na LINIVERSIT Yoy University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Trace: Tennessee Research and Creative

Exchange

TE]'{]'{ESE: EEL

Doctoral Dissertations Graduate School

5-2011

The Enduring Effects of Early Literacy Experiences:
A Retrospective Interview Study

Karen Suzanne Sigmon Anderson
kander10@utk.edu

Recommended Citation

Anderson, Karen Suzanne Sigmon, "The Enduring Effects of Early Literacy Experiences: A Retrospective Interview Study. " PhD diss.,
University of Tennessee, 2011.
http://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/942

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at Trace: Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Trace: Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. For more

information, please contact trace@utk.edu.


http://trace.tennessee.edu
http://trace.tennessee.edu
http://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss
http://trace.tennessee.edu/utk-grad
mailto:trace@utk.edu

To the Graduate Council:

I am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Karen Suzanne Sigmon Anderson entitled "The
Enduring Effects of Early Literacy Experiences: A Retrospective Interview Study." I have examined the
final electronic copy of this dissertation for form and content and recommend that it be accepted in
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, with a major in Education.

Anne McGill-Franzen, Major Professor
We have read this dissertation and recommend its acceptance:

Thomas Turner, Gary Skolits, Mike Keene

Accepted for the Council:
Dixie L. Thompson

Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School

(Original signatures are on file with official student records.)



To the Graduate Council:

| am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Karen Suzanne Sigmon Anderson
entitled “The Enduring Effects of Early Literacy Experiences: A Retrospective Interview
Study.” | have examined the final electronic copy of this dissertation for form and
content and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, with a major in Education.

Anne McGill-Franzen, Major Professor

We have read this dissertation
and recommend its acceptance:

Thomas Turner

Gary Skolits

Mike Keene

Accepted for the Council:
Carolyn R. Hodges
Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School

(Original signatures are on file with official student records.)



The Enduring Effects of Early Literacy Experiences:

A Retrospective Interview Study

A Dissertation
presented for the
Doctor of Philosophy
Degree

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville

Karen Suzanne Sigmon Anderson

May 2011



Copyright © 2011 by Karen Suzanne Sigmon Anderson

All rights reserved.



il
Dedication
This dissertation would not have been possible without the love and encouragement of
my family and friends who supported me throughout my doctoral program.
To my husband, Chuck Anderson
To my sons, Paul and Davis Anderson
To my parents, Powell and Virginia Sigmon
To my sister and her family, John, Cathi, Ginni-Beth, Rachel, and Preston Gann
To my extended family, Edna Anderson, Fred and Ann Anderson, and Dave, Claudine,
and Clara Hunt
And to my best friend, Katye Fox

Thank you!



Acknowledgements
Many people provided support that made this dissertation a reality. | would like to thank
the members of my dissertation committee, Dr. Anne McGill-Franzen, Dr. Thomas
Turner, Dr. Gary Skolits, and Dr. Mike Keene for their time and devotion during my
many years at the University of Tennessee. | am especially grateful to Dr. McGill-
Franzen for spending many hours guiding me through the preparation of this
dissertation. Finally, | am grateful for the individuals who unselfishly shared their time

and memories for use in my study.



Abstract

This qualitative interview study was designed to understand how early literacy
experiences continue to influence individuals as they become adult readers. The study
utilized a case study methodology that allowed detailed descriptions of participants’
recollections of early literacy experiences and descriptions of the participants’ current
reading habits.

The researcher, working from a constructivist paradigm, worked to find evidence
to explore what features of early reading experiences might compel an individual to turn
to reading again and again, or to choose to abstain from reading. The following
research questions guided this study: “What specific memories do adult readers recall
about early reading experiences?” “What is the nature of the influence of early reading
experiences on lifelong reading habits as reported by adults?” and “What is the nature
of the influence of lifelong reading habits on social and professional life as reported by
adults?”

