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Theories and concepts concerning reading development  

 

Things to study  

1. Major elements of the emergent literacy theory and major conclusions of recent research  

What is emergent literacy?  

From the time a baby is born he/she gradually and continually engages in the process of 
learning, understanding, and using language. Children communicate in a meaningful way 
through active engagement in listening, speaking, writing, and reading activities that occur in 
their daily lives. These areas are interrelated and develop concurrently.  

What is the current research that informs educators about how children acquire literacy?  

• Socio-Constructivist theory- (Bruner) the learner is an active constructor of his/her own 
learning, not a passive receptacle in which information is poured into. Learning is 
enhanced through communication with others in the learning environment.  

• Stage theory (Piaget) - the learner develops thought processes in four stages. These stages 
are sensorimotor (birth to two), preoperational, concrete (2-7), operational (7-11), and 
formal operational (11 on).  

• Brain Research theory- new theory has confirmed to us as educators the importance of 
motivation, providing a safe caring learning environment with purposeful authentic tasks, 
and the importance of providing rich literacy experiences with conversation.  

• Social cognition theory (Lev Vygotsky) -language is acquired through social interaction 
between children and adults and between children and peers. This interaction with others 
helps children to understand and internalize language structures, which in turn helps 
children to use this internalized language to solve problems.  

2. Factors influencing the development of emergent reading  

Concepts About Print  

• Print contains message  
• Where to start reading  
• 1: 1 pointing  
• Left to right  
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• Return sweep  
• What a word is  
• What a letter is  
• Spaces between words  
• Capital/lowercase letters o Meaning of punctuation  

High Frequency Vocabulary- both in reading and writing  

Strategies to use at point of difficulty  

• Self-monitoring  
• Self-correcting  
• Using the picture  
• Repeating to the beginning of the sentence  
• Thinking about the story  
• Thinking about what makes sense  
• Thinking about what looks right  
• Thinking about what sounds right  
• Getting mouth ready  

Phonemic Awareness  

Comprehension strategies  

• See comprehension strategies below  

Fluency is the ability to read quickly, smoothly, and with expression while integrating all the 
cueing systems to make meaning.  

How do you help students to become fluent?  

• Read Aloud- reading aloud to students provides a good model of how good strategic 
reading sounds.  

• Supported reading- when students are offered opportunities to practice fluency together 
they get a chance to practice sounding fluent. This can be accomplished through:  

o Shared Reading  
o Choral Reading  
o Paired Reading  
o Readers Theatre  

• Supportive text- the type of text a teacher chooses can help support fluency  
o Predictable  
o Rhythmical  
o Rhyming  
o Has a repetitive piece of text  
o Songs  
o Poetry  
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• Repeated readings  
• Phrasing and punctuation use  

3. Experiences that support emergent readers Classroom Environment:  

• Children need to be immersed in an environment surrounded by written and spoken 
language  

• Children need many opportunities to engage in conversation and dialogue with expert 
others as well as their peers  

• Children need to engage in purposeful and authentic reading and language activities  
• Children must be immersed in literacy rich classrooms where they are surrounded by 

many, many books of many different levels and genres.  
• Children need to be surrounded by print (word walls, charts, poems, etc).  
• Children must engage in language activities (finger plays, poetry, and oral stories), which 

support them in the development of phonemic awareness.  
• Children must be provided opportunities to think critically about and discuss books  

Assessment:  

In order for teachers to know what to teach students they need to understand what the students 
already know (Zone of Actual Development) and where the child needs to go next (Zone of 
Proximal Development). This can best be accomplished through ongoing assessment that shows 
change over time. Following are some critical areas to assess:  

• Alphabetic principle  
o Letter name  
o Letter sound correspondence  
o A word that letter is in  

• High Frequency Vocabulary  
• Concepts About Print  
• Reading-Running Records/DRA can be used to assess reading level, strategies used at the 

point of difficulty, and comprehension through retelling  
• Writing - collecting writing samples to show change over time  

Differentiated Instruction  

It is important that once children have been assessed and it is determined what the child can do 
and where the child needs to go next that he/she receive instruction that is in his/her Zone of 
Proximal Development (Vygotsky). One way to achieve this is through Reading and Writing 
Workshop.  

