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The rel ationshi p bet ween

Abst ract

We exam ned the rel ati onshi ps between ki ndergarten
teachers' theoretical orientations toward readi ng, classroom
process and task assignnment, and student outcones for students
who had scored above or bel ow the popul ati on nedi an on a
standardi zed test of early reading ability. The reading
achi evenment of |ower scoring children inproved the nost in whole
| anguage oriented classroons, while higher scoring children in
bot h whol e | anguage and phonics oriented classroons, and | ower
scoring children in phonics oriented cl assroons, denonstrated
| esser reading gains. \Wole | anguage and phonics oriented
t eachers enphasi zed different literacy tasks. Students in whol e
| anguage oriented cl asses spent a greater proportion of class
time attending to non-book print, using invented spelling, and
dictating stories. Children in phonics oriented classes spent a
greater proportion of tinme |ooking through books on their own,
copying letters, words, and sentences, and conpl eting worksheets.
Lower scoring students exhibited higher |evels of engagenent in
whol e | anguage oriented classroons than in phonics oriented
cl assroons. Inplications for kindergarten instruction with
children of differing initial reading abilities are discussed in

the context of a stage nodel of reading devel opnment.

The Rel ati onship Between Teachers' Theoreti cal
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Orientations Toward Readi ng and Student Qut cones
in Kindergarten Children with Different

Initial Reading Abilities

The "whol e | anguage" approach to teachi ng readi ng has
captured the attention of many teachers and teacher educators
over the past 20 years. Derived in part fromthe witings of
Dewey (1929), Piaget (1952), the Goodmans (Goodman & Goodnan,
1979), and Smth (1988), the whol e | anguage approach asserts that
children I earn | anguage nost effectively at their own
devel opnent al pace through social interaction in |anguage rich
envi ronnments and through exposure to quality literature. This
approach is often contrasted to a phonics oriented strategy in
whi ch children receive formal instruction enphasizing sound
synbol correspondence. \Wile the whol e | anguage novenent has
gai ned increasing popularity anong practitioners, the reaction of
educati onal researchers has been nore contentious. Stahl and
MIler (1989) and Stahl, MKenna, and Pagnucco (1994) conducted
nmet a- anal yses of studies conducted in kindergarten and first-
grade cl assroons conparing the relative inpact of whol e | anguage
and traditional approaches to reading instruction. Both neta-
anal yses yi el ded the general conclusion that the overall i npact
of the two approaches was “essentially simlar,” a position

di sputed by Schi ckedanz (1990) and McGee and Lomax (1990).
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In review ng the whol e | anguage/ phoni cs debate, and the
inability of researchers to reach simlar conclusions after
review ng the sane studies, several problenmatic areas energe.
First, the nmeaning of the term whole | anguage, and a set of
distinctive classroom practices representing its
operationalization, are difficult to specify (Stahl & Ml ler,
1989). This is exacerbated by the fact that some proponents
concei ve of whol e | anguage as a phil osophy rather than an
explicitly defined instructional nethodol ogy (Edel sky, 1990;
Goodman, 1986; MKenna, Robinson, & MIler, 1990; Newran, 1985;

Ri ch, 1985). Second, many -- if not nost -- teachers are eclectic
in their approach to reading instruction, and pure contrasts

bet ween whol e | anguage and phonics oriented instruction are
generally difficult to find in naturally occurring, unmanipul ated
cl assroom environnments (Sl aughter, 1988). Third, with the
exception of Fisher and Hiebert (1990), relatively little
research has docunented differences in the instructional behavior
and practices of teachers subscribing to whol e | anguage versus
tradi tional approaches to early reading instruction (Feng &

Et heri dge, 1993; Lehman, Allen, & Freeman 1990; Stahl et al.
1994,). Finally, as Stahl et al. (1994) point out, “relatively
few studi es” conparing whol e | anguage and traditional reading

i nstruction have used standardi zed achi evenent neasures or

i ncluded | arge nunbers of students (e.g., Watson, Crenshaw, &
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Ki ng, 1984).

The current paper seeks to renmedy sonme of the conceptual
and net hodol ogi cal probl ens noted above, and to build on previous
findings. Previous studies of children learning to read (e.g.,
Durkin, 1987) have focused primarily on student-teacher
interactions during a delimted portion of the school day in
whi ch “readi ng instruction” takes place. W have w dened the
range of activities considered relevant to learning to read.
Fol | ow ng Sul zby and Teal e (1984), we argue that reading
devel opnment “takes place within the influences of a soci al
environnent that imerses [children], to varying degrees, in a
range of literacy activities” (p. 728). W believe this is
especially relevant for a study of reading devel opnent in
ki ndergarten, for teachers often do not teach reading in
isolation fromother activities, and children are often given
consi derable freedom at |east for part of the school day, to
choose the instructional activities in which they will engage.
Teachers plan, structure, provide, and require certain literacy
activities, but it is the child who is the “constructor of his or
her own literacy” (Sul zby & Teale, 1984, p. 729). W are
specifically interested in the interaction between initial
reading ability and the effectiveness of whol e | anguage oriented
and phonics oriented approaches to readi ng devel opnent.