Seven participants shared their earliest memories of literacy experiences, as
rooted in family and school contexts, along with explanations of the uses of reading in
their adult lives. The researcher employed a typological analysis to determine how
participants’ memories of early literacy experiences impacted their adult reading habits.
The many facets of early reading experiences that influenced the participants’ reading
habits could be categorized as positive, neutral, or negative. Most individuals
experienced a combination of positive and negative literacy experiences, and the nature

of these experiences influenced the participants’ adult reading habits in particular ways.
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Chapter I: Introduction

Chapter Introduction

Readers engage in literacy activity for a variety of reasons. Individuals vary in
terms of their desire to devote time to the act of reading. In both my personal life and in
my professional teaching experience, | have seen children and adults who love reading,
as well as children and adults who loathe reading. | am curious about how young
children can become motivated to read throughout their lifetime. | designed this study
to understand how early literacy experiences impact individuals as they become adult
readers. In this chapter, | will explain how | became interested in the topic of the study.
| will also introduce my research questions, explain the purpose and significance of the

study, and identify the limitations of the study.

Genesis of Topic

For many years, | have been interested in the differences between my husband’s
and my desire for reading. | read everything that comes into my house, from the cereal
box during breakfast, to the textbooks | purchase for college courses. | cannot throw
away a piece of mail or a newspaper without reading it first. In contrast, my husband

prefers to bypass all reading materials unless they are of the comic variety. A Major in



the United States Army, my husband finally finished his first novel during a slow period
during his second deployment to Irag.

What makes one person devour books like candy, while another discards reading
materials without a thought? Ross (2006) explained that,

People who do not find reading pleasurable tend to view book reading the
way most people view preparing an income tax return: it is hard to do,
done under compulsion, and requires long blocks of uninterrupted time.
Confident readers, in contrast, find reading effortless. They say that they
pick up a book whenever they have a few spare minutes and frequently
carry books with them in case they have to wait in line (p. 4).

Reading is a skill that requires practice; those who enjoy reading are choosing to
read, therefore, getting the most practice. In contrast, reluctant readers often can read
but choose not to read. Reluctant readers find reading to be anxiety provoking, and
often retain the non-reading habit permanently. Reading is a lifelong habit developed
early in a person’s life; thus, it is imperative that young children become motivated by
the pleasure of the reading experience.

Ample research exists about effective reading teachers (Sherman, 2004). Early
literacy experiences are integral to an individual’s future success in school and beyond.
Are there characteristics of pedagogy that influence an individual’s desire to read far
into the future? If so, identifying such aspects would be helpful information for currently
practicing teachers and for parents of young children. This study explores the topic:

what aspects of early literacy experiences continue to influence readers into adulthood?
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Research for this study is based on transcripts of memories of early literacy experiences
as well as explanations of reading habits and social and professional activities as

described by adult readers.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to determine what aspects of early literacy
experiences continue to influence and motivate readers into adulthood. Instructional
practices change in response to changing attitudes toward reading instruction, and
those frequently changing perspectives on reading instruction demand new instructional
methods, materials, and techniques. Because practice is significant for reading
development, it is important to recognize which aspects of early experiences are most
valuable for creating lifelong readers.

This study utilized a case study methodology that allowed detailed descriptions of
participants’ recollections of early literacy experiences and descriptions of the
participants’ current reading habits. Data for the current study were gathered from
interviews with adult participants who were asked to search their archival memories
from their primary years and recall elements of their earliest literacy experiences.
Additional interview questions invited participants to discuss their current reading
preferences, both in personal and employment settings. What features of early literacy

experiences could compel an individual to turn to reading, again and again, or to choose



to abstain from reading altogether? This study addressed the following research
guestions:

1) What specific memories do adult readers recall about early reading

experiences?

2) What is the nature of the influence of early reading experiences on lifelong

reading habits as reported by adults?

3) What is the nature of the influence of lifelong reading habits on social and

professional life as reported by adults?

The data from this study reveal that elements of early literacy experiences have a
lasting impact on those interviewed. This study offers parents and educators additional
perspectives based on feedback from former students who are now adults. Information
from this study is viable for today’s parents and educators. Examining data from this
study will allow individuals to consider the importance of particular early literacy

experiences in the lives of children and adults.

Definition of Terms

The following definitions are offered to clarify terms presented in this study.

Case Study: An exploration of a bounded system, a case, over time using detailed, in-

depth data collection (Creswell, 1998).



Coding: Tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to chunks of data compiled
during a study (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

External Auditor: An individual who has no know connection to this study, so that
he/she may examine the findings as supported by the data (Hancock & Algozzine,
2006).

Generalization: A statement, used in a typological analysis, that expresses a
relationship found in the particular context under investigation. Generalizations do not
imply generalizability to contexts outside of the study (Hatch, 2002).

