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Today, the United States is experiencing an
amost unprecedented sharp increase in eco-
nomic inequality (Browning, 2003). Wedlth
distribution—the differences between low-
income families and middle- and upper-
income families, or the so-called haves and
have-nots—isgreater now than at any other
time in our history since 1929 (Gaziano,
1997). And the ramifications of such income
differentials are significant and have far-
reaching effects, not only for the earliest
years of children's literacy development but
aso throughout their lifetimes.

This chapter examines the impact of eco-
nomic disparities on children's beginning ex-
periences with print (seealso Britto, Fuligni,
& Brooks-Gunn, Chapter 23, this volume).
It argues that, in addition to skill delays,
differences in socioeconomic circumstances
lead to knowledge delays, which, if not ad-
dressed in the early years, may lead to
a growing knowledge gap. Potentialy far
more detrimental than achievement score
differences, this gap has been shown to relate
to socia mobility limitations, health and
safety problems, anomie, and lack of civ-
ic participation (Viswanath & Finnegan,
1996). Consequently, in efforts to prepare
children to learn to read, it is crucia to rec-
ognize the important role of knowledge in
early literacy (Neuman, 2001) and to better
balance skill development with conceptual
knowledge development. To make this argu-
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ment, | first review the concomitants of pov-
erty conditions for children's early literacy
development, then describe its implications
on increasing knowledge differentials be-
tween the "information haves" and the “in-
formation have-nots.” | end with a set of
recommendations for enhancing content
knowledge in the early years.

The Economic Gap in Cognitive Skills

Americas poor children do not fare well in
our society. If you are born poor, you are
likely to stay poor. In fact, about 70% of
Americans stay in the same social class in
which they are born. Children of poorly edu-
cated parents make up just 2% of the profes-
sional and managerial class (Kahlenberg,
2001). And, more often than not, schools
tend to perpetuate the status quo rather than
change it. As Jud and colleagues now-
classicstudy (Jud, Griffith, & Gough, 1986)
reports, the probability of a poor reader at
theend of grade 1 remaining a poor reader at
the end of grade 4 is .88.

Poverty takes no prisoners. When fami-
lies suffer unemployment, especidly in the
long term, children's cognitive development
tendsto suffer (Corcoran & Chaudry, 1997).
Disadvantaged children have more hearing
problems, ear infections, dental problems,
lead exposure, poor nutrition, asthma, and
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poor housing (Rothstein, 2004). These con-
ditions appear to be far more perniciousfor
children in the early years of development
than in the later adolescent years, shaping
children's ability and achievement when cog-
nitive connections are forming (Duncan &
Brooks-Gunn, 1997).

Familial processes that may account for
poverty taking such atoll on children's cog-
nitive processes have been explained through
two major pathways (Foster, 2002). One
pathway by which poverty affectschildrenis
through its impact on the family's ability to
investin resourcesrelated to children's devel-
opment. Income enables familiesto purchase
lessons, summer camps, stimulating learning
materials and activities, and better quality
early childhood care. Entwistle and col-
leagues (Entwidle, Alexander, & Olson,
1997) suggest that these out-of-school expe-
riences are key factors that differentiate low-
income from middle-income achievement
and that contribute significantly to maintain-
ing, rather than reducing, the achievement
gap. A second pathway through which pov-
erty shapes development isthat it affects par-
ents emotional resources, their well-being,
and their interactions with children, whichin
turn are related to child outcomes. McLoyd
and her colleagues (McLoyd, 1990), for ex-
ample, have shown the impact of economic
hardship on depression, diminishing parents
abilitiesto interact and provide warmth and
responsive parenting. Taken together, with
few material and emotional resources, it is
hardly surprising that hundreds of studies
(Jencks & Phillips, 1998) have now docu-
mented the dramatic, linear, negative rela
tionships between poverty and children's
cognitive-developmental outcomes.