A nunber of researchers have exam ned the inpact of whole
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| anguage approaches to readi ng devel opnent for students
consi dered educationally at risk. Stahl and MIler (1989)
concl uded that “whol e | anguage/ | anguage experi ence approaches .
produce weaker effects with popul ations | abel ed specifically as
di sadvant aged” (p. 87), a conclusion supported by the research of
Cersten, Darch, and d eason (1988) who reported positive effects
for “at-risk” (econom cally disadvantaged) children of a “direct
instruction” kindergarten classroom based |argely on
traditional, phonics oriented principles. However, a nunber of
recent studies (MIligan & Berg, 1992; Oto, 1993; Pinnell,
Lyons, De Ford, Bryk, & Seltzer, 1994; Sul zby, Branz, & Buhle,
1993) present evidence consistent with Kasten and O arke’ s (1989)
argunent that whol e | anguage based reading instruction should be
especially beneficial for disadvantaged children. MIIigan and
Berg (1992), for exanple, found higher C oze Deletion Test scores
(a neasure of “conprehending ability”) anong initially lowto
noderate ability first grade students in whol e | anguage ori ented
cl assroons, relative to simlar students in nore traditional
phoni cs oriented cl assroons. However, three of four phonics
oriented classroons were froma different school than the whole
| anguage oriented classroons. The possibility exists that
instructional differences unrelated to teacher theoretical
orientation accounted for the differences found in this post-test

only design
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ato (1993) and Sul zby et al. (1993) presented evi dence
suggesting that storybook reading, generally associated with
devel opnental |y sensitive, whol e | anguage approaches to reading
instruction, was helpful in increasing the enmergent reading
ability of inner-city kindergartners (Oto, 1993; Sul zby et al.
1993) and first graders (Sul zby et al., 1993). However, neither
of these studies used control groups, either of children not seen
as “at risk,” or of children receiving nore traditional
instruction in the sanme schools. Purcell-Gates, MlIntyre, and
Freppon (1995) reported that children in well-inplenented whol e
| anguage cl asses showed significantly greater growh in their
know edge of written | anguage and nore extensive breadth of
knowl edge of witten linguistic features than their peers in
skil | s-based ki ndergarten classes. Putnam (1990) found that inner
city kindergarten students in a “Literate Environnment” classroom
gai ned nore in vocabulary and syntactic conplexity than students
in “Traditional” or “IBMWite to Read” classroons. Finally,
research by Pinnell et al. (1994) found that “Reading Recovery,”
a tutoring programfor educationally disadvantaged chil dren, was
nore effective in inproving the reading efficacy of “high risk”
first graders than a simlar program (called “Readi ng Success”)
provi ded by teachers who were nore traditional (phonics or skills
oriented) relative to the Readi ng Recovery teachers. However,

gi ven that the Readi ng Recovery and Readi ng Success teachers al so
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differed in a nunber of other ways (previous experience and
training, training tinme schedule, training activities), it is

i npossible to tease out the effects of the teachers' theoretical
orientations toward readi ng.

The current paper presents results froma year-1|ong
observational study conducted in 11 kindergarten classroons. W
sought to determ ne whether the readi ng achi evenent of students
who entered the kindergarten year with relatively limted readi ng
skills would increase nore with teachers favoring whol e | anguage
or phonics oriented approaches to reading instruction. On the
basis of the literature revi ewed above, we predicted nore growh
in student reading ability anong initially |lower scoring children
with teachers favoring whol e | anguage approaches to readi ng
devel opnment, relative to phonics oriented teachers. W al so
sought to descri be how classroom structure and student experience
differed in each set of classroons. Based on our own previous
research (Mergendoll er & Sacks, 1994), which showed greater
attention to child affect and individual differences anong whol e
| anguage oriented teachers, relative to phonics oriented
teachers, we predicted that child affect and task engagenent
woul d be higher, for both | ower and hi gher scoring children, in
whol e | anguage oriented conpared to phonics oriented cl assroons.
From our understanding of the basic tenets of whol e | anguage

phi | osophy, we al so predicted that both | ower and hi gher scoring
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chil dren woul d engage in nore verbal interaction in whole
| anguage oriented classroons conpared to phonics oriented
cl assroons.

Met hod

Parti ci pants

Students. The student participants in the current study
were 132 kindergartners from 11 classroons in six Marin County,
CA schools. N ne students dropped out during the course of data
collection, leaving a total of 123 children in the study. O
these, 64 were girls (52% and 59 were boys (48% . N nety-three
children were white (75%, 14 were black (11%, 8 were Asian
(699, 6 were Hispanic (5% and 2 were fromother ethnic
backgrounds (2% .

Teachers. There were 11 different teachers in the current
study. Six teachers were chosen because their phil osophy of
readi ng instruction corresponded nore closely with a traditional,
phoni cs orientation; five were chosen because their instructional
beliefs corresponded nore closely with a whol e | anguage
orientation. We al so sought to bal ance the SES of participating
cl asses across teacher theoretical orientation. The teachers were
all female; 10 were Wiite, and 1 was Bl ack. They had from4 to 25
years of teaching experience, with a nean of 18 years (SD =
8.25). There was not a significant correlation between years of

t eachi ng experience and theoretical orientation score, either for
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the 8 teachers for whom conpl ete data were available (r[8] = .31,
p = .45, or for a larger group of teachers fromwhich the sanple
in the current study was drawn (r[23] = .08, p = .70).

