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ABSTRACT

This thesis reports 11 case studies of 4-year-old children with precocious reading ability
in New Zealand. Precocious readers are an important cohort of learners because they
“are able to read fluently and with understanding at an unusually young age before
attending school and without having received any direct instruction in reading”

(Stainthorp & Hughes, 2004, p. 107). The range in the children’s ages was 4:01 to 4:10.

Three perspectives informed the study: social constructivism, cognitive constructivism
and the bioecological perspective. The mixed-method case studies included
observations of children in early childhood centres and schools, interviews with parents
and teachers, a range of standardised assessments, and the collection of a range of
children’s writing and art. Four of the children were tracked as they transitioned to
school on their fifth birthday.

The case studies illustrate four key findings. Firstly, exceptional early reading abilities
of precocious readers are validated. Secondly, the role of adults in supporting the
children is shown to be necessary but not sufficient to create precocious reading ability.
Thirdly, the case studies illustrate the complexity of learning. Finally, parent, teacher
and peer expectations for the children and responses to their special abilities are

reported.

The data support three types of learning: socially supported, self-regulative and
“spontaneous”. Spontaneous learning experiences were described by parents as
occurring when their children learned without having been taught, and without
deliberate metacognitive self-teaching. Theoretical links can be made to other studies
that consider “implicit”, “induced”, “intrinsic”, “unconscious” and “non-conscious’

learning.

Results of literacy assessments, using the Neale Analysis of Reading and the Burt Word

Reading Test include reading abilities 7:0 to 12:0 years, comprehension in the range
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6:03 to 8:03, and fluency between 7 and more than 13 years. Receptive language ability
was more varied, with percentiles ranging from 58 to 99. The children were highly
motivated and passionate readers. They persisted with tasks and enjoyed challenge and
competition. Learning dispositions of this particular group of children are discussed

within the framework of Te Whariki, New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum.

The children capitalised on a range of support and resources. Computers were a
common factor mentioned as an important influence on literacy. Parents and
grandparents provided positive support for the children, but the children and families
experienced social negativity. Beyond the family, there was strong pressure on the
children to conform and act “like a 4-year old”. Many early childhood and school
teachers had expectations of the children’s potential that were significantl y lower than
their ability. The study suggests that the cognitive needs of young children with
advanced academic abilities are not being met due to this social pressure on children to

“normalise”.
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CHAPTER ONE
RATIONALE AND INTRODUCTION

Not everybody has a laboratory in their head. (Alistair, age 4, 2001)2

1.1  “Not everyone has a laboratory in their head”

This study is based upon 11 case studies of 4-year-old children who were able to read at
an advanced level before beginning school. Each of the 11 case studies describes
children’s strengths, interests, abilities and individual needs. The case studies highlight
the importance of social support and environmental influences, and of individual
thinking. In particular, the case studies illustrate that the innate ability of children is a

critical factor and that learning may occur spontaneously.

One of the case-study children, 4-year-old Alistair, spontaneously drew a picture for his
early childhood teacher, which he referred to as “The laboratory inside my head” (see
Figure 1). He pointed out the areas where “creative things happen”, and also explained
that there was more in the laboratory, but he could not draw it all. Alistair also told his
teacher that “not everyone has a laboratory in their head”. However, during a research
interview with his early childhood teacher, she mentioned her concern that Alistair’s
comment may be elitist and might mean that he considered that he was better than other
children. The importance of Alistair’s contribution includes his self-reflection on
learning and on his own cognitive and creative abilities. Alistair was also aware of
differences in ability and learning style between himself and other children. In this
thesis, I assert that individuality needs to be acknowledged, including recognition of

differing individual potential.

Each of the 11 case studies within this study could be considered “laboratories” within
which ideas fermented and developed, although the thesis does not suggest that there is

a formula or recipe for learning to read precociously.

% Quotes from participants are shown in single line space, Arial font. Quotes from literature are in 1.5 line
spacing, Times New Roman font



Figure 1. Laboratory.




1.2  Positioning the study

This study focuses on children who are precocious readers and being a precocious
reader rather than precocious reading in itself. The children, who happen to have
exhibited precocious reading ability, are central to the study. According to Stainthorp
and Hughes (2004),

We define “precocious readers” as children who are able to read fluently and with understanding
at an unusually young age before attending school and without having received any direct
instruction in reading. Precocious readers appear to have taught themselves to read (p. 107).

This study is linked to literacy and gifted education through acknowledgement of the

children’s individual abilities.

Early childhood education perspectives on learning acknowledge social support and
ecological contexts. Parents’ provide key role modeling and influence on their

children’s early learning, and have made an important contribution to this study.

Early childhood education, literacy and gifted education have all been areas of national
interest and policy development in New Zealand during the time of this study (2000-
2005). Explanation of contemporary contexts and pedagogical debates in these three
areas is relevant in order to illustrate the research position and the contribution the study
makes. The importance of parent support for children’s learning is acknowledged

within early childhood education, literacy and gifted education fields.

1.2.1 ‘Tall Poppies’: Gifted Education in New Zealand
Until recent years, in New Zealand an egalitarian approach and tall poppy syndrome
negatively impacted on identification of and support for children with special abilities

(Cathcart, 1996; Fraser, 1996; Moltzen, 1996a). Moltzen (1996b) stated:
Many writers have suggested that, in New Zealand, the needs of the gifted have been subsumed
by the needs of the majority. There has been an almost uniform rejection of any measures that

could be interpreted as offering the gifted anything that could be remotely described as special.

3 “Parents’, in this study, refers to all persons with primary caregiving interest and responsibility for the
children concerned.



Such a position has its source in the somewhat misguided notion that the gifted are innately
advantaged, so anything additional only tips the scales in their direction. Freeman (1981)
believes that the New Zealand public, including teachers, being part of a strongly egalitarian

society are wary of any advantage being given to one group over another. (p. 14).

The metaphor of “tall poppies” has been applied to gifted children in that society
effectively acts to cut them down to size. While under-achieving children are supported
and lifted to the ‘average’, there is less tolerance for anyone who appears to be “a cut
above”. The very word precocious is used in New Zealand in a derogatory way to

describe able children who behave in ways that are deemed to be socially inappropriate.

During the process of this study, however, initiatives that acknowledge gifted and
talented learners in New Zealand began to be introduced. In 2000, the first national
guidelines for schools were published (Ministry of Education, 2000), an on-line
community for the gifted and talented established on the Ministry of Education website
Te Kete Ipurangi (www.tki.govt.nz), an advisory group formed, and funding for some
support initiatives set up. Contestable funding pools have called for applications, and
the 2005 call for applications for early childhood centres of innovation acknowledges
centres catering for special needs and abilities. In 2005, a resource for parents on
meeting the needs of gifted and talented children was being produced and has included
early childhood sector consultation (Ministry of Education, 2005a). However, children
at the early childhood and early primary level may still be at particular risk of under-
identification and under-resourcing (Holden, 1996). Identification of ability is an
essential component of educational provision for gifted learners (Hollinger & Kosek,
1985). This study of precocious readers will enhance understanding of the abilities,

needs and learning styles of one group of gifted learners.

Results of New Zealand’s 1990 participation in the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) international reading survey highlighted
increasing disparity between the highest and lowest levels of reading ability (Nicholson,

2002). IEA results showed that the high achieving children in New Zealand were



comparing favourably internationally but the low-achievers were amongst the lowest.
Nicholson (2002) explains:

In contrast to 1970, New Zealand in 1990 had the widest range of variation in the survey,
indicating that it had more children at the bottom end of achievement and more at the top end ...
In 1970 the range of variation in reading, that is the gap between the top and bottom readers, was
similar to other countries, but in 1990 in was the highest in the OECD, showing in particular that

Maori and Pacific Island children were worse off (p. 24).

The 1990 IEA survey results particularly influenced national policies that focused on
closing the gaps, reducing disparity and levelling the playing field (Nicholson, 2002). A
more recent shift in Ministry of Education language refers to “making a difference for
all students”, a priority that “all students experience effective teaching” and that teachers
should have “appropriately high expectations of all students” (Ministry of Education,
2005b) and “all students achieving their potential” (A. Alkema, personal
communication, August 9, 2005). The semiotic shift in language links positively to the
gifted education initiatives and is more likely to allow recognition of groups of children
like precocious readers. This study of precocious readers will contribute to the
understanding of the potential of young children in the area of literacy, and their broader

learning potential.

1.2.2 Approaches to literacy learning

New Zealand celebrates an international reputation for quality literacy teaching; for
example, in 1989 it was cited as “the most literate country in the world” (Griffiths, 1989,
as cited in Openshaw, 2002) and because “international visitors flocked to see the New
Zealand approach to reading in action” (Chamberlain, 1993). However, New Zealand
research tends to focus on how we teach at school, how young children develop reading

awareness and the provision of particular programmes such as Reading Recovery *.

* Reading Recovery is a “quality” model of one-to-one early literacy intervention for children at age 6 (for
most New Zealand children this is after one year at school), designed by Marie Clay (Clay, 1993a).



In October 1998, the government announced the goal that “By 2005, every child turning
nine will be able to read, write and do maths for success” (Ministry of Education,
1999a). A Literacy Experts group was convened in 1998 to consider how best to meet
this goal, considering best practice and advice based on theoretical and academic
perspectives of literacy. The associated Literacy Taskforce highlighted the importance
of “a culture of high expectations for all children” (Ministry of Education, 1999b, p. 2),
yet no specific initiatives relating to the reading of gifted or precocious readers have

been suggested.

The Literacy and Numeracy Strategy does not refer to the needs of, or challenges for,
children who are able to read much earlier than expected or “best practice” suggestions
for teachers of these children (Ministry of Education, 1999a). There appears to be an
underlying assumption that able learners “already can” and we need to extend our
energy toward those who “can’t yet”. The role of resource teachers of literacy in New
Zealand is a good example, these specialist teachers throughout New Zealand have their
energies exclusively directed toward remedial reading. Despite this bias in practice,
Ministry of Education curriculum documents have always referred to the importance of
all children having their individual learning needs met; for example, English in the New
Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1994, p. 15). The results of this study of
precocious readers illustrates that children who show early literacy competence still

have learning and support needs and also deserve “best practice”.

In 1999, The Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (Ministry of Education, 1999a) was
broadened by the government from “every child turning nine” to the wider “focus on all
levels from early childhood through to adults” (Ministry of Education, 2003). Although
the Ministry of Education has provided few resources and little specific teaching
guidance for the early childhood sector, emergent literacy is acknowledged as beginning
well before school (Clay, 1967, 1979). Family storybook reading, songs and rhymes,
environmental print experiences and symbolic play are all examples of literacy
interactions that can occur from birth, or earlier (Roskos & Christie, 2000; Smith &

Elley, 1997). Seventy-five per cent of parents participating in the New Zealand



Competent Children research said that their preschool child was read to every day, 85%
of 5-year-olds could handle books appropriately, 81% could turn at least half the pages
of a book one at a time, and 85% could identify the first letter of their own name (Wylie,
Thompson, & Kerslake Hendricks, 1996). Literacy acquisition will be discussed in

more detail in chapter 2, in the literature review.

1.2.3  Early childhood in Aotearoa/New Zealand

In New Zealand, early childhood care and education extends from “the years from birth
to school entry age” (Ministry of Education, 1996a, p. 17). Children are not legally
required to start school until they turn 6, but most begin on their 5th birthday’: “For
most children in New Zealand, turning five is a milestone in their lives” (Jackson &
Adams, 2002, p. 171). This thesis title includes reference to “the early years” as an
acknowledgement that the study focused on 11 4-year-olds, but included following four

children through to the first few months of school after their fifth birthdays.

A diverse range of early childhood options exists in New Zealand, including home-
based, correspondence and centre-based services. Amongst the centre-based options are
kindergartens, centres with Montessori, Steiner, Christian or other philosophies,
language-based centres, full day and sessional centres. Participation is voluntary.
However, in 2004, 102%° of all 4-year-olds are estimated to attend early childhood
education, 95% of all 3-year-olds, and 65% of all children younger than 5 years of age.
The average number of hours attended by children in 2003 was 16 hours per week,
meaning that the majority of children attend part-time. In 2001, when field work for this
study began, 99% of 4-year olds attended early childhood education, 91% of 3-year-
olds, and 60% of all children younger than 5 years of age. The average length of

enrolment (hours) per week was similar in 2001, at 14.3 hours. This data illustrate that

? “In New Zealand the compulsory [school entry] age is 6, but nearly all children start on or near their 5"
birthday” (Ministry of Education, 2005c).

% Double counting occurs when children enrol in more than one type of early childhood service. An
alternative study of Year 1 children’s participation in early childhood education, which avoids double
counting, affirms high participation (92.3% in 2002 and 94.3% 2005) but does not duration of attendance
(Ministry of Education, 2005c).



most children in New Zealand attend early childhood education, but normally on a part-

time basis (Ministry of Education, 2005c).

The national early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 1996a),
overtly acknowledges contextual influences, particularly the importance of family and
community. “The curriculum builds on what children bring to it and makes links with
the everyday activities and special events of families, whanau, local communities, and
cultures” (Ministry of Education, 1996a, p. 42). Te Whariki, “emphasises the critical
role of socially and culturally mediated learning and of reciprocal and responsive
relationships for children with people, places, and things” (Ministry of Education,
19964, p. 9). The importance of partnership with parents is illustrated by the fact that
promotion of collaborative relationships is one of three goals in the Ministry of
Education’s (2002) 10-year strategic plan for early childhood education Pathways to the
Future: Nga Huarahi arataki: A 10-year strategic plan for early childhood education,
along with increasing participation and improving the quality of early childhood

education services.

As a result of the strategic plan, reviews of funding, group size and ratio have occurred,
initiatives to support the goal of a fully qualified sector’ introduced, an ICT strategy
launched (Ministry of Education, 2005d) and research funding provided, including for a
number of “centres of innovation”. Government investment in the sector has been
substantially increased during the last few years, for example, in introducing “quality
funding” and proposing “universal entitlement” to 20 hours free early childhood
education for 3- and 4-year-old children from July 2007. These initiatives illustrate that
investment in early childhood education in New Zealand has grown since this study’s

2001-2002 data collection.

7 By 2012, all New Zealand early childhood teachers counted in the ratio must hold at least a 3-year
Diploma of Teaching (ECE).



The majority of early childhood centres in New Zealand provide a play-based
programme with significant child choice and self-directedness. Literacy can be
supported within this holistic approach. Hamer and Adams (2002) note, “There are
many opportunities for embedding literacy into the everyday play and activities of
children” (p. 122). Hamer (2002) adds, “It is more pedagogically sound to integrate,
incorporate and infuse literacy practices more holistically throughout the whole early
childhood setting (p. 132). Some of the centres in my study included reading, writing
and handwriting lessons, but this is not representative of most early childhood
education; “formal” teaching in early childhood is unusual in New Zealand. For
example, the aspiration statement of the New Zealand early childhood curriculum 7e
Whariki does not refer to academic achievement, but states that children should “grow
up as competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and
spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued

contribution to society” (Ministry of Education, 1996a, p. 9).

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory is of particular influence in contemporary early
childhood education in New Zealand and internationally. Hamer and Adams (2002)
state, “The early childhood curriculum is underpinned by a sociocultural approach to
pedagogy which complements, and to a growing extent supersedes, previous
behaviourist and Piagetian conceptions of how children learn” (p. 120). The application
of sociocultural theory in early childhood education influences the role of the teacher;
rather than being a facilitator, the teacher’s role is increasingly seen as co-constructor
(Cullen, 2002; Jordan, 2003). Vygotksy’s (1978) notion of the zone of proximal
development explains that the teacher plays a critical role in assisting children to extend
what they achieve alone to what they are able to achieve with support. This means that
the role of teachers is seen as an active, involved one and children’s learning as
“reciprocal and responsive interaction with others, both adults and peers, who can
respond to children’s development and changing capabilities” (Ministry of Education,
1996, p. 20). A Vygotskyian application of early childhood literacy teaching, for
example, promotes literacy as a cultural tool (McLachlan-Smith & Shuker, 2002;

Williams-Kennedy, 2004).



10

1.3  Overview and Structure

In the remaining sections of this chapter, I further explain the relevance of research on
precocious readers within a contemporary early childhood perspective and my own
research interests. I also introduce myself as a researcher, mother, teacher and person
passionate about learning about children’s learning. These roles were all important for

the building of relationships with people throughout my research.

A literature review follows in chapter 2, which is structured in four sections. Firstly,
three theoretical perspectives informing the thesis are discussed. Secondly, previous
research relating to precocious readers and literacy learning is presented. Individual
perspectives are highlighted in the third section, which considers autonomous and
spontaneous learning generated from the child, whether consciously or subconsciously.
In the final section, the importance of social and environmental support is
acknowledged, including the roles of whanau/family, teachers, peers and other people
significant in the children’s lives, and the key contexts of home, and early childhood and

new entrant classrooms.

Participants from the case studies are introduced in chapter 3: 11 children, their families,
10 early childhood centres across three types of early childhood service, and four
schools. Diversity of children, families, early childhood centres and schools is
highlighted in the chapter. This study connects some key ideas about individual
learning but does not suggest that the precocious readers were a homogeneous group.

Recruitment and selection processes are also explained in chapter 3.

Research perspectives, position and paradigm are presented in chapter 4, as well as a
specific explanation of the instruments. The multi-method approach of this study
included several quantitative, standardised assessments, balanced with a range of
qualitative observation and interview approaches, collection of writing and art samples,
photographs and video and sound recordings. The data collection is complex, as each of

the 11 case studies also explored multiple sites and contexts. Ethical issues are
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considered; because the participants were all 4 years old, it was critical that research
practices were age-appropriate. Description of the data analysis methods will complete

the chapter.

Research results are mainly presented in three chapters. In chapter 5, information about
the children as readers is presented. Quantifiable data includes reading ages, fluency,
comprehension, and language assessments. Qualitative information reflects the
children’s engagement, passion and interest as readers. Reading in different contexts is
considered, alongside other aspects of literacy: writing, oral language and resources.
Teaching and learning issues are considered in chapters 6 and 7. Although there are
obvious links between teaching and learning a division has been made in order to
structure the data. In chapter 6, teaching is the focus, in terms of scaffolding, co-
construction, socialisation and resourcing. Teachers include early childhood teachers,
primary school teachers, parents, grandparents and peers. In chapter 7, the focus is more
directly on the children’s individual learning styles and cognitive processing, as well as
spontaneous and non-conscious processing. Links between children’s learning

dispositions and New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki are discussed.

Expectations held by the teachers, parents and children are examined in Chapter Eight,
as well as related advocacy issues. Although the issues are derived from the case studies
of precocious readers, the issues are applicable to other groups of children. Family
selection of early childhood centres and schools, transition issues and adult expectations
are also considered in chapter 8. Chapter 9 concludes the thesis with a summary of key

findings, related commentary and suggestions for further research.

1.4  Research Focus

In this study, I challenge the notion that children’s learning is always a result of their
environment or what other people do. Zebroski (1994) describes a danger that “scholars
in the field jump on the social bandwagon” (p. 238). Instead, my study includes a focus
on individuality. Social and contextual supports are critical, but so too is a

‘bioecological’ or social-psychological consideration of the individual child
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Roskos, 2000). It may be the way that the child responds to,
accesses and manipulates the environment that creates critical difference, rather than the
environment per se. Previous research has established that supportive practices like
storybook reading and resources are clearly necessary for optimum development, but no
factors are sufficient to create precocious readers. The child, whether consciously or

not, contributes ability, motivation and individual “X” factors, which affect outcome.

1.4.1 Why precocious readers?

Precocious readers are an exceptionally achieving group, constituting around one to two
and a half per cent of the population (Jackson, Donaldson & Cleland, 1988). Because of
the focus on children’s learning, the thesis could similarly have looked at children with
precocious musical or mathematical ability. By choosing reading, however, I had an
immediate common interest with the children and families I met. My experiences as a
mother and teacher meant that I was excited to be discussing books, parenting, and early

childhood choices and that I had a common background with the participants.

However, precocious readers are first and foremost children, with families, friends,
interests and routines. This study differs from other research on precocious readers
because of the ecological aspects of data-gathering: observations in early childhood
centres, visits to the children’s homes and naturalistic work and language samples.
Previous research on precocious readers has tended to focus predominantly on reading
strategies, with data obtained through experimental testing (Coltheart, 1979; Fletcher-
Flinn & Thompson, 2000; Jackson & Biemiller, 1985; Jackson, Donaldson, & Cleland,
1988; Jackson, Donaldson, & Mills, 1993; Jackson & Kearney, 2005; Jackson & Lu,
1992; Mills & Jackson, 1990; Stainthorp & Hughes, 1998).

Because precocious readers are all of preschool age, the likelihood of there having been
any ‘formal’ teaching is minimal. The age of the children highlights the importance of
home and early childhood settings. As children’s first teachers, parents have enormous

knowledge and experience, which teachers could use.
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A study on precocious readers could contribute to the fields of early childhood
education, literacy and gifted education. Precocious readers, indeed, able readers of any
kind, are an ignored group deserving research and acknowledgement. In the field of
gifted education, the youngest learners may be less likely to be identified and
accommodated (Davis & Rimm, 1994; Holden, 1996). In early childhood settings
teachers are often wary of practices that could be seen as inappropriately formal but do
include emergent literacy experiences such as storybook reading, rhyme and name
recognition. Often, in reading research, the focus is on what primary school teachers
and remedial programmes do. There is, however, almost no research in New Zealand on
able readers of any age, particularly on able readers in early childhood. Learning to
Read in Aotearoa New Zealand (Adams & Ryan, 2002) did not acknowledge precocious
readers once in the entire book. This study contributes qualitative and quantitative
information grounded in Aotearoa New Zealand that will extend understanding of
children who read competently at an early age, particularly contributing to the fields of

gifted education, early childhood education and literacy.

1.4.2  Objectives of the study

I began this research with the premise that precocious readers do exist. Rather than
questioning, “Are there precocious readers in New Zealand?” I aimed to find out more
about being a child who is able to read precociously. My experiences with early readers
had suggested to me that, amongst all the “experts”, it is their parents who know them
best. Ihoped that sharing more information on children and learning would be a

positive vehicle for advocacy and support.

I was particularly interested to discover whether a notion of children ‘spontaneously’
learning to read could be validated. Spontaneous is a term that I have heard parents use
when their child learns things that they haven’t been taught or assisted to learn.
Therefore, this study also needed to include data on scaffolding and social support, in
part for inherent interest, and in part to help clarify what may or may not have been
taught. Children’s learning is considered broadly, but it is the learning that can’t be

easily explained or sourced that is of particular interest to this study.
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The key research question was: How are social scaffolding and self-scaffolding
demonstrated within the learning of precocious readers? In addition, I considered that
it would be interesting to see if data emerged that could not be explained by the
question’s focus on scaffolding: the examples of learning that could not be accounted
for through scaffolding might link to a notion of spontaneous learning. There was,
therefore, a second implicit question: Can precocious readers provide evidence for the

concept of spontaneous learning?

Underlying the main research focus are other questions of importance. Who is it who
supports or teaches the children in my study? What are the roles of parents, siblings,
extended whanau, peers and early childhood teachers? In particular, how do parents
teach, facilitate, encourage, support, respond, observe or react? Did young children
have special abilities as a result of “pushy” parents who hot-housed their children?
Other issues investigated in the study concern the extent to which children comprehend
their reading, their self-directedness and metacognitive awareness, individual needs,

school transition experiences and people’s reaction to precocious reading ability.

Because of the paucity of research in New Zealand on gifted and able learners, this
study may be of relevance not only to precocious readers and their families, but also to
children with other special abilities. The study focus on ways in which individual able
children construct learning and are socially supported may enable the construction of
hypotheses about the experience of other children, especially those with different special
abilities in Aotearoa/New Zealand. This study should, therefore, provide information of

relevance to the following groups:

® Advocates for precocious readers, young gifted children and learners with special
abilities. Contemporary research grounded in Aotearoa New Zealand has been
minimal for these groups.

e Parents/caregivers and whanau of the above groups of children. Although policy has
stated the importance of educational partnership with parents, the pedagogical

expertise of parents is rarely acknowledged.
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e Early childhood and school teachers. Professional educators would presumably
want to enhance their understanding of the children they teach and advocate for the
pedagogical practices that provide most support.

e The Ministry of Education and related agencies. Policy has often been worded
affirmingly, but there needs to be accountability that the practices that occur in
education reflect the policy initiatives, and that initiatives reach children in the early
childhood sector.

e Researchers interested in precocious readers, learning, literacy, child development,

gifted education, early years education and mixed-method research approaches.

1.4.3  Exclusions

Ecological factors — particularly parenting, early childhood education and the
availability of resources — are critical influences to examine. However, I support a
hypothesis that contextual and ecological factors alone are not sufficient to create
precocious readers. Many parents will have taken their children to libraries or read their
chidren stories, but not all children become precocious readers. Clearly, some children
have particular abilities that others do not. This study focuses on eleven children who
have clearly demonstrated precocious reading abilities and their individual experiences.
It is not my intention to find a single reason or recipe for precocious reading, but

narratives of “being” and “doing” within the case studies.

This study is an exploration of competent young learners with a domain-specific ability.
However, it is also important to clarify the boundaries of the study by stating areas that
the study will not include. This study is not experimental research on reading strategies.
There will not be a resultant recipe for reading that can be followed to ensure other
children read early or to assist unsuccessful older readers. Rather than being clinical,
the perspective is inclusive of the child’s home and early childhood learning contexts,
their engagement with text, their learning and social interactions. The research intent is
to learn from all contributors, not to fault parenting or teaching methods. The focus of
the study is on seeking qualitative meaning; however, some assessments are used to

validate competencies and to link to wider samples. The expected outcome relates to



16

enhanced understanding of the experiences of children who precociously read rather
than merely understanding the reading process of precocious readers. Findings may
apply to other groups of children because the focus is on learning, demonstrated by

reading, rather than solely on learning to read.