These relationships translate into large dif-
ferences in readiness skills between low-
income children and their more middle- to
upper-class peers. Before even entering kin-
dergarten, differencesin cognitive skills be-
tween high-status and low-status children,
according to a large-scale study of entering
kindergartners (Lee& Burkam, 2002) is, on
average, 60%. Other studies (Denton, Wes,
& Waltston, 2003; Vdlutinoet d., 1996), as
well, have documented large differences in
children's receptive and expressive language
skills; in children's ability to identify begin-
ning sounds and letters, colors, and num-
bers, and in the number of words they have

been exposed to prior to entering kindergar-
ten (Hart & Ridey, 2003; see Table 2.1).
But perhaps even more serious than skill
deficiencies are knowledge deficiencies that
arisefor children who have limited access to
the informal informational lessons that can
be transmitted through day-to-day interac-
tions. Although a significant amount of re-
search has focused on differences in early
language learning (McCardle & Chhabra,
2004), in vocabulary, and phonemic aware-
ness and how they might be acquired, there
has been relatively little discussion of differ-
ences among children in content knowledge
and its relationship to achievement. How-
ever, asmuch of the early childhood commu-
nity has recognized (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997; Neuman, Copple, & Bredekamp,
2000), skill development apart from mean-
ingful content has limited usefulnessor stay-
ing power for the young child. Further, indi-
cations are that limited content knowledge
might ultimately account for what appear to
be comprehension difficulties (Velutino et
al., 1996) or higher order thinking difficul-
tiesin older children. Therefore, if children’s
developing conceptual knowledge becomes
subordinated to a focus on the relatively
small number of necessary procedural skills
early on, then the gap between socioeco-
nomic status groups may widen with each

TABLE 2.1. Beginning Kindergarten
Students School Readiness Skills
by Socioeconomic Status

Lowest Highest

SES SES

Recognizing letters of 39% 85%
al phabet
Identifying beginning sounds 10% 51%
of words
Identifying primary colors 69% 90%
Counting to 20 48% 68%
Writing own name 54% 76%
Amount of time read 25 1,000
to prior to kindergarten"” hours hours
Accumulated experience 13 45
with wordsP million  million

words  words

Note. Adapted from Lee and Burkhani (2002). Copyright
2002 by Economic Policy Institute. Adapted by permission.
4Adams (1990).

bHart and Risley (1995).
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successive grade leve, building to insur-
mountable gaps after just a few years of
schooling.

The Knowledge Gap
and |ts Beginnings

The knowledge gap is rooted in the two
pathways (Corcoran & Chaudry, 1997)
descrlbed previoudy that separate children
from poverty and their middle- and upper-
income peers. The first is materia resources
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). Poor fami-
lies, unlike their more middle-class counter-
parts, are likely to lack resources associated
with knowledge acquisition. The prime re-
sources for learning are books and reading
materials such as newspapers and maga-
zZines. Studies (Cunningham & Stanovich,
1998; West & Stanovich, 1991) suggest that
print is associated with knowledge acqui-
sition, greater variety of vocabulary, and
abstract reasoning. Yet poor communities,
despite their eagerness for print resources,
often lack the disposable income to afford
them (Neuman, Celano, Greco, & Shue,
2001). Further, print resources tend to be
scarce in poor communities. Our analysis of
four neighborhoods (Neuman & Celano,
2001), for example, provided a striking ex-
ampledf the differencesin resourcesfor low-
and middle-incomefamilies. Examining four
neighborhoods, two poor and two middle-
income, we found stark and triangulated dif-
ferences in access to materials between poor
and middle-income neighborhoods: Where-
as children in the middle-income neighbor-
hoods had multiple opportunitiesto observe,
use, and purchase books (estimated at about
13 titles per individual child), few such occa
sions wereavailablefor low-incomechildren
(estimated to be about 1 book for every 300
children). Further, other avenues of access
were limited or lacking. School libraries in
poor communities were closed and some-
times boarded up, unlike school libraries in
middle-income neighborhoods, which were
thriving, with approximately 12 books avail-
able per child. Public libraries were open
only for brief hoursin low-incomeneighbor-
hoods, compared with many open hours
in middle-incomeneighborhoods. Child-care
arrangements, including family and group
care, also provided limited access to books.

In a national survey of over 300 centers
(Neumanet d., 2001), we found on average
fewer than one to two books available per
child; of those books, the mgjority were of
mediocre or poor quality.

