanish, some is in the drawing, and some is in the text that he dictated in 

English to Ms. Lewis. Nevertheless, the characteristics and relations between the 

characters, their actions, and temporal notions were invisible to her. Adalberto’s 

dictations of his drawings were usually a simplified description that did not capture the 

rich narrative that he only got to share with his peers in the third spaces that they created. 

The various examples presented in Adalberto’s case study reveal his avoidance 

attitude towards using written language and his preference for combining alternate sign 

systems, particularly drawing and talk. However, considering the context of the home and 

school literacy practices allowed me to understand that Adalberto’s lack of interest in 

exploring and using writing to construct texts is because he had not yet had a compelling 

reason to do so. As Dyson (1990) points out, “young children feel no compulsion to put 

into written words the meanings they express through drawing and talk. The 



  315 

differentiation and control of these varied media is a gradual developmental process, one 

we nurture but cannot force” (p.56). Therefore, Adalberto’s literacy behaviors are a cause 

of concern only because of school expectations, which put teachers on a narrow path for 

literacy practices. 

Analysis of the use of alternative modes of expression (sign systems) rather than 

focusing only on written language allowed me to understand how in their process of 

“learning how to mean” (Halliday, 1975) children use a variety of symbolic tools to 

represent, interpret and communicate meaning multimodally in their everyday 

experiences (Dyson, 1989; 1990; 2003; Harste et al., 1984; Kress, 1994; 1997; Rowe, 

1994).  

In short, in their production of multimodal texts, children show awareness of the 

connections between the content, processes and purposes of literacy. Also, as they realize 

that they can use different sign systems depending on their preferences, communicative 

goals, and on the possibilities and constraints of each mode, they become flexible in 

moving from one mode to another. This transmediation process expands the potential of 

meaning making and learning (Siegel, 1995). Moreover, the creation of multimodal texts, 

which is mediated by peer interaction and by the use of hybrid language practices, 

facilitates literacy learning because children become aware of their ability to use and 

move across multiple sign systems and to pull from their linguistic repertoires in order to 

represent and share meaning (Kress, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978).  
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4. Children’s hybrid language and literacy practices are resources for learning. 

Drawing from the sociocultural theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and the 

ideological model of literacy proposed by the New Literacy Studies (Barton & Hamilton, 

2000; Street, 1997), I view literacy as a social practice as well as a resource for making 

sense of our experience and sharing meaning. As a social practice, literacy must be 

understood as situated in specific contexts (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Gee, 2000; Luke, 

1991; Street, 1997).  

Like other literacy researchers, I recognize that children are socialized to multiple 

meaning-making practices (Gutierrez et al., 1997; Heath, 1983; Schieffelin & Ochs, 

1986). Therefore, the children’s individual ways of using language and making meaning 

are shaped by the characteristics of the context. Among these characteristics are the 

various forms of participation; the values, beliefs about language use and literacy; the 

relationships between the participants; the nature of the activity; and the symbolic objects 

available. The language practices of a child, then, signal identity membership in 

particular groups (Gee, 1996; Gutierrez et al., 1997; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  

Research on the development of bilingualism show that children growing up in a 

community where the use of two languages—separately or alternately—is the norm, 

develop a bilingual communicative competence (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004; Zentella, 

1997). In learning to use both languages, bilingual children acquire additional rules about 

when to use which language, where, with whom and when to switch between languages. 

They also learn to use different styles of communication according to the characteristics 

of the situation, the topic, and the perceived social positioning between the participants.  
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Furthermore, children are socialized to different communicative styles as they 

interact with others and with their environment in their homes and communities (Heath, 

1983; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Wells, 1981). In the classroom, children expand their 

repertoire of rules for interacting in different social situations. For instance, they may 

speak differently in conversations with a figure of authority than with peers. 