1.5 A Personal Passion

In 1988, my first year of primary school teaching, I marvelled at my Year One
children’s mastery of the reading process. There appeared to be more to the process of
learning letters and words, more too than knowing about books, stories or even
imagination. There was an “X factor” to learning to read that some children readily
embraced. I was intrigued that while I was grappling with understanding the elements
involved with the process most children readily found routes to success. I wrote to my
mother about my intrigue, and she told me that I had never been taught to read; I learnt
spontaneously, and “just could” read. When I was a preschool child, she had found me
looking at the novel A Town Like Alice by Neville Shute. Not believing that I had read
it, despite me telling her I had, she asked me questions about the book and I described

the plot accurately. I had not been raught to read, but had clearly learned to read.

My primary and early childhood teaching experiences, and networks as a parent,
introduced me to some special young children who were also reading before beginning
school. The consistent message I heard from parents of early readers was that their
children had not been taught to read, but “just could”. The parents of early readers
whom I had met tended to keep their child’s reading achievement low-key, and worried
about reactions of teachers and other parents. During this study, a number of people not
associated with the research approached me with their own stories, usually also

describing that their children or siblings had learned to read spontanteously.

However, as a teacher for many years I had heard disbelief and negativity from my
teaching colleagues about children’s early reading presented in three ways. Firstly,
teachers suggested that the children probably couldn’t “really” read, and that parents had
exaggerated early skills. Secondly, if children really could read, then teachers proposed
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that parents had been “pushy” and pressured the children. Finally, teachers shared
stories of children who could read but couldn’t answer comprehension questions, which
apparently invalidated their skills, since reading without comprehension was

“pointless”.

Both my teacher and parent experiences showed me children who had a range of special
abilities that were not recognised or accommodated. Literature on giftedness led me to
reflect on the “tall poppy” syndrome, which seemed to be evident among early readers
in New Zealand. Despite the fact that children were evidently gifted at reading, there
was little celebration or even recognition of their abilities and achievement from
teachers. This seemed reflective of the fact that New Zealand lacked national

guidelines, policy or initiatives for gifted education before 2000.

During my Master of Educational Psychology studies (1996-8), I discovered the term
precocious readers and began to gather literature on the topic. Most of the literature on
precocious reading was from the United States and on the structure of the reading
process. I found that a literacy perspective alone did not sufficiently explore my interest
in relationships between parents, children and teachers. My master’s research project
explored parental perceptions of young able readers (Margrain, 1998) and found that
half of 58 early readers had miserable beginning school experiences. This coincided
with several disappointing school experiences by children that I personally knew. I thus
became convinced greater advocacy and local research was needed to support young

children who have special abilities, including early reading.

1.6  Summary

The 11 case studies of precocious readers, their families, early childhood centres and
schools provide case-specific information about precocious readers and more
generalised consideration of learning, teaching and advocacy issues. The importance of
social support and ecological contexts are acknowledged in the study; however,

individual abilities of children are also highlighted.
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My personal background demonstrates that parents and teachers have differing ideas
about the emergence of precocious readers. The aim of my study was to highlight the
experience of the children. 4-year-old Alistair’s ideas about learning and his model of a
laboratory, shown earlier in this chapter, illustrate the importance of acknowledging
diverse individual perspectives on individual learning and potential. This study will
include elements of children’s voice alongside parent and teacher perspectives and
standardised test results. Throughout the study, the children are positioned centrally to

each case.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

When she [Maxine] was 28 months she suddenly started reading some of the stories from the
Ready to Read series and other books fluently. This coincided with accurate one-to-one counting,
which appeared at the same time. From this point on, she read voraciously and fluently with
much expression, and good articulation, indicating that she understood and enjoyed what she was
reading” (Fletcher-Flinn & Thompson, 2000, p. 8). Maxine’s results show that these explicit
phoneme awareness skills are neither a necessary consequence, nor a necessary co-requisite, to
rapid progress in learning to read, although implicit knowledge to phoneme identities surely is

necessary. (p. 27)

Research informs any study. The work of researchers such as Fletcher-Flinn and
Thompson (2000), sharing the story of Maxine (see above) provides a body of literature
from which this study can build. The particular example of Maxine illustrates that
precocious readers begin to read at an early age, read with passion, comprehension and
fluency, and without deliberate phonological decoding. These aspects all relate to my
own study. In addition, review of literature informs methodology and affords

identification of research gaps.

2.1  Introduction and theoretical perspectives

My study connects three areas of personal interest: early childhood education, literacy
and gifted education, and is informed by three theoretical perspectives: social
constructivism, cognitive constructivism and bioecological. In this chapter I initially
discuss the theoretical perspectives, then summarise key research about precocious
readers, including literacy, family and gifted education perspectives. The discussion
then moves on to consider related teaching and learning literature, including

individualistic learning perspectives and environmental and social support.

The three theoretical perspectives that inform my study are relevant because individual
and social/environmental factors are critically impoitant within each of the perspectives:
Vygotskian social constructivism, Neo-Piagetian cognitive constructivism and

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci’s (1994) bioecological lens. Another common factor across
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the theoretical perspectives is constructivism. These commonalities are as important as
differences. While learning is “always embedded in the dynamics of particular systems
of social interaction” experiences are also “deeply singular, for no two children have
identical social histories” (Moll, 2002). Learning and development occur between
people and within individuals, meaning it is necessary to consider contextual, cognitive

and genetic factors (Elder, 1990).

In this chapter, and study, the importance of multiple perspectives is highlighted, with
case studies of precocious readers providing examples to illuminate the different
theoretical and learning perspectives. Figure 2 illustrates the way three theoretical
perspectives (social constructivism, cognitive constructivism and bioecological) link my
three domains of research interest (early childhood education, gifted education and
literacy). These three theoretical perspectives, and how they inform my study, are
explained in sections 2.1.1, 2.1.2 and 2.1.3. Other relevant issues and considerations,
such as assessment and advocacy, surround the Figure 2 model. At the centre of the

model are the children in my research, children who are precocious readers.

In this study I refer to social constructivism, cognitive constructivism and bioecological
as theoretical perspectives. It could be argued that the perspectives 1 use are contextual
and cognitive, and that cognitive constructivism, sociocultural® and bioecological are
theories within these two perspectives (Papalia, Olds & Feldman, 2004). However,
because the theoretical dimensions of the model in Figure 2 (social constructivism,
cognitive constructivsm and bioecological) significantly inform my own ideas about
learning, teaching, research design and analysis, I believe it is justified to refer to them

as theoretical perspectives.

¥ In this thesis, the term “sociocultural” is used only when discussing literature that uses this term.
Otherwise, I incorporate Vygotsky’s theories within my reference to the social constructivist theoretical
perspective, or broader contextual perspective. Section 2.1.1 elaborates this position.
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Figure 2. Research interests and theoretical perspectives: An overview.

2.1.1 Social constructivism

Vygotskian theories and perspectivies have been referred to as social constructionism
(Duran and Syzmanski, 1995), social constructivism, sociocultural (Papalia, Olds &
Feldman, 2004) dialetical constructivism and situated learning (Woolfolk, 1998).
Regardless of the label, these perspectives maintain Vygotsky’s (1978) focus on
learning as a social process of making meaning from the world, influenced by social and
cultural contexts. My selection of the term social constructivism, rather than
sociocultural, is deliberate in order to highlight the active construction of children’s
learning within social settings and the connections between Vygotskian and Piagetian

perspectives, which will be elaborated in section 2.1.2.

Vygotsky’s theories of human development and learning have been interpreted as
children actively constructing their view of the world by interacting with others

exploring their own environment (Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Edwards, 2003; Fleer,
Anning, & Cullen, 2004; McNaughton, 1995; Rogoff, 1990; Smith & Elley, 1994,
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1997). Marshall (1996a) positions “social constructivist and sociocultural approaches”
together because they take into account “the classroom, school, and larger cultural
contexts and the reciprocal interactions among these contexts as they affect the learning
process” (p. 237). Vygotsky’s theories relating to the zone of proximal development,
scaffolding9 and internalised language all link to my research and will be discussed in

more depth later in this chapter.

Vygotskian theory firmly asserts that adaptive learning begins through social
experience. However, interpretations that suggest that learning occurs only as a result of

external influence upon children may be challenged. Vygotsky himself (1962) stated:

Verbal thought appeared as a complex, dynamic entity, and the relation of thought within it as a
movement through a series of planes. Our analysis followed the process from the outermost to
the innermost plane. In reality, the development of verbal thought takes the opposite course:
from the motive which engenders a thought to the shaping of the thought, first in inner speech,
then in meanings of words, and finally in words. It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that
this is the only road from thought to word. The development may stop at any point in its
complicated course; an infinite variety of movements to and fro, of ways still unknown to us, is

possible. A study of these manifold variations lies beyond the scope of our present task. (p. 152)
The psychology of the individual is, according to Rohrkemper (1989) “a multiplicative
product” of social encounters (p. 147). Differences in social and instructional
environments, as experienced by students, are important to consider “because they not
only make demands on students, but they are also simultaneously sources of
empowerment as students internalise and mediate their experiences” (Rohrkemper,
1989, p. 154).

Contemporary interpretations of Vygotsky’s work have tended to focus on the critical
influences of social interaction and environment (Rogoff, 1990, 1998, 2003). Despite
subsequent interpretation of his work, Vygotsky never discounted the individual abilities
of learners; he recognised that both ecological and biological aspects are fundamental to
learning (Vygotsky, 1993a, 1993b; Wenger, 1985):

. Although the term scaffolding was introduced by Bruner, it effectively describes the Vygotskian
approach to facilitation and support, for example, assisting learners to learn within the zone of proximal
development.
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Within a general process of development, two qualitatively different lines of development,
differing in origin, can be distinguished: the elementary processes, which are of biological origin,
on the one hand, and the higher psychological functions, of sociocultural origin, on the other.
The history of child behaviour is born from the interweaving of these two lines. (Vygotsky, 1978,
p- 46)

Although learning is directly related to the course of child development, the two are never
accomplished in equal measure or in parallel. Development in children never follows school

learning the way a shadow follows the object that casts it. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 91)

New Zealander Stuart McNaughton (1995) applies Vygotsky’s concepts to a theory of
co-construction, stressing that children’s own mental constructions constantly interact
with those of his/her family and cultural group. New Zealanders Smith and Elley also
highlight the joint construction role of personal and social activity (1994, 1997). Social
constructivism is relevant to my study for two reasons. Firstly, it influences current
theory and practice with young children and is “impossible to ignore”. Secondly, and
more importantly, Vygotsky’s theories, and the work of contemporary Vygotksian
researchers, offer important perspectives. When mediated with the combined emphasis
of social and individual factors, social constructivism strongly influences my study with

precocious readers.

Social constructivism informs my study because of the focus on social interaction and
co-construction within this theoretical perspective. The participating children learn and
live in social contexts, interacting with other people. They are talked to, read to,
listened to, played with and supported. It is important that these aspects are

acknowledged in the study.

2.1.2 Cognitive constructivism

The case study approach of this study acknowledges the importance of individual
children’s thinking, and is influenced by a post-Piagetian perspective. Construction of
knowledge “in an individual’s mind” (Marshall, 1996, p. 30) is relevant to this study of

precocious readers because of their independent thinking and learning.



24

One of the common critiques of Piaget is that he overly-focussed on the individual and
gave insufficient credence to context. Yet Piaget’s original work, while interested in the
individual, does acknowledge that individuals are within a social context. Piaget’s
earlier work also acknowledged interdependence:
That is, that adaptation — intellectual and biological, hence adaptation of intelligence to ‘things’
as well as of the organism to its ‘environment’ — always consists in a balance between
accommodation and assimilation. ... To put it still differently, the object only exists, with regard
to knowledge, in its relations with the subject ... The object is not a ‘known quantity’ but the
result of a construction. Now this interaction of intelligent activity and experience finds its
counterpart, on the biological plane, in a necessary interaction between the organism and the
environment. ... Consquently there is interdependence between the organism and the entire
universe, on the one hand, objectively, because the former results from the latter while
completing and transforming it, on the other hand subjectively, because the adaptation of the
mind to experience presupposes an activity which enters as a component into the play of

objective relationships. (Piaget, 1953, p. 375)

Piaget remains known as one of the key theorists in educational psychology, despite
criticism for a rigid stage model, underestimation of children’s abilities, and some
methodological approaches. Even texts that focus on Vygotskian perspectives tend to
spend considerable time discussing the contribution of Piaget. Post-Piagetians accept
criticism of the structural aspect of stage theory, but instead focus on the constructivist
elements of Piagets’ work: generation, elaboration, and revision (Inagaki, 1992).

McNaughton (1995) summarises part of Piaget’s contribution to education:
Another legacy of Piaget’s work is the idea that learning takes place as children confront and
solve problems. They act on problems in that they are motivated to make sense of their worlds,
to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty, and to become more expert in their immediate

environments. (p. 13)

Fleer (1995) reminds us that “socially constructed learning views learning as not simply
being constructed independently by the child, but in conjunction with the adult through

scaffolding” (p. 27, italics added). This comment also acknowledges that some learning
is constructed independently by children. Understanding chidren’s cognitive abilities is

an important aspect of reading education (Perfetti, 1995). Cognitive constructivism
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supports understanding of independent learning, while acknowledging social contexts; it

is for this reason that cognitive constructivism informs this study of precocious readers.

In addition, because individual and intellectual elements are sometimes ignored in
contemporary early childhood literature, an overt reference to the cognitive
constructivist perspective within this study helps to mediate a more balanced
perspective. This study proposes that individuals play a key role in learning; many
young children are read to and socially supported, but only a few children precociously
learn to read. This suggests that, while the social and contextual elements are important,

individual child characteristics influence the extent of individual achievement.

2.1.3 Bioecological perspectives

Bronfenbrenner is most well known for his model of the ecological environment as “a
set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls” (1979, p. 3).
Bronfenbrenner’s theory proposes that development occurs through interaction between
a developing person and the surrounding, inter-connecting systems of influence
(microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, chronosystem). The theory has a
strong influence on current education practice owing to acknowledgement of critical
contexts of influence for children and communities. However, the hub of
Bronfenbrenner’s model needs to be equally highlighted: the individual. Not only do

systems influence individuals; individuals also influence systems.

One contemporary researcher who seeks to connect biological and social aspects of
literacy learning is Kathleen Roskos. She notes that, although unintended, the
ecological lens may result in “losing sight of the individual as a contributor to context
creation” (Roskos, 2000):

Traditionally, interaction has been treated under the more inclusive category of environment in
developmental research with two less than fortunate consequences. It has tended to cut the

individual’s contribution out of considerations of context, emphasizing more so what is done to
the individual in terms of environmental ‘press’ (Serpell, 1993). It has also underestimated the
profound ways processes are affected by the biopsychological characteristics of the developing

person as well as changes in human activity over time. (Roskos, 2000, pp. 128-9).
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The bioecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), as opposed to the earlier
contextual ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), seeks to ensure that both person
characteristics and social context are considered. For example, Roskos (2000) states,
“genetic beginnings do not determine developmental ends. This is not to underestimate
the power of innate knowledge structures, however. Nature certainly provides humans a
‘leg up’ in cognition; supplying biological assists that guide attention to relevant
environmental inputs” (p. 128). This contemporary discussion of the bioecological
model aligns the theory to aspects of Wilson’s (1975) sociobiological theory. Wilson’s
(1975) consideration of predispositions for learning and social adaptation means the
sociobiological theory also relates to my study. Bioecological theory is more frequently
cited in contemporary early childhood and literacy literature than sociobiological theory.
My interpretation of bioecological theory in this study is informed by Roskos (2000)

and has a broader application than solely ecological.

Neither a psychological nor an ecological model fully illuminates interaction between
children’s minds and play. Assessment of metalinguistic verb use, for example, may
explain little without understanding of context. On the other hand, “the preoccupation
with what children were doing — their behaviours — overlooked their mind, that is, what
they were thinking and learning. We obtained description after description . . . but lost
sight of the developing child” (Roskos, 2000, p. 133). The bioecological approach
provides a lens through which to examine cognitive and contextual influences on

literacy learning, both of which are important.

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci’s (1994) perspective can also be described as constructivist.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) referred to “the child’s evolving construction of reality” (p. 11).
The bioecological theory has been described as “another attempt to integrate cognition
and context, taking into account what happens both inside and outside the head”
(Sternberg, 1990, p. 283). This integration of cognitive and contextual perspectives is

why the bioecological approach fits well with my research philosophy.
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The bioecological perspective informs this study with precocious readers because of the
balanced emphasis of dimensions: individual and social, psychological and ecological,
cognitive and contextual. This study proposes that these aspects must be holistically
considered. The bioecological approach essentially integrates elements of the social

constructivist and cognitive constructivist perspectives outlined earlier in this chapter.

2.1.4 Constructivism and Connection between Perspectives

The preceding discussion shows that both Vygotsky and Piaget were constructivists.
Bruner noted that both Piaget and Vygotsky were “full of awe at the cognitive
constructions of the growing child” (as cited in Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 24). There is
no single contructivist perspective or theory of learning. Cole and Wertsch (1996) assert
that the perspectives of both Piaget and Vygotsky are still useful, and are

complementary rather than contradictory.

Despite differences, many constructivists agree on four characteristics that influence
learning, according to Eggen and Kauchak (2004). Constructivism is characterised by
beliefs that a) learners construct understanding that makes sense to them, b) new
learning depends on current understanding, ¢) social interaction facilitates learning, and

d) the most meaningful learning occurs within real world tasks (Mayer, 1996).

Figure 3 illustrates the two major forms of constructivism: cognitive and social.
Although the figure illustrates some differences in perspective, my rationale for
including it is also to illustrate the commonalities. For example, the cognitive
constructivist perspective includes acknowledgement that children learn through
interaction with others and the environment. The social constructivist perspective
focuses on children learning in collaboration with others through the social/cultural
setting. Each of the perspectives shares constructivist acknowledgement of social,
ecological and individual factors. These factors provide important consideration for

precocious readers, and therefore form key aspects of this study.
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Cognitive constructivism
Endogenous Constructivism
(Piaget)

Social constructivism
Dialectical Constructivism
Situated Learning (Vygotsky)

How is Changing body of knowledge that | Knowledge is embedded in culture and
knowledge is individually constructed in a cultural symbols. Always changing. Built on
viewed? social world. Built on what the what participants contribute and construct
learner brings. together, mutually constructed with others.
What is Active construction of knowledge | Internal use of cultural symbols; collaborative
learning? and reconstruction of prior construction of socially and culturally defined
knowledge. knowledge, concepts and values.
How do you Multiple opportunities and diverse | By co-constructing knowledge and concepts
learn? processes to connect to what is with others and then internalising this
already known. Exploring and knowledge. Socially constructed opportunites.
making sense of the environment.
Where do you In interaction with others and the | In collaboration with others through the
learn? environment. social/cultural setting.

What is the role
of the learner in
the learning

To actively construct their own
understandings and meanings. To
actively think, explain, interpret,

Social apprenticeship; to actively co-construct
knowledge and concepts with self and others,
negotiating meaning. Explainer, reformulator,

process? question and generate. Active interpreter, questioner, thinker, co-generator,

construction (within mind). co-constructor, reformulator, social
participant.

What motivates | Being a sense-maker and Being a sense-maker, problem-solver and

the learner? problem-solver socially appropriate member of collective.

What is Performance: explanation of Performance: explanation of reasoning, social

evidence of reasoning. performance over multiple sites. Assessment

learning? Ongoing assessment. ongoing, multiple sites. Process of inquiry.

Process of inquiry.

Socially competent participation in collective.

What are the
key motivators?

Self-development, competence

Collective and individual development
through collaboration.

What is

Challenging and guiding thinking

Co-construct knowledge with students.

teaching? toward more complete

understanding.
What is the role | To facilitate and guide the learner | To collaborate, co-construct, co-participate,
of the teacher? | (guide on the side). mediate, and guide by sharing expertise and

understanding (actuator of learning).

What are the Facilitating opportunities to Scaffolding, co-constructing, guiding,

main methods engage with materials, ideas and modeling and listening. Construct with

of teaching? others, asking open questions. students opportunities for interacting with
meaningful ideas, materials, others.

What is the key | To construct new knowledge and | To create new knowledge and learn strategies

role of early learn strategies for ongoing for lifelong learning. To support children in

childhood learning. becoming fully capable and competent

education? members of society, with expanding

repertoires of appropriate ways of interacting.

What is the role
of peers?

Not necessary, but can stimulate
thinking and raise questions.

Ordinary part of the process of knowledge
construction.

Based on The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand (2003, pp. 59-60); Woolfolk (1998, p. 281); Wink &
Putney (2002, pp. 33-34).

Figure 3. Two perspectives of constructivism.
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Constructivism has often been “misunderstood and misinterpreted” (Eggen & Kauchak,
2004). For example, guiding children to discover concepts and ideas themselves does
not mean that teachers cannot also inform, support or advise. Constructivism is a theory
of learning rather than a specific teaching strategy. Whether particular teaching
strategies are effective partly depends upon the skill of the teacher and the needs of the
child. This study includes the role of teachers, parents and peers as well as individual

learners.

Piaget (1972a) clarifies constructivist cognitive processing by individuals of social and

environmental experiences,
I would like to say a final word on the role of experience. It is clear there is an undeniable role
played by experience in cognitive development; however, the influence of experience has not
resulted in a conception of knowledge as a simple copy of outside reality. In external experience,
knowledge is always the product of the interaction between assimiliation and accomodations;

i.e., on equilibrium between the subject and the objects on which the knowledge rests. (p. 8)

2.2 Precocious Readers

Precocious readers are a group of young children who have specific literacy, linguistic
and self-regulatory skills. They differ from other readers in terms of fluency, voracity
and engagement. Parents assert that precocious reading appears “spontaneously” and is
led by the child. Key research by Thompson and Fletcher-Flinn (1993; Fletcher—Flinn
& Thompson, 2000) points to induced or implicit understandings gained as a result of
earlier book experiences. The role of parents as facilitators of shared book experiences
and literacy conversations is therefore critical to consider. Within the literature on
precocious readers, three particular dynamics that influence the development of
precocious reading are highlighted: social support, self-regulation and spontaneous
learning. Individual characteristics and innate ability are also critical. Use of case
studies and parent interviews in this study maintains a focus on the individual children
and their families and peers rather than on strategies. The study will further add to the
literature through its early years focus, primarly in early childhood and including the

first few months of primary school.
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In this section of the chapter, precocious readers will be defined and described, and links
to gifted education discussed. Three particular aspects of learning will then be explored,
illustrating learning competencies of precocious readers: acquisition of literacy skills,

language, and metalinguistic competency.

2.2.1 Definition and Description

Writing within the United States’ context, Jackson, Donaldson and Cleland (1988) state
that precocious readers can be identified because they “have made substantial progress
in reading comprehension before entering first grade”, and their achievement is
important because “these children have had little or no exposure to standard reading
instruction” (p. 234). Although Jackson and Klein (1997) define “young children” as
ranging in age from approximately 2 to 6 years, other researchers have discussed
precocious readers as being 3- to 5-year-old children. In New Zealand, children
generally begin school, and “formal instruction” on their fifth birthday, so precocious
readers in New Zealand would therefore normally be no older than 4 years old. The
children in my research were all aged 4 at the time I met them, but parents reported that

they had begun to read at a much younger age.

Jackson, Donaldson and Cleland (1988) surmise that, because precocious readers have
had little or no exposure to standard reading instruction, their individual strengths and
weaknesses may be clearer than those of older readers. This premise is not only useful
for analysing particular reading sub-skills and strategies, but also more general self-
regulatory strategies and skills. Because precocious readers have not yet entered school,
abilities will have been developed primarily within home and early childhood contexts.
Therefore, this study on precocious readers provides a particular opportunity to consider

self-regulation in the early years.

Several researchers have examined particular skills and strategies of precocious readers,
including phonological decoding skills (Henderson, Jackson, & Mukamal, 1993) and
phonological recoding based on sublexical relations (Fletcher-Flinn & Thompson,

2000). Verbal ability, auditory short-term memory span, and name retrieval speed have
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been correlated both with reading ability and disability (Jackson & Myers, 1982). The
key case studies of Anbar (1986), Clark (1982) and Durkin (1966), however,
investigated the broader impact of environment, motivation, social support and

scaffolding for precocious readers.

Children’s diverse strengths and interests mean that literacy learning is an individual
learning process (Clay, 1996; Daneman, 1991; Fehrenbach, 1994). However, the young
fluent readers in Clark’s (1982) study shared strength in verbal rather than non-verbal
aspects of tests, and all had additional characteristics. These included: good auditory
discrimination, cognitive skills to grasp the nature of the task quickly, interest in tasks
and word games, motivation to sustain concentration on task without distraction, clear
articulation, extensive vocabularies, and fine discrimination evident through reading. In
addition Clark notes her group to be “well adjusted” with “powers of concentration” and
self-sufficiency. The most striking feature found by Jackson and Klein (1997) and
Jackson and Roller (1993) was a tendency to read very rapidly. Jackson (1988) groups
the subskills within a hierarchical model. Precocious reading is perceived to be a
superordinate general factor with three specific factors linked. These are decoding and
word identification skills, text reading speed and accuracy, and the ability to make
inferences from context. Widdowson, Moore, and Dixon (1999) suggest that voracity
and fluency indicate that reading is not just an academic activity, but demonstrates the
“purely pleasurable aspects of reading” (p. 215). These aspects were considered in my

selection of research methods and affirmed in my results.