Measur es

Theoretical orientation to reading. Teachers' theoretical

orientations toward readi ng were assessed using the Theoretical
Orientation to Reading Profile (TORP) (Deford, 1985). This
gquestionnaire assesses teachers' instructional orientation on
t hree di nensions: (a) phonics, which enphasizes snaller than word
I evel units, with a gradual progression toward words and
sentences, (b) skills, which enphasizes devel opnent of sight-word
vocabul ary, and (c) whol e | anguage, which enphasi zes exposi ng
children to quality literature, and working down toward smnall er
| anguage units. Scoring of each dinension is conceptually
i ndependent, but phonics and skills scores have been found to be
highly correlated and inversely correlated with whol e | anguage
scores.

Def ord (1985) described the process of validating the TORP
and reported an alpha reliability of .80, suggesting acceptable
i nternal consistency. Mergendoller and Sacks (1994) found a
relatively high test-retest reliability of .81 in a separate
study invol ving 25 teachers.

Student reading ability. The Test of Early Reading Ability-

2 (TERA-2) (Reid, Hresko, & HanmIl, 1989) is a normreferenced
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assessment instrunment designed to mtigate sone of the concerns
of whol e | anguage advocates regardi ng standardi zed assessnent
(e.g., Edelsky, 1990). It targets three interrel ated aspects of
readi ng. These are (a) constructing neaning fromprint (including
“awareness of print in environnental contexts, know edge of

rel ati ons anong vocabul ary itens, and awareness of print in
connected di scourse”), (b) al phabet know edge (“letter nam ng
[1ncluding nuneral s], al phabet recitation, and oral reading”),
and (c) understanding the arbitrary conventions enployed in
reading and witing English (including “book handling, response
to other print conventions, and proofreading”) (Reid, Hresko, &
Hamm ||, 1981). The authors reported adequate construct validity
including significant correlations (.61) with perfornance on the
Basic Skills Inventory-Di agnostic Readi ng Subtest, high
correlations wth chronol ogi cal age and school experience (.84),
and successful differentiation of normal and | earni ng-di sabl ed
students. The authors al so reported high internal consistencies
for the instrunent when used with the age groups examned in this
study. For 4-, 5-, and 6-year-olds, coefficient al phas were above
.90. Test-retest reliability was exam ned using alternate forns
on a sanple of 49 7-, 8-, and 9-year-olds. The obtai ned
correlation was .79. Partialing out the error variance due to the
use of alternate forns, the authors arrived at an overal

stability reliability of .89 (Reid et al., 1989).
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The instrunment is designed such that itens increase in
difficulty as the child proceeds. Admi nistration is term nated
when the child answers five consecutive itens incorrectly, at
whi ch point the nunber correct is totaled. Incorrect itens are
counted as correct if five consecutive correct answers follow

Gl assroom observation instrunent. The Kindergarten

Activities Coding Instrunent (KACI) (Sacks, Clenent-d ass, &

Mer gendol | er, 1993) was created for the current study after
reviewi ng extant classroomobservation instrunents (e.g., Sinon &
Boyer, 1970a, 1970b). The design was based on severa
considerations. First, the instrunment had to record the overal

cl assroom context that framed and constrained the specific
activities in which individual target children were engaged and
capture the flow and structure of activities throughout an entire
school day. Second, the instrunent had to be sensitive to a range
of literacy events, both “official” (teacher reading to the
class) and “unofficial” (students nmaking signs for a castle nade
out of blocks during activity tine) (Florio & Clark, 1982), and
capture the social context and nature of reading, witing, and
speaki ng tasks actually perfornmed by students (Bl unenfeld,

Mer gendol | er, & Swarthout, 1987; Doyle, 1983). Third, the
instrunment had to incorporate a neasure of individual task
engagenent, given the inportance of this variable in previous

studi es of classroom process (e.g., Denham & Li eberman, 1980).
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After a series of revisions of the KACI, we settled on an

i nstrunment that captures seven classroom context variabl es
(Predom nant C assroom Organi zati on, Individual Participation,

G oup Size, Instructional Medium Teacher Tal k/Functi on,

I nstructional Tal k/ Type, and Adult Availability), six areas of
subject area learning (Witing, Reading, Mith, Science, Social
Studies, Art/Music), three types of student literacy behaviors
(Speaki ng, Witing, Reading), and assessnents of student affect
and task invol venent based on categories described by Goodenough
(1930) and Katz (1969). Further details concerning use of the
KACI coding instrunent are provided in Sacks, Cenent-d ass, and
Mergendol l er (1993). In the current study, we did not utilize al
categories of data collected with the KAC.

Procedure

Teacher selection. W generated TORP sumrary scores by

subtracting phonics total scores (10 itens) from whol e | anguage
total scores (8 itens). Forty-two points were then added to the
difference, such that TORP summary scores ranged fromO (for a

t eacher who responded "strongly agree"” to all phonics itens and
"strongly disagree"” to all whole |anguage itens) to 72 (for a

t eacher who responded "strongly disagree"” to all phonics itens
and "strongly agree" to all whole | anguage itens). In the current
sanpl e of teachers, the nean TORP summary score for the teachers

oriented toward whol e | anguage was 52.80, SD = 10.13. For the

Novenber 13, 1997 12



The rel ationshi p bet ween

teachers oriented toward phonics, the nean TORP sunmary score was
35.67, SD = 5.13. A1 x 2 ANOVA reveal ed the difference between
t hese neans to be highly significant, E(1,9) = 13.29, p = .005.