With limited access to print materials and
to opportunities for learning, the second
pathway issignificantly curtailed. This path-
way relates to the quality of the home envi-
ronment (Neuman et d., 1998; Neuman &
Gallagher, 1994) and mother-child interac-
tions concerning stimulating activities and
learning opportunities. Without opportuni-
ties to be read to, children have less experi-
ence with new, different, and more sophisti-
cated vocabulary outside of their day-to-day
encounters, they arelesslikely to learn about
their world and to hear decontextualized
language, the beginnings of abstracting in-
formation from print. And, as Stanovich
{1980), in his now-classic model of the M at-
thew effect, posits, differencesin these early
opportunities become magnified over timeso
that less-skilled children coming to school
have fewer interactions with text than their
more skilled peers. Such unrewarding experi-
ences in reading multiply, with the conse-
quences being that children attend lessto the
comprehensibility of reading, and its pur-
poses and potential usefulness.

As research on social class and parenting
styles suggests (Lareau, 1989), patterns of
mother-child interaction over print, their use
of the reading experience to provide stimu-
lating experiencesfor children, tend to carry
over into other activitiesaswell. In her study
of socia classand parentingstyles, for exam-
ple, Lareau (2002) reported how middle-
class parents appeared to conform to a
cultural logic of childrearing, defined as
concerted cultivation, that viewed their par-
enting role as transmitting important skills
and information to children. When the chil-
dren were not attending child care, parents
engaged them in numerous age-specific ac-
tivities, al designed to develop their talents
and interests. Given their superior levels of
education, middle-class parents could con-
verse easly with other professionals, discuss
key terms, and describe their meanings with
their child. In contrast, poor families, feeling
the pressures o economic shortages and the
sheer drudgery of low-level work, had lim-
ited energies for interaction. Children par-
ticipated in few organized activities; given
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more freetime, they interacted with relatives
rather than acquaintances, creating a lan-
guage barrier and a thicker divide between
families and the outside world. Baumrind
(1966, 1968), as wdl as Hart and Ridey
(1995), provided ample documentation of
the different interactional patterns between
low-income parents and their young chil-
dren. Parents tend to be more authoritarian,
and offer fewer explanations and moredirec-
tives. As a result, they tend to talk less, pro-
vide less encouragement to explore, and
expose children to fewer new words and
concepts.

Child-care arrangements, unfortunately,
offer only a limited safety net (Dickinson &
McCabe, 2003; Dickinson, McCabe, &
Clark-Chiarelli, 2004; see daso Farran,
Aydogan, Kang, & Lipsey, Chapter 19, this
volume). Recent studies (Helburn & Berg-
mann, 2002; Peisner-Feinberg et a., 1999)
indicate dramatic variations in quality of
child care, with infant and toddler care be-
ing particularly poor and underfunded. Al-
though many children are able to take ad-
vantage of good-quality early education in
Head Start, rarely do poor children—those
who need the very highest quality programs—
receive the cognitively stimulating content
and curriculum they need. Too often, pro-
grams for the poor are, unfortunately, poor
programs.

Conseqguently, striking differencesin mate-
rial resourcesand in the quality of the home
environment, as expressed by parents’ inter-
actions, their skills, habits, and styles, begin
to definewhat children are taught, and what
is modeled and reinforced in these very early
years, just when cognitive connections are
forming. And these differencesare the key to
understanding the beginnings of the social
stratification of knowledge, which, if not
quickly overcome, grows ever larger with
each successive year.

Schemas. The Building Blocks
of Knowledge

Children's earliest experiences become orga-
nized or structured into schemas, defined by
Rumelhart (1980)as the "' building blocks of
cognition." Schemas provide children with
the conceptual apparatus for making sense
of the world around them by classifying
theseincoming bits of information into simi-

lar groupings (Duchan, 2004). Stein and
Glenn (1979), for example, provide a com-
pelling case for schemas and their usefulness
for recalling information about stories. They
found that well-read-to children internalized
a form of story grammar, which aided in
understanding and retelling simple stories.
Similarly, schemas have been shownto aidin
remembering, recalling, and classifying par-
ticular entities into similar groupings (An-
derson & Pearson, 1984), building through
analogical reasoning a greater repertoire of
knowledge.

But what is particularly important in the
process of knowledge acquisition is that
schemas provide a kind of organizational
prosthetic (Constable, 1986) that serves to
diminish the information-processing load.
Consider, for example, a young child visiting
a library for the first time. It is probably a
complex and confusing new world. Not only
are there new routines to consider but aso
categories of choicesdf books, and activities
and different locationsand roles of individu-
as. Asthe child comesto know the routines
and the schemas of visiting the library, he or
she beginsto form amental representation of
certain activities, devoting less mental energy
to the structure of the activity than to the
content itself. Certain activities, originally
confusing, then become understandable, fa-
miliar, and easier to access.