Descriptions of precocious readers link to the factors influenced by notions of self-
regulated learning, which will be discussed later in this chapter; precocious readers
appear to have a clearly established self-concept, motivation, cognitive and
metacognitive skills. Strength in linguistic processing aligns to Vygotskian and
Piagetian perspectives, highlighting thought and language (Piaget, 1959; Vygotsky,
1962). Self-concept and motivation are aspects of self-regulation that link to the
affective dimension of precocious readers. Precocious readers are reported to have

voracious appetites for reading (Anderson, Tollefson, & Gilbert, 1985), particular
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responsiveness (Jackson & Roller, 1993), passionate motivation (Anderson, Tollefson,
& Gilbert, 1985; Margrain, 1998), and be completely involved in the reading experience
(Margrain, 1998; Wigfield, 1997).

Jackson and Roller (1993) note, “No formula for creating a precocious reader has been
identified by researchers” (p. xviii). What has been consistently noted in the literature is
that precocious readers play an active role in initiating and extending their literacy
learning (Teale & Jeffries, 1982). According to Jackson and Roller (1993), “the most
sophisticated precocious readers are children who have driven their parents and teachers
to keep up with them” (p. 32). Anbar (1986) affirms that children are the critical
“success factors”, with parents responding to their children’s interest in reading rather
than deliberately teaching. In Clark’s (1976) study, parents repeatedly asserted that the
children created the conditions for their own success; the children were insistent on
reading activities, not the parents. These research perspectives validate my own

research position in this study.

Although they can demonstrate, model and facilitate, adults cannot actually “teach”
children how to read and write if they are not ready (Weaver, 1994) in the same way that
an infant cannot be taught to make sentences. The child interacts with the supports, both
people and the environment, in order to develop and regulate their learning. Thus,
precocious reading is considered as “self-taught” or “self-learned” to varying degrees
because of the role of the child in the process (Backman, 1983; Fletcher-Flinn &
Thompson, 2000; Henderson, Jackson & Mukamal, 1993).

The “natural” process of the reading development of precocious readers (Anbar, 1986;
Henderson, Jackson & Mukamal, 1993; Smith & Elley, 1997) “develops within each
child as a result of something internal to him or her” (Anbar, 1986, p. 78). Learning to
read spontaneously is validated by reports that, in some instances, precocious reading
appears with complete surprise to the parents. Some parents also expressed

“bewilderment and even embarrassment” (Clark, 1982, p. 49). Others wanted to hide
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their children’s reading achievement because they feared (and received!) negative

reactions from others (Clark, 1982; Margrain, 1988).

2.2.2 Links to giftedness

Jackson and Roller (1993) deftly reply to the question: “Are precocious readers gifted?”
with the retort, “It depends what you mean by ‘gifted’ and what you mean by ‘reading’”.
Precocious reading is moderately associated with general intelligence. Nearly half of
Terman’s 1925 highly gifted students learned to read before beginning school (Jackson,
1988; Tresize, 1978). However, some highly intelligent children do not read early, and
some precocious readers achieve only average or even subnormal scores on general
intelligence tests (Jackson, 1988). The IQ mean of Jackson’s 1992 precocious readers
was 130, meaning that half of the sample would not have been eligible for gifted
programmes based on the intelligence test criterion (Jackson & Roller, 1993). Careful
consideration and justification is required before intelligence tests are used with young
children (Bracken & Walker, 1997; Harrison, Flanagan & Genshaft, 1997). In my
study, I did not include IQ testing.

Precocious reading is, however, recognised as a gifted behaviour and the child is
considered to demonstrate gifted performance. Jackson and Roller (1993, p. 33) note,
“By definition, any precocious reader has passed a major developmental milestone at an
unusually early age. The United States’ Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Student
Education Act of 1988 recognises beginning to read early as an instance of high
performance capability in a specific academic field (Jackson & Roller, 1993). Key New
Zealander educationalist Hill (1977) focused on performance with his assertion that
“gifted is as gifted does”. The performance perspective can, however, mean children
who have potential or ability, but who choose not to “perform” are not identified.

Ericsson and Charness (1994) continued the emphasis on “expert performance”.

Sternberg (1990) suggests that gifted “performance” should have four facets. The
performance should be (i) excellent related to age peers, (ii) rare among peers, (iii)

demonstrable on a reliable and valid assessment instrument, productive, and (iv) have
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societal value. These factors can all be applied to precocious reading behaviour in
Western societies. Level of performance can be considered precocious in terms of
development (slope) or ultimate level (asymptote), with precocious reading identified in
part by virtue of exceptional timing (Sternberg & Davidson, 1985). Sternberg, Ferrari,
Clinkenbeard and Grigorenko (1996) reinforce the criterion of rarity for gifted children.

The criterion of rarity has clear relevance to precocious readers, who are identifiable
because of their exceptionality (Morelock, 2000) or “abnormal” skill (Pressley, 1998).
Jackson (1992) suggests Durkins’s 1976 estimate of the prevalence of precocious
readers as being between 1 and 3.5% of the population is still an appropriate figure and
links to findings in my study. Rarity of precocious reading and of self-regulation in
learners under 4 or 5 years of age appears to be generally acknowledged (Biemiller &

Meichenbaum, 1992; Jackson & Biemiller, 1985; Pressley, 1998).

Performance behaviours that typify gifted students include advanced vocabularies, the
ability to think abstractedly (Hotere, 1998; Moltzen, 1996c), intellectual creativity
(Cropley, 1993a, 1993b) higher academic self-concepts (Chapman & Tunmer, 1995),
verbal fluency and self-reflective problem solving (Jackson & Klein, 1997). These
gifted behaviours match the descriptors of precocious readers. In Hanlon’s (1982)
study, teachers defined superior readers by describing reading abilities, language skill,
and interest and attitudes. These specific abilities and motivation also link to behaviours

of self-regulated learners, as will be discussed in section 2.3.

Outcomes for generally gifted students and “spontaneous” precious readers can be
similar. Although “taught” readers tend to even out by the age of 8 years (Hendy-
Harris, 1990; Jackson & Klein, 1997), “naturally occurring” precocious readers appear
to maintain their advantage (Durkin, 1976; Jackson, 1988; Jackson & Klein, 1997; Juel,
1991). Unfortunately, “boredom” is a catch phrase when the school experiences of able
readers are reported (Clark, 1982; Hendy-Harris, 1990; Margrain, 1998). As they do
with most gifted children, schools can find it challenging to support the needs of able

readers.
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Gifted students have been described with a variety of terms. These include children
with special abilities (McAlpine, 1996), children with exceptional abilities (Cathcart
1994), bright buttons (Hotere, 1998), able (George, 1990, 1997), and gifted and talented
(Colangelo & Davis, 1997; Davis & Rimm, 1994). Even precocious readers have had
varying terms, including young fluent readers (Clark 1982), young early readers
(Stainthorp & Hughes, 1998, 1999) and young able readers (Margrain 1998).
Regardless of the label, or the concept of giftedness, it is important to consider the

individual child. This consideration influences the research approach to this study.

2.2.3 Acquisition of Literacy Skill

The field of emergent literacy recognises that literacy development begins at least at
birth (Jackson & Roller, 1993; Nicholson, 2000; Pressley, 1998; Sulzby & Teale, 1991).
Sulzby and Teale (1991) note, “in a literate society, young children . . . are in the
process of becoming literate”, with the child viewed as “an active constructor of
concepts” (p. 728). Thus, all children are on an emergent reading continuum and do not
begin to learn to read only when they start school. Precocious readers are not “learning

to read”; they can read competently.

Although the reading acquisition process is accelerated in precocious readers, it does not
appear to be to be in any way different from the process for conventional readers. It can
be argued that all readers use self-regulated learning. The assumption in much of the
literature appears to be that precocious readers, by virtue of their early acquisition of
skills and strategies, are particularly effective as self-regulated learners. The process of
reading acquisition is viewed theoretically as a series of stages (Anbar 1986; Bus & van
IJzendoorn, 1995; Juel 1991; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Concepts of stages inevitably
mean that there are links between models and theories, particularly to Piaget (Juel,
1991). However, Jackson and Klein (1997) pertinently remind us that there is no “right”

way of learning to read.
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Fluency and rapid decoding were noted earlier as characteristics of precocious readers.
The relevance of this particular skill to reading acquisition is that fluent readers are able
to employ decoding processes in an “automatic” approach, without requiring conscious
attention (Juel, 1991). As fluent readers, they can deploy their attention selectively
(Juel, 1991). Fletcher-Flinn and Thompson (2000) describe the automatic reading of
several precociously reading children. Kimio, for example, read unfamiliar words
quickly, without sounding out individual letters or phonemes. Patel and Patterson
(1982) also reported a limited degree of “sounding out” combined with accurate word
recognition for their sample of kindergarten precocious readers. They suggested that the
skills involved in word attack were acquired automatically as a result of familiarity with

spelling patterns common to words that the child had experienced seeing in print.

2.2.4 Language, Learning and Literacy

The importance of speech in thinking, and organisation of thinking, has been a crucial
tenet of Vygotsky and other soviet researchers (Pressley, 1998). Language is a critical
example of socially interactive learning that subsequently becomes internalised.
Vygotsky recognised the relevance of internal speech for planning, problem solving and
inner control (Vygotsky, 1966, 1978, 1993a, 1993b). It is also recognised that both
language ability and learning are important components of cognitive development

(Piaget, 1953, 1959; Sternberg & Davidson, 1985).

Unsurprisingly, children who are good readers tend to score well on measures of
language proficiency, such as vocabulary tests (Hemphill & Snow, 1996) and rhyming
skill (Bryant, Bradley, Maclean & Crossland, 1989). Stanovich (1986) notes “a
reciprocal bootstrapping interaction between vocabulary and reading” (p. 379). The
“cumulative advantage phenomenon” (commonly referred to as “The Matthew Effect™)
is presented as being “almost inextricably embedded within the developmental course of
reading progress” (Stanovich, 1986, p. 381). Mastery of oral language is presented as
“one of the most critical factors in a child’s success in reading” (Jackson & Roller,
1993). However, although reading precocity and achievement in tests of “verbal

intelligence” are related (Jackson, 1988; Jackson & Roller, 1993), verbal precocity is
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neither necessary nor sufficient for precocity in reading and verbal precocity is not, on
its own, a guarantee of high phonological awareness (Healy, 1982). My selection of
research methods in this study included consideration of expressive and receptive
vocabulary, but did not measure verbal “intelligence” or specific phonological

awareness tests.

Children’s home context and community are an important influence on children’s
learning. Four home factors are repeatedly associated with early conventional reading.
These are availability of printed materials, reading modelled by adults, accessibility of
writing materials, and positive feedback provided to children as they read and write
(Pressley, 1998; Sulzby & Teale, 1991).

One way in which parents support their children’s language and literacy development is
through storybook reading. Reading aloud often establishes routines and develops
language skills, print awareness and reading comprehension (Arnold & Whitehurst,
1994; Chomsky, 1972; DeBaryshe, 1995; Pressley, 1998; Sulzby & Teale, 1991).
Strong language skills, print awareness and comprehension are correlated with children
having been read to (DeBaryshe, 1995). However, it is inferactive storybook reading
that is most effective (Nicholson, 2000). As Pressley (1998) clearly states, “Not all
storybook reading is ideal; the quality of storybook reading very much affects a child’s
cognitive development” (p. 2). Critical components of this cognitive development have
been variously described as linguistic awareness (Backman, 1983), verbal intelligence
(Jackson & Klein, 1997; Tunmer 1990), metalinguistic awareness (Pratt & Grieve,
1984a, 1984b) metalinguistic ability (Gombert, 1992; Herriman & Myhill, 1984;
Tunmer & Grieve, 1984; Tunmer & Herriman, 1984; Tunmer, Herriman, & Nesdale,

1988) and linguistic skill.

It is the responsiveness of the interactions rather than simply the number of interactions
that is critical (Jackson & Roller, 1993). Optimal storybook reading is interactive, with
frequent questions (particularly open-ended questions), responsiveness and feedback at

children’s contributions, rich discussions and animated conversations (DeBaryshe, 1995;
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Jackson & Roller, 1993; Pressley, 1998). Considerable talk between adults and children
is positively associated with early reading success according to Jackson and Roller
(1993). At times, talking may exceed reading in a shared book experience. Types of
talk include directing, responding, discussing, recounting, sharing and inviting; thus
linking cognitive and affective domains (Jackson & Roller, 1993; Pressley, 1998;
Sulzby & Teale 1991).

In “ideal” situations, parents respond to the child’s lead, and allow the child to set the
pace (Anbar, 1986; Jackson & Roller, 1993; Weiss, 1985). Moss (1992) has highlighted
the connection between early interaction and metacognitive development of gifted
preschoolers. Brenna’s (1995) research on five early readers also noted the importance
of responsive interactions. In Brenna’s research, “The caregivers of the five children
seem to have facilitated the development of metacognitive strategies through scaffolding

activities as well as providing good models of language” (p. 60).

Even more important than reading skill is fostering the love of reading (Baker, Scher &
Mackler, 1996). Bus and van IJzendoorn (1995) present the assumption that reading is
“evoked by the pleasure of sharing a book with the parent” (p. 998). Ensuring both high
interest and cognitive challenge is necessary (Jackson & Roller, 1993). Part of the
interest factor relates to the importance of book choice (Jackson & Roller, 1993). As
the children’s age, knowledge and experience changes, social interaction and support
also change (Snow, 1994; Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Interactive reading ensures that as the
child’s capabilities develop they take over more of the interaction. Eventually,
internalisation of skills developed within the interactive experience results in the child’s
independent functioning with books. Storybook reading is therefore a powerful example
of scaffolding (Baker, Scher & Mackler, 1996; Pressley, 1998).

The literature in this section highlights that parent perspectives on storybook reading are
important aspects of research for a full understanding of the emergence of reading in
general, and for precocious readers. Even when children have reportedly spontaneously

learnt to read (without being taught), they did so within an environment of particular
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social interactions. This study gathers information from parents about family reading,

social support and key contexts as well as tests of the children’s ability.

2.2.5 Metalinguistic factors

Metalinguistic awareness refers to the ability to play with, and think about, language and
to think about it as a system (Bowey, 1988; Tunmer & Bowey, 1984). Metalinguistic
awareness involves knowledge of the grammatical and pragmatic rules of language, and
of the component sounds or phonemes (Nicholson, 1999; Tunmer & Bowey, 1984).
There are four general types of metalinguistic ability. Tunmer and colleagues (Tunmer
& Bowey, 1984; Tunmer & Chapman, 1993; Tunmer & Herriman, 1984; Tunmer,
Herriman & Nesdale, 1988) note the types of metalinguistic ability to be syntactic,
phonological, word and pragmatic awareness. The active nature of metalinguistic
ability is evident in definitions of each type. Phonological awareness, for example,
involves reflection and manipulation of phonemic speech segments, and syntactic
awareness involves the “deliberate use of language prediction skills” (Tunmer, 1989, p.
10). Tunmer and Bowey (1984) viewed the types of metalinguistic awareness as
operating on four levels — phonemic, word, form and pragmatic awareness. All forms of

metalinguistic awareness are important components of becoming literate.

Metalinguistic awareness is of particular importance to research involving precocious
readers owing to the child’s thinking and development of insights, and also
demonstration of active engagement. Tunmer (1990) notes, “Metalinguistic operations
require the ability to decenter, that is to shift attention from message content to the
properties of language used to convey content” (p. 111). The higher level metacognitive
operations such as decentration and control processing are considered necessary to the
development of both metalinguistic ability and concrete operational thought (Tunmer,
1990). Ehri (1991a, 1991b; Ehri & Wilce, 1985) affirms the position that reading
acquisition facilitates phonological awareness. However, not all readers are equally
skilled in metalinguistic awareness. A minimum level of metalinguistic competence is
obviously required in order to be a reader, but competent readers would presumably be

able to demonstrate greater skill in this area.
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The metalinguistic skills developed by competent readers do not necessarily need to be
explicitly understood by them. Implicit knowledge and induced understanding is
hypothesised by Fletcher-Flinn and Thompson (2000) to be more critical. Development
of implicit and induced theories strongly link to self-regulation, as will be discussed
further in section 2.3.1. Cognitive and metacognitive skills are clearly related. Self-
concept and motivation can also be justified as factors of relevance to metalinguistic
internalisation. Fletcher-Flinn and Thompson (2000) note the additional dimension of
context and parental support as being relevant to the three precocious readers whom
they discuss in depth. Development of an internal lexical base from which induced
sublexical relations (ISRs) can be derived may be facilitated through “extensive practice
in contextual (book) reading with support from their parents” (Thompson, 2000, p. 202).
In other words, metalinguistic ability fits within a multi-dimensional perspective of
literacy acquisition, related to self-regulated learning and social context. In this study
with precocious readers, metalinguistic skills were not specifically probed, but implicit

knowledge, induced understandings, self-regulation and social support were considered.

2.3  Individualistic Learning Perspectives

This section considers learning within individuals. Self-regulation is defined and then
linked to the process of learning. Metacognition and “self-scaffolding”, as deliberate
self-directed learning processes, are discussed. Related discussion on motivation,
learning dispositions and “spontaneous” or unexplained learning will follow in later
sections. The discussion provides broader consideration and explanation of some of the
concepts introduced in the previous section on precocious readers. Self-regulation,
motivation and spontaneous learning are not characteristics exclusive to precocious

readers. The case studies may clarify the concepts for broader consideration of learning.

2.3.1 Self-regulation
A discussion of self-regulation is important because social environments and individual
cognition are linked through the process of learner internalisation (Rohrkemper, 1989).

Bruner (1988) notes “the existence of a crucial match between a support system in the
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social environment and an acquisition process in the learner” (p. 93). Viewing self-
regulation as a process rather than a concrete skill relates to individual empowerment
(Rohrkemper, 1989). Self-regulation necessitates competence with cognitive and
metacognitive sub-skills, but, as a general over-arching concept, it relates to
internalisation and engagement (McCombs, 1989; Rohrkemper, 1989; Zimmerman,
1989, 1994). The importance of self-regulation is that individuals are not merely
replicating taught behaviours, but are able to show “adaptive learning — the facility to
take charge of one’s self and one’s learning” (Rohrkemper, 1989, p. 148). Self-
regulated learners can be distinguished from other learners through “their perception of
academic learning as something they do for themselves rather than something that is
done to or for them. They . . . become controllers rather than victims of their learning
experiences” (Zimmerman, 1998, p. 1). Ridley (1991) asserts that antecedent attitudes,
intentions and goals are as important as observations of behaviour in developing an

accurate picture of self-regulatory capacity.

An important component of self-regulation is the notion that learners actively play a role
in their own learning. Ridley (1991) refers to self-regulation as “the extent to which the
student is an active agent in his or her own learning process cognitively, motivationally
and behaviorally” (p. 32). It is also viewed as “an ongoing interactive process” (Ridley
1991, p. 34). The notion of active participation links to McCombs’ (1989)
phenomenological examination of the role of the “self” in self-regulation. Corno (1989)
similarly considers that a definition of self-regulated learning needs to include “an effort
put forth by students” (p. 111). This was illustrated by the reporting of the parents of

precocious readers that their children “took the lead”.

In describing “active learners”, Stuart McNaughton (1995) refers to their actions as
strategic (adaptable and flexible), regulated (controlled) and knowledgeable. The
concept of self-regulated learning presented in this review is broad enough not to be
seen merely as part of the function of being an “active learner”, but synonymous with it.

Elsewhere in contemporary research, similar perspectives of the active, skilled and
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empowered learner describe “strategic learners” (Cullen, 1998) and “the autonomous
learner” (Betts, 1985, 1992; Davis & Rimm, 1996).

Although all young children learn “actively”, some children are more focused,
independent and knowledgeable (Kanevsky, 1992). Many of the children in Clarke’s
(1982) study of precocious readers “seemed well able to absorb themselves in activities
with a high level of concentration . . . were self-sufficient enough to occupy themselves

... [and were] described as “tending to do things on their own” by parents and teachers
(p. 42).

During observations of New Zealand children at indoor and outdoor play in early
childhood settings (Cullen, 1998), strategic early childhood learners were characterised
by a number of behaviours. These include persistence, use of alternative strategies to
extend activities, use of self-directing language, use of and response to language that
directs others, purposeful use of resources, use of adults and peers as resources. Higher
order strategies observed in early childhood by Neuman and Roskos (1997) similarly
included seeking information, correcting and giving feedback to others, self-correcting,
checking a product against a standard, and gathering up resources before beginning a
task. Early childhood programmes are able to provide meaningful contexts in which

children are able to practise self-regulatory skills, according to Cullen (1998).

Biemiller and Meichenbaum (1992) define self-regulated learners and strategic learners
as high achieving children who demonstrate “mature” use of mature metacognitive
abilities. Pintrich and de Groot (1990) argue that there are three important aspects of
self-regulated learning: metacognitive strategies, management and control of effort on
learning tasks, and actual cognitive strategies. Paris and Byrnes (1989) add a fourth
dimension (1989) referring to a “general, over-arching theory of self-regulation, which
is composed of four component theories: self, effort, academic tasks, and instrumental
strategies” (p. 174). These four factors are correlated to early reading acquisition and

thus relevant to studies of precocious readers.
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Henderson and Cunningham (1994) suggest, “The acquisition of self-regulation skills is
not distinct from the development of other higher order conceptual knowledge” (p. 256).

They further clarify a sociocultural connection of self-regulation, stating:
From a Vygotskian perspective, self-regulation includes the co-ordinated exercise of several
higher mental functions, such as memory, analysis, evaluation, synthesis, and planning, forming
a psychological system within the context of interaction ... individual knowledge constructed

within social context ... within the sociocultural perspective. (p. 256)

Research investigating how learners acquire the capacity to self-regulate learning is
grounded in varying paradigms. Operant views focus on external factors,
phenomenological views consider self-concept, self-worth and self-perceptions, social
cognitive views consider learning, volitional views examine the ability to commit,
cognitive constructivist views highlight Piagetian developmental changes, and
Vygotskian views discuss internalisation (Zimmerman, 1989). Each of these paradigms

provides valuable perspectives, with a holistic approach influencing this study’s design.

Self-regulated learning involves the learner in systematically orienting skills and
behaviours toward learning goals (Schunk, 1989). Goal-directed cognitive activities that
demonstrate self-regulated learning processes include: attending to instruction,
processing and integrating knowledge, rehearsing, believing in capability and
anticipating outcomes (Schunk, 1989), elaboration, organising, monitoring, goal-setting,
persistence (Pintrich & de Groot, 1990), selecting, planning, modifying/constructing,
and implementing and evaluating tasks (Biemiller, Shany, Inglis, & Meichenbaum,
1998). The behaviours of strategic learners can be observed as being focused, task-
specific, flexible, adaptable, generative and generalisable, deployed in different settings,
with different people, resources and content (McNaughton, 1995). These various
behaviours and processes are all pertinent to precocious readers, as able learners in the

domain-specific area of reading.

2.3.2 Metacognition
Metacognition has been described as “thinking about thinking”, and referred to by

Papalia, Olds and Feldman (2004) as “awareness of what is going on in one’s own



mind” (p. 331). Metacognition involves both awareness of and use of cognitive
strategies, such as rehearsal, visualisation, elaboration and organisation, and regulatory
learning strategies, such as goal setting, planning, monitoring and self-testing about
thinking and learning strategies, including interest, attention, preoccupation,
visualisation, prediction and cues (Alexander & Schwanenflugel, 1994; Flavell, 1979;
Garcia & Pintrich, 1994, Siegler, 1998). It has been suggested that most children
between the ages of 7 and 11 years develop understanding that their their own thoughts
can interfere with the ability to attend to a message (Miller & Weis, 1982). During
reading, children develop understanding of the importance of structural cues in directing
attention (Brown, Armbruster & Baker, 1986; Calfree, Chapman & Venezky, 1972;
Schwanenflugel, Stevens & Carr, 1997).

Cullen (1998) notes that self-regulation “whether consciously carried out or not, is an
indication of metacognitive ability” (p. 30). The reverse is surely evident;
metacognitive strategy use provides an indicator of self-regulatory ability.
Metacognitive dimensions of self-regulated learning suggest that students comprehend
“not only the ‘what’ of cognitive strategies, but also the “how” and “when” to use
strategies appropriately” (Pintrich & de Groot, 1990, p. 38). Metacognition is considered
by many researchers to consist of three related aspects: declarative metacognitive
knowledge, cognitive monitoring, and strategy regulation and control. Research has
also generally, although not necessarily in all cases, supported the view that gifted
children possess greater metacognition than the general cohort (see Alexander, Carr &

Schwanenflugel, 1995, for a review).

Cognitive and developmental perspectives suggest that certain operations, including
systematic and metasystematic thinking, are beyond the attainment of young children
(Sternberg & Davidson, 1985). Metacognitive skills related to the adequacy of their
own thinking have generally been considered difficult for young children (Bandura,
1997; Cullen, 1998). However, earlier “deficit” views of young children’s abilities have
been challenged, and recent ecologically based research “has yielded more positive

findings about young children’s metacognitive development (Cullen, 1998, p. 30).
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There is little research on metacognition and young gifted children (Alexander, Carr &
Schwanenflugel, 1994). Schwanenflugel et al. (1997) discuss the difficulty of

separating individual and ecological influences on metacognition:

Theoretically, the metacognitive differences between gifted children and the general cohort are
thought to emerge early because parents notice and support the advanced information processing
capabilities of their gifted children. Mothers of gifted preschoolers were more likely to make
comments that were metacognitive in nature during dyadic problem solving compared to mothers
of nonidentified children. Thus, mothers of gifted children may provide early scaffolding of
higher level metacognitive thinking skills that will assist children later on in school performance.
(p- 26)

Basically, then, it appears that when gifted children have an insight regarding metacognitive

knowledge, they are more likely to infer situational and causal attributions as well. (p. 34)

Schwanenflugel et al. (1997) also note that educational implications for teachers include
acknowledgement that use of metacognitive comments and strategies by young children
may be indicators of giftedness. “These are the children who are likely to be more
strategic, and therefore ‘smart’, in their cognitive processing” (Schwanenflugel et al.,
1997, p. 34). Shore (2000) proposes that there are qualitative differences in how gifted
children think.