Informed Consent: A document, signed by the researcher and participant, which
ensures protection of participants from any harm when participating in the study, and
allows participants to withdraw from the study if desired (Gay & Airasian, 2003).
Interview: A data collection strategy used by researchers to explore informants’
experiences and interpretations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Hatch, 2002).

Interview Protocol: Open-ended questions that are designed to elicit responses from
participants about their experiences and understandings of the phenomenon under
investigation (Hatch, 2002, Hancock & Algozzine, 2006).

Multiple Case Study: Research that involves more than one case (Creswell, 1998).
Not-reader: A term to describe an individual who can read, but chooses to read only
infrequently (Lockledge & Matheny, 1987).

Phenomenon: A particular situation or activity to be studied (Hancock & Algozzine,

2006).
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Review of Literature: A written account that involves identifying, locating,and analyzing
documents containing information that is related to the research questions (Gay &
Airasian, 2003).
Self-Efficacy: An individual's self-judgment of their ability to carry out courses of action
required to achieve a goal (Putman, 2009; Klassen, 2010).
Struggling Reader: (also, striving reader or nonreader) An individual who has not
acquired minimum reading ability despite having normal intelligence and despite having
received adequate instruction (McCormick, 1994). According to Johnston and Allington
(1991), these readers could also be called children-with-different-schedules-for-reading-
acquisition or children-we-have-failed-to-teach-to-read.
Teacher: A person who has a vision for a student’s future and has been given the
authority and the responsibility to craft daily teaching practices to move toward a
realization of that vision (Sherman, 2004).
Transcript: A recorded or written account of the conversation that occurred during the
interview or other interaction (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Hatch, 2002).
Typological Analysis: A type of analytical process which initially requires a division of
the data set into predetermined categories (Hatch, 2002).
Typology: Topics of interest which are used to form questions in an interview protocol.
Interviews should elicit evidence about participants’ perspectives on these topics of

interest (Hatch, 2002).



Significance of the Study

“‘Reading is obviously related to the literacy of a nation, which in turn is related to
the quality of life of its citizens” (National Endowment for the Arts, 2004, p. 1). According
to available research, a nation of readers would produce a nation of positive
contributors to society. Thus, it is important to discover who is reading, and what
elements of their early childhood experiences caused them to enjoy reading. Educators
frequently evaluate instructional techniques based on the test scores of current
students. Immediate feedback is certainly imperative to identify successful techniques
or to determine those that need to be revised or dropped from the curriculum. However,
the long-term influences of those early literacy environments are rarely considered. The
quality of reading experience, regardless of other factors, may be a determinant in
reading motivation and reading development. In order to achieve the primary goal of
reading education, which is to prepare self-motivated and proficient readers, it is
important to understand the reading experience. The findings from this study may be
helpful to educators in devising a plan of action for motivating readers, and helpful for
parents who are wondering how to encourage a lifelong love of reading in their children.
This study combined with similar studies may help improve the overall quality and reach

of early literacy experiences.



Rationale

Successful literacy “involves adopting dominant ways of being relative to literacy
tasks encountered in school and society” (Compton-Lilly, 2007, p. 25). People pursue
literacy for the opportunities it provides. Teaching a child to read is probably the best gift
the educational system can offer.

Although education is a field employing constant evaluation and change, some
activities have prevailed for generations. For example, educators often assign finding
vocabulary words in the dictionary and copying the definitions. This frequently assigned
task has several supposed benefits — to find meanings of new words, to practice using a
dictionary, and to improve handwriting skills. Yet, the dictionary assignment remains a
dark spot in student memories of the primary grades. It is not actually locating the word
or even copying they do not like, but the fact that they do not understand the words they
copy from the dictionary. Students in the classes race to be the first to finish the task,
but have no better understanding of the words when the assignment is completed. At
best, they have enough handwriting practice to make their fingers sore. Children might
note disliking the task but might be unable to verbalize a reason for their response,
making evaluation of the activity difficult. Adults, on the other hand, have had years to
ponder the events from their early school years and are able to offer an opinion
reflecting that contemplation. This study scratches the surface of a relatively unexplored

area of research — the enduring long term effects of early literacy experiences.