By diminishing the information-processing
load, children are able to acquire new infor-
mation more rapidly. Understanding the ba-
sic concept of a "library,” for example,
enables children to quickly make new associ-
ations, creating additional schemas that be-
come increasingly differentiated with more
knowledge. Children begin to recognize dif-
ferences in genres and text types and pur-
poses for reading, resulting in greater speed
In gathering and remembering information.
Knowledge becomes easier to access, pro-
ducing more knowledge networks. And con-
versdy, limited knowledge increasesthe diffi-
culty leve of accessing new knowledge.

Widening Knowledge Gaps

A viciouscycle begins. Knowledge disparities
among socia groupsgrow asaresult of these
differencesin the amount, rate, and speed of
gathering information from multiple media
and resources. In its origina formulation,
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Tichenor, Donohue, and Olien (1970), focus-
ind on media consumption, emphasized the
diffusion of innovation. They hypothesized
that "information haves" read more and en-
gage more in higher level conversations, cre-
aling greater existing pools of knowledge
and using information for fulfilling specific
purposes and needs. Greater use enhances
speed Of information acquisition and devel-
oping schemas, which over time is likely to
accelerate a knowledge gap between those
who have access and those who do not.
Therefore, athough the "have-nots’ gain
knowledge, the "haves" gain it faster. And
by gaining it faster, they are able to gain
more.

The 1965 televison debut of SesameStreet,
designed specificaly to narrow knowledge
disparities as part of President Lyndon B.
Johnson's Great Society initiative, provides
an illustrative example of the difficulties of
closing the gap. The first- and second-year
evaluations (Ball & Bogatz, 1970; Bogatz &
Ball, 1971) of the program showed evidence
of actualy increasing differences, helping
those children who were already somewhat
prepared for formal reading instruction far
more than the less-ready children, who bene-
fitedlittle. Asaresult of the program, studies
(Cook et d., 1975; Goldsen, 1977) found
larger gapsin skills by kindergarten between
middle- and lower-income children than be-
fore.

Communications scholars (Comtock, 1980;
Salomon, 1984), however, have argued that
television content is on averageat the fourth-
grade leve; studies (Neuman, 1995; Salo-
mon, 1984) show that learning definitely
peaks over the elementary years, due largely
to the limitations of the medium. But com-
puter technology knows no bounds. And
whether or to what extent this technology
may further widen knowledgedifferentialsis
potentially concerning. For example, our 6-
year study (Neuman & Celano, submitted
for publication) examining the influence of
"leveling the playing field" by providing
equal resourcesand technology to neighbor-
hood public libraries in low- and middle-
income communities found that, rather than
closing the gap, allocating equal resourcesto
unequal socioeconomic groups actualy ap-
peared to exacerbate the knowledge gap.
From the very beginning, preschool children
In middle-income neighborhoods were care-
fully mentored by adults who taught them

to use the resources purposefully and who
modeled challenging reading for their,chil-
dren; low-income children rarely came with
adults and engaged in only short bursts of
behaviors. Technology integration in librar-
ies, even after the novelty wore off, only ex-
tended the previous patterns, with poor chil-
dren reading less, and attending less, and
middle-income children reading more, and
more often. After more than $20 milliondol-
lars was spent to equalize resources, middle-
income children were reading approximately
three times as much content as poor chil-
dren.

Taken together, regardless of topic, meth-
odological or theoretical variations, study
quality, or other variables and conditions,
over 90 studies (Gaziano, 1997) have re-
ported similar demonstrations of the knowl-
edgegap. Studieson topics (Vernon-Feagans,
1996; Viswanath & Finnegan, 1996) as var-
ied aswater policy, crime prevention, foreign
policy, health, local budget deficits, and
alcohol-related problems have shown the
persistencedf knowledgeinequality. Further,
thesedifferentialstend to be especialy severe
for those groups during economic down-
turns and hard times. Given the rapid
growth of socioeconomic divisions in the
past two decades, therefore, the knowledge
gap deservesour greater focusand attention.

Why Have We Overlooked Knowledge
in Early Childhood?