The ability to pull from a variety of linguistic repertoires and cultural resources as 

well as use them competently in specific contexts defines hybrid language practices 

(Gutierrez et al., 1999, 2001). Research on hybrid language practices in school settings 

shows that in some classrooms, the official practices do not acknowledge hybridity as an 

important resource for students’ learning. Moreover, these studies show that hybrid 

language practices are seen as problems that need to be eliminated through normative 

practices, thus ignoring the importance of children’s primary language and cultural 

knowledge in their learning.  

The use of hybrid practices shows the ability of bilingual children to flexibly use 

their available linguistic and cultural resources according to the context, the participants 

and their communicative goals.  It is not my goal to discuss the cognitive and social 

advantages that bilingual children have over monolingual children (for further 

examination on this see Moll, et al., 2001; Bialystok, 2002). Rather, I emphasize how the 

case study children’s ability to draw on their linguistic repertoires mediates their literacy 

learning while they are receiving a predominantly English instruction.  

Three aspects of Adalberto’s and Dariana’s uses of hybrid practices in the third 

space are discussed here to highlight how they mediate their literacy learning. The first 



  318 

aspect is that the children’s various levels of communicative competence in Spanish and 

English, experiences with print before entering school, and their individual preferences 

influenced their participation in school literacy practices in different ways.  

Dariana, whose bilingualism was recognized by her mother and teacher from the 

beginning of the study, has been described as a balanced bilingual. Her bilingual 

communicative competence in Spanish and English and her advanced knowledge of both 

writing systems allows her to fully participate in both the official and unofficial worlds of 

her classroom.  

In the official literacy activities of the classroom (i.e., teacher-guided literacy 

activities), Dariana interacts with the teachers in English and actively participates in 

routines that emphasize specific aspects and features of English literacy. Her exposure to 

written language at home and in the classroom motivates her to spontaneously engage in 

many literacy activities that Dariana herself initiates during free choice time and dramatic 

play, some of which are illustrated in her case study (see examples 1.2, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 2.3-

2.6).  

Adalberto, for whom I use the term Spanish-dominant bilingual (Moll & Dworin, 

1996) to define his level of bilingual development at the time when data for this study 

was collected, demonstrates little interest in the teacher-guided literacy activities that 

usually occurred during whole group activities, particularly story time. During these 

activities, he is constantly looking for opportunities to socialize with his friends instead of 

listening to the stories, most of which were written and read in English. This behavior is 

also observed in other Spanish-dominant bilingual children in the classroom during the 
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first half of the school year. Children’s little interest during story time as well as the lack 

of opportunities for them to make personal connections exemplifies the disconnection 

between the official literacy practices and the children’s ways of making meaning. As 

Adalberto achieved a higher level of bilingual communicative competence, he starts 

demonstrating increased attention and participation during story time and other teacher-

guided literacy events. However, he rarely engages in reading activities on his own.  

A change in Adalberto’s participation is observed when the class moves from a 

teacher-guided structure (e.g., story time, circle time) to a peer-dominated structure (e.g., 

journals time and centers time) in which the interplay between the official and unofficial 

worlds of the classroom fuels the creation of a third space. The openness of the classroom 

organization in the third space allows Adalberto to make use of his primary language to 

interact with his peers and to talk about his work and the work of others. Furthermore, it 

opens the possibility for Adalberto to create hybrid practices that connect the instructional 

activities—whose topic was usually selected by Ms. Lewis—with his own interests, 

experiences and ways of constructing and sharing meaning (see examples 3.2, 3.3).   

A second pattern of language use observed in the third space suggests that for 

Dariana and Adalberto each language has a distinct use and function. While Spanish, the 

language children feel more comfortable with, is used for building social relationships 

and for talking about their work with other Spanish-dominant bilingual children, the use 

of English is reserved for their interactions with the teachers and participation in 

instructional literacy activities. 
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Although Spanish permeates peer interaction, its use is not limited to non-

academic activities. As described throughout the examples presented in each case study, 

both Dariana and Adalberto use Spanish as a self-directive, representational, and 

communicative tool that mediates the construction and interpretation of meaning. Using 

their primary language allows them to monitor their work and the work of their peers in 

instructional activities for which English is the language of instruction. Additionally, they 

use Spanish to negotiate with others the content, processes and purposes of their texts.  