Limitations

The data produced by this study were collected by questioning and carefully
listening to participants who described their personal experiences as beginning readers
and as adult readers. The results might have been limited by the researcher’s ability to
ask appropriate questions to elicit memories from participants about their early reading
instruction. Findings were further limited by the participants’ abilities to remember
details of their early childhood reading instruction, and by their ability to clearly and
truthfully articulate experiences. However, it was assumed that the information supplied
by the participants was trustworthy, and that the participants had reliable memories of
their experiences. The findings in the study were also limited by the researcher’s and
the participants’ ability to make connections between early childhood reading
experiences and the effects of those experiences on the adult as a reader.

This qualitative study included seven participants, selected by the researcher
based on their desire to tell their story and their ability to remember details about early
childhood reading experiences. Case study research must be bounded to permit
intensive study of each case, and for this reason, it has limited generalizability
(McCormick, 1994). It would be difficult to predict whether the participants in this study
represented other adult readers. As a result, the data is not generalizable to other
populations. In order to be generalized to a specific population, the number of
participants would need to be significantly larger. These limitations should not imply the

study is without value. The results of this study will add to the growing area of research
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about early literacy instruction and the reading habits of adults. This study was designed
to bring meaning and understanding to the participants’ early literacy experiences and

their current reading habits.

Organization of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what aspects of early literacy
experiences continue to influence and motivate readers into adulthood. Chapter one
introduces the topic, defines the research questions, and explains the purpose and
limitations of the study. Chapter two examines the related literature, including case
studies of children and adult readers, and current research concerning reading
instruction and reading motivation. Chapter three describes the research methodology
and gives specific details about how the research was conducted. Chapter four
presents written narratives about each of the seven participants in this study. Findings
from the study, based on generalizations gleaned from the typological analysis, are
found in chapter five. Chapter six summarizes the study and offers implications for

future research.



Chapter Il: Review of Related Literature

Chapter Introduction

What is literacy, and what defines a literate child or adult? A simple explanation
is that print literacy involves being able to read words on a page and then attaching
meaning to those words. Ross (2006) defined literacy in the following way:

To be literate is to be at home in a world that is thoroughly permeated by texts:

job application forms, customs declaration forms, bus schedules, driving tests,

operator’s manuals, maps, restaurant menus, “best before” dates on perishable
food, ingredient labels on packaged food, hurricane warnings running along the

bottom of the television screen, birthday cards, advertising, and so on (p. 3).

Reading is more than an enjoyable experience. Readers remember information
from books as they remember other life experiences. As with other experiences,
persons remember from books “what we understand and what is significant to us”
(Smith, 2004, p. 190). Readers become better readers by reading, and reading helps
individuals improve their comprehension skills and increase their vocabulary
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Krashen, 2004). These
increased skills enable readers to be more successful in other academic tasks, thus,
reading generally makes individuals smarter (Smith, 2004).

The United States experienced widespread changes early in the twentieth

century. The need for human skills fluctuated as profit was made from rapid-process

11
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production facilities and technological innovations. The growth of consumerism, the rise
of knowledge industries, and the increase of computer technology made communication
with words and symbols imperative for profit making (Brandt, 2001). Literacy became
vital to economic competition, and, as a result, literacy was a valued human skill.

Brandt explained the results of these changes:

Literacy became a key resource, a raw material, for the American economy of

the twentieth century, and that in turn has had untold impact on the ways that

literacy is accessed, learned, and rewarded- it affects the materials we use for
literacy, the routes we have or don’t have to learning it, the public meanings that
are ascribed to it, the social inequities that cling to it. This is not to imply that
people pursue literacy only as a job skill or that being literate ensures rewarding
work.... Itis to say that the powers of a basic mass literacy, which developed out
of Protestant evangelizing and common schools of the nineteenth century,
became an irresistible energy source- a public utility- that was harnessed for

American capitalism in the twentieth century (Brandt, 2001, p. 188).