Student selection and TERA-2 adnministration. The study

began in the Fall of 1991. After obtaining parental consent, we
sel ected a sanple of students based on teachers’ ratings of
students as being nore or |ess experienced in reading. W

i ndi vidual ly adm nistered the TERA-2 to these students. W then
selected 12 students in each of the 11 classes, noting them as
hi gher scoring or |ower scoring dependi ng upon whether their
TERA-2 score was above or bel ow the sanple nean. In the remai nder
of this paper we will identify children who scored bel ow and
above the 50th percentile on the initial admnistration of the
TERA-2 as | ower-scoring children and hi gher-scoring children,
respectively. At the end of the school year, the TERA-2 was

i ndi vidually adm nistered again to all target students by one of
four trained adults.

hservation procedure. Al classroom observati ons were

conducted by one of five trained observers for the entire

ki ndergarten school day. Each cl assroom was observed on each day
of the week, plus one additional day, for a total of six
observation days per classroomor a total of 66 days for al

cl assroons. Cbservers were assigned to classroons such that each

observer observed each cl assroom at | east once, and no observer
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visited the sanme classroomnore than twice. In this way, we
sought to control for possible experinenter coding biases, though
we trained coders to high reliabilities (average r > .80) before
the onset of the study. Interrater reliability for each of the
codi ng categories was reassessed hal f-way through the classroom
observation period and remai ned acceptably high (nean reliability
= .84). Further reliability information for the KACI can be found
in Sacks et al. (1993).

On the basis of extensive pilot observations and an
exam nation of the literature on tinme sanpling procedures (e.g.,
Mann, Have, Plunkett, & Meisels, 1991), we chose a 10 second
observation interval. Data collectors observed sequentially,
according to a predeterm ned randomorder, all target students in
the classroom Observers watched the first target child for 10-
second, and then spent the next 1 mn 20 sec recording that
child's behaviors on the coding sheet. The second target child
was then observed for 10 sec, and so on, until all target
children were observed once. Following this, the coder noved on
to the next data recordi ng page and repeated the procedure. If a
target child was absent, the observer sinply noved i medi ately on
to the next child, such that the nunber of data points per
cl assroom per day coul d be maxi m zed.

Resul ts

We report three sets of results. The first set conpares the
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cl assroom context and literacy tasks established by teachers with
whol e | anguage and phonics orientations. The second set considers
students’ growh in reading skills, and differences in their

af fective state and task engagenent as an interactive function of
teacher theoretical orientation and students’ initial TERA-2
scores. The final set exam nes students’ speaking behaviors as a
function of teacher theoretical orientation and initial TERA-2
scores. Al statistical tests were conducted at the teacher |evel
(N = 11), rather than at the student level (N = 132).

C assroom Cont ext of Teachers Favoring Wol e Language and Phoni cs

Appr oaches

We conpared the classroom organi zati on and instructional

practices of teachers favoring whol e | anguage and phoni cs
approaches to reading on the follow ng dinensions: (a) percent of
observations spent in different classroom groupings, (b) percent
of observations spent in different classroomactivities, (c)
percent of different types of teacher talk, and (d) duration and
selection of literacy tasks. Percent scores for each neasure

(e.g., teacher defined small groups) at the teacher |evel were

exam ned using 1 x 2 (Wl e Language vs. Phonics Oiented)

anal yses of variance (ANOVAS).

Cl assroom groupi ng. W conpared students of whol e | anguage
and phonics oriented teachers in the percentage of observations

spent in the foll ow ng groupings: whole group, teacher defined
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smal | groups, free choice, and snack/transition/cl ean-up.
Children with teachers favoring a whol e | anguage approach spent
slightly nmore time in free choice activities than did children
with teachers favoring a phonics approach (20.7%vs. 17.1% and
slightly less class tine as a whole group (49.4.%vs. 51.3% or
in small groups (11.6%vs. 12.4% . However, none of these

di fferences was statistically significant.

Cl assroom activities. W conpared students of whol e

| anguage and phonics oriented teachers in the percentage of
observations spent in the followng 13 classroomactivities: no
activity, teacher reading a book, teacher explaining tasks or
concepts, child sharing/review, dramatic play, genera
environnental stinulation, |ooking at books, technol ogy, journal
witing, worksheet/dittos, nusic, watching other children, and
other activities. Results revealed that children with phonics
oriented teachers spent nore time conpleting worksheets than did
chil dren of whol e | anguage oriented teachers (5.7%vs. 1.0%.
This difference was marginally significant (E(1,9) = 3.98, p =
.077).

Teacher talk. We conpared students of whol e | anguage and

phoni cs oriented teachers in the percentage of observations
during which they experienced teacher talk. This difference was
not significant. However, when we exam ned teacher talk with

students in small groups, we found that whol e | anguage oriented
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teachers tal ked during 72.6% of the observations, while phonics
oriented teachers spoke during 47.5% of the observations. This
difference was highly significant (E(1,9) = 9.39, p=.01). W
exam ned the frequency with which teachers engaged in different
types of talk in the small group setting. Phonics oriented
teachers spent nore tinme in small groups presenting instruction
and giving task directions (61.3%vs. 48.49% than did whole

| anguage oriented teachers (E(1,9) = 6.69, p = .029).

Task sel ection. W conpared students of whol e | anguage and

phoni cs oriented teachers in the percentage of observations
students were engaged in witing and reading tasks. Students in
the cl assroons of teachers favoring a whol e | anguage approach
spent slightly less time engaged in witing tasks (5.7%vs.
7.4% . This difference was marginally significant (E(1,9) = 3.87,
p = .08).