While Adalberto’s effort to address and respond to his teachers in English is 

notable since the second half of the year, Spanish continues to be the main medium for 

social interaction and for making sense of his experiences within the third space that he 

and his peers created. Dariana’s bilingual communicative competence allows her to use 

both languages—alternatively and separately—according to the context of situation and 

the participants, for both interactional and meaning-making purposes. 

Observing the processes by which Dariana accesses and constructs meaning using 

two linguistic systems sheds light on her potential for the development of dual literacy, 

literacy in two linguistic systems. As revealed in some of the examples described in her 

case study, Dariana makes use of her primary language to make sense of print in English 

(see examples 2.2 and 2.5). Despite her eagerness to participate in and initiate literacy 

exchanges that involve English print, she rarely engages in reading and writing activities 

in Spanish. It was not so much that she did not have the interest in exploring print in 

Spanish, but she did not have the opportunity to do so because most of the materials 

available in the classroom and the literacy instruction were in English.  
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Sociocultural studies of literacy in classrooms emphasize that learning occurs 

through social participation in and adoption of community’s practices for using and 

interpreting written language (Kantor et al., 1992). Furthermore, research studies on 

programs fostering an additive bilingualism show that when children are in a supportive 

environment in which they are encouraged to use both languages, they not only achieve 

communicative competence in both codes, but they also are able to acquire literate 

practices in both languages (e.g., Edelsky, 1986; Moll & Dworin, 1996; M. L. Reyes, 

2001; Stritikus, 2002; Whitmore & Crowell, 1994).  

In the literacy practices in which Dariana and Adalberto participated in the Brown 

Bear classroom, children were not encouraged to use the linguistic resources they bring 

from their homes in the development of reading and writing. Literacy instruction did not 

nurture the children’s home linguistic and cultural resources but instead emphasized the 

development of a narrow set of English reading skills in a context that did not promote 

the development of dual literacy in a formal and systematic way. This scenario is very 

common in many U.S. schools, including bilingual education programs characterized by 

a transitional model, in which the natural potential of Latino or other culturally and 

linguistically diverse students to become biliterate is often undermined and ignored (Moll 

& Dworin, 1996; M. de la Luz Reyes, 2001).  

However, my observations at the Brown Bear classroom indicate that children 

transformed the official language and literacy practices. As children actively tried to 

integrate their familiar ways of using language and making sense of their experience with 

the literacy practices of the classroom, children created hybrid practices that offered them 
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more authentic learning experiences, thus expanding their literacy learning. Of 

importance is the mediational potential of these hybrid practices in facilitating multiple 

and flexible meaning-making practices for the children as well as the development of oral 

and written communicative competence in two languages. 

The third aspect of the children’s hybrid practices in the third space is related to 

the use of code-switching. My observations of children’s conversations with peers and 

adults confirm what previous research on bilingual development has shown, that the use 

of code-switching and lexical borrowings is related to the degree of bilingual competence 

that children have achieved (Reyes & Ervin-Tripp, 2004). Children who have acquired 

higher bilingual competence produce more complex code-switching patterns. In contrast, 

children who are still developing their second language rely more on one-word switches 

or borrowings from the second language, which reflects that they are gradually 

integrating their non-dominant language in their linguistic repertoire.  