Thomas Kuhn’s structural theory of scien-
tific revolutions (Kuhn, 1962) hypothesized
that consensusin a particular field of inquiry
sometimes halts progress and innovative
thinking rather than promotesit. In part, the
virtual consensus on the skills necessary to
learn how to read, instantiated now in policy
(see Roskos & Vukeich, Chapter 22, this
volume), may be one reason for the limited
attention given to the important role of
knowledgein early literacy development. Re-
cent reports (McCardle & Chhabra, 2004),
for example, contend that children's future
success in becoming skilled readersis depen-
dent on their becoming aware that spoken
words are composed of smaller elements of
speech, grasping the idea that letters repre-
sent these sounds, learning the many system
correspondences between sounds and spell-
ings, and acquiring a repertoire o highly fa-
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miliar words that can be recognized on sight.
Much of the research (National Reading
Panel Report, 2000), in fact, substantiates
the importance of thesecomponentsin learn-
ing to read.

However, research that underlies this
model is based largely in the field of reading
disabilities. In an attempt to untangle the
critical features of reading, sampling criteria
in this literature typically excludes disadvan-
taged children, or partials them out, using
statistical strategies to try to eguate one
group with another. In so doing, these stud-
ies have necessarily focused on the relatively
small store of foundational procedural skills
to understand how children decode text.

Yet when we partial out disadvantage, we
partial out many related explanations for
predicting, explaining, and potentially pre-
venting reading difficulties. As the previous
sections in this chapter illustrate, environ-
mental factors, including material resources
and the quality of the home environment,
play a central rolein learning to read. These
factors contribute to background knowledge
and concepts, vocabulary, familiarity with
syntactic and semantic sentences, and verbal
reasoning abilities. Consequently, by con-
trolling for poverty, researchers have tended
to overlook a most critical predictor of
skilled reading—the ability to derive mean-
ing from text. Lacking the conceptual appa-
ratus to understand the words that they are
reading, children ultimately become word
calers and struggling readers. Comprehen-
sion problems (Hirsch, 2003) are related to
limitations in prior knowledge.

The second reason for not recognizing the
importance of knowledgein early childhood
could be definitional. Although the terms
knowledge, skills, and dispositions are clear-
ly familiar to most early childhood educa-
tors, rarely have we attempted to define
them. Some colleagues (Hirsch, 1987), for
example, describe knowledge as a series of
facts considered to be part of the mainstream
culture. Others (Glaser, 1984; Neuman, 2001)
identify basic conceptual understandings
that underlie disciplinesof physical and bio-
logical science, art, and socia systems. Still
others (Gardner, 1983; Neuman, 2001) fo-
cus on learning processes, such as problem-
solving and thinking skills. Asa result, there
has been alack of clarity and understanding
about the scope and depth of content knowl-
edge in these early years. Recent efforts by

states to develop prekindergarten standards
(Neuman & Roskos, in press) may be helpful
in developing content guidelinesthat are ap-
propriate for children in the early childhood
years.

And the third reason for overlooking the
importance of knowledge in early childhood
might be ideological. The field o early child-
hood still grapples over the balance between
learning processes(i.e., thinking skills), how
children learn, and content, or what they
learn (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). With
resistenceto the notion of a canon of knowl-
edge (Hirsch, 1987), developmentally appro-
priate content curriculum in early childhood
is still elusive. More often than not, young
children, particularly those in high poverty
areas, are subjected to intellectualy trivial
activities, limited in content and only loosely
connected between subjects. Too often, there
has been an overemphasis on active, hands-
on learning without any foundational
knowledge base. Seppanen, Godon, and
Metzger (1993) found, for example, that
early childhood Title | classrooms did not
provide any regular experiencesin topics of
math, language, and science. Minds atrophy
under such conditions.

Yet for early education to work toward
helping children attain social and economic
equality, we must develop pedagogy that is
both sensitive to children's development and
representative of conceptual knowledge that
has sufficient coherence and depth. Recog-
nizing the divide that begins to separate the
"information haves" from the "information
have-nots" early on, we need to develop
learning experiences that work on the edge
o children's competencies and understand-
ings. Research has consistently shown the
value o early education in helping to equip
children with essential skills. But these skills
must be used to develop coherent under-
standings of knowledge and concepts, the
very basic foundations for later learning.

What Gan We Do to Improve
the Knowledge Base
in Early Childhood?

