Implications for Early Literacy Development in the Classroom

The complexity of written language results in many people who do not learn to read and write effectively in literate cultures. This highlights the significant role that teachers play in the process of language and literacy development. 

Recently, the study of early literacy development has learned a great deal about children’s development as literacy learners. There is an interrelationship between language and literacy. Research has found that oral language plays a key role in building a foundation for reading. In general, children who possess well-developed oral language skills are more likely to become successful readers (Sticht & James, 1984; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). 
Instruction in oral language should be especially strong in the early grades. Starting in pre-kindergarten and continuing throughout the primary grades, oral language instruction and practice should happen every day through the regular use of common rhymes, poems, chants, and songs to provide children a way to access rich contextual language. This exposure helps children make meaningful connections to the structure and meaning of their home language (Watson, 2002). While there is growing awareness of this strong relationship between children’s early language skills and later reading abilities, Neuman and Dickinson (2002) support the notion that language and literacy are a “bi-directional process.” In other words, literacy can also influence oral language development. 
More research is needed to closely examine which oral language abilities most affect and influence reading and writing. While there is general agreement that phonological awareness and vocabulary play a key role in reading, other language skills need further study. One area that is especially lacking in research is the role of oral language in literacy regarding second-language learners (Walter, 1996). 

Cambourne’s study of oral language development (1988) provides ways that teachers can positively support students’ process of literacy acquisition by taking cues from how children learn to talk and the conditions that make the process successful. Below is a table, based on Walter (1996) and Cambourne, indicating how natural learning conditions can be applied in the classroom.

	Learning to Talk
	Classroom Applications

	IMMERSION: Little children are surrounded by meaningful, spoken language. 
Children hear their mother and father, grandparents, brothers and sisters, and other close relatives talking, laughing, singing, and arguing. Their lives are filled with real language in use. Children are part of a language community. The use of language will enable children to be better readers, drawing on the ability to use language with ease.
	IMMERSION: Children are surrounded with print.
The classroom is print-rich. Print is taped to walls and doors. Student work, stories, charts, and labels are predominant. A comfortable, organized classroom library invites students to select books. Reading and writing is evident in all areas of the classroom!

	DEMONSTRATION: Children see and hear thousands of examples of models of spoken language in use. 
When the people around children use language, things happen. Language has purpose. Language is part of the life around them, at home, in the village, and in the town. As teachers, we need to ensure that we demonstrate the importance of conversation about books, writing, and literacy events.
	DEMONSTRATION: Children learn through modeling.
Teachers and students model listening, speaking, reading, and writing throughout the day. Teachers model reading big books and writing. Students observe purposeful literacy daily in a variety of ways.

	EXPECTATION: Parents expect their babies to talk, which means there is no anxiety or tension attached to learning to talk. 

We expect little children to talk in their own time and in their own way. The guidance they receive is given with love and patience. Teachers need to keep this expectation in mind.
	EXPECTATION: Students are expected to learn and work at developmentally appropriate levels.

Students have materials that match their independent and instructional literacy levels. Centers for listening, art, writing/publishing, computers, math, etc. are available and utilized. The classroom is structured with the expectation of learning.

	RESPONSIBILITY: Little children are allowed to take responsibility for learning to talk. 

Young children are not forced to talk or given direct instruction. They learn in their own way at their own pace. They are influenced by those around them but are in control of their own learning.
	RESPONSIBILITY: Children share responsibility for their learning.
The classroom is child-centered and structured so students take increasing responsibility for classroom procedures, cleanliness and orderliness, completion of tasks, etc. The teacher serves as informed facilitator, resource, and guide.

	USE OR PRACTICE: Little children use language constantly, talking to themselves, people, animals, and toys. 
Children are practicing in the natural way, and their chatter is accepted as normal. There are some constraints as children are socialized into the customs of the family and culture.


	USE OR PRACTICE: Children are actively engaged in purposeful learning.

Students are engaged in meaningful activities that promote a feeling of ownership. They participate in authentic literacy activities such as reading/writing conferences with the teacher and/or peers, process writing, and publishing works. 

	APPROXIMATION: Little children are not expected to use the conventional form of the language. 
We enjoy their attempts to say what they mean and may even collect examples to tell our friends and family. Little children will not continue to use these unconventional forms because the responses they receive gradually shape their use of language.
	APPROXIMATION: Children take risks, feel free to experiment, and are celebrated for their efforts.
Instruction and learning is structured so that all students learn and can succeed. Risk-taking behavior is rewarded and recognized approximations to the standard. Students’ work is displayed and celebrated.

	RESPONSE: The ways in which we respond make a difference in children’s behavior.

to children’s tal  
We usually respond with smiles, cuddles, and remarks. This verbal interaction extends and shapes language in a natural way.


	RESPONSE: Children receive positive and specific feedback.
Activities such as author’s chair, conferencing, self-evaluation, and cooperative/collaborative learning provide opportunities for feedback from peers and teachers. This feedback is, in most cases, immediate, specific, constructive, and encouraging. 

	ENGAGEMENT: Being an active participant in learning is an important condition for learning. 

Little children are engaged in the learning that happens at home, and teachers can help children become active speakers and listeners at school.
	ENGAGEMENT: Children are actively involved in a multitude of activities and group settings throughout the day. 

Students are engaged in activities that allow them time to make sense of their new knowledge and skills. 


In summary, there is optimism among researchers that the recent concentration in the area of oral language development and early literacy will advance teachers’ ability to impact student success in reading and writing. Successful readers are fluent readers. Intentional instruction in oral language skills helps children read fluently. Without it, children may never be able to read or understand text comfortably and competently. Teachers need to continually plan activities that address the structure of language, vocabulary, and concept development, are done on a daily basis, and are explicit in nature. Research data supports an approach to reading development that includes not only extensive activities to develop oral language knowledge and skill, but also activities that bridge the gap between oral and written language (Peregoy & Boyle, 1997).
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