Brenna’s (1995) research with five early readers described metacognitive strategies that
included distinguishing between different strategies for different purposes, analysing
effectiveness, variation of strategies when tired and utilising a “knowledge of self to
regulate employment” (p. 57). Brenna categorised metacognitive reading strategies of
the early readers by considering a) self-knowledge, or knowledge about cognition, b)
task-knowledge, which includes self-regulation and c) metacognitive reading strategies,

encompassing text-knowledge.

The importance of environmental factors and interpersonal interactions is fundamental
to the socio-cultural perspective. However, the way individuals mediate situations and

available resources and reflect and use strategies has been less consistently linked to
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Vygotsky. Brenna (1995) linked self-regulation and metacognition with Vygotskian

perspectives on learning in her work with early readers.
... a knowledge of self supported active decision-making in terms of what, as well as how, these
children read. They applied knowledge of themselves as readers to create situations in which
they would be successful. In this way, they were able to modulate their own zones of proximal
development (Vygotsky, 1978), creating situations in which they would be able to gnide

themselves as readers and solve problems independently. (p. 57)

Thompson (1999) also acknowledges the critical role of the individual within literacy
learning, stating that repeated associations with print are necessary, and “may be
provided by teachers, peers or parents, or self-generated by the child” (p. 28, italics
added). Thompson (1999) further discusses “self-teaching” of reading vocabulary and
untaught instances of the alphabetic principle (p. 30). Thompson’s research highlights
the connection between metacognitive abilities and precocious reading. The results of
my study affirm individual thinking and cognitive abilities and “self-teaching” and

“self-generation” characteristics in precocious readers.

2.3.3 Motivation

Ridley (1991) states, “Motivation can be understood as a dynamic, self-determining
dimension of the self-regulatory process”, emanating from interaction between self-
conception, self-processes, and the environment (p. 47). Motivation is self-determining
and a “process of initiating, sustaining and directing activity” (Gambrell & Morrow,
1996, p. 116). Although Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan (1991) perceive self-
determined behaviour to be the penultimate in motivated human behaviour, the reverse
is also true; intrinsic motivation and action is a critical component of self-determined

behaviour.

Environmental and social links with motivation tie concepts to contextual perspectives
because learning activities are motivating when embedded in a social system
(Henderson & Cunningham, 1994). Social interaction, goal orientation and self-efficacy
are linked in concepts of motivation discussed by Guthrie and Alao (1997), McCombs
(1997) and Wigfield (1997). However, although behaviours are learned and beliefs
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developed in a social context, motivation is an internal process influenced by personal
beliefs (McCombs, 1997; Pintrich & de Groot, 1990). Individual differences are
fundamental; what is intrinsically motivating for one person differs from what is

motivating for another (McCombs, 1997).

Intrinsic motivation is perceived as task-involved rather than ego-involved (Oldfather &
Wigfield, 1996). Wigfield (1997) defines intrinsic as being motivated and curious to do
an activity for its own sake (thus linking to dispositions for learning), and extrinsic as
being motivated in an activity as a means to an end or as a result of being told to.
Intrinsic motivation links strongly to self-regulated learning through concepts of:
continuing motivation (Sorenson & Maehr, 1976), the continuing impulse to learn (CIL)
(Oldfather and Wigfield, 1996; Wigfield, 1997) and the ‘flow experience’
(Czikzentmihalyi, 1990). Each of these approaches is strongly linked to social
constructivism, as the characterised intense involvement, curiosity and search for

understanding do not exist in a vacuum.

Motivation is discussed here in the most general terms; a vast body of research exists
that expands motivational and volitional concepts. Motivation promotes the intention to
learn, and volition controls intentions and impulses (Corno,1989). Oldfather and
Wigfield (1996) refer to “humans at their most intrinsically motivated when their
behaviour is self-determined, under their own volition, and related to their broader sense
of self” (p. 93). Strictly speaking, therefore, it is volition that has the most significant
role to play in self-regulated learning. For my research with precocious readers, volition
or application of interest is clearly relevant. Descriptions of gifted readers note that they
do not generally need to be motivated by others; they generally have voracious appetites
for reading and intrinsically enjoy reading (Howell, 1987; Schlichter, 1989). However,
a significant body of contemporary literature in educational psychology does not
distinguish between motivation and volition (Corno, 1989). The term motivation is used
globally to include both intention and action stages. For this reason, my research

discussion uses the global notion of motivation to encompass volition.
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Wigfield (1997) suggests that it is useful to consider motivation at a domain specific
level, for example, reading motivation. A multidimensional approach would tap the
competency and efficacy beliefs of students, including reading efficacy, reading work
avoidance and reading challenge. Intrinsic aspects would consider achievement values
and goals, reading curiosity, reading involvement, and the importance of reading.
Extrinsic considerations include competition, recognition and grades. Examining social
reasons for reading and reading compliance would represent social aspects of reading
(Wigfield, 1997). Self-beliefs about reading competence positively correlate to reading
frequency (Tunmer, Chapman, Prochnow, & Ryan, 1997; Wigfield, 1997), which in turn
relates positively to achievement (Stanovich, 1986). The “Matthew Effect” applies here,
wherein the rich get richer: being motivated enhances the experience, which supports

motivation (Stanovich, 1986).

Whereas cognitive models investigate the how of learning, motivational research models
consider the why. As both factors operate simultaneously, it is important to consider
both perspectives (Ehrlich, Kurtz-Costes & Loridant, 1993; Garcia & Pintrich, 1994). It
18 critical to consider the motivational factors of precocious readers. If reading is
externally encouraged rather than generated from young children’s genuine interest,
then academic achievements may have only short-term gain (Smith & Elley, 1994,
1997).

An example of a strongly self-motivated precocious reader was Maxine, reported by
Fletcher-Flinn and Thompson (2000):
Most reading related activities ... were initiated by Maxine getting out the material and bringing
it to her parents. She never left the house without some books, and often slept with them as
security objects. It is her parents’ belief that she was self-motivated and largely taught herself to
read (p. 8) ... “All of her [Maxine] storybook reading was self-initiated, and since it was her
favourite activity, she read books periodically during the day. Her reading behaviour and choice

of books were consistent with our formal analysis of her reading level. (p. 10)

My study of precocious readers contributes additional case studies of precocious readers,

and will consider the motivation of each child.
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2.3.4 Self-awareness and Self-concept

Self-esteem refers to a sense of perceived self-worth; self-confidence refers to a belief
by an individual in their own ability to produce results or accomplish tasks competently
(Schunk, 1991). Self-efficacy is defined by Bandura (1986) as people’s judgements of
their own organisational competence and performance. Self-efficacy and self-concept
develop as a result of internalised, individual reflection and motivation (Craven, Marsh
& Debus, 1991a, 1991b). It seems evident therefore, that self-efficacy clearly links to
self-regulation, as there is a necessary component of reflection, awareness of associated
cognitive strategies, and evaluation. The relevance of self-efficacy to self-regulated
learning includes positive correlation with academic achievements, social skills,
persistence, motivation (Schunk, 1991) and performance (Pintrich & de Groot, 1990).
Zimmerman (1989) affirms, “Students’ perceptions of themselves as learners and their
use of various processes to regulate their learning are critical factors in analyses of

academic achievement” (p. 1).

Some researchers have hypothesised that concepts of self-worth and efficacy lack
consolidation below 8 years of age (Chapman & Tunmer, 1995; Paris & Byrnes, 1989).
Paris and Byrnes (1989) suggest that children under the age of 7 to 8 years of age having
exaggerated expectations of their own learning abilities. McCombs (1989) refers to
global self-system development; self-regulation is considered to develop naturally with
development of self-concepts and such self-processes as self-awareness, self-monitoring
and self-evaluation. However, if particular individuals can attain cognitive and
metacognitive skills earlier than expected (Rawlinson, 1996), precocious development

of self-efficacy is not surprising.

As self-concept and related constructs develop through social interaction, the link with
Vygotskian theory is strongly evident. Interaction with the environment and people help
to shape “collective self-perceptions” (Schunk, 1991). As previously noted, self-

regulation involves internalisation of concepts learned in a social context.
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Reading provides an interesting domain-specific context within which self-concept
issues can be explored. Books can be effective tools to support the affective/ emotional
needs of children (Davis & Rimm, 1994). Powerful affective experiences are gained
through “the excitement of reading wonderful books” (Oldfather & Wigfield, 1996, p.
102). Even when adults may initially choose the material, readers take increasing self-
control over the choice of literature. Self-determination is reflected by the research
finding that, when asked about the most interesting book they had read for pleasure,
88% of the children reported that they had self-selected the book (Gambrell & Morrow,
1996).

2.3.5 Dispositions to learn

Dispositions have been referred to in various ways throughout literature: good thinking
(Perkins, Jay & Tishman, 1993), good habits of mind (Dewey, as cited in Perkins et al.),
habits of mind (Katz, 1999a), habitus (Bourdieu, 1993), and spirit (Siegel, 1988).
Perkins et al. (1993) describe three aspects of dispositions: inclination, sensitivity and
ability. Carr (2001) uses the terminology of being “ready, willing and able” to learn.
Katz (2003) also reminds us of children’s “inborn disposition” (p. 16) and “inborn
quest” (p. 15) to learn. She also reinforced the need to support “basic intellectual
dispositions” (Katz, 1999b). Dispositions contribute to children’s intellectual thinking
and academic development, alongside social responsibilities and participation. Links to
the work of Perkins, et al., and New Zealander Margaret Carr are particularly important

to this study.

The New Zealand early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki (Ministry of Education,
1996a), includes the statement, “Dispositions provide a framework for developing
working theories and expertise” (p. 45). Alongside the publication of Te Whariki, the
Ministry of Education funded a research which would develop and trial approaches that
would link the strands and goals of the curriculum to the needs of practioners. The
Project for Assessing Children’s Experiences (PACE) was funded to holistically
consider ways that teachers could be supported to assess children’s experiences, using

an “empowering, holistic, transactional, and ecological” approach (Carr, 1998a). The
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project identified five domains of learning dispositions that could be linked to Te
Whariki:

e courage and curiosity

e trust and playfulness

® perseverance

e confidence

e responsibility (Carr, 1998b).

These five dispositions were re-explained as children’s learning “decisions” (Carr,
1998b, p. 22), and teachers’ “criteria for observing” (p. 29)

e taking an interest

e being involved

e persisting with difficulty, challenge or uncertainty

e communicating with others (or expressing a point of view or feeling), and

e taking responsibility (or taking another point of view) (p. 22).

The New Zealand work on dispositions reflects a social constructivist philosophy, with
“belonging” and “responsibility” highlighted. The dispositions have become widely
used by early childhood teachers, with one assessment tool linking observation to the
curriculum via dispositions known as “learning stories” (Carr, 1998b, 1998c¢, 2001).
The dispositions also became linked to “teaching stories” through research on teacher
evaluation in early childhood (May & Podmore, 2000; Podmore & May, with Mara,
1998). These projects on teaching and learning dispositions have provided consistent
messages about the importance of the early childhood curriculum (Carr, May &
Podmore, 1998; Carr, May & Podmore, with Cubey, Hatherley & Macartney, 2000).
The importance of dispositions continues in New Zealand (Carr, 2004), including
through the recent publication of early childhood exemplars showcasing learning story

narratives (Ministry of Education, 2005¢).

Perkins, et al. (1993) focus on “thinking dispositions”, defining these as “tendencies

toward patterns of intellectual activity that condition and guide behviour specifically”
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(p. 6). The seven dispositions, proposed by Perkins et al., have some links to those used
by Carr, but also maintain a particular focus on intellectual thought. These dispositions
are:

® to be broad and adventurous

e toward sustained and intellectual curiosity

e to clarify and seek understanding

e to be planful and strategic

® to be intellectually careful

® to seek and evaluate reasons

* to be metacognitive (Perkins, et al., 1993, p. 6).

Katz endorses the importance of supporting the development of intellectual dispositions

for children.
Intellectual dispositions include the dispositions to make sense of experience, to theorize about
causes and effects, to hypothesize explanations to account for observations, and to analyze and
synthesize whatever information is available. These dispositions can be seen when children are
engaged in investigations of things around them in the course of which they persist in seeking

answers to their questions and solutions to the problems they encounter (Katz, 1999c, p. 2)

As a framework for development of working theories and expertise, consideration of
dispositions provides an important contribution to holistic understanding of the children
in this study. Commonalities and differences between the dispositions referred to by
Carr and by Perkins et al. will be re-considered in chapter 7, in terms of the dispositional

data from the children in my study.

2.3.6 Spontaneous Learning

This section discusses learning that cannot be accounted for through social scaffolding
or metacognitive self-scaffolding. Spontaneous learning implies a rapid and unexpected
acquisition of knowledge; it does not mean to suggest that the learning “comes from
nowhere”. Although some colleagues have debated with me the validity of spontaneous

learning, I have been able to link the concept to Piaget and Vygotksy. After reading
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excerpts from the posthumous publication of Vygotsky’s Thought and Language, Piaget

(1962) responded,
In all of my pedagogical writings, old [Encyclopédie frangaise, article Education nouvelle.] or
recent, [Le Droit a I'Education dans la collection des Droits de I'homme, UNESCO] I have, on
the contrary, insisted that formal education could gain a great deal, much more than ordinary
methods do at present, from a systematic utilization of the child’s spontaneous mental
development . . . it should be clear that to my mind it is not the child that should be blamed for
the eventual conflicts, but the school, unaware as it is of the use it could make of the child’s
spontaneous development, which it should reinforce by adequate methods instead of inhibiting it

as it often does.

The second problem, which is really an extension of the first on a more general level, is
the relation between spontaneous concepts and scientific notions as such. In Vygotsky’s
system, the “key” to this problem is that “scientific and spontaneous concepts start from
different points but eventually meet.” On this point we are in complete accord, if he
means that a true meeting takes place between the sociogenesis of scientific notions (in
the history of science and in the transmission of knowledge from one generation to the
next) and the psychogenesis of “spontaneous” structures (influenced, to be sure, by
interaction with the social, familial, scholastic, etc., milieu), and not simply that
psychogenesis is entirely determined by the historical and the ambient culture. I think
that in putting it thus I am not making Vygotsky say more than he did, since he admits
the part of spontaneity in development. It remains to determine wherein that part

consists.

The concept of spontaneous learning appears to be an area within which Vygotsky and
Piaget were in agreement, with Vygotksy (1962) stating, “Piaget’s characterization of
the child’s spontaneous concepts as nonconscious and nonsystematic tends to confirm
our thesis” (p. 92). Vygotsky (1962) suggests that “spontaneous” concepts may
originate from a situation or event, but the child is not consciously attending to the
concept; on the other hand, “scientific” concepts may be overtly mediated and require
conscious reflection. Psychological abilities of precocious readers extend the influence
of socially constructed learning experiences and environment. At the first annual

symposim of the Jean Piaget Society, Piaget himself commented,
The title “Equilibrium” refers to one factor that I think is essential in cognitive development. In
order to understand the role of this factor we must relate it to the classical factors that have

always been understood to be pertinent in cognitive development. There are three such classical
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factors: (1) the influences of the physical environment, the external experience of objects; (2)
innateness, the hereditary program; and , (3) social transmission, the effects of social influences.

It is clear that all three are important in cognitive development. (Piaget, 1972a, p. 1)

Spontaneous learning acknowledges that psychological abilities of children include use
of strategies and discovery of strategies (Siegler, 1991). When testing memory
performance, Perez, Peynircioglu and Blaxton (1998) found that explicit memory
performance improves with age, but implicit learning abilities were available at a young
age, with little difference between preschoolers, elmentary school children and adults.
Ehri (1991a) also discounted memory as a plausible explanation for literacy
competence. Experiments demonstrated that where analogy and processing of contextal
cues could be discounted, “spontaneous induction may be demonstrated by default” (p.
384). This study of precocious readers will consider implicit learning of the

participating children.

Torrey (1979) described spontaneous reading as reading that “comes naturally”. Smith
and Elley (1997) confirm that ‘we also know that it is possible for readers to go directly
from print to meaning, without lessons on sounding out’ (p. 143). Thompson, Cottrell
and Fletcher-Flinn (1996) explain the implicit processes:
As the reader’s stored print word experience changes, the sublexical relations expand. Induction
of these relations will be updated continuously and spontaneously by the reader and stored in the
updated form. While the information for all the simple independent grapheme-phoneme
correspondences can be provided through direct teaching, this is not the case for sublexical
relations. It would be implausible for a teacher to point out all such relations for each new word
as it is acquired. While the large number of interrelationships is within the capacity of

nonconscious processing, the explicit attention to all of them would be overwhelming for both

teacher and child. (p. 194)

Thompson and Fletcher-Flinn’s work with precocious readers has supported their
“Knowledge Sources” theory of literacy acquisition (Thompson & Fletcher-Flinn,
1993). According to Thompson (1999), precocious readers rarely attempt overt
“sounding out” of words. Instead, they utilised an implicit mechanism of phonological

recoding. Induced sublexical relations (ISRs) are implicitly formed as a result of the
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child’s accumulating reading vocabulary “which means that the child is largely unaware

that the learning is occurring” (Thompson, 1999, p. 31).

Induced sublexical relations (ISRs) provide one type of phonological recoding; an application of
implicit knowledge of the aphabetic principle. ISRs comprise relations between orthographic
components of words and corresponding phonological components in memory which the child
learns largely implicitly and hence unconsciously. These relations are common to print words
which have become part of the child’s reading vocabulary” - the child unconsciously induces
implicit knowledge (p. 13). “Unlike taught sounds for letters, it is clear that most of the induced
sublexical relations cannot be directly taught. There are too many and some are too complex for
that. Most are acquired through the nonconscious processing that constitutes implicit learning (p.
29).

Thompson’s model illustrating the difference between the knowledge source theory and
other forms of learning to read (Thompson, Fletcher-Flinn & Margrain, 2002, p. 2) is
illustrated in Figure 4. Thompson’s model applies specifically to learning to read. In
this study, I consider whether the model is applicable more broadly. For example,
Goncti and Katsarou (2000), and Neuman and Roskos (1989) discuss the concept of

“spontaneous play”.

Theories of learning to read:
e Share (1995): (a) —» (b)

(a) is necessary

e Thompson (*93, ’99), Thompson et al. (’98, *90), Knowledge Sources theory
> ()

(a) is optional

Figure 4. Knowledge sources theory: A comparison by Thompson (2002).

The importance of spontaneous learning can be illustrated with Piaget’s (1972b) work

on genetic epistempology. Innovation, or “the creation of novelty” (p. 85) is important
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for hereditary variety. It is important that children are encouraged and supported as

unique individuals and celebrated as innovative and novel thinkers and learners.

24  Teaching-and-Learning

The section begins with definitions and models of learning, which are then followed by
key concepts: scaffolding, “zones” of learning, co-construction, and the use of mediating
artifacts. Where possible, examples of teaching and learning are literacy-related, for
example, storybook reading as an example of interaction using books as artifacts. While
the previous sections considered individualistic perspectives on learning, this section

more directly considers environmental and social influences.

2.4.1 Defining Teaching-and-learning

Microsoft Thesaurus (Microsoft Word Thesaurus, Version 2002) provides the following
similes for a teacher: tutor, instructor, coach, trainer and lecturer. These are all directive
terms, which do not include the supportive and responsive nature of early childhood or
home-based teaching. As noted in Figure 3, a social constructivist perspective of a
teacher is as “Collaborator, co-constructor, mediator and guide”. The interconnectedness
of teaching and learning are clearer in several languages other than English. The
Russian word obuchenie, the Maori word ako and the Norwegian/Swedish word ldra
mean both teaching and learning. Mercer (2002) suggests use of the phrase “teaching-
and-learning” (p. 152). In this study, teaching and learning are discussed separately, but
with the intention that each term simply provides a different window through which to
explore teaching-and-learning influences. Elements of both social constructivism and
cognitive constructivism are drawn on in the consideration of teaching-and-learning

discussed in this chapter.

New Zealander Barbara Jordan provides a useful teaching continuum (2003, p. 242,
modified from Bredekamp and Rosegrant, 1995), replicated in Figure 5 below. Jordan’s
model highlights that teaching approaches range from non-directive to directive. A
change Jordan made from the previous version of the continuum (Bredekamp &

Rosegrant, 1995) was to position scaffolding as more directive than co-construction. I
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have drawn on Jordan’s model when presenting results of this study, using the term
“responsive” to describe the non-directive elements of the model. Responsive teaching
is informed by contextual approaches to literacy education; for example the belief that
“children benefit from instruction that is embedded in spontaneous activities that are

meaningful to children such as play” (Géncii and Katsarou, 2000, p. 221).

TEACHING CONTINUUM

NON-DIRECTIVE MEDIATED DIRECTIVE

Acknowledge Model Facilitate Support Co-construct Scaffold Demonstrate Direct

Figure 5. Teaching continuum (Jordan, 2003).

Hughes and Hughes (as cited in MacNaughton & Williams, 2004) provide a metaphor of
teaching as “lighting a fire”. This metaphor links to concepts of learning as fired by

catalysts, and descriptions of precocious readers as being driven by an “internal fire”.
In some respects teaching is like lighting a fire. We bring heat to paper to enable it to start
combining with oxygen in its environment. In the classroom our function is similar; we bring to
bear various teaching devices with a view to producing a ‘flash” between each child and some

part of his [and her] environment. (MacNaughton & Williams, 2004, p. xiii)
The metaphor of fire relates to this study on precocious readers through consideration of

what “sparks” early learning and what fuels the onging fire.

The American Psychological Association (APA) taskforce on psychology in education
considered a model of factors affecting learning, including intellectual (cognitive and
metacognitive), motivational, developmental, personal (including self-assessments) and
social factors (McCombs, 1997). Positive interrelationships between intra-individual,
environmental and historical forces and time frames are described in Feldman’s
coincidence theory (Colangelo & Davis, 1997). Chance and environment are considered
within Tannenbaum’s model of interrelating factors (Sternberg & Davidson, 1985).

Schunk (1989) presents behaviours, environmental variables and cognitions and other




58

personal factors in a three-cornered reciprocal arrangement. McCombs’ (1996) model
of skill, will, and social support elegantly combines factors of self-concept, cognitive
and metacognitive competency and interpersonal context. Rohrkemper (1989) claims
present day attempts to integrate “will” and “skill” factors were “anticipated” by
Vygotsky. Self-concept, motivation, cognition and metacognition have all been
identified as critical contributing factors to self-regulation of learning. An important
way of viewing these factors is not only as contributing, but also as interrelating. No
single focus or factor provides any complete answer; therefore, diverse and dynamic
perspectives of learning are important to consider (McCombs, 1996, 1997; Wink &
Putney, 2002; Zebroski, 1994). The multi-method nature of this study reflects the

importance of a broad perspective of learning.

2.4.2  Scaffolding and the Zone of Proximal Development

The metaphor of scaffolding describes what happens when a more competent person
supports the learning of a “less competent” person (Cazden, 1988, 1992; Wood, Bruner,
& Ross, 1976). Scaffolding is both an action and a process; Fleer (1995) states,
“Scaffolding is used to describe quality interaction over time between an adult and a
child” (p. 24). There are three main stages to scaffolding. Firstly, the adult (or peer)
instructs, models, or guides. Through guided practice, the child is then increasingly
empowered and accepts responsibility: “The adult hands over responsibility for the task
to the child: the adult does less and less as the child does more and more” (Fleer, 1995,
p. 24). Finally, the child is encouraged to complete tasks independently. The
scaffolding analogy thus highlights that the support should be temporary (Smith &
Elley, 1994, 1997).

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) links to scaffolding because it is important
that scaffolding occurs in the “zone” where it will be of most advantage. Vygotsky
(1978) describes ZPD as being beyond what the child can independently achieve, but

within reach when the child is supported.

The zone of proximal development . . . is the distance between the actual developmental level as
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determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adults guidance or in collaboration with more capable

peers. (p. 86)
ZPD has also been referred to as the *“zone of potential development” (Brown & French,
1979), which is perhaps clearer and links well to the concept of potential discussed

within literature on giftedness.

The concept of ZPD has been hugely influential in pedagogical practice as it has
provided teachers with a rationale for actively engaging, and an obligation to actively
engage, in collaboration with their students. A misinterpretation of Piaget’s work, for
example, led to teachers providing resources for children then standing back to observe
the children’s independent exploration. An example of ZPD in practice is where a child
can pull the zip up on his/her jacket, but only if it is first started by an adult. Teachers
can scaffold the child’s development in this skill by providing lots of practice with fine

motor skill activities.

