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ABSTRACT 

MARLENE M. MONTGOMERY 

FUNCTIONS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS' TALK DURING WRITING 

DECEMBER 2010 

Framed by a sociocultural perspective, this qualitative study explored how 

English language learners' talk during writing sessions changed over time and ho\\! 

English language learners' writing and talk during writing influenced and supported their 

school-based literacy development. In this study school-based literacy development was 

operationalized as how students talk, read, and write in school. 

Within an eight-week duration, writing sessions with various combinations of 

three English language learners (the focus participants of this study) and two non-focus 

participants engaged in writing sessions in a first grade classroom. The sessions were 

digitally recorded and documented by ethnographic field notes. These recorded sessions 

were transcribed and coded in two ways using NVivo 8, a computer-assisted qualitative 

data analysis software. 

An analytic description was developed through the collection of the focus 

participants' writing samples, weekly records of oral reading, and the results of an oral 

language instrument administered at the beginning and end of the study. The analysis of 
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these observational assessments showed uneven gains in writing, reading, and oral 

language. 

The first coding process was completed to identify how Halliday's (1975) seven 

functions of language were used by the focus participants during the writing sessions. 

This analysis revealed that the imaginative function of talk emerged most robustly. The 

factors impacting the dominance of this function were identified as group membership. 

the writing genre being composed, and the teacher-selected writing purpose. 

The second coding process was completed to allow other themes to emerge. Six 

categories of peer talk were identified as self-regulation or private speech. giving 

assistance, view of writing, request for help, language usage. and talking about one· s 

writing. Factors that influenced the use of these types of talk were group membership 

and the writing genre being composed. A major finding was the frequent usage of private 

speech in English during writing. Finally, private speech in English showcased the 

participants' usage of their second language as a meditational tool. 

Educational implications resulting from this study include providing a 

responsive/collaborative classroom, a process writing model of instruction. and 

promoting biliteracy to deepen English language learners' understanding of English 

literacy. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Becoming literate can be a difficult task for some young children, especially ,vhen 

this process is to be mastered in a language different from a home language. The 

projections of the U.S. population up to the year of 2025 present a snapshot of hm,v many 

children this will include. In 2005 the number of school-aged children whose parents 

were immigrants was 12 million, but this figure is projected to be 18 million in 2025 

(PasseL 2007). While the numbers of English language learners continue to grow within 

our school population, achievement test data do not depict success of our educational 

efforts in meeting the needs of this particular student group. 

For example, the Pew Hispanic Center Report (Fry, 2007) gives an account of the 

recent standardized test results that show English language learners as a group continue 

to fall farther behind in reading and math achievement. Additionally, only incremental 

gains in achievement are exhibited by a cohort group of students in the summary rep011s 

of the 2005, 2006, and 2007 statewide assessments of the Texas English Language 

Proficiency Assessment System (2007). The TELPAS has two portions, the Reading 

Proficiency Tests in English (RTPE) and the Texas Observation Protocols (2007 ). 

Generally, in Texas there is a lack of accelerated growth in English language learners' 

school based writing as evidenced by this statewide assessment system, particularly as 



reported in the writing domain of the Texas Observation Protocols. These collections of 

data represent the urgent demands for developing greater understanding of how to 

support English language learners more effectively in acquiring oral English proficiency, 

in becoming literate in English, and in becoming proficient in all academic areas. 

Statement of the Problem 

In order to address identified achievement gaps, it is beneficial for educators to 

explore classroom practices that support not only learning how to read and write, but 

language learning as well. Oral language is one of the foundational pillars of later 

literacy skills (Griffin, Hemphill, Camp, & Wolf, 2004). For example, oral language is a 

grounding of learning to read (Roth, Speece, & Cooper, 2002). More specifically. oral 

language is a basis of recognizing printed words and comprehending continuous text 

(Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Oral language is also a foundation in learning to write 

(King & Rentel, 1982). Furthermore, extensive research on relationships or reciprocity 

between reading and writing development (Clay, 1998; Langer & Flihan, 2000; Tierney 

& Shanahan, 1991) illustrates one cannot view the complex processes in isolation. Thus, 

there is a need of classroom literacy practices for English language learners to reflect the 

complex and intersecting repertoires of reading, writing and oral language. 

Writing and talk work together. The conversations or talk surrounding the writing 

sessions of young English language learners are strong forces in developing second 

language and literacy learning as evidenced by the changes in children's writing over 

time (Huss, 1991 ). In studying speaking and writing of English language learners, Blazer 
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(1984) termed these relationships as interactive and supportive. Seda and Abramson 

( 1990) concluded that the relationships of oral and written language are transactional. 

Regardless of the terminology used to describe these relationships, writing and 

talking are beneficial to English language learners as a means to develop English literacy 

as well as oral proficiency. However, these relationships are not linear progressions from 

listening, to speaking, to reading, and then to writing. Contrary to '"bottom-up" teaching 

practices that are based upon a linear perspective ofliteracy development, English 

language learners can learn to write before attaining oral language proficiency in English 

(Fu, 2009; Gee, 1996; Hudelson, 1984; Samway, 2006; Urzua, 1987). 

This study analyzed English language learners' oral reading behaviors, oral 

language structures, as well as their writings with several lenses in association with the 

talk that surrounded their writing to examine the interactive influences. The study of 

English language learners' talk surrounding the activity of writing as well as the 

influences of talk and writing upon school-based literacy development can give a clearer 

view of effective classroom literacy practices to be implemented. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purposes of this study were to identify functions of English language 

learners' talk during writing sessions and to explore how the functions of this talk during 

writing sessions changed over time as school-based literacy development progressed as 

represented in their reading, writing and oral language development. Recordings were 

made of the talk during writing sessions. These recordings were transcribed and analyzed 
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to identify emerging functions. Observations of the talk and interactions during writing 

sessions were documented through field note procedures to provide supplemental data to 

the recordings and transcriptions. Observational assessments of reading, writing and oral 

language were conducted to record the changes in literacy achievement over the duration 

of the study. 

Research Questions 

The purposes of this interpretive study were to examine and identify the English 

language learners' talk surrounding the activity of writing and to gain understanding of 

the influences of the activities of talking and writing upon school-based literacy 

development. The research questions that guided this study follow. 

1. How does English language learners' talk during writing sessions change 

over time? 

2. How does Halliday's model of '"functions" of talk apply to English 

language learners' talk during writing sessions? 

3. What is the relationship between English language learners' talk during 

writing sessions and school-based literacy development? 

Rationale 

As more English language learners have enrolled in our public schools, there has 

been a mushrooming effect upon the collection of research devoted to identifying 

teaching practices that provide greater supports to language acquisition as well as 

expedient and improved academic achievement. Teaching practices that are associated 
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with process writing, especially those supporting peer talk and interaction, have been 

shown to be effective in creating powerful, collaborative learning spaces, "third spaces'" 

(Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejeda, 1999), to support young English language 

learners in becoming readers, writers and speakers of English. 

Furthermore, researchers have also analyzed English language learners' talk and 

its functions as writing sessions occur within classrooms. By studying the shifting and 

dynamic participatory roles of journal writing activities (Larson, 1995) and the functions 

of peer talk during writing activities (Biscais, 2004) previous findings of the positive 

effects of English language learners' opportunities to talk and interact with peers were 

corroborated. English language learners can construct more meaningful writing and 

create more meaning-filled learning spaces through peer talk and collaboration 

(Gutierrez, 1994). 

The findings in the existing body of research related to English language learners 

and the functions of peer talk during process writing sessions, however, do not provide a 

clear picture of how these functions can change over time. What remains to be 

discovered is how the functions of talk that surround peer writing sessions change as 

English language learners become more proficient in literacy learning. These changes 

have yet to be documented in detail. Only a qualitative study that closely observes the 

functions of English language learners' talk in classrooms during writing sessions and 

that documents the changes in the participants' reading, writing and oral language 

development will shed light on these complex relationships. 
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Significance 

As our schools are enriched with the diversity of languages and cultures from 

around the world, language arts program designers and educators search for resources 

and pedagogies that support the English language learners as they attempt to concurrently 

negotiate academic learning and a new oral and written literacy. As educators, it is not 

our purpose to insist on homogeneity in the oral forms of communicating with our 

students or their forms of communicating with us or other students. That reductionistic 

demand could narrow students' individual learning built upon a foundation of personal 

life experiences and literacy opportunities. 

By identifying the functions of powerful talk, literacy teachers may be fortified 

with insights into establishing teaching practices that will raise the levels of oral language 

proficiency as well as the levels of writing proficiency within English language learners. 

By encouraging opportunities for English language learners to talk with native English 

speakers, the non-focus participants, while engaged in writing sessions, the process of the 

English language learners in becoming English speakers and writers may be accelerated. 

Through observations, observational assessments, audio-recordings, and video recordings 

of students' talk during classroom writing sessions that include English language 

learners, clearer understandings of the influences of talk and the changing functions of 

peer talk upon their literacy learning were acquired. 

Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of my study, I use and define the following terms as: 
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English Language Leamer: A student who speaks, reads, and/or writes minimal or no 

English upon entering school, but who has a level of proficiency in a language spoken 

within her/his home. The level of proficiency in a home language may include being able 

to listen, read, and write with understanding. Depending upon the entry age within the 

school setting, full literacy development in the home language may not be complete or 

may be emerging. 

Talk: The verbal statements or questions offered by students and teachers that facilitate 

learning and understanding for the speaker or for the others around them. 

Functions of Talk: Operating under the principle that communication through talk is 

purposeful and '"that language is doing things·· (Lindfors, 1987), the functions of talk are 

the purposes of spoken utterances and message units. 

Mediation: The social, cultural, and/or material tools that restructure the mental 

functioning of an individual. These tools can be language, symbols, or activities that are 

instrumental in transforming mental processing. 

Appropriation: This is a process of change or "becoming" (Rogoff, 1995) through 

observation, guided participation and taking part in an activity that results in an 

individual transforming her/his understanding. The transformation is generative and can 

become the foundation of and/or the preparation for more learning in yet another activity 

or new situation. 

Comprehension: The capacity of individuals to construct new information into new 

knowledge from written textual sources. 
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School-Based Literacy: The activities of speaking, listening, reading, and writing that are 

associated within the contexts of formal schooling. In this study the term, school-based 

literacy, is employed as how students read, write, and speak in school. 

Writing: "Writing can be defined as composing and expressing ideas through letters, 

words, art, or media and print, something that only occurs when mental operations 

(processes) are mobilized for the purpose of composing and expressing ideas." (Dahl & 

Farnan, 1998, p. 5). 

Process Writing: Process writing is an instructional model that encourages teachers to 

maintain an inquiry stance in their teaching of writing. This model of instruction views 

writing as an ongoing process, but classroom strategies and procedures are employed to 

offer students opportunities to hone their writing through planning, drafting, revising, 

editing, and publishing. 

Writing Session: A writing event that occurs within a classroom. The writing activity 

can be independent or can be assisted by a teacher or other writers working together 

through levels of support like shared writing, interactive writing, or guided writing. 

Discursive Texts: Texts derived from the transcriptions of conversations or talk. 

Specifically, in this study, discursive texts were the transcriptions of the talk among the 

students themselves during writing sessions. 

Parsing: 'The process of analyzing sentences by grammatical labels as subject, predicate, 

object, etc." (Harris & Hodges, 1995, p. 179). 
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Guided Writing Groups: Small group instruction in which teachers and students focus on 

the process of writing. Explicit teaching of various aspects of writing is available for the 

students/participants through modeling, demonstration, teacher underwriting, support. 

Interactive conversation is a mediator of the task of writing. 

Talk about Texts: Conversations before, during, and after reading or writing continuous 

texts in which the participants actively and spontaneously engage and collaborate to 

construct meanings from continuous texts. 

Reciprocities: A term to describe how the reservoirs of literacy knowledge (speaking, 

listening, reading, visually representing, writing, thinking) possessed by an individual 

work interactively to construct more knowledge. For example, what is known in reading 

can be utilized to become a more proficient writer, or vice versa (Clay, 1998; Langer & 

Flihan, 2000; Tierney & Shanahan, 1991 ). Or what is known in oral language, receptive 

or expressive, can be utilized in written language or composition. 

Multi-directional Reciprocities: A term to describe how the interactive exchanges of 

literacy knowledge are utilized in many directions and in multiple sequences. 

Responses: In this study responses will refer to the talk within writing sessions to 

respond to other students in the writing process before, during or after composing a piece 

of writing. 

Summary 

The purposes of Chapter I were to introduce the purpose of my study, to identify 

my research questions, and to describe the background of my research study. In addition, 
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I defined some key terms associated with this study as well as presented the significance 

of my study. In Chapter II, a review of literature related to oral language proficiency and 

English language learners as developing writers is presented. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purposes of this study were to identify functions of English language 

learners' talk during writing sessions and to explore how the functions of this talk during 

writing sessions changed over time as their school-based literacy development progressed 

as represented by their reading, writing and oral language development. These changes 

had yet to be documented in detail. This study created opportunities to observe the 

functions of English language learners' talk in a classroom during writing sessions so 

change in their reading, writing, and oral language development could be documented. 

The documented changes in the participants' reading, writing and oral language 

development have shed light on these complex relationships. 

In this section the research literature pertinent to the background of this study is 

reviewed. Specific topics include (a) the system of language, (b) language and literacy as 

social and cultural activities, (c) functions of talk, (d) English language learners as 

developing writers, ( e) multiple paths to literacy, (f) instructional needs of English 

language learners, (g) evidence-based practices for teaching writing to English language 

learners, (h) opportunities for peer talk, and (i) a summary of the literature review. 
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The System of Language 

Language, as a system, can be viewed as having information sources (Clay, 

2005a). These information sources are (a) the semantic system, (b) the syntactic system, 

(c) the phonological system, and (d) the pragmatic system. Goodman (1994) lists these 

information sources for reading as the semantic system, the syntactic system, and the 

grapho-phonic system. Clay discusses these sources of information as being 

"redundant", and as readers and writers become more and more powerful in their 

processing and '"noticing" of them, their power in literacy learning grows (Wertsch, 

1985). Readers and writers utilize these sources in message-getting (reading) and 

message-making (writing) as ways to problem solve through the complexities of literacy 

learning. The most significant and overarching purpose of literacy is to make meaning -

not to decode, not to make what is read to look right (although these are potent 

informational sources), but to make sense, to make meaning, to understand. Meaning

making, the semantic system, is the guiding force of fluency, comprehension, and a 

reader's and writer's self-regulatory system. In addition to the guiding forces of the 

semantic system, the syntactic system is another significant portion of the language 

universals that is strategically used by meaning makers (readers) and message 

constructors (writers) as a powerful mediator within the framework of an individual's 

literacy. This mediator supports the reciprocal processes of oral language within reading 

and writing. Language is an intertwining support system within literacy development. 
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The foundation of making meaning is the development of language. Language is 

not only a support system, but also the most significant mental tool for cognition 

(Vygotsky, 1986). Language and cognition, or thought, co-emerge. This theory is 

central to many researchers' views and how they view children's learning. In Vygotsky's 

theory, thought and language are related and, therefore, social interaction is very critical 

in the process of learning. Because language is developed within a social context, the 

language appropriation process is imbued with cultural learning. 

Language is appropriated, not acquired (Cazden, 2001 ). Children are active 

constructors of their language learning (Lindfors, 1987). Children use language that is 

"meaningful, contextualized, and in the broadest sense social;" (Halliday, 1973 ). They 

become language users by using language within interactions with caregivers and 

siblings. They purposefully select from the culture in which they reside to construct and 

negotiate their language learning. Children learn as they talk about that which they seek 

knowledge and understanding as well as what is motivating to them to engage in 

interactions with others around them. This is what Vygotsky ( 1978) termed as learning 

through interaction. 

The transaction is the talking among our peers or with a significant experi who 

provides "scaffolding" (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). These transactions can be in one

on-one tutorial learning situations or group discussions. Each format, however, provides 

powerful talk and interactions. Vygotsky ( 1986) theorized that children internalize the 

mental tools needed for problem solving and learning during these transactions. This 
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internalization also becomes the foundation upon which more language appropriation can 

be germinated. An important part of this theoretical framework is its premise of how the 

development of language is a basis for cognition. 

Language and Literacy as Social and Cultural Activities 

Vygotsky (1978) viewed reading and writing (literacy) and all learning as social 

activities within a sociocultural and sociohistorical frame. Because language is a social 

activity, children's language (and, thus, their oral and written language, literacy) will 

reflect their cultural background and the communities in which they live. It is more 

conducive to learning for all children if the schools respect and value the cultural 

diversity of all students. "Learning through transaction" occurs when diverse oral and 

written forms of language of all students are given honor and value because of their 

enhancement of the culture (Jimenez, 2004). Likewise, with honor to their language 

backgrounds, educators introduce them to the novel syntactical structures utilized in the 

texts provided for them to hear, to view, or to read. Messages are communicated in new 

ways in talking and/or in writing. That is scaffolding and transacting. 

Thus, another portion of language is the influence of social and cultural effects 

(Gee, 1996) upon cognition and self-regulation. Gee presented the terms of primary and 

secondary discourse patterns which impact and influence literacy development. James 

Paul Gee explained the differences of primary discourse (D) and secondary discourse ( d). 

Primary discourse is the language/identity that is acquired by being a member of a 

primary socializing group (family). It is acquired by enculturation into social practices 
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through the support and interactions of and by an individual's significant expert(s). The 

primary discourse is an identity kit possessed by each individual that reflects the context 

in which language was acquired by him or her. It becomes an interpreter for the 

individual as new secondary discourses are encountered and are negotiated to gain 

meaning and understanding. Although the primary discourse is constructed through 

situated encounters, it is not acquired through overt instruction. The primary discourse of 

an individual becomes their way of being in the world, their way of speaking, doing, 

writing, valuing, believing and combinations of these within the world. It is lived and 

breathed. 

A secondary discourse is a pattern of language/identity acquired through 

interactions with non-home social institutions like church, school, community groups, 

peer groups etc. It is acquired through association with non-home based groups, and its 

meanings are negotiated through the filter of the primary discourse. It can change 

through different associations and life situations. Language usage is situated. These 

primary discourses and secondary discourses are partial results of what Vygotsky ( 1986) 

termed as the microgenetic developmental level within the other three levels of 

development: Ontogenetic, sociocultural, and phylogenetic development (Wertsch, 

1985). 

Just as language is a situated activity, so is reading and writing. The primary 

discourse (Graves, 1983) becomes the telescope through which the reader and writer peer 

to gain meaning through the language of the texts. The readers and writers always bring 
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novel syntactical structures or patterns back to their primary discourse to gain meaning. 

This is a way that the novel syntactical structures or patterns can be translated back to the 

primary discourse to negotiate the meanings of the texts. 

Genishi and Dyson (1984) developed an interactionist view of language 

acquisition. This is a term to describe a theory of language acquisition. Its description 

assists in the understanding the interaction of an active thinking child and his/her genetic 

makeup and the nature of the environmental factors in which s/he exists. This 

interactionist view supports the indiosyncratic characteristics of young children as they 

make connections and links in their thinking in general as well as about the tasks of 

reading and writing. Genishi and Dyson also posited the interpersonal factors that are 

dependent upon the child's ""experiences and the social interactions with caregivers that 

begin with birth." There are clear linkages of their interaction theory with the 

microgenetic level of development presented by Vygotsky (Mccarthey, Garcia, Lopcz

Velasquez, Lin, & Guo, 2004 ). 

The idiosyncratic nature of literacy building is supported by the transactional 

theory of reading and writing recorded by Louise M. Rosenblatt (Rosenblatt, 1994 ). This 

transactional theory is different from the transactions discussed by Vygotsky ( 1978), for 

these are mental transactions rather than ones that are voiced in interactions. (However, 

in one sense they are very similar when considering that language is a mental tool -

language is utilized in thought). These tacit transactions take place between a reader and 

a writer. The writer's thoughts represented in texts are transacted upon by the reader. 
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The thoughts of the writer may or may not be exactly interpreted or transacted with the 

same intended message as what is perceived by the reader. This dissonance between the 

intended message and the transacted message may be because the idiosyncracy of the 

writer's and the reader's thoughts, prior experiences, and/or language as reflected in 

her/his levels of development: microgenetic, sociocultural, and ontogenetic development 

(Wertsch, 1985). Each individual responds uniquely to her/his environment as a learner, 

as a thinker, and as a language user. Therefore, each transaction is unique. 

Learners are social beings who construct knowledge within a social environment. 

As interaction and transaction occur, new learning is constructed within the parameters of 

their developmental backgrounds. Those levels of development as described by Wertsch 

(1985) are reflections of how the individual has responded to, accessed from, and 

transformed her/his knowledge because of her/his environment, the framework of 

learning, language and thought. 

Functions of Talk 

As children become language users, language is the foundation of constructive 

learning. This learning can be accomplished when language use is" ... meaningful, 

contextualized, and in the broadest sense social;" (Halliday, 1973). Based upon 

observational research of a young child developing language during nine and eighteen 

months of age, Halliday ( 1977) identified seven early functions of speech. These 

functions include (a) instrumental, (b) regulatory, ( c) interactional, ( d) personal, ( e) 

heuristic, (f) imaginative, and (g) informative. Additionally, other research (Tough, 1977) 
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has been completed with observations of older children who show change in the 

functions of talk because of the sophistication and growth of language. The conclusive 

evidence of these studies is that children concurrently develop functions and structures 

while acquiring or appropriating language. An overarching catalyst of these changes in 

functions of talk is the greater capability of '"making sense" of language and its 

expression. 

Bicais (2004) studied the different functions of the English language learners' talk 

around the task of developing as writers to create their own learning space. These 

functions included: '"Helping, Seeking Acknowledgement, Playing Teacher, Coming to 

Understand, and Knowing What I Want." 

English Language Learners as Developing Writers 

The power of talk and early language development have long been viewed as 

foundational variables in the active process of becoming literate (Smith, 1978). Young 

children utilize what they know about language from their interactions with significant 

others in their environment to devise their own constructs of how written language works 

(Genishi & Dyson, 1984). Children learn how print works through the modeling of 

literacy activities by the readers and writers in their homes and community environments 

and through the interactions and talk about the messages of the print itself. Pellegrini and 

Galda (1991) have linked emergent reading and writing literacy to children's early 

language development. Oral language is the foundation of later literacy skills (Griffin et 

al., 2004), of learning to read (Roth et al., 2002), and write (King & Rentel, 1982). 
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As English language learners enter our schools they are walking and talking 

language experts. They have actively appropriated a wealth of language knowledge that 

is multi-faceted and possesses many layers. Each child entering school, whether from 

homes where English is the native language or not, possesses language knowledge that is 

unique to the individual and to her/his background experiences, sociolinguistic 

interactions and discourses, and an array of discourse styles modeled by caregivers within 

a culture of a "'family", a community, and many significant social settings ( church, 

daycare, neighborhood, etc.). While English language learners' wealth of language 

knowledge upon entry in our schools is extensive in their home language, their 

knowledge of English may be minimal. A toddler learning to say her/his first words 

would not be expected to write their first words on that very same day. Howevec an 

English language learner who has already developed literacy skills in her/his native 

language, may have that very expectation placed upon her/him whether s/he is in first 

grade or tenth grade (Harklau, 2002). Because of her/his proficiency and expertise in a 

native language and associated literacy (although not English), s/he may certainly be 

prepared to comply with this expectation. 

Existing research studies indicate process writing (Edelsky, 1986; Kuball & Peck, 

1997) is a powerful teaching practice for English language learners. It is particularly 

compelling in responsive/collaborative classrooms in which teachers delicately balance 

the support given to student learning with the provisioning for student-to-student 

interactions to exchange knowledge and co-construct learning to write (Gutierrez, 1994). 
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First, detailed ethnographic studies show how the talk occurring within process writing 

classrooms provides a very powerful opportunity for oral language development (Huss, 

1991 ). Second, process writing helps the literacy learning in children's native language 

(Calkins, 1983; Graves, 1983) and in a new language or biliteracy (Bravo, 2003). Third, 

when young English language learners are encouraged to experiment with writing, 

learning spaces are created to improve compositional expertise, letter-sound knowledge. 

and letter formation (Huss, 1991; Kuball & Peck, 1997). In fact, young English language 

learners' trajectories of writing development are similar to that exhibited by young native 

English speakers (Seda & Abramson, 1990). 