There was also a difference in the manner in which whole
| anguage and phonics oriented teachers nmade literacy instruction
a part of classroomtasks and activities. Wol e | anguage oriented
teachers nore frequently conducted reading instruction (47.4% vs.
37.89%9 and witing instruction (14.4%vs. 6.5% wth all students
in a whole class group, relative to phonics oriented teachers.
The difference for witing instruction was statistically
significant (E(1,9) = 10.22, p = .01). The difference for reading

instruction was marginally significant (E(1,9) = 4.09, p = .07).
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Conpari sons regarding the nature of classroomwiting tasks
students conpleted with whol e | anguage ori ented and phonics
oriented teachers reveal ed that students with phonics oriented
teachers spent relatively nore tinme copying letters, words, and
sentences (48.1%vs. 21.2% than students w th whol e | anguage
oriented teachers. In contrast, students w th whol e | anguage
oriented teachers spent nore time using invented spelling (10.4%
vs. 1.1% and dictating stories (24.4%vs. 8.7% than did
students with phonics oriented teachers. The contrast for
invented spelling was significant (E(1,9) = 7.21, p = .025). The
contrast for dictating stories was marginally significant (E(1,9)
=4.17, p = .07), as was the contrast for copying letters, words,
and sentences (F(1,9) = 3.71, p = .09).

Conpari sons regarding the nature of classroomreading tasks
students conpleted with whol e | anguage ori ented and phonics
oriented teachers reveal ed that students w th whol e | anguage
oriented teachers spent relatively less tinme | ooking through
books silently (6.3%vs. 15.8%, nore tine attending to
envi ronmental or non-book print (40.4%vs. 29.3%, and less tine
conpl eting readi ng worksheets (5.9%vs. 13.7%, conpared to
students with phonics oriented teachers. The contrast for | ooking
t hrough books was significant (F(1,9) = 8.68, p = .016). The
contrast for environmental print was marginally significant

(E(1,9) = 3.65, p=.09), as was the contrast for reading
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wor ksheets (E(1,9) = 3.16, p = .10).

Students' Readi ng | nprovenent, Affect, and Task Engagenent as a

Function of Initial TERA-2 Score and Teacher Theoretical

Oientation

Tinmel/ Tinme2 TERA-2 change. A 2 x 2 x 2 analysis of variance

(ANOVA) was used to exam ne the relationship between teacher
theoretical orientation, initial student ability grouping, and

i nprovenent in TERA-2 scores. Analyses were conducted at the
teacher |evel, using class neans as the unit of analysis. Teacher
theoretical orientation was a between subjects variable, while
TERA-2 scores and initial ability grouping were repeated neasures
(within classroon) variables. Means for tinme 1 and tinme 2 TERA-2
scores as a function of teacher theoretical orientation and

initial student ability grouping appear in Table 1

| nsert Table 1 here

As expected, children inproved dramatically on the TERA-2
over the course of the year, F(1,9) = 128.49, p < .0001. Further,
children designated as | ower scoring scored | ower than higher
scoring children on the TERA-2, even when their tinme 2 scores
were included in the analysis, F(1,9) = 98.51, p < .0001.

The ability grouping by tine interaction was significant,
E(1,9) = 10.06, p = .01. As can be seen in Table 1, |ower scoring

children inproved slightly nore than higher scoring children
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This effect is probably accounted for by regression to the nean.
O nore interest is the triple interaction, F(1,9) = 5.00, p =
.05. As can be seen in Table 1, I ower scoring children with whole
| anguage oriented teachers inproved by an average of about 10
points, while children in all other conditions inproved by
between 6 and 8 points.

Affective state. A 2 x 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) was

used to examne the relationship between child ability grouping,
teacher theoretical orientation, and average affective state
across the course of the study. Anal yses were conducted at the
teacher |evel, using class neans as the unit of analysis. Teacher
theoretical orientation was a between subjects (between
classroonm) variable; initial ability grouping was a repeated
measures (within classroon) variable. Means for affective state
as a function of teacher theoretical orientation and initial

child ability grouping are presented in Table 2.

| nsert Table 2 here

There was a statistically significant main effect for
initial ability grouping, E (1,9) = 9.03, p = .01. As can be seen
in Table 2, higher scoring children expressed nore positive
affect on the average than | ower scoring children. Although
children appeared to express slightly nore positive affect with

teachers favoring a whol e | anguage approach, this effect did not
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approach significance, E(1,9) = 1.52, p = .25.

Task engagenent. A 2 x 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) was

used to exam ne the rel ationship between teacher theoretical
orientation, initial student ability grouping, and children's
aver age task engagenent across the course of the study. Anal yses
were conducted at the teacher |evel, using class neans as the
unit of analysis. Teacher theoretical orientation was a between
subj ects (between cl assroom variable; initial ability grouping
was a repeated neasures (wWithin classroom variable. Means for
task engagenent as a function of teacher theoretical orientation

and initial child ability grouping are presented in Table 3.

| nsert Table 3 here

There was a statistically significant main effect for
initial ability grouping, F(1,9) = 7.30, p = .02. There was al so
a marginally significant interaction effect, E(1,9) = 4.78, p =
.06. As can be seen in Table 3, both effects are largely
accounted for by the difference between | ower and hi gher scoring
children with teachers favoring a phonics approach. Wile | ower
scoring and hi gher scoring children were approxi mately equally
engaged with teachers favoring whol e | anguage approaches, | ower
scoring children were significantly | ess engaged than hi gher
scoring children with teachers favoring phonics.