A difficulty with ZPD is how to know where the real limits of the “zone” are (Valsiner,
1987). For example, in New Zealand the School Entry Assessment (Ministry of
Education, 1997) and Observation Survey Of Early Literacy Achievement'® (Clay, 1993b)
purport to gather information on the child and assist the teacher in working with the
child. Yet the ceiling for these assessments is so low that little useful information can

be gathered about an academically able child (other than all letters are known, dice can
be read, and so on). Clay’s word test is included in the (1993b) Observation Survey Of
Early Literacy Achievement (after a full year at school for most children), the test being
one of three lists, each of 15 words such as “I”, “me”, “am”, “not” and “too”. Correctly
reading all 15 words on a list will simply result in a score of 15; the test will not

illustrate the competency level of children who can read beyond this word list level.

1% Colloquially referred to as the “6 year net”
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Language used when discussing children and their learning is important to consider.
Although Vygotsky’s terminology of “normal”, “primitive”, “mental”, “retarded”, and
so forth (1966, 1993a, 1993b) could be attributed to the age of his original work, it can
be argued that the language surrounding scaffolding (more capable/less capable) also
reveals a deficit view of learning. Furthermore, Litowitz (1993) has concerns that the

ZPD is

an adultocentric view of the child’s behaviour ... too exclusively concerned with what is being
done by the dispensers of knowledge ... A child performing in the zone of proximal development
with an adult believes himself to be accomplishing the task and that the adult’s organization of

the task ... permits that illusion or fantasy. (p. 190)
The relevance of adultocentricism for this study with precocious readers is to consider
the extent of and necessity for scaffolding support and ZPD teaching for the precocious

readers.

24.3 Teaching-and-learning zones: ZFM, ZPA, IZD, ZEF

The zone of proximal development is the best known and best referenced “zone”.
However, it is not the only zone referred to in broader educational psychology literature.
Valsiner (1987) considers that children’s learning is explained through three mutually
interacting zones: the zone of proximal development, the zone of free movement and the
zone of promoted action. Mercer (2002) positions his concept of the intermental
development zone as a Vygotskian approach, and Berk and Winsler (1995) acknowledge
the zone of executive functioning as originating directly from Vygotsky. The varying
zones highlight diverse aspects of learning, and the need for diverse teaching

approaches.

The "Zone of Freedom of Movement" (ZFM) originated with Kurt Lewin’s field theory
(Valsiner, 1987). ZFM structures (or limits) the child’s access to areas in the
environment, and availability to, accessibility of, and interaction with, objects. Limits,
or boundaries are negotiated with (or imposed by) caregivers. Although there may well
be negotiation, Valsiner (1987) describes the child’s caregiver as ultimate “gatekeeper”
of ZFM. Limits also change as the child develops or moves into an area with a different

physical structure. For example, the ZFM of a young child may include some children’s
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books but exclude encyclopaedias. The ZFM could include a community library and

children’s bookstores but could be limited by family income and transport.

The “Zone of Promoted Action” (ZPA) “focuses on the promotion of new skills”
(Valsiner, 1987, p. 99). Parents may make special efforts to promote a child’s particular
interactions with objects or other actions; therefore, the ZPA reflects social
expectancies. However, “the important characteristic of ZPA 1is its non-binding nature”
(Valsiner, 1987, p. 100). Parents may, for example, promote children’s interest in the
alphabet and books. Children may, or may not, actually engage with the promoted zone.
Valsiner (1987) notes, “It is more accurate not to separate the two zone-concepts from
each other, but to consider them as parts of the same whole: the ZFM/ZPA complex™ (p.
101).

“For a teacher to teach and a learner to learn, both partners need to use talk and joint
activity to create a shared framework of understanding from the resources of their
common knowledge and common interests or goals” (Mercer, 2002, p. 143). As a co-
constructive framework of understanding, the intermental development zone (IDZ) is a
zone within which dialogues continue, misunderstandings are minimised and motivation
maximised. Mercer also notes that the adult-child interaction inherent within ZPA
means that it is both dynamic and transformative. When interactive participation for
mutual advantage occurs within the IDZ, capability and understanding will improve and
learners will “transcend their established capabilities. ... If the dialogue fails to keep
minds mutually attuned, however, the IDZ collapses and the scaffolded learning grinds
to a halt” (Mercer, 2002, p. 143).

Berk and Winsler’s (1995) description of the zone of executive functioning (ZEF)

indicates that there are both social and cognitive constructivist elements informing ZEF:

Another goal of scaffolding is to foster self-regulation by allowing the child to regulate joint
activity as much as possible. This requires the adult to relinquish control and assistance as soon
as the child can work independently. It also meant that adults should permit children to grapple
with questions and problems and intervene only when the child is truly stuck. When adult
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intervention has these characteristics, the child stays in what has been called the zone of executive
Jfunctioning, a mode in which he or she is largely responsible for making decisions and
determining joint activities — in other words, the child is much like a manager in an ‘executive’
role. (Diaz, as cited in Berk & Winsler, 1995, p. 30)
For self-regulation to effectively develop, adults must withdraw support and children
actively take over management, as soon as possible. While this would appear to be a
fundamental tenet of scaffolding, a crucial difference may be that ZPD requires working
toward independence of tasks and skills while ZEF supports the process of learning.
Including consideration of motivation and power issues highlight that the child is not

only able to take over, but chooses to.

This study will consider any examples of “zones” in action from the case studies of

precocious readers, as part of the focus on social support and individual learning.

2.4.4 Co-construction

Co-constructivism (or co-constructionism) is defined by McNaughton (1995) as “a
theory of psychological development which explains development as a product of
dynamic, mutual and interdependent constructions of an active learner and social and
cultural processes” (p. 199). When children go to the library and choose books with their
parents, for example, there are shared understanding and values, and expressions of

social and cultural identity.

Jordan (2003, 2004) discusses the critical difference between “scaffolding for” and “co-
constructing with”. She states, “The teachers and I in three of the four centres ... came
to view the scaffolding metaphor as a limiting one when applied to encouraging the use
of a full repertoire of teachers’ interaction skills” (2003, p. 249). Instead, the co-
constructive experiences described in Jordan’s (2003) research were deemed to be
authentic, participatory, meaningful, empowering and enjoyable.

Both contributors are considered to be experts . . . the child’s understandings are as valid as the

adult’s and on many occasions the child will be acknowledged as more of an expert than the

adult. Each participant listens to the other’s ideas, contributes from their own, and together they

develop their unique ‘shared meaning. (Jordan, 2004, p. 37)
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Jordan’s social constructivist perspective thus focuses on the adult as a fundamental
contributor to the child’s learning. This study with precocious readers acknowledges the

importance of co-construction, while also highlighting the individual learning factors.

Lawrence and Valsiner (1993) describe a “bidirectional” model of culture transmission,
in which cultural “input” is transmitted o individuals, but also actively transformed by
individuals. Alongside this individual transformation of meaning, a reciprocal process
of contribution occurs. “What has become part of the conceptual system is injected
back into the environment ... thus becoming the source of a cyclical influence of the

social on the individual domain, and the individual on the social” (Lawrence & Valsiner,
1993, p. 262).

An example of co-construction with a precocious reader is when the parents of
“Maxine” (Fletcher-Flinn & Thompson, 2000) tried pointing to the words of books as
they read to her. “Maxine had no interest in this activity, so it was discontinued” (p.
184). The parents then reportedly read the Ready to Read books to Maxine at her
request “like any of her other storybooks (without any pointing)” (p. 184). This
example illustrates that her parents were responsive to Maxine’s interests, supporting
her learning rather than directing and instructing. Fletcher-Flinn and Thompson state,
“Although her parents provided early informal instruction in reading, it was primarily in
response to Maxine’s exceptional interest in letters and words™ (p. 184, italics added).
The case studies in this study provide an opportunity to consider whether this responsive

parenting approach is a more widespread trend in families of precocious readers.

Peers provide important co-construction. In a busy early childhood setting, the number
of peer-peer interactions is likely to greatly exceed the number of teacher-child
interactions. In addition, unwritten social codes may mean that the opinions of peers are
particularly powerful, even in early childhood. Peers may have a shared vocabulary and
interests that excludes adults (Pokemon is one example). Eggan and Kauchak (1995)
affirm, ‘Learners co-construct more powerful understandings than individuals can

construct alone’ (p. 298). In this study, observations in early childhood centres and



school settings provided an opportunity to gather data relating to social interaction,

including peer interactions.

There are a number of differing definitions of peers; for the purposes of this study, peers
are defined as similar age children sharing early childhood, school or play contexts.
Peers are important for two reasons: for social partnership in collaborative activity and
for participation in expert-novice mediated learning. In New Zealand, a model of peer
support is referred to as “tuakana-teina” (one translation is big sister-little sister). The
model builds on notions of collective/ whanau (extended family) responsibility, and also
values reciprocity. Tuakana-teina is not a “top-down” model of directive teaching, but a
collaborative contribution to the group (Royal-Tangaere, 1997). This study of
precocious readers is a New Zealand study, influenced by a range of New Zealand

perspectives including the importance of partnership.

2.4.5 Mediating Artifacts’

Smith and Elley (1997), when considering preschool literacy development, describe
access and mediation asVygotskian concepts that essentially support learning. They
define access and mediation in the following way: “Access means having suitable
materials in the environment which will allow the child to develop concepts that literacy
requires. Mediation refers to having someone who is a more skilled person to lead the
reader through the material” (p. 9). Mediation is, more broadly, the introduction of
auxiliary devices or objects into activities that enable links between human activity and

intellectual thinking (Cole, 2005; Daniels, 2005).

It is the mediating aspect of artifacts and tools that provide relevance to learning (Cole,
2005). Vygotsky emphasised that symbolic tools, or signs, are a critical link between
social and psychological planes of functioning (1978). Sociocultural theory discusses

the critical role of tools, artifacts, resources and the environment as mediation, mediated

" Two spellings (artifact and artifact) are variously used in literature and appear to be used with the same
meaning. In this thesis, artifact is used.
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activity and mediational means (Bakhurst, 1995; Vygotky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991;
Wertsch, Tulviste, & Hagstrom, 1993).

Tools for learning include resources, scaffolds and collaborations. In numerous sources,
both Vygotksy and Piaget discussed the most important human tool: language.

Semiotic tools such as language influence culture; symbolic tools also enable, mediate
and shape mathematical thinking (Sfard & McClain, 2002).

A refinement of Wartofsky’s mediating artifacts hierarchy (Engestrém, 2000;
Engestrom, Miettinen & Punamaki, 1999) identifies four classes of artifact: what, how,
why and where-to. Books and computers are particular literacy artifacts that cannot
only provide a means of achievement (what) and contribute to understanding how to
achieve, but can also motivate achievement (why) and motivate evolution (where-to).
Consideration of literacy artifacts, particularly books and computers, will be considered

within this study on precocious readers.

2.4.6 Critical contexts

This section considers social support from parents, teachers and peers and within the
contexts of home, early childhood, and beginning school. These contexts reflect Hamer
and Adams’ (2003) sociocultural model of literacy learning, which refers to four
environments: a) home and family, b) early childhood centres, c) schools, and d) other
community settings. In the Hamer and Adams model, children connect with each of the
four contexts, within an overall notion of community (and the child’s place in it) and the
broader influence of society (and contextual influences). The major “other” settings
discussed within this study are libraries and community examples of environmental

print; however, because they relate to literacy, these aspects are discussed in chapter 5.

School, home, early childhood and community contexts are all critically important in the
young child’s life experience. Within each context, the child will interact with the
environment and experience social relationships. It is appropriate that research from

contextual and cognitive perspectives consider the “interaction of innate and experiential
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factors” (Papalia, Olds & Feldman, 2004, p. 31) across many contexts. I have
deliberately chosen a multi-site and multi-participant approach within this study in order

to be able to discuss key contexts for precocious readers.

Literacy acquisition is an example of learning with a clear connection to environment
and social experience. McNaughton (1995) affirms, “Literacy activities are embedded
in family practices [and] . . . part of the fabric of everyday life” (p. 64). However, the
environment itself cannot create a reader; it is the way that parents involve their children
in literacy experiences that is fundamentally important (Bus & van IJzendoorn, 1995;
Sulzby & Teale, 1991). As it is with other self-regulated learners, the literacy

engagement of precocious readers is notably self-directed.

Although the child is affected by environmental factors, it is important to remember that
the child also has an effect on the environment. Stanovich (1986) refers to “active and
evocative organism-environment correlations” (p. 382), explaining that children who
become better readers actively influence the environment in order to enhance
opportunities for further reading. Interestingly, the number of social and instructional
environments a child is involved with tends to increase “at about the same time that they
become capable of being in control of themselves rather than controlled by the stimulus
properties of the social/instructional environment” (Rohrkemper, 1989, p. 153). This
study will consider to what extent, despite their young age, the interests and abilities of

precocious readers guide learning.

Rogoff (1990) used the term “appropriation” to describe the process of learning from
social context. She argues that individuals change through involvement in activity and
also acknowledges that learners also affect their environment. Learners shape the
understandings derived from any experience and also drive choice. In other words,
children (and any learners) are not merely passive recipients of experiences given to

them; individuals make choices that shape their own destinies. Rogoff (1990) asserts:
This book is built on the premise that the child and the social world are mutually
involved to an extent that precludes regarding them as independently definable. Even when we

focus attention separately on the roles of the individual and of the social milieu, these roles are
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defined in terms that take each other into account ... development involves individual effort or
tendencies as well as the sociocultural context in which the individual is embedded and has been
since before conception. Biology and culture are not alternative influences but inseparable

aspects of a system within which individuals develop. (p. 28)
Rogoff’s perspective pertinently applies to precocious readers, and this study will

consider the ability of these learners to drive choice.

All families are individual, and generalisations may not always be useful. Although
families with precocious readers may have some frequently occurring traits, the
existence of these traits will never assure precocious reading ability in a child. Given
this caution, there do appear to be some commonalities. Parents in Clark’s (1982) study
of young fluent readers tended to be avid readers: A few of the parents had been early
readers themselves. The age of the mothers on birth of the fluent readers was higher
than normal. Mothers were cited as helping their child with reading twice as often as
fathers were, and mothers tended to be “stay-at-home mothers [who] found absorption
in their family a satisfying role” (Clark, 1982, p. 93). Re-examination of these latter
factors will be useful, given that this research is almost twenty years later, and in a

different country.

In Brenna’s (1995) research, the home environment of early readers was acknowledged

as critically important. Homes of early readers
while ranging on a socio-economic spectrum, were child-centred, rich in children’s books and
games, with caregivers who spent time talking with, and structuring learning experiences for,
their children. Patterns which appeared in the home environments of these children are listed as
follows: significant adults who valued reading; continual exposure to new books; collection of
children’s books which had been read often; caregivers surprised by child’s early reading ability;

caregivers who stressed independent problem-solving. ( p. 56)

Sulzby and Teale (1991) suggest that research has
swung away from the use of proxy variables like SES to focus on actual home activities. Thus
the trend has been to look more at what families do with children that promotes literacy

development than at who the families are. (p. 743)
Of course, socio-economic factors mean that not all families have the same choices and

opportunities. The effects of genetics and environment become tangled as parents work
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toward creating positive environments for learning and thinking. Characteristics
associated with reading practices in the home, according to DeBaryshe (1995), include

social class, literacy skills and parental belief systems.

Although Morelock and Feldman (1997) and Durkin (1966) suggested that families of
able children were more committed, expressive and supportive than regular families, an
alternative perspective suggests that precocious readers are simply leading their parents
along at a faster pace (Jackson, 1992; Jackson & Roller, 1993). It does appear clear that
the children’s abilities and interests shape the behaviour of parents as much as parents

lead their children (Henderson, Jackson & Mukamal, 1993; Jackson & Roller, 1993).

The parent is the most important person in a young child’s life and the child’s first
teacher (Oldfather & Wigfield, 1997; Weiss, 1985). Precocious readers typically have
parents who have interacted positively with them and supported their literacy
development (Jackson & Roller, 1993). However, many parents provide the same kinds
of support, but do not have children with exceptional abilities (Jackson & Klein, 1997).

Thus, environment and support are necessary but not causal.

The role of parents is also critical beyond the home learning environments. Parents
have important roles to play with regard to transition to school or early childhood and
supporting their child’s progress in these contexts (Neuman & Roskos, 1993). As noted
earlier, the early childhood curriculum Te Whariki and the government’s strategic plan
for early childhood education have a strong commitment to partnership with parents.
Anning (2004) refers to “the co-construction of a shared knowledge and discourse about
the education of young children” (p. 77). Mony (2004), in turn, reminds that it is us of
the imperative that early childhood teachers maintain “an attitude of total listening” (p.
122). This study of precocious readers will discuss parents’ roles and liaison between

parents and teachers.

Active learning and engagement with the environment are important components of

contemporary early childhood education. Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 1996a)
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supports a socially constructed perspective on learning (Cullen, 1998). Te Whariki
states, “This curriculum emphasises the critical role of socially and culturally mediated
learning and reciprocal and responsive relationships for children with people, places and
things” (p. 9). Pramling (1990, 1996) affirmed the notion of active engagement, noting
that children see learning as “doing.” However, even with a philosophical commitment
to active, independent learning, higher-level cognitive and academic needs of precocious
learners are rarely met, according to Jackson, Donaldson, and Cleland (1988). Families
play a particularly important role in supporting this area of need. Alexander, Entwisle,
Cardigan and Pallas (1987) refer to parent regulation and transfer of behaviours as “the

hidden curriculum™.

School is, obviously, another critical context to consider with reference to the
autonomous, internalised learning experiences of young children. Cognitive and
emotional needs of students have been systematically and comprehensively connected
with characteristics of classroom contexts (Guthrie & Alao, 1997). In positive learning
situations, students and teachers both come to believe in self-regulated or student-
supported learning, providing students with increasing responsibility for their learning
(McCombs, 1997). Thus, the teacher’s role ideally changes from controller to co-

constructor and resource.

Several New Zealand researchers have considered the effect of continuities and
discontinuities on transition between early childhood and school (Cullen, 1991, 1998;
Dalli, 1999, 2000, 2001; Foote & Hurst, 2000; Ledger, Smith, & Rich, 1998; Margetts,
197; Peters, 1999a, 1999b, 2000). Although there are differences between settings and
sectors, children’s resilence is also highlighted positively in recent research. Margaret
Carr has described children who can successfully operate in multiple settings as ‘bi-
mondial’ and ‘trimondial’ (1998d).

The child who spends time in a quality early childhood setting away from home is operating in

two worlds, is a ‘bi-mondial’ child: like a bilingual, who understands two lanauges, the bi-

mondial child is one who can operate in two worlds, and has many advantages because of that.

By the time children are at school, they are (at least) tri-mondial: they can figure out the rules

and relationships, and the roles associated with being a school child. They have learned the
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ropes in several places, and are coming to understand the activities in each place as well. They
can make connections across from one place to another, just as a bilingual child can make

connections from one language to the other. (Carr, 1998d, p. 21)

The New Zealand literature considers the increasing pressure on early childhood to
justify their contribution to “educational development” (Peters, 1999a) and “readiness
for school” (Education Review Office, 1997). The Competent Children studies (Wylie
et al., 1996; Wylie & Thompson, 1998; Wylie, Thompson, & Lythe, 1999, 2001, Wylie,
2004) discussed the lasting effect of quality early childhood experiences on later school

achievement. Cullen (2001a) stated, at a conference for early childhood teachers,
I would like to see early childhood educators stand tall and responding ‘Yes, we do prepare
children for later literacy achievements at school. We help build on children’s foundational 1
earning in homes and communities; we provide literacy programmes that are based on children’s

meanings and embed skills within these. AND these are the strategies we use, and these are the

skills we are teaching . . .. (p. 9)

In Clark’s (1982) study of young able readers, few parents had advised schools of their
child’s reading ability. Parents were initially embarrassed to report special abilities, but
also “the rebuff which some met when they did seem matters of concern” (p. 55). Clark
(1982) suggests that parent “diffidence at the thought of contacting the school
uninvited” was due to fear that it would appear that they were asking for exceptional
treatment, and a perhaps realistic appreciation of the limits of the teachers’ time (p. 67).
The Tracking Talent research currently in progress from Dunedin College of Education
[A. Allen, personal communication, October, 2005] suggests that there are still

opportunities to improve the transition experience for children.

2.6 Summary

This chapter has reviewed a wide range of literature, including theoretical perspectives
on literacy acquisition and wider learning processes. Both contextual and cognitive
perspectives contribute to our understanding of learning. My research position is

grounded in the belief that both cognitive and contextual influences must be considered.
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Literature of relevance to this study has included research from the fields of both early
childhood education and educational psychology. Educational psychology research has
focused on quantitative experimental research, providing detail of such aspects of
learning as self-regulative skills, language abilities and reading strategies. Much of the
educational psychology research has included attention to reliability, for example the
studies of precocious readers by Jackson and colleagues (Jackson & Biemiller, 1985;
Jackson, Donaldson, & Cleland, 1988; Jackson, Donaldson, & Mills, 1993; Jackson &
Kearney, 2005; Jackson & Lu, 1992; Mills & Jackson, 1990). However, the quest for
reliability has meant that few of these studies claim to understand the personal
experience of being a learner. Contextual factors are sometimes acknowledged, and
sometimes used to explain threats to reliability, but rarely form the primary focus in
educational psychology studies. Furthermore, research findings conducted within

experimental contexts are not necessarily applicable in “real” contexts.

Educational psychology literature has indicated that individual factors, including
individual skills, abilities and potential, are a fundamental dimension of children’s
learning. This means that, while adults, and peers, play an important role in supporting
children’s learning, children’s abilities and competencies cannot be fully accounted for
by considering adults contributions. My study maintains a focus on the children as
learners to avoid “adultocentrism” (Litowitz, 1993). Self-scaffolding, linked to
metacognition, is one process through which individual learning is extended. This
involves deliberate awareness and reflection from the learner (Marton & Booth, 1996).
Where learning is not externally scaffolded, or self-scaffolded, explanations for learning
involve induction or spontaneous learning. My research questions (see section 1.4.2)
hypothesised that spontaneous learning was a source of learning that warranted further

exploration and research.

Early childhood education by contrast (for example Carr, 1998a, 1998b; May &
Podmore, 2000), has embraced qualitative research approaches because of the
acknowledgement of contextual perspectives, diversity, personal experiences and

voices, ethics and the rejection of positivism (for example ideas of what might be ‘right’
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or ‘correct’). Many New Zealand studies have included an emphasis on communities of
learning, contribution and social responsibility. Research on literacy in early childhood
has often focused on the environment and social context which can support language
and early literacy development (Hamer & Adams, 2000; Roskos & Christie, 2000).
However, there are too few early years studies that include measures of individual

competence, achievement and skills in the early years.

Research studies in gifted education contribute important data about individual abilities
and performance and have the potential to inform advocacy and practice. Contextual
factors, for example the “tall poppy syndrome” can serve to limit potential achievement.
Therefore, it is important that research includes consideration of authentic approaches
which capture potential as well as performance. This study of precocious readers
combines individual and ecological factors, acknowledging the importance of social
support, self-regulation and spontaneous learning. In addition, this study adds to the
available literature through its focus on young children, the least considered within

gifted education literature and practice.

It has been important to fully discuss all of the various aspects of teaching-and-learning
to clarify which aspects of learning might be scaffolded externally, which might be self-
scaffolded, and which could potentially be spontaneously acquired. Although learning
cannot always be attributed to environmental and social factors, the literature indicates
that these factors are clearly fundamental. In this chapter, the important scaffolding and
co-constructive role of adults and peers, artifacts and key contexts of home, early
childhood and school have all been discussed and are acknowledged throughout this
study. This study of precocious readers draws on educational psychology literature, but
contributes a conextual early years focus to understanding of precocious reading,

previous studies of which have been predominantly psychological.

Key points from the literature are summarised below as propositions; these propositions

influence my research and the remaining chapters in this thesis, in relation to children’s
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literacy skills, how they were taught, and how they approach learning, and in terms of

expectations that adults have for children.

Proposition 1: learning occurs in a social context, influenced by relationships,
interactions and individual construction.

Proposition 2: The interactive nature of learning must acknowledge the learner
as an agent and source, not just a recipient (being of influence as well as
influenced).

Proposition 3: social support and environment are necessary factors, but not
sufficient to “create” learning.

Proposition 4: power relations are inherently inequal in co-consturction. If they
are to be minimised, adultocentrism must be acknowledged and minimised.
Proposition 5: Learners are able to self-scaffold their own learning within their
zone of proximal (potential) development.

Proposition 6: Induction and spontaneous learning describe learning that occurs
without clear social scaffolding or co-construction and without deliberate self-

scaffolding.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

We ended up deciding we had to look at the whole of Henry — reading and giftedness is
not as important as being supported, making friends, in a nurturing, caring place. He
can become a vulcanologist or surgeon — (but) if he's not happy then it’s a waste of
time. (H: Parent interview, D10)

The key participants in this chapter and study are the children; however, family, early
childhood and school settings are the key research contexts (see Figure 6). As the
parents acknowledge in the above quote, social support and the environment have a key
impact on children’s well-being, which in turn is tied to the ability of children to reach
their individual potential. The case studies provide opportunities to consider the

individual and ecological factors influencing learning, as introduced in chapter 2.

Figure 6. Participant self-portrait.
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The chapter has three purposes: firstly, to describe the processes of recruitment and
selection, secondly, to position the children as central to the thesis, highlighting
individuality and heterogeneity and, finally, to describe ecological contexts of key
importance for the children. Although participants are described, this is not a ‘results’
chapter. Information regarding children’s reading abilities, socialisation, expectations

and other aspects of teaching and learning are included in subsequent chapters.