The teaching practices of process writing incorporate provisions for students to 

talk with teachers and fellow students about writing. The functions of talk during the 

writing process have been studied with young native English speaking participants 

(Blazer, 1984; Dyson, 1981) as well as with young English language learners (Dyson, 

1983). Findings have included the role of talk during writing is that of a meaning holder 

of the "written graphics" created by young writers (Huss, 1991) and English language 

learners (Clay, 1991 ). The writing is representational of the talk. However, equally 

important are the findings that when English language learners write in contexts where 

talk and interaction among peers and teachers occur, not only writing improves, but oral 

language becomes more developed (Enright & McCloskey, 1988; Urzua, 1987). 
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Multiple Paths to Literacy 

Just as each child who enters school comes with her/his unique literacy 

foundation, each child begins a journey toward greater literacy acumen by way of a 

unique path (Clay, 1998). This is not exclusive to particular populations of students. 

Each English language learner also progresses down a "different path" of literacy 

learning that is charted by the idiosyncratic experiential and linguistic reservoirs s/he has 

acquired (Dworin, 1998). However, there are common assumptions that are held as 

truths in many monolingual educational settings. 

Dworin (1998) discussed these fallacies in a paper presented at the Annual 

Meeting of the American Educational Research Association. He had listed four fallacies: 

1) Literacy learning is preceded by oral language proficiency. English language 

learners can acquire reading and writing literacy in English while acquiring oral language 

proficiency in English. There does not need to be a prescribed order to the learning 

sequence. 

2) Reading literacy development precedes writing literacy. This sequence is not 

necessarily the most natural pattern for each student, whether monolingual English or 

English language learner. Each learner charts her/his idiosyncratic path to literacy 

proficiency. 

3) The student's first language will provide the foundation for literacy 

development in English. Many Spanish-speaking students are more proficient readers of 

English texts than Spanish texts. While students may utilize what they have in their 
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linguistic reservoir from their native language, it does not necessarily become the 

foundation for literacy development in the second or third language. 

4) There is not a static order to the progression of learning a second ( or third) 

language. Just as there is not a specific order of learning a native language, there is not a 

specific sequence to learning a second or third language. 

Instructional Needs of English Language Learners 

Curriculum programming that values these fallacies as tenets to design the 

literacy practices implemented within schools can result in diminished writing 

opportunities for English language learners. In addition, views of and conclusions about 

English language learning students' writing development that are based upon deficit 

theories can be skewed even more when the limited writing opportunities are partial 

causative factors of the resulting poor achievement. Instead of responding to the lower 

achievement with more opportunities to write, many misguided curriculum planners 

focus instructional time and efforts upon skill development. As such, these efforts limit 

opportunities for English language learners to engage with contextualized literacy 

activities (Bicais, 2004). 

Process writing is a powerful teaching practice for English language learners. 

The teaching practices of process writing incorporate provisions for students to talk with 

teachers and fellow students about writing. The functions of talk during the writing 

process have been studied with young native English speaking participants (Blazer, 1984; 

Dyson, 1981) as well as with young English language learners (Dyson, 1983). Findings 
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have included the role of talk during writing is that of a meaning holder of the "written 

graphics" created by young writers (Huss, 1991) and English language learners (Clay, 

1991 ). The writing is representational of the talk. However, equally important are the 

findings that when English language learners write in contexts where talk and interaction 

among peers and teachers occur, not only writing improves, but oral language becomes 

more developed (Enright & McCloskey, 1988; Urzua, 1987). 

The types of writing opportunities provided for English language learners are 

pivotal to their success in attaining writing proficiency. For example, in a study by Reyes 

( 1991) investigating process writing opportunities for English language learners, it was 

concluded that explicit instruction is needed within process writing formats. If explicit 

instruction on the usage of conventions, idea development, and organization is offered, 

measurable improvement is acquired in analytic writing evaluations. 

Reyes (1991) also reported that there may have been specific reasons why more 

direct instruction addressing skill development had been needed by the students in her 

study. Although the English language learners/participants were placed in a writing 

program that was identified by the school district personnel as utilizing a process writing 

approach, there were factors within its delivery that were dissonant to the tenets of 

process writing. For example, the school district in which the study was conducted 

required that the language arts components of the curriculum in the bilingual program 

were to be carried out in English. 
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As concluded in a study by Moll, Diaz, Estrada and Lopes (1992), the 

instructional organization structures used in the Spanish language arts components may 

not have been adequately transferred by the teacher when teaching in English. A smooth 

transfer aids children in bringing what they know about literacy learning in one language 

to help them develop literacy learning in another language. Without adequate 

organizational supports, it may be difficult for English language learners to tap into their 

''funds of knowledge" about literacy learning. Another possible factor that impacted the 

outcome of the study completed by Reyes (1991) is that "The way that writing process 

instruction is implemented determines, to a large extent, the kind of academic, linguistic. 

and social knowledge" that is acquired by the students (p. 309). 

In an investigation conducted by Kucer and Silva ( 1999), the need for explicit 

instruction directed by careful teacher observation was demonstrated. This study was 

conducted with 26 Mexican-American third graders. The participants were taught in a 

bilingual whole-language classroom as they began their transitioning into English 

literacy. The results of the holistic analyses of the participants' stories did not 

demonstrate significant improvement over time. Like Reyes (1991 ), Kucer and Silva 

(1999) concluded that ""differentiated mediation" was a significantly needed component 

of instruction. Students need various levels of support. They recommended 

contextualized and explicit instruction on specific teaching points with selected students 

to ensure growth in each area of holistic writing. Each learner has her/his own course or 

pathway to becoming literate, which sometimes requires flexible and individualized 
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teaching. A similar question of how process writing instruction was conceived by the 

teachers who provided it must be explored. The context of the instruction within the 

participating classrooms that Kucer and Silva ( 1999) studied, employed instructional 

measures that encouraged accuracy of conventions, but did not necessarily provide 

focused and contextualized instruction on these mechanics of writing. 

Hernandez (2001) compared the writing skills of first- and second-language 

learners based upon a multi-dimensional textual analysis instrument. Additionally, she 

investigated their teachers' professional opinions about the writing composed by these 

students. The results of the textual analysis of the students' writing indicated that the two 

populations of students did not vary much from each other. Also, the teachers' views on 

teaching English language learners writing demonstrated that they believed that this 

particular group of students should master the conventions of writing before expanding 

their understanding about communicating ideas, organization of writing and considering 

the audience of the writing. These teacher beliefs could mask the true strengths of the 

potential writing capabilities of English language learners, as well as diminish the scope 

and power of good writing instruction through the presentation of decontextualized skill 

development activities. 

It is particularly important to view these areas of reduced growth for what they 

really are - not deficits, but identified areas to provide specific and specialized mini

lessons of contextualized instruction for particular students exhibiting observed 

confusions. Valdes ( 1992) concluded in his study that K - 12 teachers of English 
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language learners generally do not recognize the differences between problems in writing 

and problems due to language acquisition. Valdes concluded that teachers tend to 

confuse developmental linguistic errors with limitations in writing and editing. If 

teachers are vigilant to the causations of writing difficulties and remain focused in 

providing strong holistic writing opportunities, dual benefits to writing proficiency and 

oral language proficiency may result. 

Educational Practices for Teaching Writing to English Language Learners 

This study is theoretically aligned with process writing approaches. Process 

writing (McCarthey, 1990) provides strong teaching within a support system that is 

calibrated to gradually release the level of responsibility from the teacher to the student. 

This is accomplished through providing a learning environment within the classroom that 

encourages writing as well as providing a continuum of support through different types of 

writing activities: shared writing, interactive writing, guided writing and independent 

writing (McCarrier, Pinnell, & Fountas, 2000). The classroom becomes an optimum 

writing environment in which risk-taking is supported, active participation is encouraged, 

flexible groupings are applied, children's writing is showcased and honored, quality 

children's literature is used to enrich the students' reading and listening experiences, and 

opportunities to share writings with peers and teachers are provided. 

Opportunities to talk about writing and to share writing and ideas for writing with 

not only the teacher but with peers are very important prospects for mining literacy 

learning, especially for English language learners (Gutierrez, 1992). Talking with their 
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peers gives English language learners occasions to interact with other children who may 

be more competent in English. This is a rich reservoir from which English language 

learners can appropriate more English oral proficiency as well as greater literacy 

expertise. When English language learners are immersed in an enriched environment that 

promotes spontaneous writing, it encourages them to become full participants in the 

literacy activities that surround them and greater literacy performance is realized. 

Gutierrez ( 1992) theorized that cross-cultural literacy studies (Ochs, 1988; Scribner & 

Cole, 1981) have indicated the importance of children having access to interactions with 

"more competent members of their social group" (p. 245) to becoming more proficient in 

their learning - be it language learning, reading, math, science, writing, or any subject 

matter. 

Genishi, Stires, and Yung-Chan (2001) further revealed what meaningful contexts 

could be provided for English language learners. Using the results of their study, they 

recommended that these diverse students need opportunities to write in their native 

languages as well as in English with specific guidance from the teacher. Further, Moll, 

Saez, and Dworin (2001) proposed that classroom environments that proffer bi literate 

capabilities, whether incipient or schooled, will ensure the students' abilities to use 

literacy in both native (L 1) and a new (L2) language as tools for thinking. Therefore, if 

literacy is viewed as a complex process, then becoming literate in one or more than one 

language is interrelated in intricate ways. This expertise can become a strong foundation 

upon to construct more learning. 
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The research team of McCarthey, Garcia, Lopez-Velasquez, Lin, and Guo (2004) 

investigated the writing opportunities of fourth and fifth grade students within different 

settings in their elementary school. These settings included an ESL classroom, an all

English speaking classroom, and the classroom in which their native language (English, 

Spanish, or Mandarin) was spoken. Although their data conclusively exhibited that 

English language learning students need to be provided many opportunities to write, the 

emphasis of the instruction was frequently focused on summarizing what had been read. 

The students, therefore, were directed to showcase what they had learned, but not 

necessarily respond to their reading. This did not extend their thinking or expand their 

interactions about what they had read. They had opportunities to engage in writing that 

was "knowledge-telling," but not in a more reflective and powerful process of 

""knowledge-transforming" (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). This is an unfortunate lost 

opportunity of growth for them. 

Opportunities for Peer Talk 

The research team led by McCarthy reported that the opportunities to respond to 

each other's writing were also limited (McCarthy et al, 2004 ). If provided more 

opportunities to respond to what was read, to collaborate or co-construct meanings about 

their readings and their writings, greater cognitive engagement may have been achieved. 

In addition, more demonstrations of writing for particular audiences can offer students 

broader views of how writing can be composed for specific purposes. As concluded by 

Gutierrez (1992), these powerful discussions about texts are rich occasions for English 
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language learners to acquire greater understanding about oral, reading, and writing 

literacies. The power of talk can offer a wealth of greater literacy learning opportunities. 

The talk within peer response groups, however, possesses potent and positive effects if it 

is empowered with discussions that move beyond simple praise and simple editing 

prompts. By encouraging student agency and shifting the power to them to talk about 

their writing and the writing of their peers, the discussions can focus upon the content of 

the writing. Peer responders can reveal their thinking about each other's writing by 

sharing the derived meanings that they acquired by reading and talking about their fellow 

students' writing. These discussions and collaborations can undergird more literacy 

learning for all students (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Alvarez, & Chiu, 1999). 

Another productive aspect of fostering collaboration between English language 

learners as they move through the process of writing is that it is very motivating and can 

increase greater desire to write in classroom contexts. In his Family Stories Project, 

Dworin (2006) studied the effects of teachers who encouraged their students to write 

stories that originated from family stories. This line of research was based upon the 

"'funds of knowledge" point of reference devised by previous research studies. Dworin 

found that by providing added support through writing about familiar topics and through 

student collaboration, students engaged in writing more willingly. Also, they learned to 

write for multiple audiences, an awareness that is otherwise difficult to foster. Another 

advantage was the English language learners utilized both languages (Spanish and 
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English) when engaging in conversations about their writings. This was very productive 

in developing literacy in English and in their home language. 

Other researchers have looked upon the impact of children's talk surrounding the 

activity of writing. With a more global view Bicais (2004) studied the nested contexts 

that surround English language learners as they develop as writers. She recorded the 

rippling effects that policy-makers can have upon children's learning when highly 

structured mandated curriculum that focuses upon narrow and discrete skills is selected 

and implemented. One deleterious impact is that the teachers' discourse styles with 

students are altered. In this context the teacher controls the classroom talk with an 

Initiate/Respond/Evaluate (IRE) type of discourse pattern (Cazden, 2001 ). Students have 

a stronger claim to agency when immersed in activities of writing and talking about 

writing, especially when language can be used as a mediational tool in literacy learning 

(Bicais, 2004). 

Researchers have delved into the content and effects of peer conferencing with 

older students who are English language learners (Weissberg, 2005; Carson & Nelson, 

1994 ). The researchers and their associated studies presented by Weissberg have 

examined and compared the dialogue journals of writers, their compositions, and 

revisions to view how writers respond to the input of peer conferences. These studies 

have provided deep insights into the meta-thinking of writers as they revise their writings, 

or not, as a result of peer responding through these dialogic journals as well as the 

differences in cultural influences in giving or responding to peer conferences. Studying 

30 



older students who can reflect with greater intent and discernment than younger 

counterparts has made these data more accessible. This type of research with participants 

who are younger English language learners has not been attempted in as much depth. 

The meta-talk about revising may not be as visible or knowable even to the children 

themselves. 

Including writing curriculum for English language learners that ensures 

opportunities for them to write about their own life experiences promotes positive 

outcomes (Nieto, 2000). If offered these opportunities, English language learners may 

view their writing as possessing greater purpose in and connection to their lives as 

members of a community and as members within a school. They may also acquire a 

greater voice in their writings because of feeling agency, acceptance and value within 

their school culture/community. 

Summary 

Frequent and more authentic occasions for English language learning students to 

share their writings with their teachers and other students through authentic conversations 

are beneficial. These opportunities furnish students encounters with varieties of voices, 

writing styles, formats and perspectives. These conversations can be utilized as 

background experiences to develop greater writing proficiency. Greater writing 

proficiency enriches the oral language reservoirs as well. 

Observations of talk between English language learners and other students during 

writing sessions provided a closer look into the co-construction of literacy learning of 
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English language learners as they gained greater oral language proficiency in English 

while simultaneously becoming literate in English. Analysis of the functions of talk 

surrounding the production of written texts may support greater understanding of the 

relationship between talking during the planning stages and the composing and/or 

revising phases of writing as English language learners became literate. The depth of the 

research in this area is quite shallow, especially with young students. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will explain the research design and the methods that were employed 

in this naturalistic, descriptive study. The purposes of this study were to identify the 

functions of English language learners ' talk during writing sessions and to explore how 

the functions of this talk during writing sessions changed over time as reading, writing 

and oral language proficiency developed. The questions that guided this study utilized a 

qualitative approach to secure the complex nature of literacy development (Clay, 1991; 

Rumelhart, 1994) and the dynamic contributions of peer talk and collaboration in writing 

activities (Dyson, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1992, 1993). The research questions were: 

1. How does English language learners' talk during writing sessions change 

over time? 

2. How does Halliday's model of "function" of talk apply to English 

language learners' talk during writing sessions? 

3. What is the relationship between English language learners' talk during 

writing sessions and school-based literacy development? 

Literacy learning is a process that is influenced in many ways by social 

interactions within school, home, and community environments within which children 

come into contact. In order to describe a portion of the sociocultural activity that 
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surrounded the English language learners as they continued to appropriate literacy 

learning, I observed and studied English language learners as they engaged in talk within 

peer writing sessions. Ethnographic observational methods were employed in 

coordination with systematic observational assessment tools to collect data. Qualitative 

methods facilitated me in observing young English language learners as they brought 

meaning and "funds of knowledge" (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) to the 

activities of reading, writing, and speaking within a natural setting of their classroom. 

Systematic observational assessment tools provided data to show change over time in the 

students' oral language, reading, holistic writing proficiencies, their orthographic 

knowledge, as well as the syntactical and grammatical complexities evidenced in their 

writing through the duration of the study. 

Qualitative Perspective 

A qualitative research design was utilized to discern the functions of English 

language learners' talk during classroom writing sessions. Qualitative researchers 

acknowledge that reality is socially constructed. Through qualitative inquiry researchers 

try to assemble answers to research questions that emphasize how experiences or 

interactions within social contexts are created and how they are attributed meanings 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Glesne (1999) associates qualitative inquiry with an 

interpretivist paradigm that considers reality as "socially constructed, complex, and ever 

changing" (p. 5). 
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This naturalistic, descriptive study examined the sociocultural processes occurring 

during the peer writing sessions that influenced the activities of learning to write, read, 

and to learn English within a classroom environment. The intent of this qualitative study 

was to gain knowledge about the functions of talk used by English language learning 

children as they engaged in peer writing sessions and to observe their school-based 

literacy development. It is fitting that qualitative methods were employed for this study 

to collect observational data as native English-speaking children and English language 

learning children engaged in talking, reading, and writing activities in their everyday 

classroom routines. 

Sources of Data 

This section will list and describe the sources of data that were collected to 

conduct this study. The data sources for this study included: The Record C?l Oral 

Language (Clay, Gill, Glynn, McNaughton, & Salmon, 2007), records of oral reading 

(systematic observational assessments of text reading), collections of the participants' 

writing associated with the talk generated within the peer writing sessions, collection of 

the participants' independent writing from their writing journals and class writing 

assignments, transcriptions of the audio-recorded and video-recorded talk of the 

participants during peer writing sessions, and ethnographic field notes. The observational 

data was recorded in the form of ethnographic field notes while the participants of the 

study were engaged in writing activities and/or peer talk during the writing sessions as 

well as large-group activities in the classroom. 
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Each research question required specific sources of data to be collected and 

analyzed for its resolution. The following table (Table 1) presents the three research 

questions of this study and the collected sources of data that were necessary to answer 

each one. 

Table 1 

Research Questions and the Data Sources Analyzed for Their Resolution. 

Research Questions Sources of Data Collected and Analyzed 

Research Question One: 1. Transcriptions of the audio-recordings and 

How does English language learners' talk video-recordings of the writing sessions; 

during writing sessions change over time? 2. Ethnographic field notes of the writing 

sessions and the large-group activities that 

preceded the writing sessions; 

Research Question Two: 1. Transcriptions of the audio-recordings and 

How does Halliday's model of "functions" of video-recordings of the writing sessions; 

talk apply to English language learners' talk 2. Ethnographic field notes of the writing 

during writing sessions? sessions and the large-group activities that 

preceded the writing sessions; 

Research Question Three: 1. All writing samples composed by the focus 

What is the relationship between English participants during the eight week study; 

language learners' talk during writing sessions 2. One record of oral reading collected each 

and school-based literacy development? week with each focus participant during the 

eight week study; 

3. A Record of Oral Language assessment 

was completed with each focus participant 

at the beginning and end of the study. 

4. Archival documentation of each focus 

participant's cumulative school history: 
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The following sections will present each data source and will provide an 

expanded explanation of each source of data that was collected. 

The Record of Oral Language 

The Record of Oral Language (Clay et al., 2007) is an assessment of language 

performance by documenting children's progression through increasing complexity of 

syntactical structures. These language performance data were to supply a richer 

understanding of the possible influences that composing written texts in English had upon 

the oral language proficiency of English language learners by studying the potential 

changes in their ability to use specific grammatical structures. With multiple 

administrations this assessment can document changes over time in children's oral 

language by utilizing sentence repetition procedures. The Record of Oral Language 

(Clay et al., 2007) facilitates the analysis of the types of syntactical structures and at 

which level of complexity a child can reproduce or repeat. 

Records of Oral Reading of Continuous Text 

Records of oral reading are systematic observational tools to record oral reading 

behaviors during continuous text readings of instructional-level texts. Through his work 

with structural descriptive linguistics, Goodman has demonstrated how the reader is a 

language user and how gaining deeper insight into the process of reading is dependent 

upon "understanding of how language works and understanding how language is used" 

(Goodman, 1969). 
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Documenting systematic observations of reading with English language learners 

recorded how they utilized their knowledge of syntactical structures and of semantics 

within the texts as they read to construct meaning with continuous texts. These records 

of oral reading served as a means of documenting the English language learners' changes 

over time in utilizing their expertise in and knowledge of the English oral language to the 

task of reading continuous text. The errors and self-corrections of each record of oral 

reading were analyzed to determine which sources of information ( semantics, syntax, 

and/or grapho-phonemic) had been used and which had been neglected. 

As an assessment tool, a record of oral reading also offers a wealth of information 

about a child's accuracy rate, self-correction rate, as well as the evidence of strategic 

activities as the reader attempts to problem solve more difficult texts. Observing the 

progress that was made in problem solving while reading more difficult texts through 

strategic activities of searching, self-monitoring and self-correction made evidence 

available of a reader assembling a self-extending system. This self-extending system can 

increase the reader's power to solve new and more complex reading challenges in the 

future (Clay, 2005b). 

These records of oral reading made another source of data available that could 

reveal the existence of bidirectional influences of orally reading texts and the peer 

discussions about texts during writing. These data also presented snapshots of how each 

English language learner's reading may have been influenced by the functions of talk 

during writing sessions or by the activity of writing. 
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Audio-recording and Video-recording of Peer Talk 

In this study audio-recording and video-recording were completed while small 

groups of participants engaged in conversations before, during and after writing. This 

was done to capture the talk that surrounded the planning and composing of writing or 

message-making completed by small groups of participants. These small groups included 

one or two English language learners so that the functions of talk among fellow writers, 

including English language learners, could be observed. Change over time was 

monitored as it was revealed with the cross-checking of each of the data sources within 

this study. 

Writing Associated with Peer Talk 

The writing samples generated by the focus participants during peer talk were 

collected. Some of these writing samples were classroom writing assignments related to 

content area studies or language arts activities. These writing samples were represented 

in many forms: "letters, words, art, or media and print" (Dahl & Farnan, 1998). The 

writing samples were collected on a weekly basis throughout the study's duration. 

Generated during the writing sessions, these written texts provided a backdrop for the 

functions of peer talk as English language learners participated in these classroom writing 

sessions. 

Writing Composed Independently of Writing Sessions with Peers 

The focus participants' independent writing generated while not in writing 

sessions with peers was also collected over the course of the study. The focus 
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participants usually composed their independent writing samples in their individual 

writing journals. Occasionally, however, there were assignments associated with the 

language arts centers that each student would complete independently. Most of these 

writing samples were composed as the focus participants completed assignments at their 

designated work tables. 

Ethnographic Field Notes 

The importance of taking field notes that are descriptive and representative of the 

writing sessions is of utmost importance. H. L. Goodall, Jr. (Goodall, 2000) firmly points 

out, however, that field notes are imbued with the observer's interpretation. The 

interpretations within field notes are presented as a result of the observer's lived 

experiences, beliefs, values, thoughts and many more aspects of the researcher. As a 

researcher it was an ever-present challenge to monitor my thoughts and hypotheses as I 

recorded field notes in order to maintain credibility in representing the realities of the 

participants and the contexts that I observed. Goodall (2000) relates the experience of 

recording field notes as: 

"Writing fieldnotes is a deployment of language whose overall purpose is 

to linguistically imprison a series of motions and actions for the purpose of 

making a scene, or an episode, or a turning point in the unfolding human 

drama" (p.87). 

The task of freezing the moments into representative observations presented the 

need to identify appropriate accommodations to attain this goal. The first step in 
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attaining this goal was the selection of a format for recording field notes. This procedural 

accommodation was a strong safeguard in balancing the contents of the composed field 

notes. Richardson (1998) made recommendations to compose field note contents under 

four categories that have been refined from Glaser and Strauss's work (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). These categories are: Observation notes, methodological notes, theoretical notes, 

and personal notes. The specific features of observations contained within each of the 

four categories define their components. Each category is confined and defined by its 

contents. 

The observation notes were detailed descriptions of actions and talk surrounding 

an activity. These field notes were straightforward notes that were recorded with a 

mindset to view and record the situated activity without cultural phrase or biases. It may 

be only an illusion to believe that anyone can view a situation or activity without 

permeating and projecting her/his biases upon what is reported. Therefore, self

monitoring within the framework of taking field notes was implemented to reduce their 

effects. 

An additional layer to these observation notes was to divide them into sketches 

and episodes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). The sketches were the field notes that 

documented an overall "still-life" and gave the backdrop of the setting and the members 

of the focal and surrounding literacy activities. The sketches depicted these snapshots 

within a fixed time period. On the other hand, the episodes recounted the incidents, the 

continuous actions, and the interactions of the study's participants within real time. 
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These episodes became integrated journals of the observed actions to be cross-checked 

from session to session for trends and themes. 