Recently | visited several prekindergarten
classes specifically targeted for poor chil-
dren. Throughout the 3-hour visit, | counted
20 minutes of instruction in these class
rooms. Rather than instruction, the day was



The Knowledge Gap 35

overtaken by transitions (latearrivals, early
dismissals, lunch, bathroom washing, getting
ready for outdoor play, getting back from
outdoor play, going to and coming back
from "specids™ cleaning up). Even more
troubling, however, was the type of instruc-
tion | observed in early literacy and mathe-
matics within those precious 20 minutes.
Children were asked to memorize lines of
rint, t0 say the alphabet letters and num-
sabout fivetimes, to spell their names, to
spell the names of children who were not
there, to read along with the teacher in a
highly predictable format, and to chimelines
they had surely heard again and again. And
throughout these individual exercises, not
once was there an effort to engage children's
minds through stimulating content learning
(Neuman, 2003).

In contrast to this approach, content-
centered classrooms (Neuman & Roskos,
1997) involve children in learning about
print through literacy in practice. Here, the
skills and functions of literacy serve to en-
hance children's learning with newly devel-
oping skillsthat become meaningful by help-
ing children understand their world. This
approach builds on a set of research-based
principles about how young children learn
and develop schemas n to begin
building basic knowledge frameworks. Spe-
cificdly, the principles include:

1. Children'slearning benefitsthrough in-
tegrated instruction. Effective teachers use
integrated learning (Schickedanz, Pergantis,
Kanosky, Blaney, & Ottinger, 1997) to orga-
nize large amounts of content into meaning-
ful concepts. Some teachers may use the pro-
ject approach (Katz & Chard, 1989); others
may cal it thematic teaching. Both ap-
proaches help children to build knowledge
networks and provide more time and focus
for repeated practice of familiar concepts.
Further, children learn and apply skills in
variouscontexts, increasing the likelihood of
transfer and extending understanding.

Skillful teachers recognize that thematic
instruction must have coherence and depth.
Cafeteria-styleapproaches that teach a little
of thisand allittle of that give only spotty at-
tention to content and only limited connec-
tions between subjects. Thematic teaching
that works helps children understand a topic
well, as opposed to skimming and covering
many areas.

2. Learning requires children's minds (not
just their bodies) to be active. Effective
teachers actively engage children in master-
ing content (Hirsch, 1996), helping them to
connect new learning to what they aready
know and can do. Consequently, they strike
a balance in their instructional planning
between structure and choice. Sometimes
teachers present a concept that is planned
and directed to ensure that knowledge is
thoroughly understood and not superficially
absorbed. At other times, they recognize
that children need to explore, manipulate,
and use ideas, working in centers of their
choosing that have been carefully prepared
with teacher guidance. Both are necessary
for young children's learning and develop-
ment.

3. High levels of teacher interaction opti-
mize children's learning. Effective teachers
hold great influence in helping children to
reach their potential. They assist and guide
children's learning (Tharp & Gallimore,
1988), involvingthem in experiencesthat are
dightly more difficult than what they can
master on their own. Teacherscarefully scaf-
fold children's learning (Wood & Middleton,
1975), with the levd and amount of asss-
tance gradually decreasing as the children
are able to perform tasks independently.
They encourage children to express their
ideas through language and raise questions
that enable them to develop more complex
ideas and concepts. Effective teachers work
on the edge of children's current competence
(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997), providing
learning experiencesthat are challenging but
achievable.

These teachers use a wide range of teach-
ing strategies. Modeling and demonstrating
provide standards of practice; explicit in-
struction, questioning, and ongoing feed-
back help to challengeand expand children's
ideas and skills. All of thesestrategiesarein-
terdependent and make possiblethe " art and
science' of effective teaching.

4. Play supports children's learning. Ef-
fective teachers recognize that children's ex-
ploration and manipulation of objects,
make-believe play, and creative games make
important contributions to children's literacy
development (Neuman & Roskos, 1992,
1993). In play, children express and repre-
sent their ideas, learn to interact with others,
and practice newly acquired skills and
knowledge.



36 COGNITIVE AND LINGUISTIC BUILDING BLOCKS

Teachers provide conditions that affect
what children choose to play and the materi-
als that will influence how they play. They
construct learning and playing environments
that involve children in using literacy in
practice. At times, teachers take on rolesand
actively engage children in content-related
activities—such as roles associated with a
grocery store or a restaurant—that are first
imitated, and expanded on and later inte-
grated in children’'s devel oping language rep-
ertoire. These teachers seek to enhance lan-
guage and play while leaving children in
control of it.

