PROJECT NARRATIVE

Introduction


The vocabulary development of young children is impressive.  It has been estimated that by the time children are 6 years old, they have learned about 8,000 root words in English (Templin 1957).  In the elementary grades, children learn between 2,000 and 3,000 words a year (Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nagy & Herman, 1987).  Children under 2 years learn new words more easily through social interactions and direct references made to particular words (Nelson, 1973).  At this age, new vocabulary is less easily learned indirectly or incidentally.  By 3 to 5 years, however, children easily begin to acquire words indirectly by watching television (Rice & Woodsmall, 1988; Sachs & Johnson, 1976) and listening to stories being read aloud (Senechal, Thomas, & Monker, 1995).  

Vocabulary Learning from Read Aloud Events


Since the 1980s, numerous researchers in literacy and early childhood education have studied the effects of reading picture books aloud to children in various social settings, including bedtime story time and school read aloud events. (See Pankey, 2000 

for a recent review of this research.)  It has been shown that children learn new words from listening to stories being read aloud.  Eller, Pappas, & Brown (1988), Elley (1989), Leung & Pikulski (1990), Leung (1992), Robbins & Ehri (1994) documented the vocabulary growth of kindergartners and/or first-graders resulting from the repeated reading aloud of fictional storybooks.  Three readings appeared to have the best results, especially when children individually retold the stories to an adult after the readings.  

Whitehurst and associates (e.g. Whitehurst, Falco, Lonigan, Fischel, Debaryshe, Valdez-Menchaca, & Caulfield, 1988) completed a number of studies with children in day care centers that serviced children from low-income families.  Parents and day care providers were taught to read aloud using a dialogic reading intervention where children actively responded to questions asked by the adult during the readings.  Children who took part in group dialogic reading events at daycare centers and one-on-one dialogic reading at home experienced significant vocabulary growth as measured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test.

 Importance of Vocabulary Size to Academic Achievement

The size of children's vocabulary has been shown to be strongly correlated with academic achievement (Wells, 1986), and vocabulary knowledge is important to reading success (Stanovich, 1986).  Once a child begins reading, vocabulary and general knowledge facilitate further growth in reading (Stanovich, 1986), and in turn, more reading experiences lead to additional vocabulary growth through the incidental learning of word meanings from context (Nagy & Anderson, 1985; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Sternberg, 1985).  The incidental learning of words from listening to stories being read aloud is a fertile source of vocabulary growth for children who are not yet reading on their own.  

The Problem

1. Insufficient Focus on Reading Aloud of Nonfiction Books


While the focus during the early days of the whole language movement was on reading aloud fictional storybooks and fairy and folktales, literacy educators have since learned that children need to be exposed to a variety of genres of literature in order to develop the vocabulary and background knowledge necessary to achieve success in content area subjects, such as science and social studies (Gambrell, Morrow, Newman, Pressley, 1999; Routman, 2000).  Teachers of young children are now encouraged to read aloud extensively from informational texts.  Brabham, Boyd, & Edgington (2000) have shown that children in grades 3 to 5 effectively learn new content-specific vocabulary from listening to informational books read aloud about science and social studies topics.  More research is needed to understand how younger children, especially 3 to 5 year olds in childcare facilities, can learn new words related to science through participation in interactive events involving scientific texts written for children. 

2. Inadequate Vocabularies Result in Slower Growth in Reading Ability

Children who have not had rich experiences with books before attending kindergarten often find it difficult to catch up with experienced children who have developed a strong sense of phonemic awareness from listening to stories being read aloud (Stanovich, 1986).  This rich-get-richer phenomena, known as “Matthew Effects,” means that children who read well will read more, learn more word meanings, and become better readers while children with inadequate vocabularies will read less, which will further inhibit their reading ability.  The typical middle class child has experienced between 1000 to 1700 hours of picture book reading one-on-one by the time he or she enters first grade.  This is in contrast to children from low-income families who may average only about 25 hours of such reading experiences (Adams, 1990).  

Possible Solution

Childcare facilities with diverse populations of children from different ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds are appropriate venues to help children build sufficient vocabulary knowledge to be successful readers.  Reading aloud informational texts on scientific topics will help these children from diverse home backgrounds understand scientific concepts and learn the corresponding vocabulary needed to talk about these concepts before they enter kindergarten.  