• Read Aloud- the teacher models to the students what good reading is. It is a time for her 
to model her own thinking through think-alouds. The teacher demonstrates for children 
what fluent and expressive reading sounds like. He/She reads to the students in text that 
students can comprehend but is above their own reading level. The teacher talks about 
and discusses important vocabulary.  
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• Shared Reading- in order to simulate the type of reading that happens with a parent and 
child at home, the teacher gathers students up close and reads aloud from a Big Book that 
has rhythmical and rhyming characteristics. The text should be large enough so that all 
children can see. The story is then read again, encouraging children to join in the reading. 
This is also an opportunity for the teacher to model a reading strategy, phonic strategy, or 
vocabulary strategy through a very brief mini-lesson. This is a time where all readers can 
feel accepted and practice reading with fluency and expression with the teacher.  

• Guided Reading- this is an opportunity for students to be guided in their reading in text 
that is at their own instructional level. It is also a time for students to practice good 
reading strategies with the support of their teacher.  

• Independent Reading- students read by themselves in text that is just right for their 
individual needs. At this time the child is working in his zone of actual development.  

• Conferring- the teacher talks to students one-on-one about what is going well in his 
reading and writing and what he needs to work on next.  

• Share Time- the children share with other students what worked well for them within 
their reading and writing. It is a good culmination to Reading! Writing workshop and 
helps create ownership of one's own learning.  

• Shared Writing/Morning Message/Language Experience/Interactive Writing- the teacher 
works with the students interactively to write text. It is a time where the teacher can 
model good writing while involving the students.  

o Independent Writing- children write independently at their own writing level.  
o Word work- during this time students learn how words work. Some activities that 

promote this are making words, working with word walls, working with magnetic 
letters, spelling, etc.  

Children's literature  

Things to study  

Selection of Materials  

The selection of reading materials is very dependent on the purpose for which you are 
using the materials. When selecting materials it is important to consider the student's 
background knowledge, interests, and needs. It is also important to consider the school 
curriculum. It is important to have a large variety of genres as well as nonfiction and 
fiction text, and many levels available to the students.  

Some things to consider selecting text for the following  

• Read Aloud- a read aloud should be developmentally appropriate and comprehensible 
to the students. When choosing a read aloud all of the above should be taken into 
consideration. Think about vocabulary that may be new to the students.  

• Shared Reading- The text should be repetitive, rhythmical, and rhyming. It should be 
a text that students will want to join in on. It is important that the words are large 
enough for all students to see.  

• Guided Reading- Text should be at the student's instructional level. It should be at the 
cutting edge of what he can do with the support of the teacher. It is also important that 
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text take into consideration students' interest levels and needs.  
• Independent Reading- This text should be text that the child is able to read easily at 

his/her own independent level. It is important for motivational purposes that the child 
reads a variety of text.  

• Touchstone Text- These are well written text that can be used again and again to 
demonstrate good writing structures.  

Strategies for word study/solving  

Things to study  

Cues and how students use them  

• Good readers use three cueing systems together to make meaning from print. They 
use meaning (semantic), structure (syntactic), and visual (graphophonic) cues. Central 
to the use of all these cues is the making of meaning. Prior knowledge, supportive 
book introductions, pictures, and the text itself support meaning.  

• In order to use visual cues, emergent readers need to learn how to look at print. The 
teacher supports this development through both reading and writing. In general 
students learn how to look at the first or last letter first. They hear and record 
consonants first and vowels last. Emergent readers need explicit instruction in how to 
use visual cues such as syllables, word parts, etc.  

Strategies for comprehension  

Things to study  

In the past we thought students should be taught how to decode before learning about 
comprehension, but now we understand that comprehension instruction needs to happen 
from the very beginning. Children, from birth, are naturally curious and naturally seeking 
meaning in all that they do. So, what are appropriate comprehension instructional 
strategies for emergent readers?  

• Think alouds- when a teacher explicitly verbalizes and models how and what he/she 
is thinking it becomes a very powerful demonstration of how to comprehend.  

• Prediction- stopping to predict what will happen in the story, then reading to confirm.  
• Story Maps- Creating a visual representation of the elements of a story. It is important 

to help students understand how they can use this information to help understand the 
story as a whole.  

• Character Maps- Help students to understand how a knowing how certain characters 
work will help in understanding what a character might do next.  

• Reciprocal Teaching-  
• Writing about reading  
• Make text to text, text to self, text to world connections  
• Read series books  
• Use text structure to understand how a book works  
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• Visualization- students learn to make pictures in their mind about how texts work.  