St udent s’ Speaki ng Behaviors as a Function of Initial Tera-2
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Score and Teacher Theoretical Oientation

Five 2 x 2 anal yses of variance (ANOVAs) were used to
exam ne the rel ationshi ps between teacher theoretical
orientation, initial student ability grouping, and the percentage
of observations during which children were involved in five
| evel s of verbalization: (a) no talk, (b) speaking w th another
child or other children, (c) speaking to the teacher, (d)
speaking to both a child or children and the teacher, and (e)
self-talk. Child | evel percentages were averaged at the classroom
| evel . Teacher theoretical orientation was a between subjects
(between classroom) variable; initial ability grouping was a
repeated neasures (wWithin classroon) vari able.

For “no talk,” there was a statistically significant main
effect for initial ability grouping, E(1,9) = 6.56, p = .03, and
a statistically significant interaction between initial ability
groupi ng and teacher theoretical orientation, F(1,9) = 7.59, p =
.02. As can be seen in Table 4, higher scoring children were
silent | ess (spoke nore often) than | ower scoring children,
especially in whol e | anguage oriented cl assroons. The overal
di fference between whol e | anguage and phonics oriented cl assroons

did not reach statistical significance, E(1,9) = 2.03, p = .109.

| nsert Table 4 here

For speaking to a child or other children, there was again
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a statistically significant main effect for initial ability
grouping, FE(1,9) = 18.06, p = .002, and a statistically
significant interaction between initial ability grouping and
teacher theoretical orientation, F(1,9) = 6.65, p = .03. As can
be seen in Table 5, higher scoring children spoke nore to other
children than did | ower scoring children, especially in whole

| anguage oriented classroons. The overall difference between
whol e | anguage and phoni cs classroons did not reach statistical

significance, E(1,9) = 2.08, p = .18.

© Insert Table 5 here

To summarize, it appears that higher scoring students tend
to engage in nore conversation with other children than do | ower
scoring students and that whol e | anguage oriented cl assroons
encour age such conversational differences nore than phonics
oriented cl assroons.

Di scussi on

Al t hough the two groups of teachers differed significantly
in their espoused literacy beliefs, their classroons were simlar
in many ways. The whol e | anguage and phonics oriented teachers
spent essentially the sanme total anount of time in whole group
smal | groups, and free choice/activity tinme organi zational

formats. Conpared to teachers in other studies of kindergarten

cl assroons, the teachers in this study spent considerably | ess
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time, on average, in whole group teaching and nore tine in free
choice/activity tinme. Neuman and Fi scher (1995), for exanple,
reported the 20 teachers in the “holistic literacy” kindergartens
t hey studi ed spent approximtely 79% of class tinme in a single
group and all owed 10% of class time for student-directed,
i ndependent activity tinme. In the current study the correspondi ng
figures were 50% and 19% respectively. N elsen and Monson (1996)
found that the “Energent Literacy” kindergarten teacher they
studi ed spent approximately 49% of instructional tinme in whole
group teaching, while a contrasting “Readi ng Readi ness” teacher
spent 67%in whole group teaching. It is inportant to note that
all teachers in the current study organized their classroons to
all ow for sone degree of student choice and self-direction during
activity time and coul d be placed toward the “student-centered”
(as opposed to “teacher-directed”) end of the instructional
cont i nuum

The percent of observations devoted to nost classroom
activities by whol e | anguage and phonics oriented teachers was
again quite simlar, although whole | anguage and phonics teachers
t ook advantage of the instructional opportunities afforded by
these activities differently. For exanple, whole | anguage
oriented teachers were nore likely to use snmall groups to
interact nore informally with students and supervise their

efforts while phonics oriented teachers nore frequently
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instructed students about how specific tasks were to be
conpl et ed.

Whol e | anguage and phonics oriented kindergarten teachers
differed in the frequency wth which they engaged students in
different literacy tasks. \Wol e | anguage oriented teachers were
nore likely to exploit whole group activities for reading and
witing instruction, relative to teachers in phonics oriented
cl assroons. Several whol e | anguage oriented teachers, for
exanpl e, enployed a “Letter of the Day” procedure in which a
short, expository narrative beginning with the words, “Dear
Class,” was witten on a |large piece of butcher paper. In sone
sentences, blank lines were drawn instead of words. The task of
t he assenbl ed students was to read the letter and suggest
appropriate words to fill the blanks. These teachers coached
students and asked gui ding questions but did not provide correct
answers. Oral reading instruction using |arge story books that
could be viewed by the entire class at the sane tinme (Bi g Books)
were approached in a simlarly facilitative manner.

Across all instructional formats, the frequency with which
students engaged in different literacy tasks also differed.
Students in the phonics oriented classroons spent nore than five
times as much time conpl eting worksheets and twi ce as nmuch tine
copying letters, words, and sentences as students in whole

| anguage oriented classes. In contrast, students in whole
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| anguage oriented classroons spent nore tinme dictating stories
and using invented spelling, relative to children with teachers
favori ng phoni cs approaches.

In sunmary, whol e | anguage and phonics oriented teachers
were simlar in tinme allocation and general classroomactivity
assignnment, but there were subtle, and neaningful, differences in
the classroomliteracy experience of students. These differences
were congruent with what woul d be expected, given whol e | anguage
and phonics orientations to readi ng devel opnent.