In this chapter, 11 children and their families, 10 early childhood centres and four
schools will be introduced. The information is drawn from semi-structured parent
interviews, informal teacher interviews, school and centre visits. Pseudonyms have
been used throughout, based on the chronological order of entry to the research project.
When quotes are used from the data, a tracking code is noted, except where this would
compromise anonymity. “H: Parent interview, D10”, for example, refers to case study
H (Henry), and reply to section D, question 10 of the parent interview schedule. Other
interview data includes “ECE teacher interview” and “School teacher interview”,
Observations at early childhood centres and schools are recorded as “ECE1” or
“Schooll™ for the first visits, and “ECE2” and “School2” for second visits. An

additional source of data is referred to as “Field Notes™.

In the tradition of Rousseau, nature has been used as the theme to name early childhood
centres (for example, Lakeside Kindergarten). Schools have the names of women from
famous Maori stories (Hinemoa, Mahuika, Papatuanuku and Rona). Where there are
risks to confidentiality, I have changed the names again to that of New Zealand trees
(Kowhai, Pohutukawa, Rimu and Totara) or nature themes (for example, Hilltop
School).

The first section of this chapter describes the processes involved in finding, recruiting,
selecting and initially assessing precociously reading children. Brief descriptions of
each of the participating children follow. In the third section, the children’s families are
described, including demographic factors such as age and family size. ThelO early

childhood centres are grouped and discussed within three categories of service:
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kindergartens, private preschools, and Montessori preschools. Finally, because four
children were “followed” as they transitioned to school, the four schools involved are

described.

3.1 Recruitment and Selection

A major task at the beginning of the research fieldwork phase was to find children who
were precocious readers. I was confident that the combination of personal contacts and
use of fliers would lead to nominations but, if necessary, I was prepared to travel.
Having received nominations was no guarantee of the children’s reading level; it was
important to include a measure of reading ability early in the research. It was also

ethically important to ensure participants knew they could exit at any time they wished.

3.1.1 Recruitment of children and families

Recruitment of precocious readers was made through two main approaches. Firstly,
flyers (see Appendix A) and information sheets (see Appendix B) were mailed to
individual centres, early childhood associations'* and public libraries. The use of fliers
in early childhood centres and libraries had been an effective approach for Stainthorp
and Hughes (1998). Secondly, personal approaches were made to early childhood
centres, fliers and information sheets being directly provided, and by contact through
personal networks. A third form of contact resulted from a local newspaper article
about my study. This resulted in several people contacting me directly with questions,

although no children were accepted into the study from the article contacts.

Recruitent fliers and information sheets were mailed to public libraries and community
branch libraries and Montessori preschools, with multiple copies sent to two
kindergarten associations, one playcentre'* association and two home-based care
organisations'* (one of which also had a nanny service) as part of the recruitment

process.. Telephone contact was made with the kindergarten and playcentre

12 Associations included two kindergarten associations and one playcentre association. The association
had between 15 and 45 individual centres, regionally grouped and within a larger national organization.
"* Playcentres are a parent-led cooperative, with a focus on families learning together. Sessions generally
have group licensing, with sessions run by groups of parents who have completed playcentre training.

' At the time, home-based care was referred to as “family daycare”.
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associations, home-based early childhood education co-ordinators and one of the
Montessori centres prior to the posting of recruitment material. Liaison with
associations was partly to provide individual centres with the confidence that their
association approved of the study. Distribution through associations was also
financially efficient for me; one association distributed papers to their 49 kindergartens,

for example.

The second recruitment approach used was to personally approach 13 individual early
childhood centres, through visits or telephone calls, and informally liaise with early
childhood teachers through personal networks to further seek potential research
participants. For example, teachers from two “private preschools” stated that they were
happy to display the information sheets and fliers, and also specifically sent information
home to several families that they identified as potential participants. In all
circumstances, potential participants were provided with the information sheet and

verbal explanation of the project.

Diversity of children, families and early childhood centres was sought by the targeting
of fliers at centres with varying backgrounds. Recruitment was within the greater
Wellington area of New Zealand, and included a range of socio-economic regions. It
was hoped that both gender and a range of socio-economic backgrounds and ethnicities
would be represented amongst the participants. However, selection was based solely on

reading ability.

The various recruitment strategies meant that project information was circulated to
organisations supporting around 3500 3- and 4-year-olds. A summary of the
recruitment approaches is provided in Appendix C, showing the extent of contacts and
strategies that successfully led to recruitment. The approaches were not as neat the
graphic may imply, however. For example, a playcentre contact reccommended a family
whom they knew, not knowing that were already involved in my study through an
alternative recruitment source. Other children whose parents first read about the

research in a flyer at a library also attended early childhood centres that I had contacted.
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The recruitment procedures led to parents, or sometimes early childhood teachers,
contacting me at home by telephone or e-mail. I explained to parents that during the
first research session I would be testing the child on a standardised reading measure.
Although I would try to make the child feel as comfortable as possible, I did not think it
fair to formally test reading unless their child was already a confident and independent
reader. This gave an exit opportunity for the (occasional) family who may not fit the
criteria for example, a mother who then explained that her daughter wasn’t reading, but
would probably pick up reading quickly if my research involved teaching her.
Following the initial telephone conversations with parents, information sheets and
permission forms (see Appendix D) were posted to families, with self-addressed stamped
envelopes. Initial visit times were arranged by telephone or email. Occasionally,
families and teachers gave verbal permission for me to work with the children and had

the permission forms signed and ready for me at the first visit.

3.1.2 Selection

In addition to written parent permission, there were two criteria for entry to the study.
Firstly, children needed to be aged 4:10" or less at time of entry to the study. Secondly,
they needed be able to attain a reading age of at least 6:0 years on the Neale Analysis of
Reading (Neale, 1999) using either form A or B. Some reading research projects have
included comprehension criteria in order to eliminate children who read without
understanding (for example hyperlexic readers or idiot savants). Children with these
traits would still have been included in my study if they had met the age and reading age

criteria.

From the 3500 3- and 4-year old children associated with organisations contacted,
fifteen children were nominated and tested with a reading assessment. All of the 15
children were aged 4 and could read beyond a 6-year ability level, but only 11 were

recruited into the main study: those that were reading beyond a 7-year ability level.

"* The convention 4:10 refers to 4 years, 10 months. 4:05 Refers to 4 years, 5 months; 4.5 refers to 4 Y.
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3.1.3 Recruitment of early childhood centres and schools

Once children had been successfully recruited and initially assessed, parents were asked
for permission for me to approach early childhood centres and schools. Parents gave
suggestions of who to contact and the most helpful times at each early childhood centre.
All of the early childhood centres were provided with information letters and permission
forms (see Appendix B and Appendix D). The early childhood centres for all of the
children involved in the study agreed to participate, signing permission forms, although

if they had declined I would still have worked with the children in home settings.

The final phase of the study involved following four of the children to school. Four
children were chosen who began school at the same time: two girls and two boys, two at
private schools and two at state or state-integrated schools. The four families invited to
participate in the transition-to-school phase all agreed to continue to work with me, and
signed supplementary parent consent forms (see Appendix D). All of the four schools
approached agreed to participate. I contacted schools more formally than I did for the
early childhood sector, writing to the principals or syndicate leaders with school
permission forms (see Appendix D) and a revised information letter (see Appendix B).
This approach was less successful, with mail and faxes often being lost and ignored.
When parents spoke directly to teachers to introduce the research, my access was more
easily negotiated. All class teachers signed permission forms, sometimes supported by
school management. I provided teachers with a letter to class parents, describing my
role in their child’s classroom (see Appendix B), but left the class teacher to decide if he

or she would distribute this or not.

3.1.4 The first meetings
The first visit involved dual objectives of assessment screening and rapport building. 1
believed that a complete stranger thrusting a formal test at a 4-year-old was unlikely to
ensure a keen participant for the duration of the study! Some of the initial activities
involved

e sitting on the lounge floor and listening to the child read a book they had on loan

from the public library
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e visiting the back garden and admiring chalk drawings (prompted by a
conversation about the blue marks on his face)
® looking at pet budgies and kittens
e playing ‘peek a boo’ with a child in a box and accepting her wish to do all her
reading inside the box
¢ Jooking at catalogues of Star Wars Lego.
For all but two of the children the initial visits occurred at their homes. In the remaining
two cases, the parents requested that I undertake the initial assessment at the child’s

early childhood centre, and the teachers agreed.

The first reading assessment involved the child reading from the Neale Analysis of
Reading (see chapter 4, for an explanation of this instrument). Children were given the
option of reading the practice passage to their parents if this made them feel more at
ease; however, they nearly always chose to read only to me. Once the difficulty
criterion was reached, or the child no longer wanted to read, they were given a sticker
book and allowed to choose stickers. All children and parents were given positive
feedback, and parents were told preliminary results. Ilet parents of 11 of the 15 families
know that I would like to continue with further research assessments, and they all agreed
to continue. The children were told that I would like to come back and visit again, and

that I would bring different activities and stickers with me on each visit.

Once the children were accepted in and accepting of the research, subsequent research
visits were arranged. The particular order varied, but for most children the second visit
involved language and problem-solving assessment, with additional reading assessment
scheduled for the third visit. A comprehensive semi-structured parent interview and two
visits to early childhood centres followed, with informal interviews with parents and
early childhood teachers occurring in the final stages for each case. With many of the
families, there were additional telephone calls, e-mail, and letters. An example of the

elements involved with a single case study is provided in Appendix E.
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General feedback was provided at each visit, although an effort was made not to talk
“over the top” of the children'®. Usually on subsequent visits to families, I gave
additional feedback, resulting from my analyses of information gained at the previous
visit. As I completed the early childhood research phase for each child, I provided each
family with a full portfolio of notes and data that I had gathered relating to their child. I
discussed general observations of the children with teachers, but I did not disclose
assessment results of family information unless requested to do so by the families.

Some families asked me to give detailed feedback to teachers, which I did at their
request. At the conclusion of my main data-gathering phase, I sent families and teachers
a brief summary report (see Appendix F). 1 will also provide each family with a copy of

my thesis.

3.2 Participating Children

Recruitment and selection processes resulted in the inclusion of 11 children in the study.
This section aims to provide a very brief picture of the participating children, and a
glimpse of their personalities. The children were all aged between 4:2 and 4:10 at the
time they entered the study (see Table 1), and only two of the children knew each other
before the research began. Further demographic information, including information on
siblings and parents, can be found in the next section on children’s families. In this
section, types of early childhood centre referred to only when integral to the story. The

focus of this section is to highlight the children as a heterogeneous group of individuals.

3.2.1 Alistair: “It’s always been natural in our family”

Alistair’s mother asserted that early reading was a “natural” phenomenon. She was
concerned that her son not be viewed as different from other children, considering that
his social skills were as important as his academic achievement. As an example, she
said she was delighted that he had been at his early childhood centre for 6 months before
the teachers realised he could read: “The reason the [teachers] took so long was because

he was busy doing boy things outside — which pleased me” (A: Parent interview, E6).

'® Couch & Firth (1999) warn against ‘tree top’ talk occurring over the heads of children.
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Alistair’s mother stated that key influences for Alistair were within their own nuclear

family: he spent extensive time with his mother, his father was his “role model”, and his

older sister, Aimee, had “taught herself to read like Alistair” (A: Parent interview, A6).

Aimee is his major playmate — imaginary games, computer, art, drawing, making cards,
his main companion. Alistair wants to share with Aimee — a contemporary in his mind
despite the 4-year age gap. [His Dad] is his role model. Daddy is the epitome of what
he hopes to be (big and strong), for example, they push the wheelbarrow together. [f
[his Dad] does something, then it holds a glamour. We spend a lot of time together —
he’s my baby, though can be irritating. Now he’s getting cheeky — may be a sign he
needs stimulation. We do a lot of cooking together — good for reading, maths,
consequences. A lot of time reading. (A: Parent interview, B2)

Table 1

Overview of Participating Children.

Pseudonym Age (entry | Gender Parent comments

to study)
Alistair 4:08 Boy | ‘It’s always been natural in our family’.
David 4:02 Boy | ‘He has a way of analysing what the problem is’.
Erin 4:07 Girl | ‘She’s an individual, wants to be left alone’.
Gillian 4:03 Girl ‘Quite thoughtful’.
Henry 4:09 Boy | ‘A sensitive wee character’.
Isla 4:09 Girl ‘A fiery determination’.
Julia 4:01 Girl | ‘I don’t think she realises she’s only 4°.
Lewis 4:08 Boy | ‘Help me in my studies, keep me safe in my play’.
Matthew 4:03 Boy | ‘He wants to know’.
Nathan 4:07 Boy | ‘If he shows an interest we’ll try and feed it’.
Oscar 4:10 Boy | ‘I don’t know if he likes the reading or he likes the

learning’.

3.2.2 David: “He has a way of analysing what the problem is”

David’s mother described a constant battle with children’s organisations that had age-

entry criteria. She described her usual initial difficulty, and often eventual success, in

convincing people that David could academically and emotionally manage programmes

assumed to be for older children. One example was with entry to an early childhood

centre before the usual age of 3 years for that centre:

At first, the teachers thought he had a photographic memory, that he had memorised.
So [his preschool teacher] tested him. They realised the kid was reading, so they
proposed he move at a more advanced pace at preschool. (D: Parent interview, C12)
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David’s main passion was computers. His older sister was attending an after school
computer extension class, and David’s mother had difficulty convincing the co-
ordinators that a 4-year old could cope with a formal learning programme for an hour.
However, a trial was negotiated and the organisation subsequently allowed him to
participate. When I met David, he talked animatedly about his achievements at the
math-based computer class and spent a significant portion of his early childhood centre
time on the computers. After he started school, he even told me that the reason he
preferred preschool to school was that there were more computers at the preschool!

David’s mother talked about his learning by stating:

He has a way of analysing what the problemis . . . probably putting a grown-up
context onto it. He has the ability to think a problem through and think of a way to fix it.
I never thought about it [before]. A very quick learner. It took him no time at all to pick
up things like the computer. | bring laptops home from work and he gets through the
passwords, | almost have to ask him how to do things. (D: Parent interview, B4)

See Figure 7 for David’s self-portrait.

Figure 7. David’s self-portrait.
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3.2.3 Erin: “She’s an individual, wants to be left alone”

Erin had previously attended a free local early childhood centre. However, her
grandmother had offered to pay the fees for her to attend a fee-paying early childhood
centre as the family felt this would give her needed extension as an early reader: “I don’t
know what we would have done otherwise” (E: Parent interview, p. 9). Erin’s mother
described her daughter as solitary. When she was asked what activities Erin did with
her family, Erin’s mother stated:

Nothing in particular — she’s an individual, wants to be left alone. She's learning to

play the piano, trying to get her started. She shut me off — very much an individual. (E:
Parent interview, B2)

Erin’s interest in reading was something that other members of her immediate family
did not share with her. She was possibly the only child whose parents were not
enthusiastic readers themselves:

She loves reading. She'’s continually got her nose in a book. Not so much now, but
when she was younger she would disappear in her room, constantly with her nose in a
book. (E: Parent interview, E1)

[She reads] Books about dinosaurs, books that she can learn new things from, a book
about wetas and possums. She’s got too many books. She loves to read on her own,
goes to her room. So | haven't paid much attention to what she’s reading. (Parent
interview)

3.2.4 Gillian: “Quite thoughtful”

Gillian’s mother looked for ways that her daughter was “typical” of her age group:
“fairly stable ... a normal 4-year-old . . . fairly easy-going” (G: Parent interview, B3).
Gillian had frequent contact with extended family. She described some of the ‘normal
4-year-old’ activities that Gillian, her mother and grandmother enjoyed together:

The zoo, Lollipops (playland), the park, Toyworld. If we're going shopping we make
sure there’s time to go into a shop she likes. Playing on the swings, [City] Park, [Beach]
Park. She loves the trains at [City and Beach Parks]. (G: Parent interview, B2)

See Figure 8 for Gillian’s self-portrait.
When I asked Gillian’s mother if she had noticed any special abilities or talents, she

highlighted Gillian’s considerate personality. Another anecdote illustrates how clearly

Gillian’s mother understood her daughter’s learning style and personality:
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| find her quite a considerate little person — quite thoughtful. She said, “Mummy, what
would you like to do for your birthday? Where would you like to go?" (Parent
interview)

A great mimicker — will copy things she’s seen others do. A great watcher in a new
environment. She will watch, and look around the whole place, sussing around and
stay near Mum until comfortable. People comment that she’s reserved and shy — |
don't think she is, just took a while to sort out in her mind what it was like (G: Parent
interview, B4).

Self - povivade “in me voun'
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Figure 8. Gillian’s self-portrait.

3.2.5 Henry: “A sensitive wee character”
Henry had a wide range of practical interests, as his father described:

Playing with toy cars and trains. Climbing all over me. Bouncing on the trampoline with
me. Drawing roads on the concrete with chalk. Helping me work on things in the
garage — or getting in the way — playing card games, board games, correcting my
spelling on the computer. (H: Parent interview, B2)

Henry had a best friend whom he spent a lot of time with. However, when not with this

friend, Henry sometimes found relationships with other children to be difficult. His
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parents described his character as sensitive, giving anecdotes of television programmes
or advertisements and books that he had been frightened of. One of the stories that 1
brought when visiting had a picture of a dragon, which subsequently worried him, and

he refused to read from that book again on my later visits. His parents noted:

His sensitive character. Not strong when it comes to this. If another child teases him he
crumbles. Some social things to overcome with his peers. (H: Parent interview, B9)

How sensitive he is — a sensitive wee character who cries about disappointment quite
easily — big on the tears readily. A sensitive person. (H: Parent interview, G1).

Henry’s reading ability of over 11 years age-equivalent, and scores on a range of
cognitive assessments within the top 3% of the population, exposed him to different
situations from those other children of his age experienced. A vivid example of this was
when the family visited hospital with the new baby for a checkup. Henry read some
information on the wall about cot death, and for a long time afterward worried about his

baby brother dying of cot death.

3.2.6 Isla: “A fiery determination”
Isla was described as “very, very sensitive — almost hyper sensitive” (I: Parent
interview, B3), with a fiery determination. She was also described as creative and it was

noted that she “adores anything to do with animals” (I: Parent interview, A5):

She is very impatient and intolerant. If there’s any difficulty, she’ll throw up her hands in
horror. For example, with cutting out — the number of times the scissors were fired
across the room because she couldn’t do it. She says ‘| can't do that!’ and the scissors
were fired. | walked out of the room, knowing if | was in the room she wouldn’t do it.
But yesterday the new librarian had the gingerbread man activity [and Isla cut out the
gingerbread man beautifully for her then] . . . . She’s very strong-willed, determined,
stubborn, and a baiter ... | tell him not to let her know she’s rattled him. She’s very
quick to perceive a chink in any armour, a tease. She’s sensitive and can't take teasing
... If she's bored in any way you'll get nonsense, hi jinks. (I: Parent interview, B4)

[She’s] proving to be very methodical — ‘you have to do this and this and this’. On her
own she’s organised and wants to lead - ‘I'll be the teacher.” She tells them what to do,
takes charge forcefully. (I: Parent interview, B7)

3.2.7 Julia: “I don’t think she realises she’s only 4”
Julia’s mother highlighted a self-set determination of Julia’s to extend her own learning.
She observed older children, noted their skills, and determinedly tried to emulate their

achievements. When she was aged 2, the family visited friends who had a 4-year-old
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and Julia copied the older child’s knowledge of alphabet and nursery rhymes repeatedly
until she too had mastered them (reference). When asked to suggest a motivation for

Julia’s completion of tasks, her mother stated:

I think she has to do it, she has to get it done. For example, we went to the library. A
boy of 6 or 7 was looking at numbers on a chart. She brought it home and said, ‘Teach
me the numbers’ — she got it in 2 or 3 days. At preschool she is with children aged 3 to
6. She wants to do anything they can — | don’t think she realises she’s only 4. (J: Parent
interview, B5)

The way that Julia enjoyed learning, and the way that both parents enjoyed spending

time with their daughters was described by Julia’s mother:

If she talks about something from [early childhood centre] we talk, look in books, look on
the Internet — a learning experience for us too; we've forgotten what we did in school.
She enjoys books with witches and fairies now. | read stories to her about that. She
enjoys story writing — she saw other children doing this when she started school and
wanted to do that too. She has gotten a lot better with spelling. Generally, whatever
she talks about we read about it and talk to her about it. And she enjoys reading
chapter books — thinks she’s very big. ‘I can read a chapter book’ — likes to say that.
Generally getting the books she enjoys — fairies, witches, funny stories. When 3 "z |
don’t think she saw the humour — now she does. Now in [early childhood centre] they
have short plays and so now in reading when she comes across short quotes she
knows she has to change her voice. (J: Parent interview, D1)

3.2.8 Lewis: ‘Help me in my studies, keep me safe in my play’

Lewis’s parents said that Lewis had a friend about 3 years older who lived nearby, and
they enjoyed riding bikes and scooters, playing on the trampoline, water play and other
outdoor play. His parents also enjoyed spending time with Lewis themselves - playing
with him - and enjoying telling stories each night. They said that they “coached” him on
reading and writing, but this appears to have been responsively rather than in the
directive teacher interpretation of the word “coach”. Lewis reportedly would ask to
work on literacy activities, saying, “Mummy, I want to write, I want to read”. On the
other hand, Lewis’s father repeatedly reminded him that if he didn’t work hard he might
end up “on the streets”. These comments may have been a reflection of their cultural

values. Prayers reinforced and reflected family values.

One thing that's good is he prays every night, “Help me in my studies, keep me safe in
my play” — he’s a good boy, he really believes in prayer. (L: Parent interview, D11)

He wants to be a pilot, so | said ‘If you want to be a pilot you have to know the world so
because he wants to be a pilot he knows how to read maps, knows continents, what's
about. It depends on his interest, the more he knows. He likes Bob the Builder, so
knows parts of the house. (L: Parent interview, A5)
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3.2.9 Matthew: “He wants to know”

Although both parents worked full-time, his mother’s work days varied across weekdays
and weekends. Matthew attended early childhood education sessions three full days and
two additional mornings per week. A nanny cared for Matthew and his sister at their

home after school and on the two remaining afternoons.

Matthew’s mother described his self-generated interest in learning. She attributed his
motivation to a combination of family values and his own personality. Like Gillian’s

mother, Matthew’s mother appreciated her child’s considerate nature:

He’s ... a little bit more — | don’t want to say intellectual, but he wants to know — what 12
and 18 add up to, and 65 and 66, and 110 plus 200. He wants to know the meaning of
different words | or [his father] have used — he would ask ‘what did you say? — | didn’t
understand.” — not switch off, which | think is probably remarkable — curiosity maybe.
He's a lot more mature than other children of his age. He’s a bit more understanding — |
suppose that goes with increased maturity. He's considerate — for example if I'm on the
‘phone he will wait until I've finished and then he’'ll start talking — generally kids his age
would say ‘Mum . .. .". (M: Parent interview, B7)

Just his determination. He is strong-willed. | guess we [also influenced him] — from the
time they were little — we've already said you can't leave it half completed, it's become
habitual. For example, if they were eating an apple they can’t change and eat a
mandarin. It's the same philosophy. (M: Parent interview, B5)

3.2.10 Nathan: “If he shows an interest we’ll try and feed it”
Nathan was an only child living with his mother and father, and his parents attributed

some of his personality to his being an only child:

Mother: [He’s] A sensitive child, eh.

Father: Yes, very sensitive.

Mother: Content.

Father: Not physical or boisterous.

Mother: But then he has no siblings to do that with. (N: Parent interview, B3)

Nathan attended the local kindergarten 5 mornings per week. Nathan and his mother
also had a regular day with his paternal grandparents. When Nathan’s parents were
asked to describe some of the activities that he enjoyed, they invited Nathan to

contribute to the discussion:

Mother: Oh, anything. Love going on trips like on a train. Visiting favourite
shops. Having lunch. As long as he knows what the game plan is he
goes along.

(Nathan's parents then asked him what his favourite shops were.)
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Nathan: Lots of them. Toyworld, The Warehouse, Tiddypom, the new Toyworld,
Edex, lots of the toyshops. McDonalds, that's my favourite.

Mother: Starbucks.

Nathan Yep [but] not all the time. (N: Parent interview, B2)

3.2.11 Oscar: “I don’t know if he likes the reading or he likes the learning”
Oscar enjoyed playing with friends, although there were sometimes differences between

activities that Oscar enjoyed and those that his friends were interested in:

He loves to read the weather. He'’s very interested in the weather. He had friends over
- he broke off to come and watch the weather [on TV], then ran back to tell them, but
they’re not interested. Weather channel on Sky. (O: Parent interview, E8)

See Figure 9 for Oscar’s self-portrait.
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Figure 9. Oscar’s self portrait.
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Oscar’s parents described him as sensitive and inquisitive. His father noted that Oscar
was able to teach and correct his father with difficult Latin dinosaur names. He
reflected, “I don’t know if he likes the reading or likes the learning” (O: Parent

interview, G2). Like David, Oscar also loved working on the computer. He spoke with
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an unusual accent that his parents hypothesised could be his derivation of the

predominantly American CD Roms:

Father: Very inquisitive, trial and error. We haven't really tried to teach him
anything. He'll try to teach himself —

Mother: Like on the computer ... he loves to explore it.

Father: There's not many things we've tried to teach him — it's frustrating and
amazing.

Mother? Apart from eating veges, and that was a failure.

Father? He teaches himself. Tend to think that's trial and error. [We think] how
the hell did you learn that — (I) haven’t taught it. (O: Parent interview,
B4)

3.2.12 Summary of participating children

Each of the 11 children is an individual with unique strengths and interests. Although
the children were all 4 years old, their ages varied between 4:01 and 4:10. They shared
an ability to read competently at an early age but facilitated learning in diverse ways. In
many ways, the children were like all children, enjoying play, humour, trips to the zoo,
time with family and books. Some of the children had particular strengths, in inquiry,
perseverance and levels of reading, which provided different experiences from those of
many other children. Families surrounding each child and their support of their child’s

learning are the focus of the next section.