Specific Aims of the Proposed Study

The study proposed here aims 1) to investigate the effects of reading aloud informational picture books about a scientific topic on the vocabulary growth of children ages 3 to 5 who attend the Family Village Child Development Center in St. Petersburg, Florida.  The center draws children from diverse groups in the community, including children of USF faculty and students and children of homeless families who are housed in Family Village.  After vocabulary growth of target words is measured through several forms of vocabulary assessments, children will participate in a hands on activity related to the scientific concepts.  Vocabulary gains will be measured after this activity 2) to determine if the children’s understanding of the concepts and target vocabulary is enhanced through additional hands on work.  Another aim of the study is 3) to develop a working partnership between several colleges at USF and the WYCA/USF Family Village Child Development Center.  As a result of this partnership, the principal investigators will be involved in educating staff at the Child Development Center on read aloud techniques and assessment methods and university students will learn and practice research techniques.

Methodology

Forty children ages 3 to 5 will take part in the study.  At the beginning of the study, each child will be individually administered the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) Form A.  At the end of the study Form B will be administered.  This will determine children’s overall vocabulary growth during the time of the study.  Two informational picture books on the same scientific topic will be read aloud three times each to groups of 3 or 4 children at the center.  The rereadings will be spaced apart by 2 or 3 days.  Two types of assessment will be used to measure the children’s vocabulary growth.  One assessment is a retelling of the books after each reading using the illustrations as prompts.  Since retelling may enhance vocabulary acquisition, only half the children will take this assessment.  The children who do not do the retellings will be the control group.  The second assessment will be developed by the investigators to measure knowledge of specific target vocabulary and concepts.  This assessment will use pictures, with children selecting a picture that best explains the word or concept.  The assessment will be given before and after the read aloud events take place so that pre- and posttest scores can be compared.  


A hands on activity will follow the rereadings of the two picture books.  After completing the hands on activity, the picture assessment will be administered a third time and children will be asked to describe the concepts and tell about the words, using the manipulatives if desired in their explanations.  Children’s knowledge of vocabulary will thus be measured by four types of assessment: 1) PPVT, 2) retelling of book content, 3) picture selection, 4) description using manipulatives. This is important because previous research on children’s vocabulary development brought to questions some measures being used to measure young children’s word knowledge.  The previous assessments are based on findings of the most appropriate forms of assessment.  At the end of the study, pre- and posttests will be statistically analyzed using analysis of variance (ANOVA). 
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Figure 1.  Detailed Time Table

Significance


This study provides an opportunity for faculty from two colleges to work together to design and carry out a project that impacts two fields, literacy and science.  Barnali Dixon, who specializes in geography and environmental science, can provide the scientific expertise necessary to make this a quality study of children’s learning of scientific concepts.  Cynthia Leung, a specialist in literacy, can use her knowledge of children’s vocabulary learning gained from previous research on the subject to organize data collection and interpret findings related to the children’s learning.  The topic of the study is important to both researchers who believe it is important to interest young children in science, to prepare them for the technological world of the present and future and to inspire some to become scientists.  By beginning at the preschool level to consciously enhance children’s vocabulary development, we can help to close the gap in literacy learning that often occurs in kindergarten and first grade.  The more vocabulary children learn at a young age, the better their chance of being successful readers. 

Staff at the Family Village Child Development Center will learn techniques for reading aloud information books.  They will also learn how to administer the assessments and will work, with the help of university students from the Colleges of Education and Arts and Science, to collect and analyze data.  This will be a truly cooperative effort between a community organization and several colleges at USF.  The investigators will demonstrate how research can aid in future curriculum planning.  Findings from this study can be passed along to other child development centers under the auspices of the WYCA and other organizations.  

Such work is especially important after recent findings reported by Newman, Greco, Caleno, and Shue (2001) about literacy learning in day care centers across the country.  In their extensive study, they discovered a serious lack of books and literacy exposure in childcare settings and pre-kindergarten classrooms, not including Head Start and similar programs.  States that set clear and consistent guidelines regarding literacy instruction fared well, however, in their evaluations.

Future Directions of the Project and Impact of the Program


This study will serve as a pilot project to apply for future funding from the National Science Foundation.  Findings from the one child development center will be extended by collecting data on children’s vocabulary learning at a number of additional centers.  Assessment techniques will be refined and evaluated in terms of their validity in measuring young children’s vocabulary knowledge.  Additional scientific concepts and informational books about those concepts will be considered for use in read aloud activities before data collection.  The topic of this research is also appropriate for funding by grants sponsored by professional literacy organizations,  such as the International Reading Association (IRA) and the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). 
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