On the outcone neasures, the results of the current study
denonstrate that, for students entering kindergarten with little
know edge of reading, whol e | anguage oriented kindergarten
cl assroons were associated with greater inprovenent in early
readi ng achi evenent than were phonics oriented classroons.
Specifically, low scoring children in whol e | anguage oriented
cl assroons inproved on the TERA-2 by an average of about 10

points, while children in all other conditions inproved by an

average of about 7 points. These results are rem ni scent of
Clarke's (1988) finding that invented spelling instructional
approaches were nost beneficial for first graders with the | east
skill in spelling.

These findings raise two inportant questions. First, why
did | ower scoring student progress nore in whol e | anguage

oriented classroons than they did in phonics oriented classroons?
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Second, why wasn’t the progress of higher scoring students
retarded in whol e | anguage oriented cl assroons? Qur expl anati on
| eans heavily on the application of stage nodel s of reading
devel opnent such as those proposed by Downing (1979) and Chal
(1983) and a review of the variety of literacy tasks available or
required in both whol e | anguage and phonics oriented cl assroons.
St age nodel s of readi ng devel opnent assune there is an
initial phase in which children develop skills inperative for
| ater reading. These “energent literacy” skills (Sul zby & Teal e,
1984; Teal e & Sul zby, 1986) include |earning the conventions of
print, the register of witten | anguage, and general expectations
about the nature of reading. Later stages allow for the mastery,
practice, and finally, automatic execution of specific skills
(Stahl & MIler, 1989). W believe that there was a rel ationship
bet ween students’ initial TERA-2 scores and their stage of
readi ng devel opnent. Those students with | ower scores exhibited
mastery of fewer of the generalized reading skills, like letter
and word recognition, than did students scoring higher. It may be
that the energent literacy opportunities of the whole | anguage
oriented cl assroons, which were available less frequently in
phoni cs oriented classroons, were especially beneficial to | ower
scoring students. In addition, |ower scoring students were nore
engaged i n whol e | anguage oriented classroons than they were in

phoni cs oriented cl assroons. These factors may be related to the
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differential gains achieved by | ower scoring students.

Wiy was the achi evenent of higher scoring student not
penal i zed i n whol e | anguage oriented classroons? W think it key
to renenber that the whol e | anguage and phonics oriented
classroons in this study were not dichotonous treatnents, but
rat her places where different instructional behaviors and
different types of literacy tasks received differential enphasis.
Bot h the whol e | anguage and phonics oriented teachers required
and made available a variety of literacy tasks. Sone tasks (e.g.,
listening to stories) required little prerequisite reading
conpetence. Ot hers (e.g., copying words) built on preestablished
skills. Although we have reported significant differences in the
anount of observations whol e | anguage and phonics oriented
ki ndergarten teachers devoted to different task types, these
differences are generally matters of degree rather than the
absol ute presence or absence of particular types of tasks. This
ensured that higher scoring students had access to “hi gher stage”
literacy tasks. Mreover, the higher scoring students in the
whol e | anguage oriented classes tal ked nore frequently than the
ot her target students in the sanple. This extended oral | anguage
practice may have reinforced their literacy devel opnent.

Note that we do not nean to inply a direct relationship
between tinme spent on different literacy tasks or enacting

different literacy behaviors and change in readi ng achi evenent.
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Across the entire sanple, and within higher and | ower scoring sub
groups, the tine an individual student spent on specific literacy
tasks (e.g., attending to non-book print, working in personal
journals, etc.) did not predict change in TERA-2 scores. In part
this nmay be because variation in the frequency with which
students participated in different tasks was relatively
restricted. But beyond this nethodol ogi cal consideration, we
believe there is a nore central inplication. Students at
different | evels of reading devel opnent need different types of
support to progress. The whol e | anguage oriented classes in our
study were arranged and conducted to provide extra support for
the | ower scoring students, w thout ignoring the needs of the
hi gher scoring students.

Thi s argunment accepts and expands the general reasoning of
Stahl and MIller (1989) and Stahl et al. (1994) “that whole
| anguage approaches were nore effective in kindergarten than in
first grade,” except that we are focusing attention on variations
in reading performance within grade | evel rather than across
grades. W accept the inplications of a stage nodel of reading
devel opnent, while directing researchers’ attention to the range
of literacy tasks and activities required of and nade avail abl e
to students and the procedures used to allocate and assign these
tasks. Children in kindergarten (or any grade) are not

honmogeneous with regard to reading ability. An instructional
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inplication of the current study would be the inportance of
providing literacy tasks that support children within the sane
grade at different |evels of reading devel opnent.

Al t hough the results of this study may be seen as generally
supportive of the position that whol e | anguage approaches are
especially beneficial for students considered to be at risk of
school failure (MIligan & Berg, 1992; Oto, 1993; Pinnell,
Lyons, De Ford, Bryk, & Seltzer, 1994; Sul zby, Branz, & Buhle,
1993), we wish to point out that our research relied on an
enpirical neasure of reading achi evenent rather than using SES,
ethnicity, or school l|ocation as a proxy for risk. Al though we
accept the efficacy of whol e | anguage approaches for students in
the earliest stages of reading devel opnent, the direct
inplications of our research are less clear for students defined
as “at risk” on the basis of other, correlative neasures of
reading ability.