The methodological notes served as reminders to myself about the '"grocery list" 

of items needed or techniques to be used in gathering data, additional data needed in the 

future, or further information surrounding the data already acquired. For example, there 

were occasionally necessary reminders recorded "on the run" to request more information 

from the teacher about a participating student's writing or reading during the course of 

the study. A reminder within the methodological notes injected organizational savvy that 

resulted in the diminishing dilemmas of lost memos and prompts during the regimen of 

conducting the study. 

The theoretical notes were more interpretive notes about the actions and talk 

surrounding the activities that were observed. These notes provided space for comments, 

thoughts, and alternate hypotheses about what was observed. Recording these thoughts 

or hunches from multiple perspectives may have had a positive effect on the 

documentation of observations by preventing a priori assumptions from becoming the 

only focal lens through which to view the participants as they engaged in conversations 

and writing activities that were studied (Frank, 1999). 

The last category of field notes recommended by Richardson (1998) is personal 

notes. These notes included "feelings statements" about various aspects of the study 

itself, the participants within the study, and feelings and anxieties associated to the 

process of conducting the study. This outlet for "feeling statements" offered me, as the 
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researcher, a structure to not only release the emotions welling up, but also it supplied a 

structure and a legitimate location to place my personal thoughts "'out there" for 

inspection and eventually introspection. This was a place to confine or compartmentalize 

my person thoughts. By composing these personal notes and assigning them to this 

category within the field notes, I could lay claim to them and also gain an awareness of 

how their existence colored the lenses of my observations. These notes could be 

separated from the observational notes and assisted me in maintaining my alertness to the 

clarity or the opaqueness of the lenses I used as I recorded descriptions of the participants 

of the study and the activities of the participants within the contexts of this study. 

Although some ethnographic scholars from the field of sociology deem the 

separation of personal notes and observational notes as artificial, unattainable, and 

misleading (Emerson et al., 1995), I contend that this plan was the most effective for me 

in this study. This format using four categories to compartmentalize specific contents of 

the ethnographic, observational data was comprehensive and well organized. Sorting out 

the more subjective descriptions was a simpler task because the personal notes category 

was available to me. Likewise, the thick descriptions of notetaking to portray the situated 

actions and talk that surrounded the writing sessions of this study's participants were 

imbued with fewer biases and leaps of judgment. The record of changes within 

theoretical notes was an invaluable check upon my interpretations made about the 

different situated interactions and the transitions over time. 
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Documenting the "ever-changing" (Glesne, 1999) realities and contexts of the 

classroom environments in which data were collected was accomplished through 

abundant field notes. To reduce a researcher's interpretation of observed behavior, 

Purcell-Gates (2004) recommends that to write quality ethnographic field notes in 

literacy research it is important to write them as the behaviors are observed. Therefore, 

extensive field notes were scribed during the writing sessions. 

This procedure provided overlapping data collection sources with the audio

recorded sources and the video-recorded sources. These field notes provided another 

data source for the purpose of triangulation when cross-checked with the audio-recorded 

data sources and video-recorded data sources of the talk during writing sessions. These 

data sources together revealed a more complete portrait or composite of the phenomenon. 

Observational field notes recorded the contexts and the interactions that surrounded the 

peer talk in the writing sessions in which they occurred. The field notes also revealed 

how the functions of talk changed as greater literacy development was acquired. 

Field notes were also recorded during large group activities to record observations 

of read-aloud sessions, shared writing sessions, and teacher-led discussions among all of 

the classmates about language arts related activities and topics. These field notes 

sometimes contextualized the children's writing and provided a focused view of how and 

why the students selected certain writing topics or engaged in specific conversational 

topics during the writing sessions. 
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Table 2 

Sample of Field Notes from Week Three . 

File Names: FN.WS.VVSJS.02.25.doc➔WS.VVSJS.02.25.mp3 DATE: February 25 (Week 3) 

Observation Methodological Theoretical Personal 
Notes Notes Notes Notes 

Sketch: Ask Ms. Skye about the Transactional Theory The conversations of the 
All of the students were reason for reading "Those (Rosenblatt); students during the large-
randomly seated on the Shoes" the second time. group time were poignant. 
floor in front of the teacher This activity seemed to be The students discussed the 
in the large group area of Was it read for the reason aligned with a purpose of items they really wanted, 
the classroom. The teacher stated, or was there another encouraging children to but did not really need. 
was seated in her rocking purpose in reading the create aesthetic responses They were quite discerning 
chair. book the second time on to the story that was read to in their understanding of 

the next day after the initial them. the differences between the 
Episode: reading? two choices. The items 
Ms. Skye read the book, The children responded they really wanted seemed 
"Those Shoes," to the with personal narratives to be culturally influenced 
children. It was a "read- about the items they really by media sources and by 
to," not a shared reading. wanted but did not really advertising. 
She had read this book to need. 
the children the day before, The children seemed to 
but she told the students possess awareness that 
that she wanted them to these items were merely 
listen to the story again to desirable, but these things 
learn more about the story. were not essential to their 

survival. 
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Table 2 continued 

The children were 
prompted by the teacher to 
"predict" what was going 
to happen next in the story. 
After the book had been 
read to the children, the 
children were challenged to 
think about what they 
wanted but could not have. 
Ms. Skye told them to not 
think about what they 
NEEDED, but what they 
wanted yet did not actually 
need. (This would be a 
luxury, not a necessity.) 

All of the students were 
then dismissed to go to 
their assigned work tables 
to write about what they 
wanted, but did not need. 
Vincent, Vanessa, Sasha, 
and Jane came to the 
writing center to write. 
Vincent wrote fluently, but 
he did not ask for any 
assistance or converse with 
any other student. 

Vincent seemed to connect 
with the theme of the stated 
purpose of this writing 
assignment. He seemed to 
have easily selected a topic 
for his writing. Vincent 
was observed writing 
fluently and quickly with a 
clear story in mind. He 
was very focused. 

Jane did not seem to 
understand the writing 
prompt or she did not make 
a personal connection to 
the topic that was 
suggested by Ms. Skye. 
Jane was unable to focus 
her attention on the task of 
writing. 
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Table 2 continued 

Jane was quite loquacious, 
but was not consistently 
"on-task" as evidenced by 
a lack of writing completed 
at the end of the writing 
session. Sasha was writing 
with dots in her writing, 
and was somewhat 
unproductive and 
unresponsive to the other 
students working in the 
writing center. 
Jane began interrupting the 
students from writing 
because of her talking. The 
other children asked her to 
stop, but she persisted in 
interrupting them with 
unrelated topics of 
conversation. Ms. Skye 
requested Jane to take her 
writing project to her 
assigned work table to 
complete it. 
Vanessa and Sasha began 
to talk about their writing 
near the end of the session. 

Ask Ms. Skye for the 
words to use with Jane to 
assist her in focusing her 
attention to completing 
tasks during the writing 
sessions. 



Data Collection Procedures 

The various types of data analyzed for this interpretive study were gathered at 

assorted intervals. The following sections will describe the procedures that guided the 

collection and compilation of the data during this study. The time intervals of collecting 

the specific types of data will also be presented and explained. 

The Record of Oral Language 

The Record of Oral Language was administered two times across the eight-week 

duration of the study to each of the three participants who were English language 

learners. The schedule for the administration of this observational assessment was during 

the first week of the study and during the last week of the study. 

These language performance data were to supply a richer understanding of the 

possible influences that composing written texts in English had upon the language 

proficiency of English language learners by studying the potential changes in their ability 

to use specific grammatical structures. The influences provided a clearer understanding 

of why the focus participants used some language structures and sentence types in their 

writing samples while other structures and sentence types were not used. 

Records of Oral Reading of Continuous Text 

One record of oral reading was completed with each English language 

learner/participant each week during the study. Each oral reading session with each focus 

participant was audio-recorded and video-recorded as I conducted the record of oral · 

reading. I adhered to this procedural guideline so accurate documentation of the 
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phrasing, prosody, and intonation within the text readings could be collected. 

Observations of the focus participants' eye movements and glances were also detailed. 

The text selections for the records of oral reading were to be made by the focus 

participants' teacher, Ms. Skye. This aspect of the assessment design was intended to 

utilize texts that were at each child's instructional level as the study progressed as well as 

texts that had been read once before the record of oral reading session. However, Ms. 

Skye determined and provided the level of the books to be read. The books that the focus 

participants read were not familiar texts or texts that they had read once with Ms. Skye 

during guided reading sessions. 

Audio-recording and Video-recording of Peer Talk 

The audio-recording and video-recording regimen took place within the setting of 

the classroom. I observed, video-recorded, and audio-recorded the focus participants and 

the native English-speaking participants as they talked during the writing sessions. Two 

or three writing sessions were recorded and observed each day during the data collection 

phase of the study. The data collection phase consisted of three school days per week for 

eight continuous school weeks. 

Writing Associated with Peer Talk 

The writing samples that were associated with the peer writing sessions were 

collected on a weekly basis throughout the data collection phase of the study. Generated 

during the recorded writing sessions, these written texts provided a backdrop for the 
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functions of peer talk as English language learners participated in these classroom writing 

sess10ns. 

Writing Composed Independently of Peer Talk 

The writing samples that were generated by the focus participants during the data 

collection phase that were not associated with the peer writing sessions were also 

collected. These writings were composed independently at the students' work tables 

during designated allotted classroom times for writing or during language arts center 

times. These independent writing assignments were collected from the three focus 

participants on a weekly basis throughout the duration of the eight-week study. The 

writings completed by the focus participants were copied so the writing samples could be 

analyzed. 

Ethnographic Field Notes 

Ethnographic field notes were recorded during the writing sessions that included 

focus participants and native English speaking participants. These field notes detailed the 

talk and the interactions among them as they composed stories and reports. Field notes 

were also written to document the read-aloud sessions, shared writing sessions and 

teacher-led discussions among all of the children in Ms. Skye's class roster during 

large-group activities. The large-group activities frequently provided a backdrop for the 

themes and genres of writing composed by the study' s participants in the small-group 

writing sessions. The recorded writing sessions frequently took place after the large

group activities with Ms. Skye. 
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Organizing and Cataloguing the Data 

Early in the process of collecting data it was apparent that management of the data 

through organizing and cataloguing media files was a necessary component of the 

regimen. The systemized management of these data was central to ensuring and 

maintaining trustworthiness in the data collection procedures in this qualitative study. 

These procedures became especially important because these media files were created in 

various classroom contexts, but the file names generated by the media hardware were so 

similar that identification of individual files was difficult. Furthermore, there was a need 

for the media files and the document files that recorded the same writing event to have 

similar file names to link them together. In this way, locating the linked files during the 

analysis process would be unproblematic. 

Procedures were designed and followed so I could easily locate and access the 

digital files and know how to recognize one from another. The systemized method of 

naming each media and document file ensured effortless identification of the participants 

in each episode and in recognizing its contents without having to open each file. 

Knowing these aspects about the collected data by reading the file names guaranteed a 

more efficient process of data analysis (Montgomery, 2009). 

Another preparation to ensure the organization of media files was to keep a media 

data journal. The voice recorder that I utilized to collect audio data had five folders in 

which to store audio files while recording sessions. To maintain an inventory of what I 

recorded, I kept a journal with me during data collection to document which audio files 
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and video files I had created. I divided the journal into five sections so that there were 

designated spaces for each audio folder and six more sections for each video data card. 

As episodes were recorded, I listed the file numbers or names created by the 

recording devices in the matching folder sections of the media data journal. The 

participants were listed and some identifying features of the session were documented as 

well. I also recorded these file numbers and folders on the field notes. A "breadcrumb 

trail" of media files was linked with document files by creating a consistent and precise 

inventory. If an episode was recorded with a digital voice recorder, I made a notation on 

the field notes sheets to document the digital file number and the folder in which it had 

been recorded. Likewise, when an episode was recorded with a digital video· camcorder, 

I documented the pre-assigned media card number. 

When the audio and video files were downloaded to iTunes in the computer, they 

were renamed to reflect identifying facts of what the files contained by using a self

designed shorthand system. In addition, I listed the newly created names in the media 

data journal to create cross-references and a cross-checking system. 

For example, the audio files that contained recorded writing sessions had "WS" at 

the beginning of each file name. The purpose of the next portion of the shorthand was to 

designate which students participated in the session. The participants' initials were used 

to clarify their identities in the file name. The date of the specific peer writing 

conference was listed in the next part of the "breadcrumb trail." 
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These new file names had been included with the original file names on the 

ethnographic field notes and the transcriptions of each writing session to link the audio 

data to these text documents. So if the audio file for a writing session would have the file 

name, WS.HJ.03.25.09, this meant that the writing session was recorded on March 25, 

2009, and Hemy and Jane were the participants in that session. The field notes that were 

written about that writing session had the file name: FN.WS.HJ.03.25.09. The 

transcription of that same writing session was nominated as: TS.WS.HJ.03.25.09. The 

video file of the same writing session was named: VID.WS.HJ.03.25.09. Cross-checking 

the files and linking them was easily and expediently accomplished. 

Background of the Researcher 

As I reflect upon my beliefs about literacy learning and learning in general, I 

surmise my theoretical stance to be in alignment with sociocultural theory (Wertsch, 

1985), interaction and transaction. Learners actively construct and appropriate their 

understandings (learning) by interacting with their environments and by transacting 

through language with the people in their environments. Therefore, I believe that 

learning, specifically literacy learning, is a socially constructed activity and a life-long 

endeavor that is fueled and driven by language. 

The foundational re bars of my theoretical framework are the works of Clay ( 1991; 

1993; 1998; 2001) and Goodman (1994). Reading and writing are complex and 

intertwined processes (Clay, 1998; Langer & Flihan, 2000; Tierney & Shanahan, 1991 ). 

It is difficult, maybe impossible, to untangle them as two-way support systems to each 
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other within the idiosyncratic webs of each individual as s/he makes meaning as a reader 

and writer. In my work as a Reading Recovery® teacher I have observed emergent 

readers as they tentatively work with texts in reading and writing. This has provided me 

an opportune gaze into the massive scope of the tasks of reading and writing. For a 

reader and/or a writer to be self-regulating s/he must assume the problem-solving stance 

as a meaning maker utilizing several interactive information sources (Rumelhart, 1994). 

Being in an elementary classroom during the data collection process of this study 

was not at all foreign to me. As I observed the students, collected data, and worked with 

three focus participants I easily blended into the environment because of my 3 1- year 

tenure of being a special education teacher and a reading specialist in several elementary 

schools. Although my tenure as a teacher did not include professional experiences as a 

classroom teacher, I frequently worked in the regular classrooms to assist students who 

were identified with specific handicapping conditions as they engaged in the learning 

activities in that context. 

My position as a reading specialist provided me valuable training in Reading 

Recovery® that guided my thinking about the importance of conversations between 

teacher and students (Clay, 1998). My teaching experiences in inclusive classroom 

settings as a learning facilitator of children with specific handicapping conditions 

affirmed the importance of conversations and interactions between the students 

themselves. Children participating in small-group activities with other peers more readily 

grappled with new ideas or concepts using their own words. By using their own words to 
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wrap their understanding around new concepts or new learning, they seemed to learn 

effectively. I also watched peers become spontaneous teachers (Schlegel, 1998) of 

students with special needs. So my experiences as a professional teacher also prepared 

me to take a role of a non-participant observer in the classroom. 

The Role of the Researcher 

In qualitative inquiry, the individual who acts as the researcher possesses a special 

role. According to Flick (2002) "Researchers and their communicative competencies are 

the main 'instrument' of collecting data and of cognition. Because of this, they cannot 

adopt a neutral role in the field ... " 

In this qualitative research study I most frequently took a role of non-participant 

observer/researcher in the first-grade classroom. Interaction with the students and the 

teacher were essential to gaining their trust and putting them at ease. By doing so, a more 

naturalistic atmosphere could be created within the classroom setting. I did, however, 

venture into the role of a participant observer when administering the Record of Oral 

Language (Clay et al., 2007) at the beginning and at the end of the study. I also took the 

role of a participant observer when completing records of oral reading on a weekly basis. 

Gaining Access 

Gaining access into an elementary school to conduct this study proved to be 

difficult. Having retired from teaching in a Texas public school district four years earlier, 

I lost my "insider" status to a school district that would have facilitated access to my 

conducting a research study within one of its schools. In addition, during the interval of 
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time since my retirement from teaching, many of the teachers and school principals had 

already left the school district in which I had been employed, or they had transferred into 

other positions. My professional contacts dwindled due to the attrition and job mobility. 

Due to my separation from school districts, there were no easy inroads to gaining access 

to a research site through previously established professional relationships. 

I began telephone and email communications with school district language arts 

coordinators and elementary school principals from six North Texas independent school 

districts. These districts included Goforth ISD, Barton ISD, Hopkins ISD, Edgewater 

ISD, Marcus ISD, and Quincy ISD (pseudonyms). As documented by archived email 

communications and my notes from telephone conversations, when I contacted them in 

the first part of the spring semester, the school district administrators from Edgewater 

ISD, Marcus ISD, Quincy ISD, and Hopkins ISD requested that I contact them later in 

the school year after the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (T AKS) had been 

administered. The state assessment was an ever-present concern looming over each 

school district administrator I contacted. The other two district administrative 

representatives from Barton ISD and Goforth ISD told me that they would "get back to 

me later in the semester" since my request was for the following fall semester. 

I contacted the language arts coordinator from Edgewater ISD after all T AKS 

administrations had been completed. We scheduled a meeting at her office during the 

month of May. I brought her a copy of the proposal with a timeline of the study to 

outline the procedures of the study. She called one principal during our conference to 
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check upon the demographics of English language learners' enrollment within that 

particular school. The language arts coordinator reported that the specific school did not 

have enough English language learners in its population for the study to be successfully 

conducted. Therefore, she would need to investigate another venue for the study. At the 

end of the meeting, she stated that she would call me after speaking with more principals 

about including the study in one of their schools. 

Through my initiation we communicated on two more occasions by email, 

however, she had not yet identified a school that she determined would be an appropriate 

setting for the study. She made assurances that she would contact me when she had made 

arrangements with an elementary school principal. I did not receive any further 

communication from her. 

When I contacted the three language arts coordinators from Marcus ISD, Quincy 

ISO, and Hopkins ISD after all TAKS administrations had been completed, the end of 

school and the planning for summer school programs and professional development 

quickly became their priorities. Each of the three coordinators requested that I contact 

him/her during the summer. During the summer it became difficult to contact them due 

to summer school sessions and summer vacation breaks. 

I did meet with one of the language arts coordinators from Hopkins ISD during 

the month of July. A family friend served as a student/parent services coordinator in this 

school district. She had arranged a meeting between the language arts coordinator and 

me to discuss the possibility of gaining access in a district elementary school to conduct 
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the study. At the meeting I provided a summary of my study proposal and a time line for 

its implementation. The coordinator stated that she was quite interested in the study 

being conducted in the school district because of the growing population of English 

language learners in their schools. Furthermore, she shared that researching educational 

practices that may positively impact the development of writing proficiency was a critical 

need in their district. Her plan was to take the information I had provided for her to the 

district's director of research and evaluation to gain approval. Two weeks later I received 

an email communication from the language arts coordinator in which she stated that the 

study proposal had been denied access by the district's director ofresearch and 

evaluation due to the study's video and audio recording requirements of the data 

collection procedures. 

There had been a new and recently instated superintendent of schools in the 

Barton ISD. The new superintendent had been one of my classmates in a doctoral class 

in which both of us had enrolled. I contacted him by email about gaining access to an 

elementary school site for my study. He directed me to his language arts coordinator. 

This coordinator answered my email once to direct me to send a description of the 

proposed study. After sending the requested proposal, I attempted to make contact with 

her by phone and by email. She did not return my calls or answer any further electronic 

communication after I mailed a short description of my study. 

In a remaining school district, Goforth ISD, I had an established professional 

acquaintance with a former Reading Recovery® teacher leader who was a newly 
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appointed assistant principal in an elementary school. She directed me to contact the 

director of elementary of personnel who also served as a liaison person for district 

volunteers and student teachers. I contacted this director three times, and we discussed 

the purpose and the procedures of the study. As requested I mailed the study proposal 

with a cover letter to him. He stated that he would notify me of the determination made 

by his department about the feasibility of gaining access to an elementary school in the 

school district. I called back two weeks later, but his administrative assistant informed 

me that gaining access was not possible. 

I contacted a teacher from the last of the six school districts, Quincy ISD, who 

had been recommended to me by a professor in the reading education department. This 

particular teacher was a student in the master's of reading education program and was 

enrolled in a summer session reading class taught by the professor whom I assisted as a 

graduate assistant. This teacher was very interested in providing access to me as a 

researcher. The teacher contacted her school principal who sent me an email to collect 

more information about the study I was proposing. We set up an appointment to meet at 

her elementary school so that I could provide her a short description of the study. The 

school principal and I agreed that both she and I would contact the elementary language 

arts coordinator of Quincy ISD to request her consideration of allowing the study to take 

place within this particular school. The language arts coordinator did not return my calls 

or any other email communications after the short description was provided for her 

through the school principal. The school principal spoke with me in a phone 
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communication and stated that she still supported having the study take place in her 

school, but the district administrators would not support her. 

Table 3 

Communications with School Districts to Gain Access. 

District (Pseudonyms) Contact Person( s) Types of Responses 
Communication 

Edgewater ISO Language arts Emai Is, phone cal Is, and No schools were 
coordinator and one a face-to-face meeting selected by the 
school principal with language arts language arts 

coordinator; coordinator as 
Emails and phone calls possible sites for the 
to a school principal; study. 

Marcus ISO Language arts Phone conference with One classroom 
coordinator and one language arts within one school 
school principal coordinator; Three face- was selected for the 

to-face meetings with study. 
principal; 

Hopkins ISO Language arts Emails, phone calls, and Director of 
coordinator a face-to-face meeting assessment refused 

with the language arts to grant access to the 
coordinator; study. 

Quincy ISO Teacher, school Email communication Language arts 
principal, and with teacher; Emails, coordinator did not 
language arts phone calls, and a face- respond, thus gaining 
coordinator to-face meeting with the access to conduct the 

school principal ; Emails study was not 
to the language arts acquired. 
coordinator; 

Barton ISO Superintendent of Email communication Access to conduct 
school district and with the superintendent; the study was denied 
the language arts Emails and phone calls by the language arts 
coordinator to the language arts coordinator. 

coordinator; 
Goforth ISO Assistant principal, Phone cal ls to the Access to conduct 

the director of assistant principal; the study was denied 
elementary Emai Is , phone cal Is, and by the director of 
personnel, and his condensed copy of personnel. 
administrative proposal was sent to the 
assistant director of personnel; 
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Another professor from the reading education faculty and a member of my 

dissertation advising committee facilitated the process of gaining access to an elementary 

school. The professor's existing relationship has been maintained through her previous 

professional employment with this school district, Marcus ISD, and her friendship with 

the language arts coordinator from this same district. The language arts coordinator had 

received my phone number from the professor on my dissertation committee. The 

coordinator called me, and she requested the study' s proposal and a cover letter to be 

mailed to her. 

The language arts coordinator then contacted the school principal to negotiate the 

possibility of her school being selected for this research study. The first grade teacher 

selected for the study was a personal friend of the language arts coordinator. When the 

principal agreed to the prospect of her school being included in the study, the coordinator 

contacted me to arrange a meeting with the principal to discuss various aspects of the 

study. 

Site Entry 

The location for this study took place in one school in Marcus ISD, a North Texas 

school district. The data sources were collected from and within one "'English only" 

classroom at Harris Elementary School. (All district names, school names, and school 

personnel have been assigned pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality). Harris Elementary 

School is one of 41 schools in the Marcus Independent School District in North Texas. 

This elementary school is one of the oldest schools in this particular school district. The 
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student body of Harris Elementary School includes kindergarten through the fifth grade 

students. The Texas Academic Excellence Indicator System ranked Harris Elementary as 

"Academically Acceptable" in the 2009 Accountability Rating report. Harris Elementary 

School was also designated by the Texas Education Agency as meeting its Adequate 

Yearly Progress (A YP) guidelines in recognition of its test results from the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills from the 2008-2009 school year. 