For Dariana, who is more balanced bilingual, the selection of one language over 

the others is not random. Rather, her metalinguistic awareness allows her to use the 

language that fits better her communicative purposes. Moreover, her bilingual 

communicative competence shows her sensitiveness to the dominant language of the 

listeners and to the expectations and values of the context. Thus, as described in the 

examples presented in her case study, Dariana’s language choice responds to the socio-

cultural characteristics of the classroom, in which English is used for most of the 

interactions with teachers and Spanish among peers. This finding is illustrated in example 

2.6 where Dariana is reading with Ms. Lewis during free choice time. Contrary to the 
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alternated use of both languages observed thorough out the reading exchange with her 

mother (example 2.5), Dariana addressed Ms. Lewis all the time in English except for a 

few borrowings from Spanish. At one moment of the reading interaction, Adalberto joins 

them briefly. When that happens, Dariana effortlessly switches to Spanish to address him 

and then returns to speaking English to Ms. Lewis.  

Adalberto, who is still developing his second language, consistently uses his 

primary language to interact with peers and to monitor his composing activities and the 

work of others. A great improvement in his oral language skills in English is observed 

during the second half of the school year, when he starts addressing his teachers more 

often in English while frequently code-switching into Spanish. Also, a more frequent use 

of borrowings (one-word and simple phrases) from English that were regularly heard in 

the classroom (e.g. numbers, colors and letters names, classroom objects, etc.) is 

observed when he speaks in Spanish among peers or other Spanish-dominant bilinguals. 

However, Adalberto reserves the use of English for the interactions with his teachers 

within the instructional literacy practices of the classroom and Spanish continues to be 

the language he uses in the interaction with his peers.  

To summarize, findings from this study suggest that the various degrees of 

bilingualism achieved by children, their previous experiences with written language, 

individual preferences, and the social organization of the classroom influence the way 

they engage and participate in the everyday literacy activities of their classroom. 

Although the transitional orientation towards language and the official curriculum of the 

Brown Bear classroom is not built on the children’s home language and cultural 
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resources, the hybrid practices observed in the third space that the children themselves 

created opened more authentic learning opportunities that expanded their literacy 

development and potential for biliteracy development.  

Implications of the Study 

Theoretical Implications 

The understandings of context, literacy practices, and language use in this 

dissertation are grounded in sociohistorical and sociocultural theories of learning as the 

overarching framework. From this perspective, I examined what my two case study 

children interpret about the functions and forms of literacy. The case studies of Dariana 

and Adalberto reveal that there are many paths to literacy. Each case study provides 

insights about how literacy learning is shaped by the children’s own literacy history, the 

social organization of the classroom, and the ideologies and political structures found in 

the larger society. Focusing only on children’s individual interpretations and uses of 

literacy or on instructional literacy practices without taking into account the influence of 

the sociocultural and political context would provide a very narrow view of the children’s 

literacy learning. As Moll and his colleagues contend, literacy “must be conceptualized as 

intricately related, not only to children’s histories, but to the dynamics of social, cultural, 

and institutional contexts that help define its nature” (Moll, et al., 2001, p.447). 

Starting this research, my observations of young children participating in the 

everyday literacy practices of their classroom were also guided by a transactional view of 

early literacy that explains reading and writing as meaning construction processes (K. 

Goodman, 1996; Rosenblatt, 1991). During the course of the study, the need to include 
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multiple sign systems instead of focusing only on written language became more and 

more evident. A broader view of literacy is shared by other theorists and researchers (e.g., 

Dyson, 1989, 1990, 1993; Harste et al., 1984; Kress, 1997; Leland & Harste, 1994; 

Rowe, 1994; Short, et al., 2000), including scholars who have documented the 

philosophy of the “100 languages of children” that characterizes the Reggio Emilia early 

childhood approach (Edwards, et al., 1998; Malaguzzi, 1998).  

An important implication of including multiple sign systems in the study of early 

literacy in diverse classrooms lies with its potential for creating possibilities of more 

intellectual challenge and new ways of making meaning for young bilingual learners. The 

verbocentrism that has prevailed in most literacy research overlooks the varied ways in 

which children actually create and interpret meaning in their everyday activities; in the 

classroom, this view makes written language learning less accessible for children. In 

order for researchers and practitioners to gain a better understanding of how young 

bilingual children develop written language, it must be recognized that “literacy develops 

along with varied ways of knowing” (Whitmore, et al., 2004).  