Turning to our other hypotheses, the expectation that child
af fect woul d be higher in whole | anguage oriented cl assroons was
not supported, suggesting that the |evel of student affect was
not directly related to teachers’ beliefs about reading
devel opment. On the other hand, our assunption that students
woul d be nore engaged in whol e | anguage oriented cl asses proved
to be true. However, exam nation of Table 3 reveals that this

difference is alnost entirely accounted for by the initially
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| oner scoring children. W conclude that student engagenent in
literacy activities is not sinply related to teachers’

theoretical orientation (as we originally assuned), but to a nore
subtle interaction between | evel of student readi ng devel opnent
and theoretical orientation. This nmay give credence to the
argunent that w thin whole | anguage oriented cl asses | ower
scoring students had the opportunity to engage nore frequently in
literacy tasks appropriately matched to their | evel of reading
devel opnment, and this resulted in higher |evels of engagenent.

Qur hypot hesis that students in whole | anguage oriented
cl asses woul d engage nore in verbal interaction was confirmed for
hi gher scoring students. Although this finding is generally in
line with that of Hi ebert and Fisher (1991) who found that whole
| anguage oriented teachers enphasized oral activities and
encour aged student discussion of literature, it points to the
i nportance of individual differences in student classroom
participation, because it was the higher scoring kindergarten
students who took di sproportionate advantage of the opportunity
for talking in whole | anguage oriented cl assroons.

We concl ude by advising caution in generalizing the results
of this study. W have shown that the | ow scoring kindergarten
children in our sanple fared especially well in whole |anguage
cl assroons. However, these results should not be interpreted as

meani ng that whol e | anguage i nfluenced instruction is nore
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appropriate for all children or at all grade levels. A stage
nodel of reading, in fact, m ght suggest (dependi ng upon the
classroomallocation of literacy tasks) just the opposite. As
students becone famliar with | anguage and master initial skills,
nore focused attention toward specific reading strategies -- on
the part of both teachers and students -- may be necessary to
support continued readi ng devel opnent (Bl ock, 1993; Pressley &

El -Di nary, 1993). Research is needed on the conplex interplay of
literacy tasks, instructional beliefs and strategies, and
students’ opportunities and requirenents to conplete these tasks.
Such research could enbrace both quantitative and qualitative

met hodol ogi es and include field experinents in which specific
vari ables (e.g., type and frequency of literacy task) are
mani pul ated wi thin ongoi ng cl assroom environnments to extend the
[imted range of variation we found within naturally occurring

cl assroons. Additional research m ght chronicle the tasks and
activities conpleted by children with different |evels of reading
devel opnent and neasure changes in their achievenent. From such
data coul d cone new hypot heses concerning specific classroom
contexts and interactions nost supportive for children unfamli ar

with the conventions of literacy and the practice of reading.
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Table 1: Fall 1991 and Spring 1992 TERA-2 Scores as a Function of Teacher

Theoretical Orientation and Initiadl TERA-2 Score

Teachers With
Whole Language Phonics
Orientation Orientation
Lower Higher Lower Higher
Scoring Scoring Scoring  Scoring
Students Students Students  Students
TERA-2 Scores
X 11.70 2041 % 10.26 19.98
T, SD 1.92 1.24 SD 253 2.73
N 5 5 N 6 6
X 21.67 26.76 X 18.46 27.55
T, SD 3.22 142 SD 1.95 2.09
N 5 5 N 6 6

Note: Individual T, TERA-2 scores ranged from 3 to 33; T, TERA-2 scores ranged from 8 to 42. The

above scores are class averages.

Novenber 13, 1997

40



The rel ationshi p bet ween

Table 2: Average Child Affective State as a Function of Teacher

Theoretical Orientation and Initiadl TERA-2 Score

Teachers With

Initial Whole

TERA-2 Language Phonics
Score Orientation Orientation
L ower X 4.55 447
Scoring SD 0.10 0.10
Students N 5 6
Higher X 4.65 4,58
Scoring SD 0.09 0.16
Students N 5 6

Note: Affective State scale runs from 1 (crying or whimpering) to 7 (highest level of enjoyment; may

include laughter). The scale point 4 is defined as neutral; no positive or negative affect.
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Table 3: Average Child Task Engagement as a Function of Teacher

Theoretical Orientation and Initiadl TERA-2 Score

Teachers With

Initial Whole

TERA-2 Language Phonics
Score Orientation Orientation
Lower X 4.41 4.20
Scoring SD 0.17 0.22
Students N 5 6
Higher e 4.44 4.45
Scoring SD 0.17 0.25
Students N 5 6

Note: Task Engagement scale runs from 1 (off-task, disengaged. spacey, indifferent) to 7 (completely

absorbed). The scale point 4 is defined as moderately attentive (looks up or around, but attention

generaly returns to task).
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Table 4: Percent of Observations

during which Target Child was Silent

Teachers With

Initiad Whole
TERA-2 Language Phonics
Score Orientation Orientation
Lower X 50.3 535
Scoring SD 6.0 12.1
Students N 5 6
Higher e 425 53.8
Scoring SD 6.4 8.1
Students N 5 6
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Table 5: Percent of Observations during which Target Child

Spoke with another Child or Children

Teachers With
Initial Whole
TERA-2 Language Phonics
Score Orientation Orientation
Lower X 29.2 25.1
Scoring SD 4.7 9.6
Students N 5 6
Higher e 35.3 26.6
Scoring SD 55 8.3
Students N 5 6
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