According to the Texas Education Agency's report of the 2008-2009 campus 

performance for Harris Elementary, its total enrollment was 588 students. The total 

number of students who were designated "Economically Disadvantaged" was 4 76 or 

81.0% of the student body. There were 385 students or 65.5% of the 588 students who 

were designated as "Limited English Proficient" (LEP), and 405 students or 68.9% who 

were designated as "At-Risk." The ethnic distribution of the school's enrollment 

included 9.5% African American students, 72.3% Hispanic students, 12.6% Anglo 

American students, and 5 .6% Asian/Pacific Islander students. 

When the principal met with me, she shared the identity of the teacher whose 

class was being considered for the study. We discussed the number of participants 

needed, the types of activities to be observed, and the data that would be collected. I 

reviewed the various consent forms with the principal that would be required to proceed. 

We also considered specific procedures, such as the position of the writing center in the 

classroom, the location of the video camera, and the placement of the voice recorder. 

These considerations were important features to discuss so optimal decisions would be 
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formulated about the best ways to execute the research procedures. The correct 

implementation of the research procedures was critical to ensuring the confidentiality of 

all students in the classroom especially because of audio and video recording equipment 

being utilized in a regular classroom space. 

At the time of this particular meeting between the school principal and me, the 

teacher, Ms. Skye, joined us briefly so she, too, could learn more about the study. It was 

her classroom that was being considered as the location for the study. After introductions 

Ms. Skye quickly explained that she did not utilize process writing or Writer's Workshop 

in her language arts program and asked if that would be problematic. She stated some 

skepticism about first graders being able to write as extensively as may have been 

required for the success of the dissertation study. Ms. Skye was also concerned about 

them talking while writing. She also explained that the children were still trying to learn 

to read, so she deemed their writing proficiency to be limited. I assured her that in terms 

of her students' capabilities there would be rich opportunities to observe children writing. 

She stated her willingness to participate in the study and her commitment to encourage 

the children to talk about their writing while they wrote. Although she reiterated her 

skepticism, she was willing to try. 

This study was conducted within Ms. Skye's classroom to collect all of the data 

sources. Ms. Skye selected five students from her first grade class to be participants in 

the study. Three of the participants were English language learners who became the 

63 



focus participants. Two other participants were native English-speaking students who 

were non-focus participants. 

Selection of the Student Participants 

Five students were selected to participate in this study. In keeping with the design 

of the study, the selection of the students was based upon the advisement and 

recommendation of the classroom teacher, Ms. Skye. One consideration was to select 

English language learners whose first-grade proficiency scores on the Texas English 

Language Proficiency Assessment met with specific criteria. Unfortunately, the first

grade scores were unavailable from the Texas Education Agency due to the school's error 

in submitting the assessment data. As a result, the English language learners' scores from 

the beginning of kindergarten were utilized for the selection process. I originally 

instructed Ms. Skye to select three English language learners who had been identified as 

being at the "beginning" level of the speaking and writing portions of the Texas English 

Language Proficiency Assessment given at the beginning of the students' kindergarten 

year. However, there was only one English language learner in her class who scored at 

the "beginning" level in both speaking and writing. Therefore, Ms. Skye selected two 

other students who were as close to those parameters as the scores would allow. 

Then Ms. Skye also selected two native English-speaking students who were at 

least at the beginning or emergent level of literacy as represented by their benchmark 

assessments. Another recommended pre-requisite for the selection of the native English

speaking children was that they exhibit ease in interacting and responding with peers, 
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especially English language learning peers. Both of the English-speaking students were 

at ease with working with the focus participants in the study. 

Greater depth of detail will be given in the next chapter to present a more 

complete picture of each of the focus participants. This detailed view will include 

archived assessment data reported in each of the focus participant's cumulative folder 

compiled by the school district officials as well as observations documented from field 

notes, their writing samples, and their talk taken from the transcribed writing sessions. 

Phases of the Study 

A potential risk of this study was that the children could experience fear of having 

a stranger in their classroom because of my presence. To diminish this risk I visited the 

classroom three mornings per week during three months of the fall semester and one 

month of the spring semester. This four-month duration of pre-observation time in the 

classroom established my presence in the classroom as a regular member of the learning 

environment. I sat in the back of the room so the children could become accustomed to 

me as a non-participant observer. The content of my field notes at this stage of the study 

detailed the class schedules, routines, transitions and general information about the ways 

the classroom was used as a learning space. If children requested my assistance, I 

provided guidance and support through questioning to scaffold their problem solving 

capabilities as they worked on reading and writing activities. 

I also began bringing the video and audio recording equipment with me, but I did 

not record any sessions. To minimize the risk of any children in Ms. Skye's classroom 
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from experiencing fear of the unknown due to the recording equipment, I positioned the 

recorders in the classroom. The positions of the recording devices were in the back 

comer of classroom and aimed at the comer to minimize occurrences of recording non

participants. The children could investigate the recording equipment during the pre

observation phase of the study and become accustomed to its presence. There were no 

children who stated any fear about the equipment. Soon the equipment was so 

commonplace to them that their interest in handling the equipment dwindled. 

The pre-observation period (Table 4) also provided me time to establish my 

presence in the classroom with respect to the parents of the students in the class. Parent 

volunteers and visitors became accustomed to my presence as an observer in the learning 

space. This pre-observation phase also afforded me time to set up conferences with the 

parents of the children who were selected by Ms. Skye as possible participants of the 

study. The parents were at ease with my presence and my interactions with the children. 

When the parents of the selected children came to a meeting to discuss their child's 

possible inclusion in the study, they were observed to give their written consent with 

genuine easiness and trust. 

The data collection phase of the study commenced immediately after all the 

consents were acquired from the parent(s) / guardian(s) of each participant. The duration 

of the data collection phase of the study was an interval of eight weeks during the spring 

semester of the first grade school year for the first-grade participants. 
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Table 4 

Phases of the Study. 

Pre-Observation Phase Data Collection Phase 
Purposes of this phase included: Purpose of this phase was to collect the 

• To establish my presence in the following data: 
classroom; 

• To create a time for the students to • Assessment data from the Record of 
adjust to my presence in the Oral Language at the beginning and at 
classroom environment; the end of the study; 

• To familiarize myself with the • Archival data about the focus 
daily classroom schedule and class participants; 
routines; • Audio and video recordings of the 

• To become cognizant of the writing sessions that included the 
various transitions in the daily study's participants; 
schedule; • The writings composed by the focus 

• To gain understanding of how the participants during the writing sessions 
classroom was utilized as a and independent writing activities; 
learning space; • Weekly records of oral reading 

• To ensure time for the students to completed with each of the focus 
investigate the recording participants; 
equipment that would be used in • Ethnographic field notes of the large-
the data collection phase of the group activities and the small-group 
study; writing sessions; 

Methods of Data Analysis 

In this section the procedures for data analysis will be discussed. The sources of 

data and their associated analyses were the basis of documenting relationships between 

the focus participants' talk during writing sessions and their school-based literacy 

development. 

An assumption that underlies the analysis procedures is the manner in which 

"texts" will be defined throughout this study. "'Texts" within this study include the texts 

read in the records of oral reading by the participants, the writings composed by the 

students/participants, as well as those texts that exist beyond the confines of the pages of 
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their writings. These texts were created by the oral language, or talk, between the 

English language learners and the non-focus participants/students as they composed 

during the writing sessions. This assumption is an integral component in the decision of 

analyzing these social texts. This talk was an integral influence upon the writings that 

were composed. Therefore, the peer talk that surrounded the classroom writing sessions 

was essential to observe and analyze to ascertain which functions of talk were utilized 

and how these functions changed over time in association with the changes in school

based literacy proficiencies. 

It is essential to reveal the layers of analysis that were followed in this study. 

Furthermore, it is important to clarify how these layers were implemented as the basis of 

the analyses of the various collected data sources. The following sections will discuss the 

meaning of the layers of analysis in this qualitative study and how specific data sources 

were handled within the descriptive and topic layers. 

Layers of Analysis 

There are six steps in the interpretive process of qualitative inquiry as stated by 

Denzin (2001 ). One of those "six steps to interpretation" is "bracketing the 

phenomenon" to deconstruct the phenomenon that is being studied. The data are 

dissected into smaller bits for careful scrutiny and interpretation. This finely-grained 

examination of data in this study was conducted through the process of developing codes 

to interpret the meanings of the children's talk during the writing sessions. 
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Denzin (2001) calls the method of putting the pieces back together again from the 

bracketing or coding process as "constructing the phenomenon." He identifies four steps 

in this construction as: 

1. Listing the bracketed elements of the phenomenon 

2. Ordering these elements as they occur within the process or experience 

3. Indicating how each element affects and is related to every other element 

in the process being studied 

4. Stating concisely how the structures and parts of the phenomenon cohere 

into a totality 

These steps are similar to the layers of analysis that are presented by Richards 

(2005). Richards views the process of coding as layers (L. Richards, personal 

communication, June 16, 2010). She lists the layers of analysis as descriptive, topic, and 

analytic. To provide more clarity of the similarities of these two views of the coding 

process, Richards' perspective of the layers of the interpretive process will be explained. 

Richards (2005) considers the types of coding to be defined by their functions 

within the interpretation process. The "descriptive" coding is the first layer in which the 

researcher develops labels to represent the ideas, values, or meanings that emerge from 

the data. It is the point in the analysis process when codes are generated, listed, and 

ordered (Denzin, 2001 ). Generating codes and listing codes are completed by reflection 

upon the data sources. The generated codes are the labels developed by the researcher to 

represent the values, ideas, or meanings that emerge from the data. The ordering of codes 
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was accomplished in this study by utilizing the percentages of coverage that were 

generated by the computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 8) after 

several coding passes were completed. 

The topic layer (Richards, 2005) is the next step to find relationships within the 

elements or codes (Denzin, 2001 ). It is in the level of analysis that the researcher places 

codes in categories after finding patterns and themes within the sea of coded data 

represented by the codes. This was accomplished in this study through the creation of 

coding categories by expanding or collapsing codes with the code containers in the 

research project created within the NVivo 8 software. 

The third layer of coding, the analytic layer (Richards, 2005), is the interpretive 

work. It is the final step to explain the phenomenon and its structural parts (Denzin, 

2001) that comprise them. This is done by reassembling the elements into a total picture 

and by recontextualizing the elements and the structure that hold them together. This 

entails the process of connecting the patterns of coded data, viewing the relationships in 

and between the patterns, and developing an understanding of the meanings that bind 

them all together. Then the phenomenon is rebuilt or reassembled into a whole once 

again with its deeper meanings being revealed and understood. This layer of coding 

constructs a big picture. Deconstruction of the data facilitates the viewing of larger 

themes. The understanding of the larger themes is the foundation of the building of the 

"big picture" or the phenomenon in its totality. 
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The processes of analyzing qualitative data that are proposed by Denzin (2001) 

and Richards (2005) have been merged, synthesized, and utilized in this dissertation 

study. Their views of qualitative analysis have been combined to provide a roadmap for 

the analysis of the transcribed data in this study. The merging of these two sets of 

analytic procedures can be viewed in Figure 1. These steps have been utilized as a guide 

in this study with the additional support of the computer assisted qualitative data analysis 

software system, NVivo 8. 
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The Audio-Recorded and Video-Recorded Peer Writing Sessions 

The use of audio-recording and video-recording for data collection can augment a 

researcher's understanding of a phenomenon being studied and can supplement the field 

notes being written (Patton, 2002). In preparation for transcribing these recorded 

sources, the recordings were viewed and listened to several times to glean multiple 

perspectives and understandings of the conversations and interactions that ensued during 

the writing sessions. 

The audio-recorded and video-recorded conversations of the English language 

learners and the native English-speaking students during writing sessions were then 

transcribed. There were 24 writing sessions recorded during the eight weeks of the study. 

However, two of these sessions were not included in the transcription or the analysis 

processes due to the sensitive nature of the contents and the possibility of the loss of the 

participants' confidentiality. 

To ensure data triangulation, the 22 transcripts were complemented by and 

compared with the ethnographic field notes to create thicker descriptions and to 

contextualize the talk surrounding the activities within these writing events. The 

conversations among the participants during the writing sessions were very complex and 

certainly not the sum of the words spoken. The gestures, facial expressions, eye gazes, 

postures, and other non-verbal components displayed in the conversations during the 

writing sessions were rich sources to understand more deeply the meanings of the 

interactions. 
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The 22 transcriptions were first analyzed by coding to identify the usage of the 

seven functions of the talk as identified by Halliday (1973) that occurred within the 

participants' conversations during the peer writing conferences. Only the actual words of 

the three focus participants were coded and analyzed. The words of the two non-focus 

participants were not included in any of the coding or analysis processes. It was 

necessary to focus only on the English language learners' talk in order to view changes in 

their functions of talk over the course of the study. 

These coded texts were contextualized and situated within the transcribed 

interactions and conversations of the writing sessions in their entirety. This was done to 

ensure that the meanings of the conversations retained their integrity and were coded 

accordingly. In addition, the research questions for this study sought to identify the 

changes over time in the functions of talk in the English language learners only. 

Therefore, it was appropriate to only code the "spoken texts" created by the focus 

participants. The coding process was completed with the use of NVivo 8, a computer 

assisted qualitative data analysis software. 

These seven coding categories were obviously pre-set by Halliday's previous 

research. The process of coding the transcripts for these seven functions was completed 

three times. Multiple passes to code the transcripts were done to make certain that as 

deeper understanding of the children's conversations were developed, the assignment of 

coding categories would be accurately executed and altered if not assigned appropriately. 
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The second round of coding these 22 transcriptions of the writing sessions was 

then conducted by searching the contents of the transcriptions for other meanings within 

the interactions that took place in the writing sessions. Seventeen other codes emerged 

from the transcribed data. Recursive searching was also completed to group these codes 

into coding categories or themes by finding patterns and relationships between various 

codes that emerged. This step in the coding process helped to develop a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied by taking the puzzle pieces apart and 

then re-assembling them in chunks or patterns. This process forces a researcher to view 

the pieces and to see how the pieces fit into a new picture with deeper meanings. 

Writing Samples and Holistic Scoring 

The focus participants generated 88 writing samples during the writing sessions 

and during classroom independent writing sessions. The copies of the original 

compositions or writing samples were analyzed with "Using Rubrics to Improve Student 

Writing, " a formative assessment, that is utilized with first grade student writing. This 

type of assessment was selected because its usage is "intended to provide feedback and to 

guide instruction" (Hampton, Murphy, & Lowry, 2009) and is much like what classroom 

teachers would incorporate in their writing programs. 

This formative assessment used rubrics to score first-grade children's writing in 

four different genres: Narrative writing, report of information, instructions, and 

responding to literature. The rubric scoring for each of these genres was based upon a 

five-point scale. A score of five designates writing that "exceeds the grade-level 
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standard." A score of four represents writing that "meets the standard." Writing that is 

assigned a score of three corresponds to "work that needs only a conference" to provide 

suggestions and direction for revision. A score of two indicates writing that requires 

instruction in the features of the specific genre or in gaining control over the strategies 

that are used to in each particular genre. Writing that would necessitate much support 

would receive a score of one. 

The 88 collected samples of writing composed by the focus participants were 

representative of only two writing genres. The majority of the writing samples were 

narratives, but some samples were representative of reports of information. Therefore, 

only those two rubrics (Tables 5 and 6) were used to holistically score the 88 writing 

samples. 

Table 5 

Holistic Rubric for First Grade Narrative Writing. 

Level One: Needs Substantial Support 
Orientation Establishes a simple context (e.g., time, place, or occasion. 
and Content 
Plot Development Produces writing that contains only one incident or two incidents or 
and Organization events loosely strung together. 
Character IN arrator Provides little, if any, character development. 
Development 
Closure May provide some sense of closure. 

May include a simple reflective statement (e.g., "It was fun."). 
Detail Produces writing that contains little or no detail. 
Dialogue Typically does not attempt dialogue. 
Other Uses simple coordinating transitions (e.g., and, then). 

May use simple drawings to expand or illustrate the text. 

76 



Table 5 continued 

Level Two: Needs Instruction 
Orientation Establishes a simple context ( e.g., time, place, or occasion. 
and Content 
Plot Development Produces writing that contains an initiating event with one incident, or 
and Organization two incidents or events following in sequence. 
Character IN arrator Provides little, if any, character development. 
Development 
Closure May provide some sense of closure. 

May include a simple reflective statement ( e.g., "It was fun."). 
Detail Produces writing that contains few details. 
Dialogue Typically does not attempt dialogue. 
Other Uses simple coordinating transitions (e.g., and, then). 

Level Three: Needs Revision 
Orientation Establishes a simple context (e.g., time, place, or occasion. 
and Content 
Plot Development Produces writing that reflects a plan about where in a series of 
and Organization incidents or events the story should start and stop. 

Develops a narrative containing two or more appropriately sequenced 
events that readers can easily reconstruct. 

Character/Narrator Provides little, if any, character development. 
Development 
Closure May provide some sense of closure. 

May include a simple reflective statement (e.g., "It was fun."). 
Detail Uses details to describe incidents and people. 
Dialogue May attempt dialogue. 
Other May use some simple form of literary language ( e.g., "he shauted in a 

jinte [giant] vioes [voice]."). 
Uses simple coordinating transitions ( e.g., and, then). 
May use drawings to expand or illustrate the text. 

Level Four: Meets Standard 
Orientation Establishes a context ( e.g., time place, or occasion). 
and Content 
Plot Development Produces writing that reflects a plan abut where in a series of 
and Organization incidents or events the story should start and stop. 

Develops a narrative containing two or more appropriately sequenced 
events that readers can easily reconstruct. 

Character IN arrator Provides little, if any, character development. 
Development 
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Table 5 continued 

Closure Provides some sense of closure. 
May include reflective statements (e.g., "I was glad to have my dog 
back and I will never forget to love him again.") 

Detail Uses details to describe incidents and people. 
Dialogue May attempt dialogue. 
Other May use some simple form of literary language ( e.g., "he shouted in a 

jinte [giant] vioes [voice]."). 
Uses simple coordinating transition words, phrases, or clauses (e.g., 
"A big time agoe ... "). 
May use drawings to expand or illustrate the text. 
Level Five: Exceeds Standard 

Orientation Establishes a context ( e.g., time place, or occasion). 
and Content 
Plot Development Produces writing that reflects a plan abut where in a series of 
and Organization incidents or events the story should start and stop. 

Develops a series of incidents or events. 
Character IN arrator Uses specific details about characters. 
Development Develops characters internally as well as externally ( e.g., the writer 

tells not only what happened to a character, but what the character 
wondered, remembered, hoped). 

Closure Provides a conclusion. 
May react to, comment on, evaluate, sum up, or tie incidents together 
(e.g., "I wondered ... "; "I thought ... "; "It was great."; "It was the 
best birthday ever."). 

Detail Uses details to describe incidents and people. 
Dialogue Dialogue, if present, advances the action or develops character. 
Other Uses some simple form ofliterary language (e.g., "Ding Dong! The 

doorbell rang."). 
Uses transition words, phrases, and clauses (e.g., "When they took my 
tonsils out ... "). 
Frequently incorporates drawings. 

Adapted from: Using Rubrics to Improve Student Writing (Hampton et al., 2009). 

Table 6 

Holistic Rubric for First Grade Report of Information. 

Level One: Needs Substantial Support 
Orientation Typically announces the topic in the first sentence, or only in the title. 
and Content 
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Table 6 continued 

Organization of Typically does not cluster facts or provide other organizing structure. 
Information May produce a general, unelaborated statement or a simple list. 
Development and Makes some attempt to convey facts and information. 
Specificity of Provides few facts. 
Information 
Closure May simply stop. 

Names and Vocabulary May use names and vocabulary related to the topic. 
Other May attempt to use illustrations or graphics to support the text. 

Level Two: Needs Instruction 
Orientation Typically announces the topic in the first sentence, or only in the title. 
and Content 
Organization of Typically does not cluster facts or provide other organizing structure. 
Information May use simple chapter headings that do not identify categories of 

information. 
May present information in a list. 

Development and Reports limited and general facts and information about a topic. 
Specificity of Typically presents facts without elaboration. 
Information May include extraneous information. 
Closure May include a simple concluding sentence. 
Names and Vocabulary May use names and vocabulary related to the topic. 
Other May include illustrations or graphics to support the text. 

Level Three: Needs Revision 
Orientation Typically announces the topic in the first sentence, or only in the title. 
and Content 
Organization of May not cluster facts and information about a topic. 

· Information Typically presents facts without elaboration. 
May include extraneous information. 

Development and Reports facts and information about a topic. 
Specificity of Typically presents facts without elaboration. 
Information May include extraneous information. 
Closure Provides some form of conclusion. 
Names and Vocabulary Uses names and vocabulary related to the topic 

Level Four: Meets Standard 
Orientation Typically announces the topic in the first sentence, or only in the title. 
and Content 
Organization of Uses an organizational strategy such as sorting information into major 
Information categories (e.g., using headers, chapters , and pictures; or by providing 

beginning, middle, and end). 
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Table 6 continued 

Development and Reports adequate and specific facts and information pertinent to the 
Specificity of topic. 
Information Uses specific facts to develop points. 
Closure Produces some form of conclusion. 
Names and Vocabulary Uses names and vocabulary related to the topic. 
Other May include illustrations or graphics to support the text. 

Level Five: Exceeds Standard 
Orientation Typically announces the topic in the first sentence, or only in the title. 
and Content 
Organization of Uses an organizational strategy such as sorting information into major 
Information categories (e.g., using headers, chapters, and pictures; or by providing 

beginning, middle, and end). 
Development and Reports adequate and specific facts and information pertinent to the 
Specificity of topic. 
Information Uses specific facts to develop points. 
Closure Provides some form of conclusion. 
Names and Vocabulary Uses names and vocabulary related to the topic. 
Other May include illustrations or graphics to support the text. 

Adapted from: Using Rubrics to Improve Student Writing (Hampton et al., 2009). 

In this study there were 17 of the 88 writing samples collected and analyzed that 

were assigned a holistic score of zero. The holistic score of zero was not intended to give 

the perception that these writing samples were of no value. The holistic score of zero 

represented those writing samples that were incomplete, unfinished, or could not be 

scored using the formative assessment. These writing samples were either incomplete 

because the focus participants did not have adequate time to finish the writing, or they 

decided to discontinue writing a particular story or to halt writing about specific topics. 

Using the formative assessment (Hampton et al., 2009) I scored all 88 writing 

samples. Then all of the writing samples were scored by a colleague who is a retired 

teacher from a Texas public school district who had served on several district-level 
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committees to write language arts curriculum and to conduct district workshops on the 

best practices in teaching and assessing writing in elementary schools. 

When our scores for the writing samples were compared, there were 73 out of 88 

writing samples that represented agreements. We reviewed each of the 15 writing 

samples and discussed our reasons for its score designation. After discussion and scoring 

adjustments, our scores for these writing samples aligned in 80 of the 88 writing samples. 

This represented a rate 90. 9% agreement. 

Writing Samples and Analysis of Language Structures 

The writing samples from the recorded writing sessions were compared with the 

transcriptions and the original audio-recordings and video-recordings. These writing 

samples were transcribed into the intended messages and parsed into phrases and 

sentences based upon the contents of the audio-recordings and video-recordings. It was 

deemed as highly important to maintain the intended messages by utilizing the cadences 

of each English language learner's oral language as revealed in the audio recordings. 

The expanded analysis of the syntactical structures and complexities in the focus 

participants' writing was another means to document the changes or the absence of 

changes over the course of the study. 

The writing samples that were composed independently and without audio or 

video recordings proved to be more challenging to transcribe and parse because the 

approximations in spelling were sometimes not discernible. The process of transcribing 

each writing sample was carried out three times to allow for shifts in how the writing was 
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interpreted for its intended message and how it was parsed into sentence components for 

the analysis of syntactical structures and complexities. 

The sentence types (Table 7) and the levels of sentences from the Record of Oral 

Language (Clay et al., 2007) were utilized to interpret the changes in the syntactical 

structures and complexities in the children's writing. As already described, the children's 

writing had been segmented into sentences to match the messages that they intended to 

write as reflected in the audio and video recordings. Each sentence contained in the 88 

writing samples was analyzed and was designated a sentence type to categorize its 

syntactic structure and a level to classify its complexity. The levels of complexity that 

were employed as well as the types of sentences used by each of the focus participants in 

their writing over the course of the study were monitored and examined. 

Table 7 

Sentence Types from the Record of Oral Language. 