Short and Kaufman (2000) describe a curricular model of multiple sign systems 

that they implemented in a diverse working-class classroom (grades 1-3). In this, as in the 

model for a “balanced literacy curriculum” (Short, 1997, 1999)  described in Chapter 3, 

Short and Kaufman used Halliday’s (1979) theories about language learning, along with 

their knowledge of effective reading and writing strategies, as the basis for a multiple 

sign systems curriculum. The authors’ and children’s reflections about this model 

demonstrate that developing opportunities to learn about, learn through, and learn 
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multiple sign systems gives children a broader range of ways of thinking about their lives 

and the world. As Short and Kaufman (2000) emphasize, a curriculum that promotes the 

use of multiple sign systems, instead of restricting learning to one form of thinking and 

communicating, would “reflect the diversity of the lives that children bring to the 

classroom, especially their personal and cultural ways of knowing and thinking about the 

world” (p.59). 

Recognizing the diversity of children’s ways of knowing led me to the notion of 

hybridity that characterized the literacy practices and language use in the “third space” 

that the children created in the classroom. Analysis of children’s participation in hybrid 

literacy events in this study—within the child-created third space—reveals that in 

becoming literate there are always multiple sign systems involved; thus, children’s 

composing and interpretive activities are multimodal (Kress, 1997; Rowe, 1994). By 

combining sign systems other than written language as well as freely using Spanish and 

incorporating English, children are able to make connections with their previous 

knowledge and experience as well as to construct and share new meanings regardless of 

their level of English competence. As Gutierrez and her colleagues (1999) argue, 

hybridity can be used as both a theoretical lens for understanding diversity in classrooms 

and a tool for organizing literacy learning.  

Methodological Implications 

Relationships between early literacy learning and linguistic, social, political, and 

historical realities need to be studied in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

literacy as it occurs in the context of daily life. Methodologically, a way to accomplish 
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this is through long-term studies using an ethnographic approach that combines macro- 

and microanalysis of data. Ethnographic techniques to study early literacy learning in the 

classroom context offer opportunities for researchers to construct detailed knowledge of 

how children come to know and use literacy within the social organization of the 

classroom. These techniques require “kid watching” skills (Owocki & Goodman, 2002), 

that is, the ability to carefully observe and listen to children in action.  This type of 

qualitative research can illuminate the ways in which teachers create optimal learning 

environments that build on the diversity of students’ ways of knowing. 

Furthermore, using multiple frames of analysis to investigate the same research 

question (Tuyay, et al., 2005) is a powerful methodological tool for the study of early 

literacy learning. It allows the researcher to gain a deeper and richer understanding of the 

complex, multilayered and overlapping nature of language use, meaning-making 

processes, and interaction in the everyday life of classrooms (Gutierrez, 1994).  

Pedagogical Implications 

I believe that teachers need to be supported to critically examine their own beliefs 

about language and literacy learning in order to understand the complex factors that affect 

the schooling of language minority students and take action to improve their practice. 

Very often we as teachers consciously or unconsciously reproduce instructional practices 

without questioning them. Therefore, taking a critical perspective towards the 

fundamentals of our teaching is essential to gain deeper understanding of the political 

structures that support school literacy practices and bilingual education (Cadiero-Kaplan, 

2004).  
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However, recognizing our own practice as well as the political ideologies 

underlying current language and educational policy affecting the educational 

opportunities for minority students is not sufficient. In order to become agents of change 

it is imperative that we challenge such policies and be true advocates for our students. 

Teachers and teacher educators must resist one-size-fits-all approaches to teaching and 

literacy learning that do little to integrate the students’ life experiences and their cultural 

knowledge. This can lead to “a different definition of literacy—one that acknowledges 

the hegemonic power structure and that values the discourses of groups that traditionally 

have been marginalized” (Powell, 1999, p.20).  