5. Developing competence enhances mo-
tivation and self-esteem. Effective teachers
recognizethat learning experiences and prac-
tices that help children to become skillful at
learning many things are far more effective
than those designed just to be highly moti-
vating. Children thrive in classrooms in
which they develop new understandings and
are in the company of teachers who combine
nurturance and support with high but realis-
tic standards and expectations. Self-esteem

grows when children are challenged and be-
gin to develop a history of achievement
through reasonable effort.

In summary, instructional principlesthat en-
gage children in content-rich contexts inte-
grated across subject domainswith high lev-
els of teacher support and guidance and in
play to extend learning provide opportuni-
tiesfor dl children to achieve while ensuring
that individual children will receivethe extra
support they need to progress. Table 2.2 pro-
vides an example of a content-rich thematic
unit on the physica world. Throughout
these activities, literacy isan integral part of
learning through practice.

A Day's Activity in a Content-Rich
L iteracy-in-PracticeClassroom

Content-rich classrooms are carefully con-
structed to be sensitive to what children
should know and be able to do. But they are
also sensitive to children's development and

TABLE 22. Thematic Study on the Physical World

Unit Major concepts

Materials needed

Prekindergarten guidelines

Magnetism  Magnetic force attracts

things made of iron and

steel. Books on magnets

Magnets have many uses

Objects to test and sort

The child:

e Uses one more sense to
observe phenomena.

e Analyzes patterns and

and help us do many things. relationships.
Colors There are many different Books The child:
colors, and they have Paint » Uses different colors to
different names. Colored paper create meanin
Primary colors are red, pap o Usss new voc%)ulary in
yellow, and blue. Color swatches everyday communication.
Food colors
Sound We can identify things by Musica instruments The child:
their sounds. Records » ldentifiessimilarities and
Sound is created by Kitchen food containers differences.
vibrations of objects. Chutes and marbles ¢ Begins to distinguish
Sounds can be high/low, among sounds of several
loud/soft. Popcorn cooking instruments.
Westher, Seasonal changes affect Books The child:
climate, plants and animals. Logs for observing weather » Begins to observe changes
and s Animas store food. Visit to a greenhouse in the environment.

People adapt to differences
in weather.

Pictyre Jisplay of animals
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their need to explore new ideason their own.
These environments should be challenging,
stimulating for young children, and age-
appropriate, 85 shown in the following ex-
ample. Table 2.2 providesan overview of the
reacher’s thematic plan, and the major con-
cepts, materials, and guidelines addressed in
her lesson plans.

Children arrive for the day between 8:30
and 8:45 AM. and are greeted at the door by
the teacher. They hang their coats and sweat-
es in individual cubbyholes, carefully la
bded with their names and photos, then
check in by finding their names on the atten-
dance chart. Some visit the library corner or
the dramatic-play center asthey wait for oth-
ers to arrive.

Around 8:45, the teacher sings a song to
indicate that the morning meetingwill begin.
The children gather around the circle area.
After a brief greeting, she describes some of
the new choices for the upcoming activity
time and givesa brief demonstration of how
some piece of equipment or tool may be
used. The children show their choices of ac-
tivity by raising their hands before being dis-
missed. Because more children want to go
into an area than can be accommodated, she
shows how they might cooperate so that
each child may have a turn.

Activities in the centers have been care-
fully planned for the day. Becausethis unit is
on sound, in one area children will make
popcorn and hear the sounds of sizzling,
popping, and corn smacking and will hear
when these sounds taper off. In the block
area, they will play with chutes and marbles;
in the science area they will use resonating
bellsand voice play to hear different pitches.
In the listening center, children will listen to
a nature tape and draw pictures of what
they hear. And in the manipulative area,
the teacher will play rhyming word-picture
match with a small group of children whom
she has discovered need special assistance
with this phonological skill.

Once cleanup is over, children gather for
group time. They have much to share about
their activities. They review the sounds they
have heard and talk about how sounds are
made, writing the words, along with a pic-
ture, on achart that will be used throughout
the ynit. Then the teacher introduces some
songs with distinctive rhythms and sounds,
such as "' Qats, Peas, Beans, and Barley Grow,"

and the children take turns clapping out a
rhythm. The teacher introduces a dlightly
more difficult variation and encourages the
children to follow her lead. They then sing
"Willoughby Walloby Wo0" to help sensitize
them to similar sounds at the beginning of
words. And in the last few minutes, they play
the game, "What begins with. ... ” This
leads to a smooth transition to snack time.
She slowly says the names of two children
who will help to put out the snacks, em-
phasizing the beginning sound. The teacher
holds up amenu of today's snack of fivegra-
ham crackers and one cup of juice, printed
along with the pictures.