Type A Sentence Noun or noun phrase (subject) and a form of "be" verb and a simple 
statement; 

Type B Sentence Noun or noun phrase (subject) and a verb phrase and a direct object; 
Type C Sentence Noun or noun phrase (subject) and a verb or verb phrase and an additional 

construction (not a direct object); 
Type D Sentence Noun or noun phrase (subject) and a verb or verb phrase and an indirect 

object and a direct object; 
Type E Sentence Noun or noun phrase (subject) and a verb and a noun clause; 
Type F Sentence Adverb (Here or There) Or relative pronoun (this, that, or these) and a verb 

Or a form of"be" verb and a noun or noun phrase (subject); 
Type G Sentence Noun or noun phrase and a verb or verb phrase and an object and an 

additional construction; 

Adapted from: Record of Oral Language. (Clay et al., 2007). 
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Writing Samples and Orthographic Development 

Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston (2008) use the metaphor of a "braid of 

interwoven threads" to describe literacy. Developing orthographic knowledge is a means 

of fortifying the strands of reading and writing (Templeton, 1991) within the literacy 

braid. It was fitting, then, to investigate the orthographic development of the focus 

participants in this study to discern how they individually reinforced their literacy 

knowledge. Assessing the children's conventional as well as their invented spellings in 

their writing samples was the window through which to gaze at the children's growth in 

orthographic knowledge, a binding element of literacy development. 

To accomplish this task it was necessary to delineate the expectations of the 

spelling stage ranges of first grade from the beginning to the end of the year. "Words 

their Way" (Bear et al., 2008) was utilized to determine these ranges as well as the 

specific characteristics of each of the stages. There are five stages in this spelling 

framework with sub-classifications of early, middle, and late for each spelling stage. 

Each of the sub-categories in the spelling stages is described and defined by the 

characteristics of what students "can do correctly," and what "students use but confuse." 

The lists of these characteristics (Table 8) within the first grade range of spelling 

expectations became the components of the rubric to assess the orthographic 

development in the children's writing samples. 

In Words Their Way (Bear et al., 2008) the authors grouped five sub-categories in 

the three stages that list the expectations for first-grade spelling. The five sub-categories 
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and stages are ( a) late emergent, (b) early letter name-alphabetic, ( c) middle letter name

alphabetic ( d) late letter name-alphabetic, and ( e) early within word pattern. 

Characteristics are listed for each of these spelling stages and sub-categories. These 

characteristics were used to create a rubric so an overall score for each of the 8 8 writing 

samples could be calculated. The rubric was utilized to determine changes over time in 

the children's orthographic knowledge over the duration of the study. 

The process of assigning a spelling stage to each of the 88 writing samples was 

completed three times to allow for shifts in my thinking and conclusions about the 

children's orthographic understanding. It was completed with a rubric adapted from the 

spelling characteristics listed in Words Their Way. Since there were five sub-categories 

among the three stages, the scores were represented by: (a) score one, late emergent; (b) 

_ score two, early letter name-alphabetic; ( c) score three, middle letter name-alphabetic; ( d) 

score four, late letter name-alphabetic; and ( e) score five, early within word pattern. 

Requirements were devised to assign a score to each writing sample. A writing 

sample had to exhibit a minimum of three examples of each characteristic listed in each 

sub-category to earn a particular score or level of orthographic knowledge. If mastery of 

more characteristics from the next higher sub-category were present, consideration of 

giving the student's writing a plus or two pluses was considered. If all but one 

characteristic were exhibited, then two pluses were added to the level assignment. If all 

but two characteristics were exhibited, then only one plus was added. By designating 
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levels with one or two pluses, a more detailed examination of the changes in each child's 

development of orthographic awareness was acquired over the course of the study. 

A weekly composite score was also completed for each child. This was 

accomplished by combining all of the writing samples written by each child week by 

week. Then I completed one rubric to list all of the characteristics of orthographic 

knowledge manifested by each participant during each week of the study's duration. This 

was a more comprehensive way to monitor changes from the beginning of the study to 

the end of the study for each of the three children. Assignment of pluses was also 

incorporated in this process. 

Table 8 

Rubric for Orthographic Knowledge. 

Level One - Late Emergent 
Exhibits consistent directionality, use of letters, and some letter-sound matches; 
Is not able to complete sound/symbol correspondences, and does not consistently space between 
words; 

Level Two - Early Letter Name-Alphabetic 
Represents most salient sounds, usually initial consonants; 
Exhibits consistent directionality; 
Uses most letters of the alphabet; 
Exhibits partial spellings of consonant blends and digraphs; 
Spells some known sight words correctly: the, is 
Consonant knowledge is mostly based on the manner and point of articulation-j/dr, b/p, 
Inconsistent use of spaces between words ; 
Concept of 'word' is emerging on two-syllable words 
Vowels may be absent from words; 

Level Three - Middle Letter Name-Alphabetic 
All of the above ... and 
Spells initial and distal consonants; 
Spells high-frequency CVC patterned words (cat, big) 
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Table 8 continued 

Concept of word is completely developed; 
Spells words with short vowels, by using point of articulation; sometimes exhibits confusions; 
Spells with consonant blends and digraphs, but sometimes exhibits confusions; 
Does not use silent letters; 
Does not use pre-consonantal nasals; BUK/BUNK; LUP/LUMP; JOP/JUMP; PEK/PINK; 

Level Four - Letter Name-Alphabetic 
All of the above ... and 
Spells many CVC patterned words, but short vowels are still confused; 
Substitutes common short vowels for ambiguous vowels - COT/CAUGHT; 
Spells many short-vowel words with consonant blends and digraphs; 
Spells high-frequency long-vowel pattern words - LIKE; CAME; 
Uses pre-consonantal nasal, but some confusions still exist; 
Uses affricate blends ( dr, tr), but some confusions still exist; 
Does not spell with long-vowel markers or silent vowels - FLOT/FLOAT; 
Does not spell with vowels in unstressed syllables - BAKR/BAKER; 

Level Five - Early Within Word Pattern 
All of the above ... and 
Spells with consonants, consonant blends, and consonant digraphs; 
Spells with pre-consonantal nasals; 
Spells with short vowels in CVC words; 
Spells r-influenced CVC words - CAR, FOR, HER; 
Spells known sight words; 
Uses silent letters in long vowel patterns, but sometimes exhibits confusions; 
Uses k, ck, and ke endinf;s, but exhibits confusions - SMOCK/SMOKE, PEKE/PEAK; 
Substitutes short vowels for ambiguous vowels - COT/CAUGHT; 
Does not spell with vowels in unaccented syllables - FLOWR/FLOWER 
Does not double consonant before adding suffixes beginning with vowels -
SHOPING/SHOPPING 

Adapted from: Words their way: Word study for phonics, vocabulary, and 5pelling 
instruction. (Bear et al., 2008). 

The Record of Oral Language 

The Record of Oral Language (Clay et al., 2007) was administered to the three 

English language learners who were selected as focus participants in the study. These 

assessments were scored and analyzed according to the recommended procedures. The 
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administration schedule was during Week One and Week Eight. These data were 

compiled to plot the trajectories of change in the English language learners' oral language 

proficiency over time during the course of the study. 

Records of Oral Reading of Continuous Text 

The weekly collections of records of oral reading of continuous texts were 

analyzed to document the ways that the participants were using sources of information, 

syntactical structures, semantics, and grapho-phonic (Goodman, 1994) to assemble 

strategic reading activities (Clay, 2005). A former Reading Recovery® teacher leader 

served as an inter-rater in the analysis of the records of oral reading. Through analysis of 

the records of oral reading she designated the sources of information that were used or 

neglected to all of the errors and self-corrections exhibited in each of the records. Then 

the comparison of her analysis and my analysis was completed to create a composite 

record after review and discussion. 

Reading accuracy rates and self-correction rates were also recorded. These 

observation data and rates offered more insights of the study's participants as they read 

continuous texts. These compiled data were another source for observing and recording 

the focus participants' appropriation and construction of school-based literacy learning. 

Credibility 

Triangulation is a common procedure that fortifies qualitative research with 

credibility through "persistent observation" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and confirmability 

founded upon the gathering of data from multiple contexts and through multiple 
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procedures. The four types of triangulation are data triangulation, methodological 

triangulation, theory triangulation, and investigator triangulation (Flick, 2002; Janesick, 

2000). In designing this study, it was a focus to collect data through various sources, as 

well as, to utilize several methodological practices in the data gathering processes to 

ensure data triangulation and methodological triangulation. 

Literacy learning is a collection of complex processes. It was, therefore, an 

important safeguard to gather data in multiple ways so that a comprehensive collection of 

data could be analyzed to reflect the complex nature of literacy learning. Each source of 

data was checked and cross-checked against another and with multiple measures. In 

addition, the writing samples collected in this study were analyzed in three different ways 

(a) by assigning holistic scoring based upon rubrics, (b) by assigning levels of 

orthographic characteristics, and ( c) by assigning levels of grammatical complexity and 

syntactical structures. These procedures ensured methodological triangulation. 

This study was theoretically guided by the social constructivist paradigm. In 

social constructivism learning is viewed to occur when learners are actively engaged 

within a social context. These engagements and interactions of learning can be complex. 

This study valued the complexity of learning within a social context. The design of this 

study conformed in many ways to this theoretical framework by collecting qualitative 

assessment data such as writing samples, records of oral reading, and the Record of Oral 

Language to value the intricacy of the learning processes of the focus participants. These 

data sources were analyzed by employing qualitative measures with rubrics. Transcribed 
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talk surrounding writing sessions, a social context, was analyzed with a systematic, 

qualitative analysis of coding. Therefore, this study was congruent in its theoretical 

stance and deployment of analytic tools to ensure theoretical triangulation. 

Investigator triangulation was maintained to reduce bias in the analysis completed 

by me, the principal investigator. The technique utilized to minimize bias in the analysis 

process of this study entailed inviting colleagues to oversee the data analysis procedures. 

To ensure confirmability of the coding portion of data analysis, the advising professor of 

this dissertation was engaged to observe the process of coding the transcripts. In 

addition, an inter-rater was enlisted to score the writing samples with the holistic rubrics 

so opportunities to finalize the scoring assignments could be completed more objectively 

and with more than just one person's viewpoint. Our scoring resulted in a rate of 90.9% 

agreement. In addition, another inter-rater was accessed to examine the records of oral 

reading so that adjustments based upon another's professional view could be added to the 

final analysis. 

Each of these components of the design in the study and its deployment was 

instrumental in ensuring triangulation. Credibility and trustworthiness were preserved by 

the multiple ways in which triangulation was maintained in this qualitative research. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the research design and the methods utilized to implement 

this research study. This was completed by presenting the research paradigm of this 

dissertation study and by explaining the rationale for its selection as the scope through 
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which to view and interpret the phenomenon of English language learners becoming 

literate. Other features outlined included the setting, a short description of the focus 

participants, the researcher's role in the study, the data sources, the data collection 

procedures, the data cataloguing and organization, the data analysis procedures for each 

type of data source, and credibility. 

Chapter IV provides a detailed description of each of the focus participants. 

Another section of Chapter IV establishes the instructional context of the classroom that 

was the site of this research study. This background information includes details of 

the literacy activities that surrounded the focus participants as they engaged in reading, 

writing, listening, speaking, thinking, and visually representing. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FOCUS PARTICIPANTS AND INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT 

This chapter presents a portrait of each of the three focus participants in this 

qualitative study. Each description utilized several media or sources to produce a sketch 

of each child. This description has been created by weaving information from several 

sources of data collected and analyzed for the completion of this study. The sources 

include ethnographic field notes, archival data from each focus participant's cumulative 

folder from the school district, each participant's writing samples, and the transcribed 

conversations from the writing sessions. 

Another section of Chapter IV establishes the instructional context of the 

classroom that served as the site of this research study. This background information 

gives details of the literacy activities that surrounded the focus participants as they 

engaged in reading, writing, listening, speaking, thinking, and visually representing. 

Descriptions of the Focus Participants 

Three of the students selected as participants were English language learners. 

These three students were the focus participants. One male participant was a Hispanic 

student, another male participant was Burmese, and a female participant was Burmese. 

The site of this study had 26 enrolled students from Burma in pre-kindergarten through 
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fifth grade placements. The first-grade classroom that was selected for this study 

included five students who were refugees from Burma. 

A political backdrop of this study is the history of Burma. In 1962 a brutal 

military regime seized control of the Burmese government. Authoritarian rule and the 

decline of economic freedom of its citizens have been devastating to this country. In 

1989 the members of the ruling military regime renamed its state as Myanmar. The 

United States government has not adopted this new name. When references to the 

ethnicity of the students from this classroom are made or references about their home 

country are made, these references will be in accord with United States Department of 

State and the Central Intelligence Agency. 

Vanessa, Vincent, and their respective families were refugees from their home 

country, Burma. When Vanessa and Vincent spoke of the original "home," they always 

referred to it as Burma. When they discussed details of the language spoken with their 

family members, they always referred to it as Burmese. 

Henry 

Henry was one of the male participants, whose home language was predominantly 

Spanish. Henry was one of the oldest students in his class because his birthday was early 

in the fall. His Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment scores indicated a 

variance in his proficiency scores. His language proficiency in listening and speaking 

was rated as "Advanced High," but his reading and writing were rated as "Beginning." 
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A report of his Spanish language proficiency indicated that when Henry's Spanish 

oral language skills were compared to other Spanish-speaking individuals at his age level, 

his skills were "fluent to advanced." In addition, the report stated that Henry's English 

oral language skills were also at a "fluent to advanced" level. Therefore, the Language 

Proficiency Assessment Committee (LP AC) recommendation for Henry was to continue 

in the bilingual program. However, Henry's mother requested that he be placed in an 

"English Only" classroom. At the scheduled parent conference to inform Henry's mother 

about his possible inclusion in the study and to request her informed consent for his 

participation, Ms. Skye reviewed his academic progress with her. At that time Henry's 

mother requested Spanish reading materials to be sent with him for home study. Ms. 

Skye explained that she did not have access to Spanish readers since she was a teacher in 

an "English Only" classroom. 

Henry had been admitted into the gifted and talented program early in the first

grade school year. During the conference to acquire his parent's written informed 

consent to include Henry in this study, his mother showed great interest in his 

achievement and his continued academic success. She was given the choice of consent 

forms, in either E!}glish or Spanish. She seemed to be very conversant in English, and 

she read the consent form in English. She also read the form in Spanish, and then she 

signed the consent form written in Spanish. 
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Henry was observed being a fun-loving and talkative boy. He enjoyed making 

other children laugh and teasing them as shown in the excerpt of a transcribed interaction 

between Henry and Vanessa (Table 9). 

Table 9 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vanessa If I were a scuba diver . . I would see some . . and I will see some 
fish and .. 

Henry I have a question ... I have a question ... I forgot it ... 
Vanessa You are just joking ... I know ... 
Henry Is Tanya your sister? ... 
Vanessa No .... he's not my sister ... 
Henry You lied to me ............ She your cousin? .... 
Vanessa No .......... not eeeuuuwww ... eel 
Henry (Henry mumbled, but it was unintelligible.) 
Vanessa (giggled) you trying to make me not work 

Henry perceived himself as knowledgeable about many topics, and other students 

frequently directed questions to him to request factual information about various science 

topics and current events. The following (Table 10) excerpt exemplifies Vanessa's 

reliance upon Henry to gain information about her writing topic, angelfish: 
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Table 10 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vanessa How you spell angelfish? 
Henry I never write angelfish 
Vanessa I wish ..... I wish angelfish was pink 
Henry They are pink 
Vanessa Huh? 
Henry They are pink 
Vanessa No .... white .... 
Henry They're just called angelfish because they look like angels 

Henry, however, was not observed to be productive in consistently completing his 

daily classroom assignments. His teacher, Ms. Skye, was frequently observed checking 

with Henry to assist him in locating an unfinished assignment that had not yet been 

turned in to her. Sometimes he had to start the assignment again because of not being 

able to find the original one that he said he had completed but was unable to find. 

The following writing sample from Henry (Figure 2) was composed during Week 

Eight of the study. Ms. Skye had directed each student to write about her/his mother and 

to share why she was so important in her/his life. Henry's writing consisted of only one 

sentence or message unit. Henry had stopped writing this piece, and he left it unfinished 

until Ms. Skye requested this piece of writing so he could make a Mother's Day card with 

it. This excerpt is the unfinished version before Ms. Skye requested more details. 
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Figure 2: Henry's writing from week eight. 

Similarly, Henry composed only 12 of the 88 writing samples collected in this 

study. The other two participants composed considerably more writing samples than 

Henry. It was documented in the field notes and in the texts of the transcribed writing 

sessions that Henry frequently requested assistance in selecting a topic. If Henry 

announced his intention to begin working on a selected a topic that was suggested by one 

of his peers, he did not always get fully engaged in its production nor did he complete 

many writing samples. 

Vincent 

Another male participant, Vincent, was born in Burma. Vincent's language was 

listed as Hakha-Chin, a dialect of Burmese, in his Language Proficiency Assessment 

Committee (LPAC) classification report. Vincent had attended an early childhood center 
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located in the same school district beginning in January, 2007. Vincent attended 

kindergarten at Harris Elementary School during the 2007-2008 school year and then 

continued at the same school for his first grade year. 

Vincent was a diligent and hard-working student. Field notes confirmed his 

completion of each assignment. He loved school, and he enjoyed learning. He was an 

attentive and engaged student and soaked up as much information as he could. His 

content learning was reflected in his expository writing, especially his report on penguins. 

Vincent's personal narrative writing demonstrated his admiration and affection 

for his family. He wrote about his family frequently and revealed his love and respect for 

his parents, little sister, and cousins. The following writing sample was the first piece of 

writing (Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6) that Vincent wrote when the study began. He began this 

expository writing sample during a writing session, and he continued working on it 

during independent writing sessions exemplifying his tenacity of task completion. 
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Figure 3: Vincent's writing from week one (page one). 
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Figure 4: Vincent's writing from week one (page two). 
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Figure 5: Vincent's writing from week one (page three). 

100 



Editing Checklist: 

0 I like books . 
Finger- t t 
Space 

r=-·, 

oww 
Word W<i!I 

Wor ds 

·o 
Be91r-n ,119 

Capitol 

A D 
,.,--- \ 

( .. ; 
.......... _....., -/ 

-
Er-d'"9 
Mori--

_L _ -! ~,__-,-.!~ .. ---T .. - -.. ' .. '- _"_ 1-.. - - -/"'4-'Jf'_,·- - .!. ··· .. - .·.·:,_: _ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
1 J , , \_ , , r ~ l , . ~ . 1..... ( j , .. .. 

- -::b 1 ; ; • ! -~- ,:.f .1 V _'! . • .21 (y f ', 1 

Figure 6: Vincent's writing from week one (pages four and five). 
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Vincent exhibited an overall language proficiency rating of "Intermediate" on the 

language proficiency rating of the TELP AS. His language proficiency rating in listening 

was listed as "Advanced," but his speaking, reading and writing were rated as 

"Intermediate." 

Vincent was one of three Burmese boys in his classroom. It was observed and 

documented in field notes that Vincent was sought out by both of the other two Burmese 

boys. Vincent was viewed as a competent student and as an emerging expert in English 

who could and would assist them. As verified in the field notes during whole-class 

activities, the three boys surreptitiously conversed at the back of the classroom in their 

Burmese dialect, Chin, so Vincent could facilitate them with English word retrieval, the 

spelling of English words, or with explanations of how to complete an assignment. The 

other two boys spoke with Vincent frequently, and they relied upon his support. 

It was recorded in field notes that Ms. Skye frequently complimented Vincent on 

his writing during large-group activities and during author sharing times. Vincent read 

his stories to the class when the whole class met together to share their writing. Vincent 

was observed to be quite confident in his status as a good writer in his class. The 

confidence that Vincent possessed may have enhanced the perception of his competence 

in writing that was held by his fellow students. 

Vanessa 

The female participant, Vanessa, was also born in Burma, and her home language 

was listed as Chin (Burmese) on the Home Language Survey. Vanessa attended 
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kindergarten at Harris Elementary School, but had not previously attended any other 

school. Vanessa and her family were designated as refugees from Burma. 

Vanessa's proficiency ratings on the TELPAS administered at the beginning of 

kindergarten were as follows: Her listening and reading proficiency ratings were 

"Intermediate" and her speaking and writing ratings were at the "Beginning" level. 

Vanessa's kindergarten teacher recorded comments in her student profile report 

indicating that Vanessa had exhibited progress over the course of the school year. 

Vanessa had finished kindergarten reading at Level C, a reading level commensurate with 

the end of kindergarten. Her kindergarten teacher also stated confidence that Vanessa 

was well prepared for first grade. 

The Language Proficiency Assessment Committee (LP AC) classified Vanessa as 

a limited English proficient student as she entered her first grade year. The committee 

determined from her performance on the TELP AS in kindergarten that she was a limited 

English speaker, a limited reader, and a beginning English writer. Based upon this 

determination it was recommended that Vanessa's classification should continue to be 

Limited English Proficient (LEP), she would remain in the ESL program, and she would 

be assigned to an ESL (English-only) first-grade classroom. 

Vanessa was one of two girls from Burma in her first grade classroom. It was 

observed in the video recordings and corroborated in the field notes that she was 

frequently sought out by her peers who requested Vanessa to draw pictures for them. On 

numerous occasions she illustrated her fellow students' compositions upon their requests. 
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She was a creative artist as evidenced by her drawings that were included in her own 

journal writing. Vanessa would sometimes draw the illustrations first and then write, and 

at other times she would write a story first and then illustrate the story later. One form of 

writing did not precede the other on a regular basis. 

Vanessa's creativity was defined by her attention to fashion. She possessed a 

precocious awareness of fashion, and she often wrote about her teacher's attention to 

wearing outfits that were trendy and current. Vanessa loved all things pink, and she was 

very happy when she wore pink clothes or when her teacher wore pink. She included 

pink in her writing as often as she could with pink dresses, pink shoes, pink jellyfish, and 

pink jewelry. Her artistic flair, her awareness of fashion as shown in her writing (Figures 

7 and 8), and her kindness to classmates ensured many strong bonds of friendships with 

the girls in her class. 
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Figure 7: Vanessa's writing from week three (page one). 
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Figure 8: Vanessa's writing from week three (page two). 

Vanessa held her teacher in high regard. She wrote about Ms. Skye frequently, 

included her as a character in several of her make-believe stories, and wrote other pieces 

about how much she admired her. She viewed Ms. Skye and ultimately education as a 

means for her to improve her own future. She frequently wrote that she wanted to go to 

school and be just like Ms. Skye. 

Non-Focus Participants 

In addition to the three focus participants, Ms. Skye also selected two more first

grade participants for the study who were native English speakers. The two native 

English speakers who were selected for this study became non-focus participants. Both 
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of these non-focus participants were females. Sasha was an Anglo American female and 

Jane was an African American female. 

The objective of including non-focus participants who were native English

speaking children was a part of the methodology in this study to provide the English 

language learners, the focus participants, more support during the writing sessions. The 

non-focus participants could provide more conventional oral language models to the 

conversations of the writing sessions. These conversations could be opportunities for the 

focus participants to speak in English about writing in a more relaxed setting. Another 

objective of including non-focus participants in the writing sessions was to offer possible 

assistance to the English language learners as they wrote stories and reports of 

information through the presence of native English-speaking classmates. 

Instructional Context 

This section will highlight the instructional context of the classroom in which this 

qualitative study was conducted. The types of writing activities and associated language 

arts activities will be explained. The physical layout of the classroom is presented 

(Figure 9) to provide an understanding of how the physical space was utilized for the 

large-group activities and the small group activities. 

The Activity of Writing in Ms. Skye's Classroom 

Writing sessions for the collection of data occurred during the center time 

allotments and during the whole-class writing periods. Up to three writing sessions were 

recorded each day of observation and data collection during the study. Ms. Skye had 
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woven writing activities into the language arts instructional time so that there would be a 

variety of ways for children to foster their views of themselves as writers. Ms. Skye was 

observed consistently honoring approximations in the children's writing. She did not 

insist on immediate mastery of orthographic knowledge, letter formation, or grammatical 

accuracy. The children were able to think about the content of their writing because of 

their freedom from having to attend so carefully to the conventions of writing. They 

were given the freedom to think like writers. The students were provided the freedom to 

select the topics and genres of their writing during the numerous "free-write" sessions. 