A review of literature related to literacy studies is impressive. Far-reaching
studies examine the social and cultural dimensions of literacy in disciplines including
psychology, sociology, and anthropology. This chapter contains a review of the related
literature concerning the importance of early literacy experiences. Studies about the
retrospective views of literacy experiences as remembered by adult readers are

described.
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Reading and Cognition

During its history as a field of inquiry, reading has been conceptualized in a
variety of ways. Researchers have examined the reading act, resulting in
conceptualizations of skills and subskills, congnitive processes, and developmental
stages. These fragments have been assembled into different models as new
information becomes available through reading research. The result is a multiplicity of
perspectives on reading. One practice that has remained virtually unchallenged as a
means of improving reading ability and one whose positive benefits have been proven
by research is that of persistently performing the act of reading (Cunningham &
Stanovich, 2003; Guthrie & Widfield, 2000; Krashen, 2004). Reading practice has been
shown to be a significant factor in acquiring literacy skills. Because reading practice is
so important to the development of reading skills, finding ways to motivate individuals of
all ages to read is a challenge of reading research.

In the Bible, Jesus delivered the parable of the sower, proclaiming, “Whoever has
will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what
he has will be taken from him” (Matthew 13:12). This ‘rich get richer and poor get
poorer’ principle, dubbed “Matthew effects,” is described in the reading research by
Keith Stanovich. Together with Anne Cunningham, these researchers have applied this
concept to reading and found that good readers continue to read often and become
even better readers, while poor readers spend very little time reading and thus do not

improve their reading skills (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001). Cunningham and
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Stanovich found that here is a huge difference in reading volume between avid and
reluctant readers. Brandt (2001) summed up the discrepancies in reading by saying,
“The rich get richer, the literate get more literate” (p. 169).

My dissertation research focused on researchers including Cunningham and
Stanovich, researchers whose work revealed long term effects on individuals based on
their frequent or not-so-frequent reading habits. Research supports the notion that
individuals who engage in pleasure reading will experience higher incomes and
increased job satisfaction when compared to their non-pleasure reading peers.
‘Reading has cognitive consequences that extend beyond its immediate task of lifting
meaning from a particular passage. Furthermore, these consequences are reciprocal
and exponential in nature” (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001, p. 137). The simple act of
reading builds vocabulary and increases the ability to read fluently. There is a large and
unique contribution that independent, out of school reading makes toward reading
ability, aspects of verbal intelligence, and general knowledge about the world
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003). It is important to provide all children with as many
reading experiences as possible. Early success at reading begins a positive feedback
loop, in which reading increases ability to read (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003).
“Intelligence has never been found to be an important factor in learning to read,
although reading appears to contribute significantly to intelligence” (Smith, 2004, p.
307).

Allington (1977) found that children who attend remedial reading classes

participated in an abundance of activities, but little reading was accomplished. In fact,
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Allington (1977) found that a mean of only forty-three words in context was read by
each student during a reading session. The primary focus of these lessons appeared to
be isolated skills instruction instead of reading. Suggestions for increasing the number
of words read in context during reading classes included allowing the reader to read
material which they can read fluently, and engaging the reader in multiple readings of
the same selection (Allington, 1977).

Literacy scholars explain that reading skills acquired in the primary grades affect
children for the rest of their lives. Dickinson (1998) posited that reading and writing were
important skills learned in primary grades. Theorists agree that the bulk of vocabulary
growth during a child’s lifetime occurs indirectly through language exposure rather than
through direct teaching. Most speech is lexically impoverished, while print includes a
variety of vocabulary, including rarer words, and therefore is a better vocabulary builder
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001). This means that children will be exposed to a greater
variety of vocabulary words from reading than from participating in conversation.
Researchers posit that reading volume, rather than oral language exposure, is the prime
contributor to individual differences in children’s vocabularies. Children’s books contain
vocabulary that is not often found in oral speech. Cunningham and Stanovich found
that the rarity of words found in children’s books is greater than that in almost all adult
conversation, and the words in children’s books are more rare than those in prime time
adult television. Thus, children will be exposed to a richer variety of vocabulary from

reading books than from conversations or from watching television.
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Cunningham and Stanovich (1997) conducted a ten-year longitudinal study of
children from first grade until eleventh grade. The students were tested on literacy skills
in first grade, and during the next ten years, any available standardized test scores were
recorded. “This study showed us that an early start in reading is important in predicting
a lifetime of literacy experience- and this is true regardless of the level of reading
comprehension ability that the individual eventually attains” (Cunningham & Stanovich,
1997, p. 146.) In summary, Cunningham and Stanovich found that reading will make

you smarter.

The Role of Motivation, Self-Efficacy, and Engagement

Motivation is responsible for reading engagement or for disengagement fro