3.3  Participating Families

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory describes the importance of families within
the child’s microsystem. Families are therefore critical elements of each case study (see
Figure 10). Table 2 provides an overview of the children’s parents and other key adults,
home language and parent occupation. The order and gender of the siblings is also
shown, with the child participating in the research shown in bold font. For example, the
first child, at age 4 is the older of two children, with a younger sister aged 2, so the
siblings are recorded as ‘Girl = 4, Girl = 2’. Similarly, bold is used to clarify the current
form of early childhood education accessed by the children amongst all those mentioned

by parents.
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Figure 10. Family portrait.

3.3.1 Ages

All of the parents in my research, except one father and the grandparents, were aged
between 29 and the early forties; the majority of mothers were in their early 30s and the
majority of fathers in their late 30s at the time I interviewed them (see Table 2). In
Clark’s (1982) study, most women were aged in their late 20s or early 30s at the time of
the child’s birth, meaning that the mother’s ages were similar to those in my own
results, despite the 20-year gap between the research projects. Clark did not appear to
have asked the ages of the fathers. The age of the siblings in my research was between
infancy and 8 years of age, with the exception of one 17-year-old brother.

3.3.2 Family language and culture

Four of the 11 families identified with cultures other than Pakeha: Indian, Japanese and
Phillipine were included. All except one of the families spoke English as their main
language, although in four families parents were speakers of other languages (see Table
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2). English was spoken at home with these families because it is the shared language of
all family members. For example, in one family the parents were both from India, but

each parent spoke a different Indian language, so English was their common language.

The family who did not speak English at home was from the Phillipines, and spoke
Tagalo as their first language. The adults were able to speak English, so my interviews
were able to be conducted in English. The child participating in my research had grown
up speaking Tagalo only, and had only learnt English since attending a half-day early
childhood centre from 3 years of age. When I met him, he was aged just over 4 % years
old. My testing was conducted in English, and during the early childhood centre

observations, I only heard him speaking in English.

3.3.3 Parents

The families participating in my research represented a traditional Western model of
family structure; at the time of my research, 10 out of 11 families included a married
mother and father both living in the family home (see Table 2). After completion of my
data-gathering, I heard of one family divorce and the death of one of the parents in
another family. It is important to acknowledge that family structures change over time.
Family patterns are becoming more diverse; the families involved in my research do not
fully represent the broad range of family structures in contemporary society (Adair &
Dixon, 1998; Adams et al. 2000; Dau, 2001; Drewery & Bird, 2004).

3.3.4 Siblings

Siblings play an important role in the early learning of young children. Seven of the 11
children in my research were from families who had two children; three of the research
children were the eldest of two children, and five of the research children were the
younger of two children. Three research families had only one child at the time of the
research, and no families had more than two children. Some of this data changed after

the study was completed, with at least one family having had another baby.
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Two-child families were also typical in Clark’s (1982) study of her precocious readers,
with the sibling order also varying in her research. Clark’s research had proportionately
more families with more than two children than my study, perhaps reflecting changing
patterns in family size (however, my smaller sample size limits demographic

comparisons).

3.3.5 Grandparents

The involvement of grandparents was an important factor. Although I did not ask any
questions specifically about grandparents, eight of the 11 families discussed interactions
between the children and grandparents. In one of the 11 families, the child lives with his
grandparents. The child saw his birth parents occasionally, and referred to his
grandparents as “Mummy” and “Daddy”. Another set of grandparents provided

childcare for their grandchildren while their parents worked.

Of the three families who did not have opportunities for grandparents and grandchildren
to interact, two families specifically mentioned this loss. For example, Matthew’s
mother stated, “It’s unfortunate for the kids that they don’t have any grandparents or

relatives here” (M: Parent Interview, B1).

3.3.6 Socio-economic factors/Parent working patterns

The study did not include a socio-economic measure of the families, but my visits to
their home led me to estimate mostly “middle income” New Zealand families, with a
few families being middle to high income. Many of the parents had professional
occupations; however, most families were also single income with mortgages. Ten out
of the 11 families in my research had at least one parent working, but only three families
had both parents working. One of the three working mothers had flexible hours so that
she could reduce the hours needed for childcare. The grandmother of one of the other
children with a working mother provided care for the children so that they could attend
part-time, community early childhood education and have quality one-to-one time with a

family member. Only one child attended early childhood education full-time.




95

In seven of the 11 families, the mother was “at home”, and in one additional family both
parents were “at home”. “At home” describes parents who are primarily available for
childcare and domestic responsibilities during the day. Some of these at home parents
were not engaged in any form of paid employment. However, many New Zealand at
home parents seek evening or weekend work to complement the hours of the “working”
parent so that childcare hours are not needed, or are minimised. Examples from my
research include a mother working Saturdays when her husband was home so that she
could finish work earlier during the week, working from home, and part-time/casual

work that allowed them to bring their children with them.

Parents reported that, during their children’s early childhood years, working and ‘at
home’ patterns changed within families to suit the ages and needs of individual children
and the wider family. In one family, the mother spent some time at home with a young
baby and then later worked in an early childhood centre, taking her baby with her.
Personal beliefs about quality early childhood education influenced her decision to leave
that job. Later work included a part-time job in a children’s bookstore, taking her child
with her, and care of a friend’s child. Several families had professionally qualified
mothers who took lower paid but more flexible work to ensure that they were available
as key caregiver: a mother with a master’s degree in nutrition and a qualified teacher
both chose to work in the retail sector. At least two of the ‘at home’ mothers were also
distance students, using the period when they were not in paid work to explore new
interests and extend professional skills. These experiences show that the families
participating in my study have the same challenges and experiences of change as many

other New Zealand families do.

3.3.7 Summary of participating families

The parents of the children participating in this study had varied family structures and
influences, but shared the experience of having a child who read at an early age and a
commitment to the importance of parenting. In various ways, each group of parents
advocated for their child’s well-being. Their responsive teaching roles, expectations and

selection of schools and early childhood centres are issues discussed later in the thesis.
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34  Participating Early Childhood Education Centres

The Ministry of Education (2002) strategic plan differentiates between the following
early childhood education categories: home-based care, unlicensed playgroups, parent
led services (including playcentre and language ‘nests’ such as Kohanga Reo), and
education and care centres. Education and care centres may be sessional or full-time,
privately owned or community-based, and include kindergartens and special
philosophies such as those of Steiner and Montessori. Four of the centres in this study
described themselves as “preschools”; two referred to themselves as “Montessori
preschools” and two as “private preschools”, being attached to private schools.
Although they are all “Education and Care Centres” according to the Ministry of
Education (2002), the centres described themselves as preschools in order to highlight
their focus on literacy and numeracy teaching, and to distinguish themselves from so-
called ‘child-care’ centres. “Childcare centre” and “preschool” is not Ministry of

Education terminology.

Regardless of the type of service, all licensed and chartered early childhood centres are
required to meet the Ministry of Education (1996b) Revised Statement of Desirable
Objectives and Practices (DOPS) for Chartered Early Childhood Services in New
Zealand. Diverse services are able to meet the national curriculum, Te Whariki strands
and goals in ways that suit each centre’s philosophy, families and community (Ministry
of Education, 1996a). Early childhood centres and families ideally work in partnership
to support each child, according to DOPs (Ministry of Education, 1996b):

Management and educators should ensure that communication and consultation with each other and

with parents/guardians, whanau,hapi, iwi and local communities acknowledge and respect all parties’

values, needs and aspirations . . .

Educators should provide opportunities for parents/guardians and, where appropriate, whanau to feel
welcome to spend time at the service, discuss concerns and participate in decision-making concerning
their child.
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The New Zealand strategic plan for early childhood education (Ministry of Education,
2002) has partnership as one of the three key principles, along with quality and

participation.

There are three types of early childhood service involved with the study: kindergartens,
preschools attached to private schools, and Montessori preschools. Table 2, introduced
previously, shows that individual children had attended a number of forms of early
childhood education. Family selection of early childhood services is discussed in
chapter eight. Table 3 summarises key features of the early childhood centres involved
with the research, including cost, staffing ratios, hours open and hours that the children
participating in the study attended. Where the centres have separate morning and
afternoon sessional roll groups, the rolls that included the children participating in the
research are shown in bold. At Island Kindergarten, there were 40 children in the
morning, including a child involved with this study, and a different roll of 40 children in

the afternoon. This is shown as ‘40 40°.

Only three of the early childhood centres participating in this study allowed children to
attend for more than 20 hours per week (4 hours per day). Of the children who attended
these centres, only one child in my study accessed the extended hours on a daily basis.
This does not mean that there were no full-time centres available for families, but rather

that families in this study chose to use sessional (part-time) early childhood education.

3.4.1 Kindergartens

There were six kindergartens involved in this study, recruited from two separate
kindergarten associations. In New Zealand, kindergartens are managed by individual
committees within regional associations. Kindergartens are sessional service; children
generally attend for either morning or afternoon sessions, with separate “rolls”
maintained for each session. The age range of children attending Kindergarten is
generally between 3:0 and 5:0 years, although some older 2-year-olds attend some

kindergartens. Larger kindergartens generally have two separate sessions, with younger



children attending in the afternoon and older children in the morning. Smaller
kindergartens sometimes only have one session, with a wider variety of ages. The
kindergarten philosophy is for children’s play to be “self-selected”; however, many
kindergartens have a short whole group teacher-led “mat time”. Kindergartens have a
staffing ratio of up to 15 children per teacher, usually supported by at least one parent
helper on a rostered system. The kindergartens had either two or three qualified
teachers, depending on the total roll. In addition to the rostered parents, other parents

are encouraged to stay whenever they wish.

Awanui Kindergarten, Hilltop Kindergarten, Island Kindergarten and Oasis

Kindergarten have morning rolls of older children 5 days per week (generally the 4-
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year-olds), and a separate afternoon roll of younger children (mostly 3-year-olds) 3 days

per week. Lakeside and Northview Kindergartens have only one session per day,
catering for children from around 3:5 to 5:0. The session runs for 3.5 to 4 hours each
day. All of the children involved in the research were attending morning sessions,

which were usually 3.5 hours in length, sometimes extended to 4 hours.

A mother of one of the participating children noted the importance of partnership

between the kindergarten and family:

I went to see the kindy teachers when he first started kindy — | didn’t want him to

be misunderstood. We discussed things like ensuring he understood (the reading
material). | ask him questions at the end of stories. We've discussed things a lot as
we've gone along, but he’s been pretty happy to muck in. They offered him extension
but never wrote him a specific programme.

Of the three types of early childhood education service involved with my study, the
kindergartens had significantly lower costs, greater socio-economic diversity, more
children per teacher, and particular expectations of parent involvement during session
and with fundraising.
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3.4.2 “Private preschools”

The two private preschools in my study (Garden Preschool and Delta-Estuary
Preschool) had a strong philosophy on developing early academic skills and readiness
for school. There were structured daily reading and writing lessons, as well as
opportunities for children to self-select play. Sometimes the teachers decided that
particular play activities were compulsory for children to complete during their session.
The centres suggested that once their children were settled, parents should not stay in

the centre so that the children were not distracted from teaching and learning.

Each preschool had five morning sessions for 4-year-olds and five afternoon sessions for
3-year olds. In one of the centres, children who were 4 years old could stay for both
morning and afternoon sessions if places were available. Many, but not all, of the
children at the preschools go on to attend the attached private schools. Parents are
charged fees of around $80 per week for five 2.5-hour sessions, $100 for the five 3.5-

hour morning sessions, and around $160 per week if they chose the 6-hour option.

Of the three children involved in the research who attended private preschools, two
attended morning-only sessions, and one attended ‘full-time’ for both morning and
afternoon sessions (8.15am to 3.30pm). One of the preschools was full, with a waiting
list. The other preschool had only recently been established and had 17 children in the

morning, and less than 10 in the afternoons, with two teachers.

The private preschools differ from the kindergartens in terms of their philosophy, cost
and ratios. In terms of cost, ratio and parent involvement, there were similarities with
the Montessori preschools, but without the specific Montessori focus. Perhaps the factor
that most differentiated the private preschools from other types of service was their
specific focus on academic preparedness for school, for example, handwriting, reading

and story writing.
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3.4.2 Montessori preschools

The two Montessori preschools in this study had Montessori-trained teachers and
specialised Montessori equipment. They referred to themselves as “Montessori
preschools” to highlight the Montessori focus and the emphasis on intellectual learning.
The Montessori philosophy and expectations meant that the children worked in a quiet,
“responsible” way on learning tasks, with the teacher acting as facilitator. In each centre
there was at least one fully trained Montessori teacher and one or two assistants training
in both early childhood teaching and Montessori approaches. Both centres offered
flexible options of morning, afternoon or full day places. The Montessori centres
accepted children at age 3 if they were toilet-trained. The preschools provided for
children until age 6, but many of the children left as they turned five years old to attend

state schools.

The two children participating in the study attended their Montessori preschool 5
mornings and at least 1 or 2 afternoons each week. The parents and centres shared a
belief that the older 4-year-olds should extend their hours of attendance. Parents were
charged fees of about $80 per week for the morning sessions, and more if any additional

sessions were used.

3.4.4  Summary of participating early childhood centres

Ten early childhood centres, within three early childhood services, have been
introduced. The six kindergartens form the largest group, there were two preschools
attached to private schools and two Montessori preschools. The early childhood centres
were all sessional; although some centres allowed children to stay for two sessions per
day only one child attended an early childhood centre for more than 20 hours per week.
The early childhood centres included a range of communities, rolls, staff-child ratios and
costs. This diversity of teaching philosophy and expectations will be explored later in
the thesis.
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3.5 Participating Schools

Schools and early childhood services may differ markedly in terms of philosophy,
curriculum, ratio and routines. Children’s individual early childhood-to-school
transitions can highlight diverse experiences of continuities and discontinuities (Cullen,
1991). This study provided an opportunity to consider and compare early childhood and
school case study contexts in terms of their support for precocious readers. Of the 11
children, four were “followed” as they transitioned to school, each of these four children

enrolling in a different school.

In addition to variation in the types of school, children who participated in the school
phase of this study were chosen on the basis of age and gender: the two girls and two
boys started school within the same week of each other, and observations occurred
concurrently. Because children in New Zealand generally start school on their 5th
birthday, class numbers vary as often as daily, according to when local children have
birthdays. The four children who were observed as they transitioned to school all had
birthdays that fell during the New Zealand summer vacation (mid-December to late
January), which meant that they all started school on the first day of the new school
year. Early in the school year, three of the children were in classes of only 12 children

to allow for ongoing enrolments.

Table 4 shows that Hinemoa and Mahuika were private single-sex schools, one being a
boys’ school and one a school for girls. Each of these schools combined primary and
secondary on the one site, with one of the schools also having an early childhood centre.
These two schools also had an “unashamed focus on academic excellence” and had a
formal uniform. The two private schools were decile 10 and charged fees of around
$8,000 per year.

Rona School is a co-educatioal state primary school in a high socio-economic
community. It is the primary school with the largest roll (400) in my study. The $250
annual donation requested from parents is higher than that of many other state schools in

the region.
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Papatuanuku School is a co-educational state-integrated school (involving a partnership
between the state and the Catholic Church). The school s in a multicultural, mixed
socio-economic community and asked for parent donations of about $75 per year.
Papatuanuku School has the smallest roll and, because of lower staffing, the principal

was also a part-time classroom teacher.

Each of the classrooms that I visited had one teacher at any one time, but one of the
teaching positions was job-shared, with one teacher working 4 days per week and a
different teacher working the Sth day each week. In one of the schools, the research
child had a “home” classroom, but worked in a second classroom for reading. All of the

new entrant teachers were female.

Information regarding parent selection of school, transition experiences and teaching
philosophies will be discussed later in the thesis. In this section, the purpose has been to

briefly introduce the four schools as key case study contexts for the children

participating in the study.
Table 4
Overview of Schools
School Type Pupil | Level | Roll | School | Decile | Fees/
gender uniform term
Hinemoa Private Boys Years | 600 Yes 10 | $2,000
only 1-13
Mahuika Private Girls Years | 650 Yes 10 | $2,000
only 1-13
Papatuanuku | Catholic-State | Co-ed | Years | 100 Yes 6 $75
Integrated 1-8 donation
Rona State Co-ed | Years |400 No 10 | $250
1-8 donation

3.6 Summary
The key participants in this study are the children; however, it is important that the study

also considers the key contexts of family, early childhood centre and school. These
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contexts are important because they extend ecological understanding of the children
participating in the study. Case studies involve “bounded systems” (Stake, 1994, 1995),
but Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system highlights that there can be “layers” of where
the boundaries of cases are. While early childhood centres and schools can be cases in
some research, in this study they serve as aspects of the systems bounding the case
studies of children. This chapter introduced the families of 11 children, and described

10 early childhood centres within three early childhood sectors and four schools.

Although ecological systems and social support are important, they cannot create a
precocious reader. Individual ability and learning styles are fundamental. Diversity
within the early childhood centres, schools and families influence the heterogeneity of
the 11 children participating in this study. The case studies, being the 11 children, have
commonality in that they focus on precocious readers, but these precocious readers are
also unique individuals. Stake (1995) states “much of our gathering of data from other
people will take the form of stories they tell and much of what we can convey to our
readers will preserve that form” (p. 1). This study integrates the stories and experiences
of the participants with data from multiple research methods. Within-case and across-
case analyses and between-context analyses are important aspects of the study,
supporting a holistic perspective of the children and a broad conception of learning. As
Henry’s parents noted at the beginning of this chapter, it is important to study “the
whole” of each case and to recognise that individual ability and experience are

intertwined.

A key message of this chapter has been that there is diversity among the children,
families, early childhood services and centres, and schools. The diversity highlights that

it is the children who are the readers; they are the “unique cases”.



105

CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES, DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

During assessment of a standardised measure of receptive language at his home, Henry (aged
4:10) was presented with the word “orbit”.” He was shown a page with four black and white
pictures on it, and asked to point to the one that represented the word. His choice was incorrect
(score=0). However, he then proceeded to animatedly discuss “orbit”. He told me that the
picture was incorrect, because there were only five rings around the sun, and if it was our solar
system then there should be nine rings. He also said that it was a shame the picture wasn’t in
colour, because if it was the fourth planet would be red — “that’s Mars.” Later on, after the test
was complete, Henry drew me our solar system with nine planets orbiting. He wrote “For You”
on it. (H: Field Notes)

Figure 11. BPVS orbit item
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Figure 12. Henry’s solar system picture.
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4.1 Introduction

The vignette of Henry’s discussion of “orbit” at the commencement of this chapter
provides an example of the necessity of a broad research perspective. If I had recorded
the standardised result of the British Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS) assessment only,
I may have assumed that because Henry pointed to the incorrect picure for the word
orbit, and scored zero, he did not understand the word or concept of “orbit” (see Figure
11). However, he proceeded to tell me that the picture was incorrect, and why. He
knew that there were only six planets in the picture but nine in our solar system. He
shared his opinion that the picture should be in colour, and that use of colour would
confirm the third planet as Mars by its being red. The total score would have told me
that he obtained a receptive language score overall of well above average, but would not
have shown me the richness of his expressive language. If I had not formed a
relationship with Henry, visiting his bedroom and backyard (to see his chalk drawings
and plants) he may not have been inclined to draw and give me the picture of our solar
system (Figure 12). However, by undertaking the range of standardised tests, in
addition to observation, the quantitatively reliable evidence of his abilities on a range of
assessment measures was obtained. The resulting information was of value to Henry’s

family, teachers, and me as researcher.

Gay (1996) stated, “In a simplified nutshell, qualitative analysis involves making sense
out of an enormous amount of narrative data” (p.245). My own process of analysis
highlighted for me how large my data collection had become. The 11 separate case
studies each include most of the following data:
e semi-structured parent interview transcripts
¢ informal interviews with parents, ECE and school teachers, and children
e field notes
® observations of children in early childhood centres (twice each for all children)
and school settings (twice each, for four of the children only)
* standardised assessments (Burt Word Reading Test, British Picture Vocabulary
Scale, Coloured Progressive Matrices, Neale Analysis of Reading)

e special ability rating scales
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e samples of children’s art and/or writing
e samples from parent records, including photos, video and CD ROM
e samples from teacher records, observations, assessments

» additional written communication from parents.

In this chapter, I begin with an explanation of methodological perspectives informing
the study: particularly constructivism, case studies and qualitative-quantitative
positioning. Specific instruments used to gather data are described in the next section.
Relationships, timeline and ethical consideratons are further issues addressed within the
chapter. Therefore, in this chapter what was specifically done, why particular

approaches were used, and how research was actually conducted are all considered.

4.2 Methodological Perspectives

Decisions relating to research design and choice of method are informed by research
paradigm and perspectives. Methodologically, my study is positioned within the
qualitative paradigm (Middleton, 1996), although my methods were both qualitative and
quantitative. Such mixed method approaches to research are becoming more common
(Bell, 1999; Cresswell, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Neuman, 1997; Rossman & Rallis,
1998). While some studies represent a single theoretical perspective, other studies
combine a number of perspectives. Stake (1994) highlights commonalities between a
number of research perspectives, stating, “Conceptions of most naturalistic, holistic,
ethnographic, phenomenological case studies emphasize objective description and
personalistic interpretation, a respect and curiosity for culturally different perceptions of
phenomena, and empathetic representation of local settings — all blending (perhaps
clumped) within a constructivist epistemology” (p. 242). Three methodological
positions inform the methodological approaches used in my study: constructivism, case

study research, and quantitative-qualitative paradigm.

4.2.1 Constructivism
Constructivism is a relevant paradigm because “we are all constructivists if we believe

that the mind is active in the construction of knowledge” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 125).
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Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 13) cite constructivism as being an interpretive paradigm
evident in interpretive case studies and ethnographic fiction. The constructivist
paradigm is variously referred to as interpretive/constructivist, naturalistic,
phenomenological, hermeneutic, symbolic interactionist, ethnographic, and qualitative
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The key factor that distinguishes constructivism (or
interpretivism) is the process of making meaning within social contexts (Lincoln &

Guba, 2000; Magoon, 1977).

Other aspects of my research also link to constructivism. In particular, my “voice” was
that of “passionate participant”, rather than the positivist voice of “disinterested
scientist” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 166). I was interested in the people involved in my
research, not only isolated behaviours. My approach to working with participants is
described by Guba and Lincoln (1994) as “facilitator” or “multi-voice reconstruction”
(p. 112) described how I aimed to work with participants. Within this facilitative
process, I aimed to avoid a position of authority. Instead, my aim was to engage in
collaborative, interactive learning with participants (Reason, 1994). In Figure 13, key
elements of the research paradigm and perspectives pertinent to my research are
illustrated. The issues are drawn from Guba and Lincoln (1994; Lincoln & Guba,
2000), but the figure has been constructed specifically for this thesis to illustrate my

research stance in this study.

The constructivist research position that I have described in Figure 13 is influenced by
personal beliefs and values about ‘doing research’ with people. Relationships with the
participants meant that I honoured their input, and needed to earn their trust. The figure
also illustrates my acknowledgement that, as researcher, the study data was mediated
and reconstructed through me. However, the case study approach means that the focus
is on participants; by having 11 case studies, the number of participants increased and

my own participation became of less importance.
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Issue Constructivist position of this study with
precocious readers
Inquiry aim Understanding, reconstruction
Nature of knowledge Individual reconstruction
Knowledge accumulation More informed and sophisticated
reconstructions; vicarious experience
Goodness or quality criteria Trustworthiness an authenticity
Values Included — formative
Ethics Intrinsic; process tilt toward revelation;
special problems
Voice ‘passionate participant’ as facilitator or multi-
voice reconstruction
Training Qualitative and quantitative
Accommodation Incommensurable (not necessarily equal or
balanced)
Power/Authority Seeking recognition and input from
participants
Epistemology Transactional/subjectivist, created findings

Figure 13. Research paradigm for thesis.

4.2.2 Design: Multiple-Case Study

The purpose of case study research, according to Harker (1997) is to

observe, probe and understand an individual unit (whether a child, a group, a class, a school or a
community) as a whole — what goes on within the unit, and the unit’s relationships horizontally
with other units, and vertically with other orders of units. It is the attempt to understand meaning
within units and to understand the individual, unique consruction of reality (p. 3).

There are differing opinions on whether case study design is a research method, but it is
generally considered to be ethnographic, interpretive research (Adelman, Jenkins, &
Kemmis, 1976; Atkinson & Delamont, 1985; Kemmis, 1980) Stake (1980) suggests
that case-study is not a specific methodology, but defined by the object of study, which

should be a “unique, bounded system”. This study on precocious readers uses a case

study approach in that I have maintained a holistic perspective of the children rather
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than a limited focus on reading ability alone, and because I have included a number of
key contexts. The aspiration of case studies is to create and share authentic knowledge
(Kemmis, 1980). The boundaries of the case include any direct influence on or
connection with children’s reading; social support from grandparents, parent modelling
of reading, computer use, access to libraries, and peer responses to precocity all
influence the case studies. A precocious reader is a case but precocity is not a case and
reading is not a case. Figure 14 illustrates that each of the case studies focuses on the
child, is bounded strongly by family and also bounded by early childhood, school and
community contexts. The figure shows that the case study approach was replicated 11

times, but connections could be drawn through each case to examine common issues.

Figure 14. Multiple-case study."”