Writing occurred several different times within the schedule of language arts 

activities each morning in Ms. Skye's class. Opportunities to write were made available 

in various ways in the daily language arts activities. Ms. Skye created at least two or 

three time periods during each morning for children to write about self-selected topics in 

their individual journals as well as opportunities for them to engage in more controlled or 

constricted writing activities during language art center times. The following describes 

the contexts in which the children engaged in writing in Ms. Skye's class. 

Ms. Skye provided a welcoming atmosphere to the each of the 16 children in her 

classroom. She was a good listener and always showed interest in each student's life in 

and outside of school. She freely shared her own life's stories both past and present to 

demonstrate how to bring personal knowledge into the act of learning about new things. 

Ms. Skye loved bringing new books to her students. Committed to the tenet that 

bringing quality children's literature to her students would be conducive to positive 
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outcomes in their literacy development, she enjoyed reading a wide variety of picture 

books to them. Large-group time was framed with read-aloud activities that were 

embellished by discussions about the background of the stories, the stories themselves, as 

well as the literary elements that the authors included in their books. During these 

discussions Ms. Skye would frequently guide her students to ponder and talk about how 

they could use specific types of literary elements in their own writing. As a result, 

students would commonly incorporate similar literary elements into their writing that had 

been discussed during the previous read-aloud session. 

After the read-aloud sessions with all of the students Ms. Skye would regularly 

dismiss the students to write in their journals. Most of the writing sessions were "free

writes" which meant that the students were free to select a topic of writing. The students 

were dismissed to their assigned seats at the work tables to begin writing for a period of 

20 to 30 minutes. Four students were assigned at each of the four work tables. Ms. Skye 

would turn on a portable CD player to play instrumental music from the movie, "The 

Titanic," while the children wrote in their journals. The CD was played each time 

writing sessions were begun, and the music selection was never varied. Each student's 

journal was a teacher-made booklet that was comprised of 20 sheets of double-sided 

copies of lined primary paper stapled together with a colored construction paper cover. 

Prior to Ms. Skye's commitment to include her class in the study, she reported to 

me that she discouraged her students from talking while writing. Ms. Skye explained that 

she played the CD to provide "white noise" during each of their writing sessions. After 
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agreeing to her students' participation in the study, Ms. Skye continued to play the CD, 

but she was observed encouraging the students to talk about their writing during the 

writing sessions. 

After a writing session was concluded, Ms. Skye would invite all of the students 

to return to being seated at the large-group area near the classroom door. Children who 

wished to voluntarily share their writing could do so by reading it aloud to all of their 

classmates. Ms. Skye always provided positive comments about their writing and 

welcomed other positive comments from the rest of the class. After the commencement 

of the pre-observation period of the study, Ms. Skye also incorporated the introduction of 

some examples of verbal comments and demonstrated how to give feedback to a peer's 

writing. She encouraged the children to rehearse these responses with the students during 

the sharing sessions after students volunteered to read their writing. The two comments 

that she modeled and demonstrated for the students were: "I am wondering about. .. " 

and "I notice that. .. " 

As Ms. Skye had reported to me during my initial visit with the school principal, 

she did not utilize a process writing framework or a Writers' Workshop model (Calkins, 

1994) to frame her writing program in her first grade class. Ms. Skye stated that she was 

unfamiliar with the tools of interactive writing and guided writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 

2001) for inclusion in her instruction of writing. She was observed incorporating shared 

writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001) in her large-group activities. She utilized this type of 

supportive writing instruction one time during the course of the study to demonstrate 
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using a graphic organizer that she generated about herself and her hobbies. As she 

composed an informational report about herself, she shared the marker with student 

volunteers to complete the writing task on a chart tablet. She was also observed 

conducting one pre-writing conference with one reluctant writer during the course of the 

study. 

Ms. Skye monitored the writing that children composed in their journals 

predominantly during the "sharing time." This was an opportunity for the children to 

share their writing during large-group time immediately following a journal writing 

session. Ms. Skye invited students to voluntarily read their writing aloud to the class. 

This was a time for students to share their writing, but not a time that Ms. Skye utilized to 

give feedback to each of her students. 

If any child initiated a response from her by bringing his/her writing to Ms. Skye, 

she would respond with positive comments about the writing. If a student in her class did 

not seem to engage in any writing during a writing session, Ms. Skye would sometimes 

interact with the student to assist with the process of ''brainstorming" possible topics to 

support him/her to begin writing. When a student in Ms. Skye's class filled a journal 

with writing, the child would place it on a stack in the corner of the classroom and get a 

new journal from Ms. Skye. 

Ms. Skye did not provide substantive responses to the journals that the children 

deposited in the stack. Revision or editing was not observed to be required nor was it 

observed being modeled by the teacher. During Week Five of the study, however, Ms. 
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Skye assigned numerical grades to each of the writing samples in the stack of journals. 

This was in preparation of back-to-school night so each visiting parent could take the 

writing journals home with them as well as review other work samples from other subject 

areas during the school-wide activity. 

When the sharing of writing and the rehearsal of peer responding was completed, 

Ms. Skye would read another book to the children. The book selected for this read-aloud 

session was frequently associated with a content area topic that was being presented to or 

studied by the students in social studies, health, or science. Discussion of the book, 

personal experiences, and previous learning about the presented topic would then occur. 

The students were then dismissed to language arts centers. The assignments to 

the learning centers rotated each day of the week and were allotted by work table 

seatings: (a) Table One, (b) Table Two, (c) Table Three, or (d) Table Four. The 

students' seating arrangements, and thus the table assignments, changed throughout the 

pre-observation phase and during the course of the study. Two center assignment 

rotations were completed each morning with each one lasting 20 to 30 minutes. The 

possible center assignments included: ( a) computer center, (b) reading center, ( c) a 

writing activity, ( d) guided reading group, ( e) poetry center, or (f) listening station. 

Explanations of the center activities follow, and a map of the classroom (Figure 9) can 

provide the physical layout of its instruction spaces. 

There were four computers for student usage during the computer center rotation 

in Ms. Skye's classroom. During this language arts center session students could work 
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within any of the language arts related programs. The students could also use a word 

processing program to compose stories or write reports of information. A word wall was 

located on the east wall above the storage shelves. However, the collection of words on 

the wall was not changed at any time during the pre-observation phase of the study or 

during the actual course of the study. 

On the floor in the back corner of the classroom were pillows in the reading area. 

The reading area was surrounded by a bookcase and by several baskets filled with picture 

books. These books were available to the students for self-selection of reading materials 

when they were assigned to the reading center. The books that were stored on the shelves 

or in the baskets were not leveled or sorted into any systematic groupings. A small group 

of children were assigned to the reading center and could read books independently or 

with a book buddy in the reading area. 
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Another center assignment was the writing activity. This center assignment 

would be completed at the children's work table space. This was an activity that was 

linked with the content area thematic unit that was being presented. The writing activity 

was frequently a worksheet that incorporated a writing component or a writing 
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assignment framed by a pre-selected topic or sentence starter. Frequently the writing 

activity also included some kind of art activity or coloring component. 

The guided reading group was another center time rotation during the language 

arts block. The students assigned to this center rotation would come to the teacher table, 

and each of the children would read a book silently first or complete a book orientation 

themselves by looking at the pictures to predict the storyline. Then the students would 

independently read books aloud while Ms. Skye listened to each of them. It was her 

intent to check for understanding, fluency and accuracy. Ms. Skye was not observed 

completing records of oral reading during the guided reading center time. She stated that 

she only completed the records of oral reading for assessment purposes during the 

required testing intervals throughout the academic year. 

The poetry center was another activity that was completed by the students at their 

work tables. Each Monday Ms. Skye presented a short poem selected for that week of 

instruction. She read the new poem to her class during large group activities soon after 

the morning announcements were completed. Each poem was related to a seasonal theme 

or content area topic to be studied. Discussion about the seasonal or content area topic 

was conducted to assist the children's understanding of the concepts presented in each of 

the poems. During the assigned poem center, each student received a copy of the poem, 

colored the picture on the sheet, cut out the picture and the poem, re-read the poem, and 

glued it in his/her poetry notebook. 
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Another center listed in the assignment rotation was the listening station. This 

center was located in the large-group area where the cassette player, the CD player, and a 

listening station with personal earphones were located. Several copies of a picture book 

and a professionally performed read-along recording of the text were provided so the 

children could read the book with support and/or listen to the book being read. 

Writing sessions for the collection of data occurred during the center time 

allotments and during the whole-class writing periods. The writing center table was the 

location of the writing sessions that were digitally recorded. Up to three writing sessions 

were recorded each day during the data collection phase of the study. 

Summary 

The purpose of Chapter IV was to present background information and 

descriptions of each of the focus participants. An additional section of Chapter IV 

explained the instructional context of the classroom that was the site of this interpretive 

study. The descriptions of the literacy activities in Ms. Skye's classroom provided the 

instructional context of the literacy activities in which the focus participants and the non

focus participants engaged. 
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CHAPTER V 

FINDINGS FOR THE FIRST AND SECOND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The purposes of this study were to explore how the functions of talk during 

classroom writing sessions changed over time and how the talk influenced and supported 

literacy learning and language learning for students whose first language is not English. 

Therefore, three questions guided the study: (1) How does English language learners' 

talk during writing sessions change over time? (2) How does Halliday's model of 

"functions" of talk apply to English language learners' talk during writing sessions? (3) 

What are the relationships between English language learners' talk during writing 

sessions and school-based literacy development? 

This chapter describes the results of the study as it relates to how the talk of the 

three English language learners in this study changed over time during the writing 

sessions and how seven "functions" of talk (Halliday, 1977) applied to their peer talk 

during these writing sessions. Therefore, only research questions number one and 

number two will be addressed in this chapter through the presentation of the results that 

are connected to these two research questions. The data sources that were analyzed and 

interpreted to address the first and second research questions are the ethnographic field 

notes and the transcriptions of the writing sessions. 
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Organizational Format for the Reporting of Results 

The organization of the findings is divided into two main sections based upon the 

types of analyses that are most appropriate in addressing the research questions. The first 

two research questions were directly related to the analysis of the audio and video 

recorded data. The process of analyzing these data was conducted through coding 

procedures and triangulated with the field notes as a backdrop to the audio and video 

media. These data were analyzed through a layered process. This chapter reports the 

findings from the data used to answer research questions one and two and are detailed 

through the descriptive and topic layers of analysis. 

The results of the first layer of coding, the descriptive analysis, will be presented 

in the following section to show which codes were generated, listed, and ordered with the 

purpose of providing a preliminary description of the resulting coding analysis. Each 

code that emerged from the data will be presented and discussed. The presentation of 

results begins with the codes that emerged from the transcribed data. These discussions 

of codes that emerged from the focus participants' talk during the writing sessions will 

explain changes in functions of talk and will exhibit some functions of talk that did not 

change much over the course of the eight-week study. 

In this chapter the descriptive and topic layers of analysis of the 22 exemplar 

transcriptions will be presented. Specifically, the findings are organized by the following 

sections: (a) descriptive analysis of the changes in talk over time (b) topic analysis of the 
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changes in talk ( c) descriptive analysis of the functions of talk, ( d) topic analysis of the 

functions of talk, and (e) summary. 

Descriptive Analysis of the Changes in Talk Over Time 

This section will explain the procedures employed to analyze the transcripts of the 

writing sessions. Coding procedures were instrumental in systematically investigating 

and understanding the children's messages in the transcripts and provided a window to 

discern the functions of their talk. These coding procedures were utilized to address the 

following research questions: 1) How does English language learners' talk during 

writing sessions change over time? 2) How does Halliday' s model of "functions" of talk 

apply to English language learners' talk during writing sessions? 

The changes in talk exhibited by the three English language learners who were 

focus participants in this study were revealed by analyzing 22 exemplar transcriptions of 

the writing sessions and by nominating 1 7 additional codes that emerged from reviewing 

the conversations surrounding their writing. The unit of analysis was at the word level, 

although sometimes the participants fragmented the words by subvocalizing them into its 

cumulative phonemic segments to spell them as they wrote stories and reports. 

Transcriptions of the 22 exemplar writing sessions were imported into NVivo 8 

and were analyzed to identify the recurring themes within them through the coding 

process. Seventeen codes emerged to represent the phenomenon of these writing sessions. 

The transcripts were also analyzed using codes from pre-existing research and resultant 
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theory creation (Halliday, 1975). These codes were the seven functions that were 

identified by Halliday (1975) as the functions of early childhood talk. 

There was an overlap in the coding processes when I coded the transcriptions 

using Halliday's seven functions of language (1975) and when I coded the same 

transcriptions to discover other themes that emerged from them. This was necessary to 

answer research question one and research question two. The first rounds of coding were 

completed on the transcriptions of the writing sessions using Halliday's (1975) seven 

functions of talk as the codes. Then the transcripts were coded again. The next rounds of 

coding were done with no pre-set collection of codes. These rounds of analysis were 

coded by allowing themes to emerge from the transcripts themselves and by recursively 

looking for more themes to represent the various functions of talk that were present in the 

transcribed writing sessions. The transcriptions were ordered by the dates that each one 

had been collected as reflected by my media journal and the file names that each was 

assigned. 

When the coding processes were completed, charts were generated within NVivo 

8 from the compilation of codes that I identified as having emerged from the transcripts. 

The charts provided a visual representation of the percentages of coded texts for each of 

the individual codes within each transcript. Charts were also generated to show all 

percentages of coded texts for each code so I could identify which transcripts had the 

greatest text coverage for any given code. Specific details are provided to describe the 

data analysis procedures followed to address the first and second research questions. 
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To address the second research question of how Halliday's model of the functions 

of talk applies to English language learners' talk during writing sessions, a coding 

process was followed. I began this process by coding the transcripts using Halliday's 

seven functions of talk (1975) as the themes to represent the transcript data. After the 

coding process was done, charts were generated within NVivo 8 from the compilation of 

seven functions of talk used as codes. I was able to compare and contrast the various 

percentages of coverage of these seven specific codes identified in each transcribed 

writing sessions. The charts facilitated me in viewing which transcriptions were coded 

with the specific functions of talk identified by Halliday (1975) and to cross-check the 

field notes to give each session background information. The field notes also created 

greater clarity to any expectations that Ms. Skye might have injected into each of the 

writing sessions. The analysis was carried out within the transcripts and across the 

transcripts. 

To focus on the first research question of how the English language learners' talk 

during writing sessions changed over time, the coding process was implemented again. 

During this second coding process the codes or themes were identified from the 

transcribed talk that surrounded the writing sessions and were generated to represent the 

talk itself. Seventeen codes or themes emerged from the data and were utilized to code 

the data. Therefore, comparisons and contrasts could be completed on the percentages of 

transcribed text coverage by each of the 17 codes that were identified. The functions of 

talk used by the participants could be calculated week by week over the duration of the 
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study to note the changes in the usage of each function over time. In other words, the 

analysis was again carried out within each transcript and across all of the transcripts. 

To further elucidate the terms of the percentage of code coverage or percentage of 

coded transcripts, it should be stated that this terminology is a way that NVivo 8 

represents a measure of how much any particular descriptor or code is identified within 

each source of data. These terms, percentage of code coverage or percentage of coded 

transcripts, does not stand for mere frequency counts of the codes identified in the 22 

transcriptions. The term indicates how densely the identified themes occurred from, 

within, and across the transcriptions of the writing sessions. 

In the following sections each of the 17 codes that emerged from the transcripts 

are presented. Each of the codes represents a function of talk that the focus participants 

used while writing their individual stories or reports of information with other 

participants at a writing center table. Discussions of the usage of these functions of talk 

are included to show how the focus participants' talk changed in specific ways. For 

example, the focus participants used some types or functions of talk more than other 

functions, and some functions of talk diminished over the course of the study. These 

changes in talk are discussed code by code. Each of the 17 codes are defined in its 

respective section, but all of the codes and their definitions and their corresponding 

coding categories can also be found in Appendix A. 
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Self-regulation to Sequence Words 

This code "self-regulation to sequence words" describes the children's behavior 

of saying each word of the written message to themselves to monitor what was being 

written and which word was to come next in the message. An example of transcribed 

talk (Table 11) that was coded as "Self-regulation to Sequence Words" follows. 

Table 11 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Vanessa I wish I had a dog .... but ... but ... my ... mom ... said .. NO 

.. no .. I'm not getting it. And I ... am ... not ... going ... to .. 

. be ... happy. 

This code was identified in 20 of the transcribed sources and possessed greater 

coverage than any other code that emerged from the data. This self-regulating talk was 

strong at the beginning of the study, and although it somewhat diminished over the 

course of the study, it remained strong to the end of the study. 

As shown in Figure 10, the writing session with the greatest percentage of 

coverage (57.29%) with this self-regulating talk to sequence words was recorded during 

Week Four of the study. This was a behavior modeled by the teacher during a large

group activity when shared writing was utilized to support the instruction of writing. As 

reflected by the field notes, the large-group activity occurred just before the transcribed 

writing session with the greatest usage of this function of talk. The students seemed to 
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respond to the teacher's modeling by adding it to their repertoires of their own writing 

behaviors. 

Self-regulation to Sequence Words 
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Figure 10: Functions of talk: Self-regulation to sequence words. 

Request for More Information about a Story 

This function of talk occurred when the students were asking questions about the 

meaning of each other's story or piece of writing. The code emerged with very little 

difference from the beginning of the study to the end of the study. There was no writing 

session with a robust percentage of coverage with this code. The writing session that had 

the greatest concentration of coverage with this code occurred in the first week of the 

study. This may have been a result of Ms. Skye's verbal reminders during the large

group sessions preceding the writing sessions. Ms. Skye had prompted all of the students 
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to use "writing partner talk while you write." During the first week of the study the 

amount was only at 2.4% coverage. The following is an excerpt (Table 12) from a 

transcript from Week Four. Only the highlighted responses had been coded, "Request for 

More Information about a Story." 

Table 12 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Henry 

Jane 

Henry 

Jane There no boy. 

Henry 

Jane Yeah .... It's just the sun and the stars. 

Henry Hmmmmmm ... How terrible! 

This code was observed in eight of the transcribed writing sessions, but five of 

these sessions were at the beginning half of the study and only three sessions occurred at 

the end of the study. The sum of the percentages of coverage in the writing sessions ( as 

shown in Figure 11) in the beginning of the study was 4.2%, and the sum of the 

percentages of coverage in the sessions in the last half of the study was 4.5%. Therefore, 

the percentage of difference between the beginning of the study and the end of the study 
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for this code was .3%. The difference was negligible. There were two weeks, Week Two 

and Week Eight, in which the participants did not engage in this function of talk at all. 

_____________ .......... ,,,,,,,,,,, .. ., .. , .... ,,, .. ,,.,, ... ,, .... ,,,, .......... .. 
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Figure 11: Functions of talk: Request for more information about a story. 

Request Assistance or Opinion 

This interaction is best described as when a participant asked another participant 

for assistance in constructing a story or a request for an opinion about its content. This 

code was found in 17 transcripts in this study. The following is an example (Table 13) 

from a transcript recorded during Week Five. The highlighted portions had been coded 

as "'Request Assistance or Opinion." 
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Table 13 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Henry 

Jane Puff er fish . . . 
Vanessa Puffer fish ... 
Jane Puffer fish . . . it means ... a puffer fish is like a ball. 
Hen Yeah ... with s ikes ... 

This type of interaction was utilized more at the beginning of the study than at the 

end of the study. The transcripts from the beginning half of the study had a total of 

22. 7% coverage with this code, but the transcripts from the ending half of the study 

exhibited a total of 11.8% coverage. This difference indicates an overall reduction of 

usage of this function of talk. It is important to note, however, that during Week Four 

and Week Five of the study, there was the greatest concentration of coverage. 

During Week Four and Week Five of the study the participants' teacher, Ms. 

Skye, provided writing purposes to the writing sessions more frequently. The Back-to

School Night event was drawing near, so the intentionality of her teaching and linking the 

children's writing genres and purposes to the theme of the student/parent conference 

night became a strong focus. Figure 12 exhibits the increased usage of this function of 

talk. Therefore, the total percentage of coded transcripts with this function of talk within 

this interval of two weeks (Week Four and Week Five) accounted for more than half of 

the duration of the study. 
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Request Assistance or Opinion 
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Figure 12: Functions of talk: Request assistance or opinion. 

Request Spelling Assistance 

The participants' talk during the writing sessions that was used to request spelling 

assistance was coded accordingly. The following excerpt, a transcribed writing session 

from Week Four (Table 14), demonstrates this function of talk. The highlighted portion 

indicates the portion of the displayed transcript that was coded as "Request Spelling 

Assistance." 

Table 14 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Vincent I 
. . . 

·•·•·•~ 
-t ·1:<Afl 

H•.· 

Henry t ... a ... n ... t ... a ... n ... 
Vincent t. .. i ... n ... 
Henry t ... A ... n ... 
Vincent t ... a ... n ... 
Henry K 
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This code was used in 12 of the 22 transcribed sources. However, the transcribed 

writing sessions with the greatest percentage of coverage (3.09%) was quite 

unremarkable. The participants used this code more densely at the beginning of the study 

than in the last half of the study. Seven transcripts in the beginning half of the study 

revealed participants requesting spelling assistance. The total percentage of coverage 

contained in these seven transcripts was 7.4%. As shown in Figure 13, the remaining five 

transcripts from writing sessions during the last half of the study only contained a 

combined 2.6% coverage of this specific code. Thus, the participants who were English 

language learners seemed to rely less upon each other and upon the native English

speakers to acquire spelling assistance as they composed stories and reports of 

information. The English language learners were utilizing more self-regulatory functions 

of talk to independently help themselves . 
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Request Spelling Assistance 
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Figure 13: Functions of talk: Request spelling assistance. 

Assistance to Another Student 

This code can be defined as an occasion of when an English language learner who 

was a participant in the study helped another student/participant during a writing session. 

The student who was given assistance may have been an English language learner or a 

native English-speaking student. The assistance provided to other students was quite 

varied in its content. Some of the content that was contained in this code was talk to give 

an opening sentence to a story, or to give an alternate word used in another participant's 

writing, or to signal a needed change from singular nouns to plural nouns. The 

connecting concept, however, was that one participant was giving solicited or unsolicited 

assistance in writing to another during the writing session. The following is an example 
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(Table 15) from one of the transcribed writing sessions during Week Four of the study. 

The highlighted sections were coded with the theme, "Assistance to Another Student." 

Table 15 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Vincent Vincent had written the word 'slipper' to represent the meaning of a scuba 
diver wearing/Uppers on his feet as part of the scuba diving gear. He was 
not aware of how to explain the difference between wearing one flipper on 
one foot and wearing two flippers - one flipper on each foot - when writing 
the n~•··---•~M O what the diver was 

Hen 

This function of talk emerged in 16 transcribed writing sessions. The percentage 

of coverage for the beginning half of the study was greater than the last half of the study. 

The sum of all percentages of coded transcripts for the writing sessions in the first half of 

the study was 16.3% with this function of talk. The sum of all percentages of coded 

transcripts for the last half of the study was 9. 7% with this function of talk. As 

exemplified in Figure 14, there was an overall reduction in the usage of this function of 

talk over the course of this study. 
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Assistance to Another Student 
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Figure 14: Functions of Talk: Assistance to Another Student 

Self-Monitor What Was Written 

This code exemplified a type of self-talk. By checking the video recordings with 

the audio recordings, this function of talk in the transcripts was identified when 

participants read their writing samples aloud to themselves to check if the intended 

messages were the actual messages that were written. In other words, the participants 

were reading aloud to themselves what they had written to check for accuracy in their 

writing and sometimes even responding to themselves with self-talk. 

The self-monitoring behavior was identified and coded in 10 transcriptions, but no 

source was represented by a coverage percentage greater than 4%. This category was 

also found in six of the transcripts from the beginning half of the study with a total of 

9 .6% coverage, and there were four transcripts that contained this code early in the 

second half of the study with a total of 5.8%. Therefore, this code diminished markedly 
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(Figure 15) from the beginning of the study to the end of the study as the participants 

read their own writing without sub-vocalizing. Viewing the video-recordings of the 

writing sessions provided possible documentation of the focus participants silently 

reading their own writing more frequently as the duration of the study progressed. 

However, since the participants were not revealing outwardly through spoken words 

about what they were doing, these silent instances were obviously not coded. 
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Figure 15: Functions of talk: Self-monitor what was written. 