Today's outdoor activity is an environ-
mental sound walk on which children learn
to identify objects and actions by their
sounds—the sounds of animals, of the wind,
of other children on the playground. Upon
returning to classroom, children recall some
of the sounds they heard, which are written
down on achart. They gather for story time.
Theteacher readsfirst from oneof her favor-
ite anthologies of poetry and rhymeand then
reads the delightful story about tolerance
and sound, Charlene Loves to Make NI Se,
by Barbara Bottner and Alexander Stadler
(2002), following each with a short discus-
sion. Tomorrow she will review the differ-
ent sounds they heard today and help the
children categorize loud and soft sounds.
Children are then dismissed for the day.

Taking a Closer Look

Children's activitieswere well paced through-
out the day to provide sufficient variation
and chalenge. The schedule alowed for
teacher-directed instruction (group time and
story time) and for child choice. During ac-
tivity times, children weregiven considerable
opportunity to choose their activities, al-
though the teacher had provided guidance
and direction through the materials she had
organized and the interactions that occurred
throughout activity time. Arrival time and
dismissal were relatively short to allow more
time for in-depth learning.

Children were very active throughout the
day, both mentally and physicaly. The activ-
ities al focused on the science of sound.
Group time and activities were designed to
extend their understandings through varied
experiments, storiesand poems, and learning
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experiences, which engaged children in ma-
nipulating materials and socia interactions.
All activities emphasized language.

Thetopic of sound wassubstantive. It was
broad and varied enough to address a num-
ber of science guidelines (i:e.; both content
and process), as well as oral language, print
awareness, and phonological awareness. In
subsequent days, as they progressed through
the unit, children were involved in opportu-
nitiesto learn more about sound through lis-
tening, fine arts activities, and writing.

This example highlights some essential
features of an effective content-rich literacy-
in-practice day. It ensured that children were
exposed to:

o Time, materials, and resources to actively
build linguistic and conceptual knowledge
in a rich domain.

+ A literate environment in which children
have access to a wide variety of reading
and writing materials.

e Different grouping patterns (large, small,
individual) and different levelsof guidance
(i.e,, explicit instruction, assisted instruc-
tion) to meet the needs of individual chil-
dren.

e Opportunities for sustained and in-depth
learning.

o A "masterful™ orchestration of pacing and
management (i.e., activity, behavior, and
resources).

Classrooms such as these help children build
schemas, serving to enhance foundational
knowledge in core subject areas. Teachers
use explicit instruction— modeling, telling,
showing, explaining, and demonstrating in-
formation — +that children with limited
prior knowledge receive the same kinds of
opportunities that other middle-class chil-
dren have had. This knowledge, then, acts
as a catalyst for children to acquire more
knowledge on their own. In these content-
rich settings, early literacy skills ultimately
serve, not supersede, children's developing
thirst for knowledge and greater understand-

ing.

Conclusions

No nation has entirely overcome the highly
predictable relationship between low aca

demic performance and socioeconomic
status. As this review has established, key
material resources and interpersonal experi-
ences that are common in higher income
homes are not available and are unlikely to
be available for children in poverty settings.
And it is these key experiencesthat children
from low-income communities lack—vitd
background knowledge for developing con-
cepts and schemas—not their ability to learn
that puts these children at a great disadvan-
tage, especially when learning to read in-
creasingly builds on prior knowledge when
reading to learn. Because the important role
of knowledge in the beginningyears has been
overlooked, early literacy has becomeassoci-
ated with a rather small set of skills. Y, if
time is to be spent effectively in the early
years, content knowledge essential to higher
order skills must not be subordinated to
these foundational skills.

Both skill development and conceptual
knowledge development need to occur si-
multaneously. At-risk children cannot afford
to attend to one without the other. Although
it is probably impossible to close the gap, it
can be sgnificantly reduced with high-
quality instruction in the early years that in-
tegrates knowledge and dispositions for
learning with sKkills. Unless these early
knowledge deficitsare quickly overcome, the
knowledge gap will continue to grow ever
wider with each successive grade levdl.
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