Conversations with Ms. Lewis and the other teacher assistants as well as my own 

observations in the Brown Bear classroom indicate that the teachers were truly concerned 

with doing their best for their students within the restricting conditions imposed by 

proposition 203 in Arizona. However, the lack of structure in the school and the school 

district to facilitate ongoing conversations among teachers, administrators, parents, and 

students limited opportunities for the teachers to discuss the subtractive orientation of the 

mandate as well as the narrow view of literacy that current educational policy emphasize. 

Creating such spaces in the school is important because it can support dialogue about 

possibilities to challenge dominant language views and mandated literacy curriculum that 

do not serve adequately the needs of children from linguistically and culturally diverse 

backgrounds. Furthermore, teachers need to be informed about concrete instances of 

classrooms where an additive approach to language expands children’s existing linguistic 

and cultural resources while supporting English language learning and literacy 
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development (Manyak, 2006; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll et al., 2001; M.L. Reyes, 2001; 

Stritikus, 2003).  

Lessons from classroom-based studies with an additive bilingualism approach 

indicate that building on the diversity of students’ lives and multiple ways of knowing 

promotes the development of literacy in two linguistic systems. In this study, hybrid 

language and literacy practices were found to provide possibilities for connecting the 

children’s sociolinguistic experiences from home with the schooled literacy practices to 

expand the potential for learning and the development of multiple literacies. 

Research shows that language ideologies that promote diversity and bilingualism 

as strengths can help everyone in the school community to expand on their personal 

experiences and perspectives (Gutierrez et al., 1997, 1999). Seeing diversity as a resource 

offers opportunities to build an enriching classroom community (Freeman & Y. 

Goodman, 1993) in which both language minority and dominant groups can benefit 

(Ruiz, 1988). 

Bilingual children need to be provided with a wide range of learning opportunities 

and purposeful experiences. Some of the ways to create such an environment in the 

classroom is by consciously and strategically organizing learning based on 1) an additive 

perspective towards diversity and hybrid literacy practices as resources for learning; 2) a 

variety of participation structures in which children and adults can shift roles in learning 

activities; 3) an interaction-rich environment in which children collaboratively support 

each others’ learning; 4) the co-construction of a curriculum that provides opportunities 

to combine multiple sign systems and a wide range of authentic texts in purposeful 
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activities, and 5) an intellectually challenging and supportive environment in which the 

development of children’s linguistic repertoires is nurtured.  

Limitations of the Study 

While I recognize that the findings of this qualitative research are based on only 

two case studies and are not replicable per se, they examine the children’s literacy 

practices in a classroom whose social organization can be compared to other classrooms 

with similar characteristics. It should be noted that the focal children were carefully 

selected from data obtained from the larger research project. A central factor that was 

considered to select them is that their level of bilingualism and literacy knowledge appear 

to be representative of the wide range of children’s linguistic and literacy abilities 

observed in their classroom. A similar scenario is found in many diverse classrooms in 

the U.S. and other countries. Diverse classrooms are becoming more and more common 

given the increasing number of children coming to school either as recent immigrants or 

as migrants whose parents speak a language other than English. Therefore, it is critically 

important that the school community is prepared to provide all children with a wide range 

of experiences and opportunities for success, regardless of their linguistic or cultural 

background.  

Findings from these case studies suggest that there are many ways in which 

children make meaning and that the social context (i.e., home, school, or community) 

influences those meaning making practices. These findings pertain to one specific 

classroom. However, reflecting on how the linguistic, sociocultural, and institutional 

factors shape literacy learning can help researchers to understand the multiplicity of ways 
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of engaging in literacy when investigating the literacy practices within and across 

different groups.  Although Dariana and Adalberto come from a Mexican parentage, their 

family’s immigration histories, experience in navigating the school system, language 

socialization, and literacy practices at home are not the same. Recognizing that every 

family and every child brings a diversity of funds of knowledge into the classroom is 

important to avoid stereotypes or misconceptions about specific ethnic, cultural, or 

linguistic groups. While acknowledging diversity in the children’s cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds, looking at their particular circumstances could provide insights into the 

relationship between language use and literacy practices on the one hand and the broader 

socio-cultural factors surrounding them on the other.  