Self-regulation to Spell Words 

This code was present in 20 of the 22 transcripts. This function of talk and its 

associated behaviors were observed when participants were saying problematic words 

softly and slowly to themselves. This code was also used when the participants were 

using self-talk to verbalize their thinking about the accuracy of the spelling of words, 
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and/or were naming each letter to spell words that presented difficulties for them. The 

transcript with the greatest percentage of coding with this theme (19.68%) was recorded 

in the Sixth Week of the study. The concentration of this code within this transcript was 

combined with that of two other transcripts during that week, and the peak of 33.1 % of 

coverage for this code was recorded. An example of this function of talk from that 

transcript (Table 16) with the greatest concentration of this code follows. The 

highlighted sections of this excerpt were coded with this theme. 

Table 16 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Six. 

Vincent 

Sasha 
Vincent ...... Froggy 
Sasha Fro 
Vincent Fro ... win . .. the .. 

There was little change between the sum of the percentages of coverage ( 59 .2%) 

in the beginning half of the study's duration and the sum (55/1 %) of the last half of the 

study. This difference was quite negligible over the course of eight weeks. Overall , this 

function of talk and the behaviors exhibited with the self-regulatory talk were maintained 

quite evenly (as shown in Figure 16) throughout the duration of the study. In addition, 

this code is notably higher in its percentages of coded transcriptions when it is compared 

with all of the other codes such as "Request for More Information about a Story" or 

"Explaining the Meaning of One's Own Writing" that emerged from the transcribed 
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sources. The level of concentration was unmatched by any other codes except by the 

imaginative function of talk which surpassed it. 

The focus participants' attended to spelling words close to the conventional 

spelling of the words they used in their stories and reports of information. This focused 

attention was greater than their efforts of plot development and organization, character 

development, and producing writing with rich details. Without intentional instruction on 

these elements and strategies of writing, the focus participants directed their attention to 

more of the conventional aspects of writing. 
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Figure 16: Functions of talk: Self-regulation to spell words. 

Peer Response to Another's Writing 

Peer response to another participant's writing is the function of talk that would 

predictably be the most ubiquitous in peer writing conferences. This function of talk is 
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defined as any comment made or question asked by a peer about the writing composed by 

another writer. The comment may be a personal opinion about the writing based upon an 

emotional response, or it may be a comment to give advice about how to improve the 

writing. It may be a very supportive means of conferencing to expand writers' craft 

(Condon & Clyde, 1996). Although this type of conversation possesses the potential of 

providing a great support for young writers, it was only identified in five sources of the 

22 transcribed writing sessions. An example of this function of talk (Table 17) from a 

transcribed writing session during Week One of the study follows. The talk coded as 

"Peer Response to Another's Writing" is shown in highlighted text. 

Table 17 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week One. 

Vanessa (Vanessa read the story aloud to Sasha.) 
One day me and my friend was playing 
It was so fun 
And we saw a boy 
She gave us a cake 
And I like it 
And we play again 
One day I saw a big boy .... a big boy 
It was so . so . big 
Everyone was so scared 
But there was a angel 
She was a hero 
She saved our life 
There is two angel 
The are so cute and I love them 

r----:-------t--,=....-6=== =======;;li]:ThiiJrr,J;~, J:;~·Tf••·~:<==, ====,,..---, Sasha 1;itwa'.s 

Vincent 
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Table 17 continued 

Vanessa SCAH ... RUMP ... SHAAAHHH ... SSSSSSSS (laughing) Okay! 
(Vanessa be an adding the word to her story.) 

Three of these five sessions took place in the first half of the study, and two of 

these writing sessions took place in the second half of the study. More importantly, only 

one of the transcripts contained a substantial coverage (13.35%) of this function of talk 

among the participants. This particular writing session as shown in Figure 17 occurred in 

the first week of the study. The sum of the percentages of coverage from the three 

writing sessions that occurred in the beginning half of the study equaled 14.1 %, but the 

sum of the percentages of coverage from the ending half of the study was only 1.3%. 

Thus, this function of talk diminished greatly during the course of the study. 
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Figure 17: Functions of talk: Peer response to another's writing. 
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Request Assistance for Topic Selection 

This function of talk was identified when a participant asked another English 

language learner or a native English-speaker for help in selecting a topic for writing. 

This specific code was not prevalent at high levels of coverage within the transcribed 

data, but it was present in nine of the transcribed writing sessions. It emerged in four 

writing sessions within the beginning half of the study and in five writing sessions within 

the ending half of the study. A sample from a Week Five transcript (Table 18) follows 

with the talk that was coded as "Request Assistance for Topic Selection" shown with 

highlighted texts. 

Table 18 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vincent 
Vanessa 
Vincent 
Vanessa 
Vincent 
Vanessa 
Vincent 

I don't want to write about a girl .... 
Write about a whale 
I don't wanna write 

As shown in Figure 18, the percentage of transcripts coded with this theme was at 

its peak with a total of 10.09% in Week Five of the study. During this week there were 

three sessions in which this code was identified. This code's presence was predominantly 

identified in the middle of the study throughout Weeks Three, Four, and Five. There 

were no instances of this function of talk used in the first two weeks of the study, nor 

during Week Seven. 
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Request Assistance for Topic Selection 
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Figure 18: Functions of talk: Request assistance for topic selection. 

Suggestions for Topic Selection 

This function of talk was identified when a focus participant asked another 

English language learner or a native English-speaker for help in selecting a topic for 

writing. Frequently participants would respond to a fellow participant's request for 

assistance in selecting a topic for writing. The responses were the texts that were coded 

with this theme. However, not every request for assistance was met with a response. 

Using the same transcribed excerpt (Table 19) exhibiting the code, "Request Assistance 

for Topic Selection," the highlighted text shows the coded segments for the code, 

"Suggestions for Topic Selection." 

139 



Table 19 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vincent What should I write now? 
Vanessa I write about ocean and a irl 
Vincent ... don't know what to write about ------------------~ 
Vanessa 
Vincent 
Vanessa 
Vincent I don't wanna write 

This specific code was not prevalent at high levels of coverage within the 

transcribed data. This particular code came to light in six transcribed writing sessions, 

emerging in three sessions within the beginning half of the study and in three sessions 

within the last half of the study. The total percentage of coded transcripts for the three 

writing sessions within the beginning half of the study was 5. 9%, and the total percentage 

of coded transcripts for the three sessions within the last half of the study was 5.3%. This 

negligible difference, as shown in Figure 19, illustrates its consistently low appearance as 

a function of talk in the study. 

140 



,,,_ ,,,,,,,,.,,,,,.,, .. ,,,. ., ., --~_,,,,,,,.,,,,.,,,,,, ... ,,,,, .,, ... 

Suggestions for Topic Selection 

5.00% ,, _______ ..,.,,:69~A- ----------------
ti) 

4.50% .... 
0.. ·c 

4.00% u 
ti) 

:::: 3.47% 
l'1 3.50% i... 

E-
-0 3.00% 
C) 

-0 
2.50% 0 

u 
....... 

2.00% 0 
C) 
bl) 

1.50% l'1 .... 
:::: 
C) 1.00% u 
i... 
C) 

0.50% 0... 

0.00% 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8 

Figure 19: Functions of talk: Suggestions for topic selection. 

Good Writing Viewed as Volume 

The participants' discussions about how many pages were left to fill in their 

writing journals surfaced in nine of the 22 transcriptions. The participants seemed to 

become focused upon this aspect of their writing as the study progressed as indicated by 

the percentages of coded transcripts for specific functions. One of the transcripts from 

the seventh week of the study revealed 9.7% coverage of this specific code. This can be 

seen in Figure 20 below. There was a total of 5.9% coverage in five writing sessions 

during the beginning half of the study, but it grew to a total of 15 .4% coverage within the 

four writing sessions during the last half of the duration of the study. Each participant's 

attentiveness to filling his/her journal and replacing it with a new journal grew as time 

progressed. 
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Figure 20: Functions of talk: Good writing viewed as volume. 

Explaining Meaning of Own Writing 

This code occurred when participants discussed their writing topics and '"talked it 

out" as so eloquently stated by one of the female participants in this study. The 

participants would sometimes engage in discussions like the one displayed in Table 20 in 

which they talked about their writing and would give selected details of their 

compositions as they wrote the stories or reports of information. 

Table 20 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Three. 

Vincent 
Henry 

Vincent The mouse? .... only the hed 
Hen Yeah .... eah 
Vincent Whatever .... 
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This function of talk arose in four of the transcribed writing sessions with two sessions 

each in the beginning half and ending half of the study. This code, as shown in Figure 

21, was not present in the transcripts at high concentrations. In fact, when each 

percentage of coding from all four of the writing sessions is totaled, the sum is only 6. 7% 

coverage. The total of coding concentration of this function of talk in the beginning half 

of the study was twice as great ( 4.6%) as the total of coding coverage in the last half of 

the study (2.2% ). Thus, a decline in this function of talk was evident over the course of 

the study. 
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Figure 21: Functions of talk: Explaining the meaning of one's own writing. 

"Fancy Words" 

The participants' teacher used this term to encourage the students in their usage of 

a more expansive and descriptive vocabulary by her students in their writing. The 
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teacher even listed "plain" words paired with more descriptive words on charts in the 

classroom. With support from the teacher the students generated word charts during 

large group discussion time and read-aloud storybook sessions. The field notes reflected 

the occurrences of both native English-speaking participants and English language

learning participants leaving the writing center briefly during writing sessions to gain 

information about words they wished to replace with more descriptive ones from the 

charts. Frequent attention was given to this endeavor, especially in writing sessions that 

followed large-group activities in which discussions of "fancy words" occurred. 

An example (Table 21) of this function of talk from a transcribed writing session 

follows. The text that was coded as "Fancy Words" has been highlighted to give a clear 

illustration of how this code was utilized to represent sections of the transcript. 

Table 21 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Six. 

Hen Nachos . . . I love nachos .... because ... 

The code, "Fancy Words," only emerged in four of the transcriptions in which the 

participants discussed their desire to use a "fancy word" in their stories. The sum of the 

three writing sessions in the beginning half of the study was 5.8%. There was only one 

session near the end of the study containing this code with a minimal (.72%) coverage. 
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The greatest percentage of coverage, as shown in Figure 22, occurred in a transcript from 

the third week of the study, but this amount did not exceed 3.5% coverage. 

This was not a code that emerged frequently or at high levels of concentration in 

any of the four transcripts that contained it. It was an important behavior to identify, 

however, because it was one that was valued and honored by the teacher, Ms. Skye. The 

behavior of searching for more descriptive words by checking the charts in the classroom 

was evident, but discussion of their searches or the request for assistance from each other 

to generate a "fancy word" was not broadly prevalent. As reflected in the field notes, the 

behavior of searching for more descriptive words was largely a solitary activity exhibited 

by individual participants. 

,---------------------- ,,,,.,.,,,, ,.,.,.,.,,..,,,,,,,,,,, 

"Fancy Words" 

4.00% ~-------.-80.9/4-------------~---
t/l 
.µ 

3.50% 0.. ·c: 
u 
t/l 3.00% s:: 
(15 
~ 

E- 2.50% '"O 
(l) 

'"O 
2.00% 0 

u 
-------·-·-------- _____ ,,.,,.,,. . ,,,.,.,,..,.,.,,,,,,.,,,, .,.,,,.,,,.,,,,,,., 

"'-
0 1.50% "' (l) 
~ 
(13 
.µ 

1.00% i::: 0:72'% ""'"""'""'"""" 
(l) 
u 
~ 

0.50% --(l) 
c... 

0.00% , : ll,,,.,, ,, , /, ,,-,_,,_ -,unn /"'"'"""•• 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8 
.__ ______________ ,,,,,,,.,,,,, . . .. .,.,.,.,,,.,,.,,,, . .,,.,.,,,,, ---

Figure 22: Functions of talk: "Fancy words." 
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Request for Vocabulary Assistance 

There were occasions when an English language learner would ask other children 

working with them in the writing center about the definition of a particular word, or they 

would ask for the identity of a particular word that had a specific meaning. The 

information that the participants attempted to access was directly related to their 

compositions. An example of this function of talk is exemplified in a transcribed writing 

session from Week Four with Vincent and Henry. A portion of this transcript is provided 

(Table 22) to demonstrate an instance of this function of talk that emerged in the study. 

The highlighted text was coded with this particular theme. 

Table 22 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Vincent If I were a scuba diver .... I would wear a black .... a black shirt .... 
and ... What? 

Henry What? 
Vincent 

He a tank 

This code was prevalent in three transcribed writing sessions. Figure 23 shows 

the scarcity of this code. Two of the sessions occurred in the last half of the study, and 

only one session occurred in the beginning half of the study. The session with the 

greatest percentage of coverage for this code took place during the Sixth Week of the 

study, but it only represented a minimal level of coverage (1.11 %). The sum of the other 
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two sessions that occurred in the beginning half of the study was equal to .80%. There 

was only a negligible increase in this behavior in the last half of this study. 

Request for Vocabulary Assistance 

1.20% --:t·t% 
V) 
~ 
0., 
·c 1.00% u 
V) 

C 
ro 
~ 0.80% E-- 0.69% 

-0 
Cl.) 

-0 
0.60% 0 

u ..... 
0 
Cl.) 0.40% 0.0 
<"Cl 
~ 

C 
Cl.) 0.20% u 
~ 
Cl.) 

0.. 

0.00% 

Weekl Week2 Week3 Week4 WeekS Week6 

Figure 23: Functions of talk: Request for vocabulary assistance. 

Gain More Information 

Week7 Week8 

This code was identified in ten transcripts. This function of talk was evident 

when the English language learners/participants requested factual information about the 

subjects or topics of their writing. The following example of transcribed talk from Week 

Five (Table 23) shows Vanessa requesting information from Henry as they were writing 

informational reports. The highlighted sections were the segments of talk that were 

coded as "Gain More Information." 
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Table 23 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Henry 

.. I like shrim .. 

This code surfaced at low concentrations and was present in only Weeks Four, 

Five, Six, and Seven. The greatest percentage of coded transcripts emerged in Week 

Four with a total of 5.53% from four transcribed writing sessions. As shown in Figure 

24, the sum of the percentages of coded transcripts from Week Four represented the 

composite for the beginning half of the study. A slight gain in the sum of the percentages 

of six coded transcripts (7.3%) occurred in the last half of the study. 
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Figure 24: Functions of talk: Gain more information. 
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Code Switching 

This code describes the incidence of the participants switching from their home 

languages to English or from English to their home languages in the transcribed 

conversations during the peer writing sessions. The following excerpt from a transcribed 

writing session (Table 24) took place during Week Five. Jane was curious about the 

words for "mom" and "dad" used in Vanessa's and Vincent's home language. 

Table 24 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vincent That mean MOM ... 
Jane Oh ... Yeah ... She's m daddy ... 

1------+-

Vaness a 
Jane 
Vincent 
Jane DAA DAA?? 

This did not occur very frequently within these writing sessions. It only emerged 

in three of the 22 transcribed writing sessions during the middle portion of the study at 

very low levels of concentration. One of the three sessions occurred in the beginning half 

of the study with a total of 1.06 percentage of coded transcripts. The other two writing 

sessions took place in the last half of the study during Week Five. As evident in Figure 

25, there was a diminished usage of this function of talk. The combined percentage of 

coverage during the last half of the study was only .38% for these two sessions. 

149 



Code Switching 

1.20% 
Vl 1.06% 

,1-l 

0.. ·c: 1.00% u 
Vl 
C 
Cil 
I-, 0.80% " E-

"'d 
Cl) 

"'d 
0.60% 0 

u 
<,I-; 

0 
Cl) 0.40% bl) 

0.38% 

Cil 
.j...j 

C 
Cl) 

0.20% u 
I-, 
Cl) 

0.. 

0.00% "',....., -----.----...--

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8 

Figure 25: Functions of talk: Code switching. 

Home Language 

This category was only used in one transcribed writing session that occurred in 

the last half of the study. An example of this code was characterized by the participants 

when talking about their home language. The discussion that took place during this 

session (Table 25) arose from a curiosity about the language used by Vanessa, a Burmese 

child. Jane, a non-focus participant, inquired if Vanessa could speak a different language 

other than English. The following transcribed conversation from Week Five exemplifies 

the curiosity expressed by Jane, a native English-speaking participant, to learn about the 

language difference of her classmate, Vanessa. The words that have been highlighted 

signify the text that had been coded as '~Home Language" in the coded transcript. 
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Table 25 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Jane You don't speak .. Burma? 
----+-

Vanessa 
Jane 
Vanessa 
Jane 

The female, non-focus participant asked questions about language use at home. 

The two girls discussed their home languages and compared specific words in English 

and Burmese through this exchange. As exemplified in Figure 26, the percentage of 

coverage did not exceed 6.8% in this particular transcription. 
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Figure 26: Functions of talk: Home language. 
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Topic Analysis of the Changes in Talk 

The next level of analysis to be discussed is the topic analysis (Richards, 2005) as 

it applies to the coding procedures that were followed to address research question 

number two in this qualitative study. In this layer of analysis a qualitative researcher 

recursively searches how each of the generated codes are related to each other (Denzin, 

2001) by identifying recurring patterns and/or by finding consistent and/or inconsistent 

changes. By studying the identified patterns bracketed in the descriptive layer of 

analysis, larger themes could be identified in the topic analysis. Techniques to achieve 

this deeper scrutiny of the codes include the creation of analytic memos and the 

expansion of the codes and/or the collapsing of the codes into coding categories. In this 

study these techniques revealed the inter-relationships and the influences among and 

between the participants' interactions during writing as well as the instructional contexts 

that framed the writing sessions. 

As mentioned above, the creation of analytic memos revealed how the generated 

codes fit into categories. Searching for patterns in the codes facilitated the process of 

organizing the codes into categories. When the coding categories were created and the 

codes were sorted among them, hidden influences upon the ways that the participants 

interacted in the writing sessions became more apparent. 

There were existent influences that impacted the coding results and the coding 

densities of the transcripts. By creating coding categories, dynamic relationships were 

revealed. Consideration of the interactions of specific participants in particular writing 
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sessions, the genres of writing being attempted in individual writing sessions, and the 

antecedent instruction or large-group activity that contextualized the writing composed 

by the participants resulted in relevant influences being revealed. 

The coding categories that were created to construct an over-arching structure for 

the 17 codes included the following headings: (a) Self Regulation, (b) Request for Help, 

(c) Giving Assistance, (d) Language Usage, (e) View of Good Writing as Volume, and (f) 

Talking about One's Own Writing. Four of these coding categories contained at least 

three codes, and two of them only contained one code each. Each of the coding 

categories and the features that impacted the presence of each of them in this study will 

be discussed in the following section. Table 26 shows the coding categories and which 

codes were assigned to each of the categories. 

Table 26 

Coding Categories and Codes Representing the Functions of Talk. 

Coding Category Code 
Assistance to Another Student 

Giving Assistance Peer Response to Another's Writing 
Suggestion for Topic Selection 
Code Switching 

Language Usage "Fancy Words" 
Home Language 
Gain More Information 
Request Assistance for Topic Selection 

Request for Help 
Request for Opinion or Assistance 
Request for More Information about a Story 
Request for Vocabulary Assistance 
Request Spelling Assistance 
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Table 26 continued 

Self Monitor What Was Written 
Self-Regulation Self-Regulation to Spell Words 

Self-Regulation to Sequence Words 
Talking about One's Writing Explaining the Meaning of One's Own Writing 

View of Writing Good Writing Viewed in Terms of Volume 

Each coding category will be presented in its corresponding section. Discussion 

of the various factors that influenced each coding category's robust or weaker presence 

across and between the transcribed writing sessions is presented in the following sections. 

Self-regulation 

The coding category of Self-regulation was a container for the codes: self

regulation to sequence words, self-monitor what was written, and self-regulation to spell 

words. The transcripts that were identified with high concentrations of these codes were 

examined as a group to find similarities as well as differences. One interesting outcome 

of this deeper gaze was the group membership of the eight transcripts with high 

concentrations of the self-regulation codes. 

Seven of these eight transcripts had group memberships that included Sasha, a 

native English speaker. Sasha presented a diminutive role in the discussions when she 

was one of three members in the writing session group. When she was one of a pair in a 

writing session, Sasha did not initiate much conversation either. Instead, she engaged in 

preparing a visual representation of a story before attempting to compose. 

The two participants from Burma did not request much assistance from Sasha, 

and engaged in more self-regulatory activities to help themselves get their thoughts on 
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paper when paired with Sasha or when they were grouped together with Sasha as a 

threesome. In one of the sessions in which Vincent was paired with Sasha, she became a 

source of assistance when Vincent repeatedly asked for help in selecting a writing topic. 

However, in other writing sessions in which Vincent and Vanessa were grouped with 

Sasha, Vincent and Vanessa provided her assistance with spelling. The components of 

the self-regulation coding categories were at high levels of concentration in these writing 

sessions as well. 

Another example of group membership as a factor of the concentration of self

regulatory talk was the session when the two Burmese students, Vincent and Vanessa, 

were paired together. Although both of them were considered prolific writers by their 

peers and by their teacher, Ms. Skye, they were not sources of assistance to each other. 

Each of them seemed reticent to request help from the other, and engaged in self

regulatory activities and talk. This may be a result of their gender differences or because 

both of them exhibited limited English proficiency. Vanessa and Vincent worked very 

independently to sequence the words in their stories and to spell words in their stories by 

orally stretching out the words slowly. They did not utilize each other as sources of 

assistance during their shared writing sessions in Weeks Four, Six or Eight of the study. 

Their acts of composing became quite solitary. Most of their talk exemplified self

regulatory efforts to sequence words in stories and to spell words. 
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Request for Help 

Another container for codes was designated as Request for Help. The codes that 

were contained in this coding category were: (a) request for information about a story, 

(b) request assistance or opinion, ( c) request spelling assistance, ( d) request for topic 

selection, ( e) request for vocabulary assistance, and ( e) gain more information. This 

collection of codes was identified in all but two of the 22 transcribed writing sessions. 

Although the codes in this coding category were not used as broadly or densely as the 

self-regulation or functions of talk categories (Halliday, 1975), there were consistent 

sections of transcribed sessions that exhibited these kinds of exchanges. 

As was mentioned in the descriptive analysis, the code, Request Assistance or 

Opinion was at it greatest concentration during Weeks Four and Five of the study. This 

occurred because the students in Ms. Skye's class were composing various narratives and 

reports of information to meet the objectives of the undersea theme of the open house 

night. Frequent exchanges were recorded when the focus participants requested 

assistance to verify the writing prompts or associated artwork. Therefore, an influencing 

factor of the higher density in coverage of this code during those particular weeks was the 

assignment agenda created by their teacher, Ms. Skye. 

Group membership in the writing sessions was also a strong influence on the 

appearance of the codes in this coding category. Henry, a native Spanish-speaking 

student, and Vincent, a native Hakhu-Chin speaker, were most frequently the students 

who requested help. Henry frequently requested assistance in selecting a writing topic, 
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but he had fewer writing samples than the other two focus participants. He regularly 

asked the other students to help him select a topic, but when they offered possible topics 

for his consideration, Henry would reject them. Often he had not even begun a writing 

sample at the closure of a writing session. Therefore, Henry had very few writing 

samples included in this study. 

In defense of Henry, however, the writing journals that the children wrote did not 

receive regularly scheduled responses from Ms. Skye. Ms. Skye did not utilize process 

writing or writer's workshop as part of her language arts curriculum. She only informally 

assessed the writing that was composed by the students once during the eight weeks of 

the study. At that time she assigned numerical grades to the writing samples. However, 

after each writing session, Ms. Skye requested volunteers to read their writing to the class 

during large group activity time. For Henry, these procedures did not seem to support 

him adequately in increasing his productivity as a writer. It was not observed that Henry 

volunteered to read his writing during large-group activities. For Henry, sharing his 

writing with all of his classmates may not have been a motivating reward to attain for 

writing a story or an informational report. 

Vincent requested assistance frequently when Henry was a member of his writing 

session group. He requested help in spelling words and in vocabulary acquisition. He 

seemed more at ease in requesting these types of help from Henry than from the other 

participants who were females. Vincent, however, did request help in selecting a topic 
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when he was working with female participants. When he worked with Henry, he became 

Henry's source of ideas for writing topics. 

The influence of group membership also created the low density of this coding 

category, Request for Help. The English language learners did not request assistance 

from Sasha with great frequency. When writing with Sasha, the English language 

learners utilized more of the functions of talk categorized as self-regulation. Only rarely 

did any of them request assistance from her. Sometimes Sasha requested and received 

help from them in spelling high-frequency words. 