Stake (2000) notes that a case study begins with bounding the case and that the
qualitative case researcher’s major responsibilities are
1. bounding the case

2. selecting phenomena, themes, issues, research questions

17 Cases A,D,E,G,H,1,J,L,M, N and O represent the children in the study. Children B, C, F and K
were not recruited into the main study.
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seeking patterns of data to develop issues
triangulation of key observations and bases for interpretation

selecting alternative interpretations to pursue

S

developing assertions and generalizations (p. 448).

Yin (1994) suggested that case study research begins with the research design and that
the key steps are

1. development of research questions

2. identification of propositions

3. specifying the unit of analysis

4. ensuring that data will logically link to the propositions

5

explaining interpretation of findings.

In this study of precocious readers, a combination of the two processes was used. In the
early stages, 1 developed research questions, considered propositions and bounded
cases, and selected phenomena, themes and issues. In the middle phase, I collected and

considered data. Finally, I moved on to interpretation, explanation and assertion.

Because multiple case studies provide an opportunity for replication, multiple case
design evidence can be considered more compelling and studies more robust than single
case studies (Herriott & Firestone, 1983). Although Yin (2003) uses the term “multiple-
case study”, Stake refers to the “collective case study” approach (1994, 1995). I decided
to use the term “multiple-case study” in order to acknowledge the importance of each
individual participant. Stake’s (1994) definition of collective case study is nevertheless

useful, stating that it is

Not the study of a collective but instrumental when extended to several cases ...They may be
similar or dissimilar, redundancy and variety each having voice. They are chosen because it is
believed that understanding them will lead to better understanding, perhaps better theorizing,

about a still larger collection of cases (p. 237).

Collective case study is a relevant approach for learning about the larger category of

precocious readers and perhaps the larger categories of precocious, able or successful
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learners. Figure 14 also illustrates that the research involves multiple cases; the 11 cases
replicated method and processes, although there were individual characteristics unique
to each case. Consistency of procedures meant that within-case and comparative and

across-case perspectives can be included.

4.2.3 Quantitative/Qualitative paradigm

Research projects often involve multiple methods of data-gathering; qualitative and
quantitative methodology need not be contradictory (Davidson & Tolich, 1999; Miles &
Huberman, 1984). Bogdan and Biklen (1992) cite the usefulness of “an interplay of
competing data” (p. 43). Rather than a “superior hybrid”, researchers “usually produce
a piece of research that does not meet the criteria for good work in either [quantitative or

qualitative] approach” (Locke, Spirduso & Silverman, 1987, p. 96).

I have included both quantitative instruments and qualitative data-gathering in my study.
Because the information I gathered varied from assessing children’s reading abilities to
observing their play, the data-gathering methods needed to be varied to reflect the broad
investigative interest. Validation of reading ability is an example of investigation
requiring use of quantitative assessment with strong reliability. Ecological information
about children’s play and participation in early childhood centres, however, was more
easily gained through qualitative on-site observation. It was important to clarify the
purpose and paradigm influencing my multi-method approach. Convinced of the
validity of using both qualitative and quantitative methods, I still queried whether I was
working within both qualitative and quantitative methodological paradigms. A key

passage from Denzin and Lincoln (1994) clarified my position. They state:
Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to
its subject matter. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings,
attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to
them. Qualitative researchers ... describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in
individuals’ lives. Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected

methods, hoping always to get a better fix on the subject matter at hand. (p. 2)

VICTORIA UNIVERSITY OF WELLINGTON
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The mixed method approach in my study meant a range of data was produced. Some of
the instruments in my study were more quantitative, others more qualitative. However,
qualitative understanding remained the focus of each case. Standardised assessments,
for example, provided the reading ages that defined entry to the cases, but qualitative
insights were gained through observation and other methods. A later analogy was
derived from Alice in Wonderland, quantitative instruments were a key to enter the
secret garden, but once inside the garden the qualitative experiences of painting the
roses red, playing croquet and dialogue with the red queen were more fundamental than

quantitative analysis of how many roses or croquet balls could be counted.

Figure 15 shows that the data-gathering methods employed in the research could be
placed on a quantitative-qualitative continuum. Standardised instruments are furthest to
the left, and in bold, with qualitative methods to the right. No instruments are positioned
as purely quantitative. The specific instruments are described in the next section of this

chapter, and illustrated in the Appendices.

Quantitative Qualitative
® Burt Word Reading Test

e Coloured Progressive Matrices
® British Picture Vocabulary Scale (Receptive language)
® Neale Analysis of Reading
¢ Recorded sentences (Expressive language)
e Special ability rating scales
® Semi-structured interviews
¢ Observations
® Art/writing samples
® Examining records
¢ Family video/photos
e anecdotal,
informal
discussion

N.B. The specific data collection methods outlined in this figure are explained in section 4.3 of this thesis

Figure 15. Quantitative/Qualitative perspectives.
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4.3 Instruments

Bouma (1996) affirms the value of a multi-method approach, stating, “It is often better
to use several data-gathering techniques to answer a research question. Using a variety
of techniques may provide different perspectives on the situation, thereby increasing
what is known about it” (p. 180). Harker (1997) reinforced the value of broad research
designs, and described the case study approach as having “considerable overlap with a
number of specific research techniques such as ethnography, surveys, participant
observation, quantitative methods, clinical methods, and interviewing. As discussed
earlier this chapter, the range of methods in my study included both quantitative and
qualitative instruments. In this section, the instruments used are discussed: standardised
tests, special ability rating scales, interviews and observations. The instruments, and
other forms of data collection, are individually discussed, followed by explanation of the

selection of instruments.

4.3.1 Standardised assessments

Inclusion of the standardised assessment provides quantitative strength to the study by
providing the opportunity to compare results from the 11 participants in this research
against a larger, norm-referenced group. In terms of the children’s reading achievement,
standardised test results are still often assumed to have greater reliability than the
authentic observations of parents. The standardised assessments used in my study were
the Burt Word Reading Test, the Neale Analysis of Reading, Coloured Progressive

Matrices and the British Picture Vocabulary Scale.

The Burt Word Reading Test (Burt) (Gilmore, Croft & Reid, 1981) is an individually
administered measure of an aspect of a child’s word recognition skills. The test card
consists of 110 words printed in differing sizes of type and grades in approximate order
of difficulty (see Appendix G). The manual directs that the child read as many words as
s/he can, until 10 consecutive words are read incorrectly; the child is then invited to look
over the remaining words to see if any others can be read. The assessment should take
no more than 10 minutes to complete. Although it is a word reading test rather than a

reading test, the Burt correlates highly with the Neale Analysis of Reading (Neale,
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1999). The Burt was also useful to use as it is an assessment widely used in primary
schools, so teachers should readily understand results of reading ‘age bands’ well above
chronological age. It has also been used in other New Zealand research on reading
(Fletcher-Flinn & Thompson, 2000; Greaney, 1998). The New Zealand edition of the
Burt has been revised and standarised for New Zealand children, with age norms

provided for children from 6:0 to 12:11 years. Boys and girls’ norms were used.

The Neale Analysis of Reading (Neale) (Neale, 1999) provides a reader with passages
graded in six levels. Two parallel forms are provided, enabling retesting with material
of similar complexity and difficulty and checking against regression toward the mean;
half of the children began with each of the two versions (green or yellow). In addition
to the parallel forms, practice passages are provided. Line drawings accompany
passages to support the reading (see Appendix H), and comprehension questions are also
provided for all passages. This Australian test can be used with readers of all age, but
the tables of norms refer to students aged 6.0 to 12+ years. Norms are provided for three
aspects of reading that are of key relevance to precocious reading: accuracy,
comprehension and rate (fluency). The Neale was chosen particularly because of the
range of norms, the parallel forms, the possibility of assessing comprehension and
fluency, and because it was not regularly used in New Zealand, meaning that the chance
the children had seen the resource previously were minimal. Children’s reading of the
Neale was often tape-recorded to enable review of fluency and expression. My own
notes elaborated qualitative dimensions of reading, for example, on the child who
swiped her hands like a lion’s claws as she read “The lion sprang” (I: field notes). Word
errors from passages read on the Neale were categorized as mispronounciations,
substituions, refusals, additions, omissionals or reversals. In addition, I used Clay’s
(1993a) Running Record analysis of meaning, structure and visual cues within errors

and self-corrections (see Appendix I).

In 2000, as I began this study, the first reports of the longitudinal Competent Children
projects, had only recently been released (Hendricks & Meade, 1993; Wylie, Thompson
& Kerslake Hendricks, 1996; Wylie, 1996; Wylie, Thomson & Lythe, 1999). Ravens
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Coloured Progressive Matrices (CPM) (Raven, Raven & Court, 1965) was used by
Wylie et al. “to assess children’s logical problem-solving skills” (1996, p. 24). The
ceiling of literacy measures used in the Competent Children at Five (Wylie, Thompson
& Kerlake Hendricks, 1996) study was too low for the ability of the children
participating in my research, for example, Clay’s word list, which involves reading 15
word like “T”, “a”, “on” and “to” (Clay, 1993b). However, I hoped that including CPM
in my research provided the opportunity of comparing the children in my study with a
wider sample of New Zealand children on a non-literacy measure. Using the CPM
provided variety for the participating children and also supported the commitment to a
holistic perspective of the children; it was important to tap abilities other than literacy if
I was really to look at the “whole child” (Ministry of Education, 1996a). The CPM has
coloured illustrations with a missing piece; six pieces are displayed below the
illustration, only one of which correctly completes the pattern (see Appendix J). There
are three sets of 12 patterns, totalling 36 tasks. Correct completion of patterns involves
recognition of similarity, orientation and identity. Norms for British children aged 5.5

to 11.5 were used, from the 1998 revised manual (Raven, Raven & Court, 1998).

The British Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS), (2’"’ Edition.) (Dunn, et al., 1997), like
the CPM, gave the children an opportunity to try an attractively presented assessment
measure that was quite different from the task of reading. The BPVS is a measure of
receptive language and vocabulary, standardised from ages 3:00 to 15:08. The manual
purports it to be “an achievement test since it shows the extent of English vocabulary
acquisition”. It assesses verbal ability and verbal intelligence aspects of scholastic
aptitude. Research has repeatedly affirmed the strong correlation between measures of
vocabulary and full scale IQ tests (Dale & Reichert, 1957; Elliott, 1983, 1990;
Weschler, as cited in Dunn, et al., 1997). Stainthorp and Hughes also used the BPVS in
their work with “Young Early Readers™ (1998, 1999), describing the assessment as “a
test of receptive vocabulary, which correlates highly with general cognitive ability”
(Stainthorp & Hughes, 2004, p. 110). Nancy Jackson and her colleagues used the
American version of the BPVS, the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn & Dunn,
1997). Each page of the BPVS had four simple black and white illustrations. The
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child’s task is to choose which picture best illustrates the meaning of the target word

stated by the tester (see Appendix K). The ceiling for the test is the set within which the
child makes eight or more errors. The test is expected to take 10 minutes to administer.
Although the BPVS was essentially a passive exercise (pointing to one of four pictures),

children related to some of the pictures and often made anecdotal comments.

4.3.2 Rating scales

Two special ability rating scales designed for teacher use were used within this study.
The scales were broadly focused at children with special abilities, not targeted at early
readers. The scales complemented interviews by acknowledging the perspectives of
parents, in particular, and teachers. One of the scales would have taken 10 to 15

minutes to complete and the other about 5 minutes.

The first special ability rating scale, devised by Schwartz (as cited in Jones, 1988) was a
simple checklist of 15 behavioural characteristics for preschool children (see final page
of Appendix L). Jones (1988) states, “If a child exhibits eight of the characteristics, then
further observation and testing is in order. If you can spot 12 or more, the child is most
likely gifted and testing, referral, and possible intervention measures should be
implemented” (p. 6). The checklist was offered to parents as part of their interview and
included a number of affective traits. A purpose of including this rating scale was to
assess the usefulness of the rating scale for identification of special abilities for my

research participants.

The second special ability scales were the New Zealand-developed Teacher Observation
Scales (McAlpine & Reid, 1996). The tool involves ticking statements that describe the
child, from lists of characteristics in five domains: learning, social leadership, creative
thinking, self-determination, motivational (see Appendix M). The scales therefore
provided an opportunity to gather data on potential strengths of the children other than
cognitive abilities, linking to my holistic emphasis on the child. All parents and some
teachers were asked to rate the children participating in the research using the scales.

The Teacher Obseration Scales were created and published for school age children, not



119

preschool children. Inclusion of this measure in the study supported consideration of
whether the scales could be useful for younger children, and if any of the observation

scales domains would have particular strength for precocious readers.

4.3.3 Interviews

Semi-structured and informal interviews (Fontana & Frey, 1998; Lentz & Wehmann,
1977; Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell & Alexander, 1995) were undertaken with parents,
children, early childhood teachers and primary teachers in this study. Informal
interviews were on an on-going basis, but the semi-structured interviews tended to be
mid-point or toward the end of each case study. Appendix E shows that in David’s case,
the major parent interview occurred after the standardised assessments and early
childhood observations had been completed. Edwards (2001) states, “Interviews allow
case study researchers to explore the meanings that lie behind observed behaviours or
documentary evidence” (p. 131). The semi-structured parent interview questions in my
study acknowledged my interest in family support and school transition and broad
literature relating to emergent literacy. The semi-structured interviews also explored
how children learned and parents taught, and key factors relating to literacy. Key
previous research on early readers by Durkin (1966) and Clark (1982) had included
comprehensive interviews of parents/caregivers. Other researchers (Anbar, 1986;
Brenna, 1995; De Baryshe, 1995; Jackson, 1999; Stainthorp & Hughes, 1998) combined
parent interviews with formal child assessment. In my study, the semi-structured
interviews had prepared, open-ended questions (see Appendix L). When appropriate, the
questions were adapted to suit the family circumstances or as a result of information
having been already covered. If parents asked me questions, for example about support
networks or the frequency of precocious reading, I would answer them. The semi-
structured parent interviews were held in parent’s homes, taking 1.5 to 2 hours each.
Transcripts were subsequently given to the parents, and they were invited to make

corrections, which some parents did.

Informal interactions occurred with parents throughout the study. I shared observations

and examples from discussions of children’s learning, loosely grouped in categories,
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which stimulated co-constructive discussion and brainstorming. The early childhood
and primary school teacher interviews were informal, following the procedure noted
above for parents, but scheduled; interviews with teachers occurred in early childhood
centres and schools, at lunch times or when children had left for the day. Rather than
using a formal semi-structured interview with children, interactions also occurred on an
informal basis throughout the research, as opportunities arose. Some children wanted to
show me their bedrooms, others talked to me about their early childhood centres before I
visited, and others told me about people who helped them learn. Children drew me
pictures, told me jokes, told me when they had “had enough” testing, and taught me
about their interests (Lego, dinosaurs, space, animals were favourite interests). This
broad approach to data collection reflects the importance of a holistic perspective of
children and learning, and an attempt to include children’s voices in the research. These
aspects of my case studies provide an important contribution to the research on
precocious readers. Other studies focus on what precocious readers could or couldn’t

do. I aimed, more simply, to present the children.

4.3.4 Observations

I observed each of the children who participated in the study play and learn in their early
childhood education setting on two separate occasions. The average of one hour per
observation (generally 45 minutes to 1.5 hours) meant I had approximately 25 hours of
early childhood observation records. I simply “followed” the child for the duration of
my visit, recording what I could of the child’s behaviour, play and expressive language
(see Appendix N). The purpose of the observations was to have another “window”
through which to view the child; play, social interaction and expressive language in
ecological contexts were key foci. Observations of children were arranged to suit early
childhood teachers, although I tried to arrange the second observation times to be
different from the first. As a qualitative method (Adler & Adler, 1998)18, it is important

to acknowledge that observations are filtered through the eyes of the researcher; Rolfe

'8 Areas of play were also coded and quantitatively analysed, but deleted from this report as the data did
not appear to usefully add to the case studies.
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(2001) states, “As human observers, it is inevitable that our own feelings and

interpretations influence what we see or don’t see” (p. 231).

Similar observations occurred on two separate occasions for each of the children who
were observed in the school phase. I asked teachers to suggest classroom times that
ideally did not include physical education, assembly or extended periods of whole-class
teacher-task. The primary purpose was to observe the child’s behaviour, task

attentiveness, socialisation, and utilisation of resources in the school setting.

4.3.5 Additional data

During informal interviews throughout the study, several parents and teachers shared
children’s artwork and writing, photographs, videos, health and development records,
teacher observations and a variety of written records, such as learning stories (Carr,
1998¢, 2001). One family compiled a compact disc recording and a video of early
literacy interactions especially for my study; several children drew me pictures. Some
of this diverse material I have been able to incorporate within the thesis; other material
facilitated parents’ recollection and further discussion with the parents or teachers. All
these components supported a holistic perspective of the child and the broader research

focus on learning rather than the narrower focus on reading.

Another source of research data was extraction of examples of children’s expressive
language from the early childhood centre observations and home visits. Henderson,
Jackson, and Mukamal (1993) stated in their case study, of a highly precocious reader,
Max, that he “constructed unusually long and syntactically complex sentences for his
age”. Gathering examples of expressive language would facilitate some general
consideration of whether they were typical or atypical for 4-year-old children and enable
comparison between the formally assessed receptive language measure (BPVS) and the

ecologically gathered expressive language.

Finally, I gave children the opportunity to try a three-dimensional puzzle on one of my

visits (see Appendix O). This was a non-standardised instrument, estimated to be within
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each of the children’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978); they could not
complete the puzzle on their first independent attempt, but could with some prompting
or modelling. The puzzle provided an opportunity to observe the child engage with a

non-literacy-based challenge to illustrate dispositions such as persistence.

4.3.6 Selection of instruments

It is important that data-gathering instruments are appropriate for their intended purpose.
Because of the complexity of the study with multiple cases, multiple sites and multiple
methods (see Figure 16), I wanted to be convinced that the purpose behind each method
was valid. Documenting links with other research enabled me to be able to reflect on,
and report, ways in which the methods of my study compared to, or differed from,
previous research. Figure 17 provides an overview of the instruments within my study,

their key features, purposes and links to research.

The major instruments were trialled before use in the study. The Neale Anaysis of
Reading, Burt Word Reading Test, British Picture Vocabulary Test and Coloured
Progressive Matrices were trialled on a six-year-old with above-average reading ability,
under observation from one of my supervisors. Trialling ensured that I had practice
implementing the test procedures. The parent interview was piloted with a friend whose
daughter had been an early reader, and the transcript shown to my supervisors. This
process provided an opportunity for me to estimate the time the interview would take,

and to enhance the clarity of some questions.

Multiple Cases Multiple Sites Multiple Data Collection Methods

11 children, each a 11 children’s homes | Observation (School and early

different ‘case’ Some grandparents’ childhood education settings)
Parents, siblings, homes Standardised testing (Burt Word

grandparents and | 10 early childhood Reading Test, Neale Analysis

other whanau centres of Reading, British Picture
Early childhood teachers | 4 new entrant school Vocabulary Test Coloured
New entrant school classrooms Progressive Matrices)

teachers Interviews (parents and teachers)
Children’s peers Records & samples

Informal data collection

Figure 16. Complexity of the study.




Assessment Key features of Assessment Purpose Links with Wider
Measure assessment Research
Burt Word Results understood by Word reading Fletcher-Flinn &
Reading teachers. Quick, easily Thompson (2000),
Test administered. NZ Greaney (1998)
standardised
Neale Analysis | Reading level, fluency Reading: accuracy, Fletcher-Flinn &
of Reading and comprehension. fluency and Thompson (2000),
Recent revision. comprehension ages Greaney (1998)
Practice passages,
parallel forms. Well
presented.
Raven’s Link with ‘competent Logical reasoning Wylie et al.
Coloured children’ research Competent Children
Progressive projects (1996, 1998)
Matrices
British Picture | Standardised for wide Receptive language. Parallel to Peabody
Vocabulary ability range. Recent Cognition Picture Vocab Test
Scale revision. Well presented. (Dunn & Dunn,
1997) —widely cited
in US research
Rating scales Easily administered, Clarifying special Schwartz (1980)
involves parents, and abilities. Usefulness of McAlpine & Reid
teachers. One is a NZ special ability scales? (1996)

instrument

Parent Essential to tap Self-concept, social Anbar (1986); Brenna
questionnaire/ perspectives of parents. support, motivation, (1995); Clark (1982);
interview Usually involved both environment, reading De Baryshe (1995);
parents (sometimes practice and interest, Durkin (1966, 1976);
mothers only) metacognitive strategies, Jackson (1988);
special abilities, family Stainthorp & Hughes
values and practices (1998).
Informal Important aspect of Motivation, self-concept, | Competent Children
teacher and ecological context. metacognitive strategies, projects (1996, 1998)
parent social support,
interviews environment

Child interview

Ad hoc, embedded

Motivation, self-concept,

Smith, Gollop &

informally within metacognitive strategies, Taylor (2000)
research. Child’s voice Reading
Observation of | Focus on child and Motivation, metacognitive | Cullen (1998, 2002);
child in home, | evident behaviour strategies, social support, | Carr (2001);
school and environment. McNaughton (1995);
early childhood Clay (1967, 1979)
settings.
Examples of Naturalistic contexts, Expressive language Henderson, Jackson
expressive gathered during & Mukamal (1993)
language observations or
assessment tasks

Figure 17. Data-gathering purposes and links to research.
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44  Relationships

During the study, I had both participant and non-participant roles. When visiting early
childhood centres I chose a non-participant observer role and when conducting
standardised tests I needed to follow the prescribed procedures. However, I valued the
fact that families invited me to participate in a relationship with them, and I certainly

tried to avoid a clinical approach when working with the children.

Relationships between researchers and participants are important to acknowledge.
Bogden and Biklen (1992) state, “Ethics are understood in terms of their lifelong
obligations to the people who have touched their lives in the course of living the life of a
qualitative researcher” (p. 55). My personal and philosophical stance on working with
families links my research process with cooperative inquiry and participatory research
(Reason, 1994). Parents were consulted, interviewed and given feedback, and directly
observed assessment activities. Data-gathering was, strictly speaking, for my benefit;
however, families gained records/portfolios, interest/attention and feedback. Parents
indicated that they found the experience to be more useful than intrusive; Oscar’s father
said, “We were happy to participate because we thought we’d get something out of it too
... it’s been interesting” (February, 2002). Bogdan and Biklen (1992) affirm, “With
qualitative research . . . the relationship is ongoing; it evolves over time. Doing

qualitative research is more like having a friendship than a contract” (p. 53).

My contact with the families has not ceased simply because the research data collection
is complete. Some of the families asked to meet other families involved, and offered to
share their contact details with other families. A mother, who had earlier stated her
appreciation at being able to talk about her child knowing I was interested, invited me to
a school meeting after my research data had been collected (H: Field notes). Several
families sent letters and e-mail, especially on their child’s transition to school. The final
time I formally collected data was acknowledged, but, in many instances, informal

contact has continued. There was no standard exit time.
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4.5 Timelines

A time-line of nearly 3.5 years was originally planned, but extended to just over 5 years.
A year was spent planning and preparing, although reading of literature had also
occurred during the previous years. Fieldwork took just over a year. The data-gathering
was extensive, with over 120 site visits and more than 4,000 kilometres of travel.

Analysis, reflection and write-up extended over the next three years (see Appendix P).

Children entered and completed the study at varying times, according to when they were
“found”. Factors influencing the length of their involvement included: when they were
recruited, if they were selected, how frequently we could meet, whether they were
included in the school phase, timing of holidays. Figure 18 demonstrates the timeline of
participant involvement and highlights that multiple case studies happened at any one
time. During February and March 2002, for example, nine cases were concurrently
active within the study. All elements of case study A were completed in 4 months;

however, case studies D and G were involved with the study over an 11-month period.

A|B|C|D|E|F|G|H|I|J|[K|L|{M|[N|O

March 2001

April 2001

May 2001

June 2001

July 2001

August 2001

September 2001

October 2001

November 2001

December 2001

January 2002

February 2002

March 2002

April 2002

May 2002

June 2002

July 2002

Participants B, C, F and K were not recruited into the full study after initial assessment.

Figure 18. Timeline of participant involvement (March 2001 to July 2002).
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4.6  Data Analysis Procedures

Parent and teacher interviews, informal discussions, observations and field notes were
all components of my qualitative data collection. The analysis of the qualitative data is
the focus of this section. Standardised instruments were analysed according to the

procedures in the manual.

Analysis of data has the mechanistic purpose of aiding selection and reduction, but also
the more important purpose of finding the examples and images that best illustrate the
research story. A more holistic perspective of analysis describes a detailed examination
of anything complex made in order to understand its nature or to determine its essential
features (Tesch, 1990). The Webster dictionary definition of analysis (Webster’s online
dictionary, 2005) includes the critical phrase “ensuring understanding”; without
understanding, analysis would be a meaningless dissection. This broader purpose was

helpful to remember as I worked with increasingly smaller units of data.

Tesch (1990) describes data as “pieces of paper” covered in words. Focusing on
deconstruction, dealing with many of these ‘pieces of paper’ forced me to temporarily
disengage from relationships with the participants in my study. A metaphor I used
during the analysis phase was that I moved from strip mining to grading the carat and
cut of gems. Discipline required in this phase is noted by Wolcott (1994), who states,
“Contrasted with the weeks and weeks in which she will be engaged in mechanical
processing, the truly analytic moments will occur during bursts of insight or pattern
recognition” (p. 24). Plath (1990) remarked that this phase has “all the dramatic tension

of watching paint dry” (p. 375).

In addition to its purpose, the process of coding and analysis is important: “A physical
feel for the data” is part of the “concrete” approach (Patton, 2002, p. 446). For the
qualitative data in my study, a process similar to the “constant comparative analysis
approach” described by Mutch (1995) was <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>