Future Research Directions 

Certainly, there remain many aspects of early literacy learning and literacy 

practices that require continued investigation to advance our knowledge about the critical 

factors that contribute to the success of young bilingual learners. Amidst a political 

context of high pressure for academic standards and an English-only sentiment, there is a 

great need for research that investigates how to provide rich and meaningful learning 

opportunities to young children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 

Few research studies document the ways in which young bilingual children and 

English language learners become familiar with varied sign systems. Most early literacy 

studies that incorporate multiple sign systems have been conducted with monolingual 

children (e.g., Dyson, 1989, 1993, 2003; Harste, et al., 1984; Kress, 1997; Rowe, 1994; 

but see Medd & Whitmore, 2001; Short & Kaufman, 2000 for studies conducted in 
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diverse classrooms). More recent studies documenting biliteracy development in young 

bilingual children focus on the sign systems of oral and written language (e.g., Dworin, 

2003; Kenner, 2004; Kenner, et al., 2004; Moll & Dworin, 1996; Moll et al., 2001; I. 

Reyes, 2006; M. L. Reyes, 2001). Further research is needed to investigate how young 

bilingual children begin to explore and use written language as they use other sign 

systems. 

There is also great need for research that examines the potential of hybrid 

language and literacy practices in diverse classrooms, given the increasing number of 

bilingual children in the public schools in the U.S. This type of research could inform 

educators about effective ways to connect the official curriculum with the children’s life 

experiences, interests, and needs. Investigating the consequences of the use of hybrid 

literacy practices in the classroom can help educators to create environments that 

embrace children’s linguistic, cultural knowledge, and ways of knowing to expand 

possibilities for bilingual and biliteracy development.  

Conclusion 

The theoretical constructs of third space and hybrid language practices in this 

study were instrumental in making visible the creative ways in which young bilingual 

children found alternative experiences to bring meaning to the official literacy practices 

that detached learning from their life experiences and cultural knowledge. I believe that 

recognizing the possibilities of hybrid language and literacy practices can inform practice 

in any learning context and especially in linguistically and culturally diverse settings 

where hybrid practices are not a resource to inform and organize instruction.  
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I hope that these findings encourage educators, teacher educators, and researchers 

to consider the possibilities of additive bilingualism programs in assisting bilingual 

children in developing their highest potential. A culturally relevant pedagogy for bilingual 

Spanish-English speaking children needs to capitalize on the students’ funds of 

knowledge and utilize their linguistic repertoires to expand their development. Central to 

a culturally relevant pedagogy are hybrid language and literacy practices in which the 

beliefs and local practices of the children’s homes and of the classroom are consciously 

linked and used to organize their everyday activities.  

Like other critical researchers and educators, I advocate a critical view of literacy 

that is grounded on principles of linguistic diversity, cultural pluralism, and democratic 

schooling for all students. Such a view of literacy will require that teachers, 

administrators, students, parents, policy makers, and community members actively seek 

those principles through ongoing debate and dialogue.  

Taking a critical perspective towards the fundamentals of school literacy practices 

and bilingual education is essential to gain deeper understanding of the political and 

social structures that support them. In order to become agents of change it is imperative 

that all participants of the educational community are provided with alternatives to 

confront issues of language ideologies found in the family, the school, the community, 

and society at large as well as the ineffectiveness of subtractive bilingual programs. We 

might then be able to advocate for the development of bilingual students’ full potential if 

more educators, policy makers, and parents have a better understanding of the nature and 

advantages of bilingualism and dual literacy.  
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