Another influence for the lack of higher density in this coding category was found 

in the ethnographic field notes. Utilizing these field notes as a backdrop to the study it 

was clear that there were only infrequent records of the teacher, Ms. Skye, intermittently 

reminding her students to use "partner talk." Observations recorded in the field notes do 

not reflect Ms. Skye consistently modeling or demonstrating "partner talk" for her 

students throughout the duration of the study. In the beginning of the study she 

demonstrated the use of partner talk with the phrases: "In your story I liked ... " and "I 

noticed that ... " Ms. Skye did not explicitly teach or provide time to rehearse other 

types of peer conference exchanges. Without the opportunity to rehearse and practice 

this type of talk to support the students' internalization of it, the children did not continue 

to use peer talk. Likewise, they did not utilize it to request assistance from each other. 

Ms. Skye did not utilize teaching techniques that are integral parts of process 

writing or writer's workshop, and she did not develop clear learning objectives to 
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implement high quality peer writing partnerships. The students attempted to utilize these 

writing sessions without the necessary instructional tools to support them. It was difficult 

for the students to maximize the learning opportunities in the writing sessions when they 

did not understand the ways that they could request help from each other and utilize the 

"funds of knowledge" that surrounded them. 

Giving Assistance 

This coding category included three codes: (a) assistance to another student, (b) 

peer response to another student, and ( c) suggestions for topic selection. 

Some of the interactions were examples of participants helping another by facilitating the 

spelling of words or giving a response to another's writing. Many of the conversational 

exchanges in this coding category were to give encouragement for topic selection. 

Another example of assistance provided to other participants was to prompt for proper 

usage of plural nouns. Some forms of assistance observed in this naturalistic, descriptive 

study were comments surrounding content of writing. However, most of the interactions 

remained at a writing mechanics or conventions level. 

Peer conferencing is most effective when encouragement and supportive feedback 

are given to address content, voice, structure of the writing, how ideas flow or build from 

one to the other, as well as word choice, sentence structure and mechanics. These types 

of interactions between peers are essential to effective peer writing conferences so that 

writers can develop their craft (Willis, 2001 ). This sophisticated type of peer 

conferencing is achieved through consistent teacher modeling as well as by the teacher's 
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clear definition of the expectations of academic language to be understood and used by 

the students (Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). 

Previous to the commencement of this study, Ms. Skye had not included peer 

conferencing in the writing curriculum of her classroom. The consistent modeling of the 

terms and defining the language within the process of powerful conversations between 

writers were not present. Clear routines with simple expectations were not orchestrated 

to establish the practice of powerful talk among writers. Therefore, the participants' 

responses to each other were limited by their lack of understanding of the process of peer 

conferencing. Without intentional teacher instruction the sophistication of their 

responses to give assistance to each other did not evolve over the course of the study. 

Language Usage 

Language Usage was a coding category created to contain the following codes: 

(a) code switching, (b) home language, and (c) "fancy words." Each of these codes is 

related to how the English language learners in this study viewed language and how they 

used the languages from home and the language that they were learning at school. Of 

these codes, "fancy words" emerged the most often, but the code, home language, 

possessed the greatest percentage of coverage in the transcripts. Code switching occurred 

with the least level of concentration. 

The diminutive prevalence of this coding category may have been related to the 

expectations of language usage in this classroom. Ms. Skye had been directed by the 

ESL teacher to discourage any language but English to be used in her classroom. In 
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revisiting my field notes taken during large group activities, I found several references of 

English language learners/participants having private conversations in their native 

language with other Burmese classmates at their work tables. The "unofficial space" in 

the classroom had been created by the atmosphere of relegating the usage of the home 

language as taboo (Gutierrez, 1999). 

Because of the ethical issues involved in this type of enforced exclusion of home 

language, I shared research literature with Ms. Skye to propose an alternate view so home 

languages would be encouraged in the "official spaces" and the "unofficial spaces" of the 

classroom. Home language usage could serve as a means of creating a rich language

learning environment. Although this was a naturalistic research project, I believed that I 

was ethically bound in attempting to act as an agent of change in this aspect of the 

curriculum choices made in the classroom setting. 

The home language usage slightly increased in the "unofficial spaces" when 

enforcement of the "English Only" rule dissipated. However, the students considered the 

writing center a more "official space" and did not freely utilize code switching as a tool 

to develop more language and literacy proficiency. It was too great of a sea change to 

have expected more than the small amounts of change viewed over the duration of the 

study. 

The discussions among the participants about home language may have been 

spurred on by the uniqueness of the Burmese children's background and the curiosity of 

the native English speaking children about the different culture and language that the 
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Burmese children represented. The transcribed discussion only occurred once, and it did 

not produce a large amount of coding coverage. This is again indicative of the tacit rules 

of the classroom and the ESL program to encourage the usage of English as the only 

official language at school. 

View of Writing 

This coding category only had one code contained within it. Each participant's 

attentiveness to filling his/her journal and replacing it with a new journal grew as time 

progressed. Quality of writing and volume of writing were viewed as equal attributes by 

the participants. This may have been a result of the teacher's procedures of collecting 

children's writing and of her diminished ways of responding to their writing. 

Ms. Skye collected the children's journals one time during the eight weeks of the 

study. When she collected the writing, she did not respond to what was written with 

questions or comments. She wrote a percentage grade on each piece of writing in each 

journal with no evidence of a rubric being used. She did not record the grades anywhere, 

but she arranged the writing journals in stacks by child and placed them at their assigned 

work table seats. This seemed to be in preparation for the Back-to-School Night 

activities. The children were instructed that they could take their journals when they 

visited the classroom with their parent(s). 

After writing sessions, all children in Ms. Skye's class would bring their journals 

to the large-group area of the classroom. They were directed to sit in a circle so they 

could see one another. Volunteers were asked to read aloud what they had written. 
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Sometimes Ms. Skye would encourage the children to respond with questions or 

statements about the stories or reports of information that had been read. Other times Ms. 

Skye would provide encouraging comments to the writers. 

Frequently the children wrote stories about Ms. Skye. Two of the three English 

language learners/participants in this study wrote about their admiration for their teacher 

and the reasons for their affection for her. Vanessa would often include Ms. Skye as a 

character in her narratives. Ms. Skye was always very complimentary of their writing, 

and as a result, many children would write stories about Ms. Skye, share them by reading 

them aloud during large-group time, and would be affirmed by their teacher. 

Directions to revisit, edit, or re-write a first draft of writing, however, were not 

given. Conferences with individual students were not conducted. Ms. Skye modeled 

some responses to child authors when they read their writing aloud to the other members 

of their class during large-group activities. The responses adopted by the students during 

large-group time were limited to: "I noticed that ... " or "In your story I liked ... " 

Effective feedback is a powerful tool in the instructional cycle that fosters student 

learning. Independence can also be fostered when effective and powerful feedback is 

given to writers. It is recommended that the feedback is comprehensible to the students 

so they can understand what the feedback means and how to use it as a guide for 

improvement. Ms. Skye had not provided meaningful feedback to the children to support 

them in focusing on targeted areas for improvement. As a result the children focused 

upon the number of journals they filled with writing and how many more pages they 
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needed to fill before getting a new journal. It became a competition or a race among all 

the students in Ms. Skye's classroom culture. 

Procedures for editing and revising writing had not been incorporated by Ms. 

Skye's language arts curriculum. Revising and editing practices in writing were neither 

modeled by the teacher nor were these procedures encouraged by her. The first draft was 

the final draft. The children's view of writing may have been a result of the absence of 

revising and editing practices from the learning cycle of writing. 

Ms. Skye did report, however, that her students were writing in greater quantity 

and with greater proficiency than in any previous class of students she had taught. She 

attributed this change to the "partner talk." Possibly as a result of the lacking 

overemphasis of stringent procedures for editing and revising writing (Wohlwend, 2008) 

in this classroom, there was greater volume of writing. The children were unfettered by 

over-attentiveness to the conventions of writing. There was a multifaceted interaction of 

the children's literacy development, their language system, and the social context of the 

writing sessions to accelerate the growth and sophistication of their writing (Dyson, 

2006). 

Talking about One's Writing 

This coding category was a container for one code, explaining the meaning of 

one's own writing. This function of talk was not strongly evident in the transcripts nor 

was it observed or recorded in the field notes. The participants did not share comments 
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about their writing within the writing sessions. Their sharing time seemed to be limited 

to the large-group activities. 

During the writing sessions Ms. Skye inconsistently urged the children to engage 

in "partner talk," but this prompt may have lacked clarity, so the children did not 

understand how to implement the invitation to effectively collaborate as writers. 

Consistent teacher modeling, demonstrating, prompting, and praising the types of 

interactions that undergird powerful peer conferencing can be instrumental to students 

becoming effective collaborators (Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). 

Summary of the Topic Analysis of the Changes in Talk Over Time 

By sorting the initial 17 codes into six coding categories and studying the 

organizational structure, a greater understanding of the consistent influences acting upon 

the functions of talk that occurred within the writing sessions could emerge. By 

contrasting and comparing the interactions of specific participants from writing session to 

writing session, several themes or influences were revealed. Factors that influenced 

which functions of talk were utilized by the focus participants were: group membership, 

the writing genres that were being utilized during the writing sessions, and the instruction 

or activities that occurred just prior to the writing sessions. 

Group membership was clearly a strong factor of the functions of talk that 

surfaced. When Henry and Vincent, the two male focus participants, were assigned to a 

common writing session, there were more functions of talk that were categorized as 

"Giving Assistance." When Vincent and Vanessa were assigned to a common writing 
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session, the coding category of "Self-Regulation" representing the functions of talk to 

self-regulate the spelling of words and sequence words in writing a story became much 

more prevalent. 

Another underlying factor to the functions of talk that appeared was the genres of 

writing that framed the individual writing sessions. When the students in Ms. Skye's 

class responded to her request for reports of information, the functions of talk shifted to 

the codes under the categories of 'Requesting Help" and "Giving Assistance." The 

transcribed conversations during these writing sessions exhibited the focus participants 

requesting information and providing facts about the subjects they were including in their 

expository writings. 

Lastly, another influence was the instruction or large-group activity that preceded 

each writing session. Frequently the activity that preceded the writing session, the read

aloud book that was presented just before the writing session, or the discussion that 

occurred just before the writing session seemed to guide the content of the functions of 

talk. For example, this trend was clearly observed when discussions about the author of a 

read-aloud selection had used "Fancy Words" in her/his book. If Ms. Skye commented 

on this literary element used by the author and invited them to incorporate more 

descriptive words in their writing, the functions of talk in the writing sessions reflected a 

surge in the discussions about "Fancy Words." 

These three factors contextualized the talk and interactions in which the 

participants engaged. The factors of group membership, the writing genre selection, and 
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large-group instructional foci also influenced the writing that the focus participants 

composed during the writing sessions. 

The Descriptive Analysis of the Functions of Talk 

The transcripts were analyzed multiple times with another set of lenses. This 

round of analysis was to address the second research question: How does Halliday' s 

model of the "functions of talk" apply to English language learners' talk during writing 

sessions? Halliday (1973) identified seven functions of talk in young children. These 

functions of talk include the personal, heuristic, regulatory, instrumental, interactional, 

informative, and the imaginative functions of language. 

To analyze the functions of talk exhibited by the three English language learners 

who were focus participants in this study, 22 exemplar transcriptions of the writing 

sessions were coded using Halliday's seven functions of talk (Halliday, 1973). From 

these accumulated data, charts were generated and compiled with the assistance of NVivo 

8 software. These charts were comprised of the codes generated from 22 of the 

transcribed writing sessions for each function of talk as defined and nominated by 

Halliday (1973). 

The charts displayed each code of the seven functions of talk and how each was 

used in the coding process. The charts showed the coding concentrations of these seven 

functions and provided a visual and numerical description of the coded transcript data. 

The charts also revealed how much coding was completed on each transcript through 
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percentage calculations. These coding charts and percentages visually and numerically 

described the coding that had been completed on each transcript. 

To have a clearer understanding of a phenomenon Denzin (2001) guides 

researchers engaging in interpretive inquiries to deconstruct it by "bracketing" or coding. 

This section will describe the "brackets" or the codes and the changes over time in these 

codes that represent the "functions of talk" (Halliday, 1973) that emerged from the 22 

transcribed exemplar writing sessions. This course of action is a method to provide a 

descriptive analysis (Richards, 2005) of the changes in the functions of talk by listing and 

ordering (Denzin, 2001) these codes and to show the ways that these functions adjusted 

or remained the same through the course of the study. Descriptions of the findings 

related to the functions of talk that remained somewhat static over the duration of the 

study, those that shifted from an established presence to a more diminished one, or 

shifted to a more prominent presence are provided in the following sections. 

The Personal Function of Language 

This personal model of language is used to directly express feelings and attitudes. 

With growing awareness of herself/himself, a child reveals his/her individuality through 

language. An example of personal function of language usage in a transcribed writing 

session from Week Three (Table 27) follows. The highlighted text in this excerpt 

corresponds to the text that was coded as "Personal Function of Language." 
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Table 27 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Three. 

(Vanessa had been drawing a princess in Jane's journal to illustrate a story 
that Jane had been writin .) 

Vanessa Is that ... Is it ... Is this beautiful? ... Is that ... Is his beautiful 
Jane Yeah ... Ohhhhhhh ... You make such a .. r---------t--,,= ==~----------------, 
Vanessa ... It look like .. 
Jane 
Vanessa 

Jane 
Vanessa Yes .. you did ... 
Jane No ... I didn't 
Vanessa Yes . . you did .... That's the truth ... 

The coding charts generated by NVivo 8 (Figure 27) showed that the three 

English language learners/participants utilized the personal function of language in 18 of 

the 22 transcripts. Nine of the 18 transcripts were from writing sessions in the beginning 

half of the study, and nine of the 18 transcripts were from writing session in the last half 

of the study. Furthermore, the charts revealed that this personal function of talk was used 

slightly more densely at the beginning of the study. Therefore, the overall usage of the 

personal function of talk was slightly more prevalent at the beginning of the study, but it 

declined as this study progressed. 

In relation to the other six functions of talk, however, the personal function was 

greater in coding coverage for all other functions except one, the imaginative function of 

talk. Also, the coding coverage for the personal function of talk somewhat varied by the 

participants who worked together in the writing sessions. 
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Figure 27: Functions of talk: Personal function. 

The Heuristic Function of Language 

The heuristic model or function of talk refers to the language used to gain 

understanding and knowledge about the environment by seeking factual information and 

explanations about facts. Table 28 shows an example of this type of talk. 

Table 28 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Vanessa 

Hen 
Vanessa 
Henry 
Vanessa 
Henry 
Vanessa 
Henry 
Vanessa 

Ifl were a ... scuba diver ... I would see some fish .. and I wi- .. -11 ... 
see some fish .. like ze- ... -bra 
Zebra? 

There is zebra fish. 
No ... 
Yes .. there is. 
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The coded transcripts of the writing sessions revealed an overall drop in the 

heuristic functions of talk from the beginning to the end of the study. Coding for the 

heuristic function of language emerged in 16 of the writing sessions, and this code was 

found in ten of the writing sessions in the beginning half of the study and in only six 

writing sessions in the last half of the study's duration. Furthermore, the sum of the 

percentages of coverage from the beginning half of the study (30.8%) was more than 

twice as great as the sum from the last half of the study (12. 9% ). As exemplified in 

Figure 28, there was clearly a decreased usage of the heuristic function of talk over the 

course of the study. 
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Figure 28: Functions of talk: Heuristic function. 

The Regulatory Function of Language 

The presence of the regulatory model of talk in the transcripts is another example 

of a function that diminished over the course of the study. The regulatory function of talk 
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is language used to tell others what to do or to regulate the behavior of others. The 

excerpt below (Table 29) is an example of the regulatory function of talk found in a 

transcript of a pre-writing session conducted in Week Two of the study. During one 

writing session all of the other children in the classroom and the participants in this study 

were given some desert sand on paper plates to investigate with magnifying glasses. The 

highlighted sections of the transcript show the coding of the regulatory function of talk 

while three of the participants of the study were investigating the sand in the writing 

center during this pre-writing phase of the writing session. 

Table 29 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Two. 

Vanessa 
Henry It feels wet ... I love the sand. 
Vanessa There could be . . . There can be a shell .... 
Sasha There are shells in it ... 
Henry The feel wet ... (He was di ing his hands into the sand. 

I-----"---,.___,. 

Sasha 
Vanessa 
Henry 

The regulatory function of talk was revealed with the greatest frequency in 19 

transcripts of the total 22 transcribed writing sessions. The total concentration of the 

coverage of coded transcripts for the regulatory function of talk in the beginning half of 

the study was 28.0%, but the sum of the percentages of coded transcripts decreased to 

13.7% in the last half of the study. As shown in Figure 29, Week Three exhibited the 

greatest percentage of coverage (11.6%) with this function. However, the regulatory 
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function surfaced most frequently in Weeks Four and Five. Five writing sessions in each 

of these two weeks contained this function of talk. 
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Figure 29: Functions of talk: Regulatory function. 

The Informative Function of Talk 

A function of talk that remained somewhat constant throughout the duration of the 

study was the informative or representational function. The informative function of talk 

is language used to convey facts and information. This function of talk surfaced in 16 of 

the 22 exemplar writing sessions, but the strongest percentage coverage in any transcript 

was only 6.64% which took place in Week Five of the study. The following excerpt 

(Table 30) is from that transcript during Week Five when the children were writing about 

creatures that could be observed in the ocean. The text coded as an informative function 

of talk is shown with highlighted text. 
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Table 30 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Five. 

Henry 

Jane 

Jane 
Henry 
Henry 

Jane 
Henry 
Jane 
Vanessa 
Henry 
Jane 
Henry 
Jane 

What do you think I should write about .... should I pick a swordfish or a 
uffer fish? 

(Henry had grabbed Vanessa's arm and was making spiking movements 
with it around her head to illustrate spikes on a head as he had imagined a 
puffer fish. Ms. Skye called his name to request him to stop doing that with 
Vanessa 's arm. Vanessa was iggling.) 

Pretor? .... I don't know what 

This specific transcript was from a writing session in which the classroom teacher 

had provided the students with a writing prompt of pretending to be scuba divers 

exploring the ocean and requesting them to write about the ocean and what each of them 

would see there. There was a strong purpose for the students to utilize this function of 

talk during that session. 

Figure 30 shows the slight decrease of this function over the course of the study. 

The sum of the percentages of coded transcripts for this function in the writing sessions 
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in the first half of the study was 20.5%. The sum of the percentages for the last half of 

the study was 15. 8% representing a slightly decreased usage of this function of talk. 
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Figure 3 0: Functions of talk: Informative function. 

The Interactional Function of Language 

A function of talk that slightly increased during the course of the study was the 

interactional model of language. This function of talk is the use of language to make 

contact with others and form relationships with others. The excerpt from a transcript 

recorded during Week Three of the study (Table 31) demonstrates Vincent and Henry 

making contact and showing interest about their lives outside school and sharing details 

about what each of them was planning to do during the school break. The sections of the 

excerpt that were coded as interactional are shown with highlighted text. 
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Table 31 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Three. 

Vincent Okay ... What are you write about .. again? 
Hen Mexico! 
Henry 
Vincent 

The coding density or the percentage of coverage within the transcripts of the 

writing sessions for this specific function of talk was one of the two functions of talk that 

was used the least by the participants. The interactional function of talk surfaced in 12 of 

the transcriptions, but the sums of percentages of coverage, as shown in Figure 31, for the 

beginning and last halves of the study were not strong. In the beginning half of the study 

the sum of the percentages of coverage was 4.0%, and in the last half of the study the sum 

of the percentages of coverage was only 5.3%, which showed a slight growth in the usage 

of the function of language. However, these percentages are both relatively low. 
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Interactional Function 
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Figure 31: Functions of talk: Interactional function. 

The Instrumental Function of Language 

Week6 Week7 Week8 

The instrumental function of talk was the other function that was utilized very 

minimally by the English language learners in this study. It emerged in seven of the 22 

transcriptions. This model of language is used to express needs or wants. In the 

following transcribed excerpt from a writing session during Week Four (Table 32), Henry 

is attempting to enlist Vanessa's help in writing a story about being a scuba diver. The 

sections of the transcript that were coded as the instrumental function of talk are shown in 

highlighted text. 
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Table 32 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Henry 

Vanessa 
Henry 
Vanessa 
Henry 

No! 
Hey! That's not helping me! 

As shown in Figure 32, the sum of the percentage of coded transcripts for the 

instrumental function oflanguage was only 9.53% of the transcripts over the entire 

course of the study with very little change between the first four weeks and the last four 

weeks of the study's duration. The sum of the percentage of coded transcripts with this 

function of talk in the beginning half of the study was 4.7%. The sum of the percentage 

of coverage in the last half of the study was 4.9%. This was a negligible change over the 

course of the study. 
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Figure 32: Functions of talk: Instrumental function. 

The Imaginative Function of Language 

The imaginative function of talk was utilized most densely throughout the 

duration of the study. This function of talk is language used to tell stories and jokes and 

to create an imaginary environment. It was a natural phenomenon for the children to 

surround or frame the stories and narratives that they wrote with language derived from 

their own imaginations and creativity, from their official school world, as well as from 

their own home communities. The children also drew from the oral language styles from 

home, from various pop cultural styles and media, and from literary styles they had read 

or styles that had been read to them while they were at school (Dyson, 1993). 

The following excerpt is from a transcribed writing session that was recorded 

during Week Seven of the study (Table 33). In this portion of the transcript Henry was 

179 



composing a story aloud, and Vincent was listening. The section of the transcript coded 

as the imaginative function of language is shown with highlighted text. 

Table 33 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Seven. 

Henry 

Vincent You're almost done? 
Hen Oh. And I have a uestion .... Who can be the bad u ? 
Vincent How 'bout .. the witch was the bad guy 

This function surfaced in 16 transcriptions, but there was strong coverage 

exhibited in one-third of these writing sessions. The density of the imaginative function 

of language remained a constant characteristic of the English language learners' talk 
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during the writing sessions. This constant presence is seen in Figure 33 because the sum 

of the percentages of the writing sessions in the first half of the study for this function of 

talk was 93.4%, and 99.9% for the sessions in the last half of the study. These sums 

indicate how this function was more constant throughout the study than the other 

functions. 
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Figure 33: Functions of talk: Imaginative function. 

In summary, over the duration of the eight weeks of data collection in this study 

there were three functions of talk that diminished in usage by the English language 

learners/participants. These three functions were the personal, regulatory, and heuristic 

functions of language. There were noteworthy changes in the coverage of coding in the 

transcripts of the writing sessions from the beginning of the study to its conclusion. 

There were four functions of talk that remained mostly constant throughout the 

course of the study. These models of language included the instrumental, interactional, 
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informative, and imaginative functions of talk. Of these four functions of talk, the 

imaginative function surfaced with the greatest concentration of coding in 16 of the 

transcripts. The content of the writing sessions consisted mainly of children composing 

stories and narratives. This content may have created the framework for the emergence 

of the imaginative function of talk to prevail in density of coverage not only over the 

other six functions of talk, but over all other types of coded talk in this study. 

Topic Analysis of the Seven Functions of Talk 

This section will present the topic analysis of the set of codes addressing the 

functions of talk that surfaced in the 22 transcribed writing sessions. The codes for the 

seven functions of talk were defined and based upon the descriptive work of Halliday 

(1975). This research revealed the purposes of language, or the reasons that young 

children use language. 

The topic analysis with these pre-set codes did not include the process of 

expanding and collapsing codes into coding categories. These codes were fixed because 

the purpose of this part of this study was to expand upon Halliday' s previous research. 

The course of action taken to conduct the topic analysis was to search for relationships 

and identify patterns within the following aspects of the writing sessions: The group 

memberships of the writing sessions, the writing purposes set for each session, and the 

writing genres composed during the sessions. These aspects were compared with the 

varying concentrations of coverage for each of the functions of talk to view relationships 

between them and to seek understanding of the influences of each. 
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To conduct the topic analysis of the functions of talk in seeking answers to the 

second research question, I compared the total concentrations of coverage of each of 

Halliday's functions of talk (Halliday, 1975) within the writing sessions. This was done 

to identify which function of talk was used most frequently and most densely. The 

process of comparison was completed by studying the charts generated by NVivo 8 and 

by studying the percentages of each of the 22 coded transcripts. 

These comparisons showed that the imaginative function of talk was utilized most 

frequently and most densely of all of the other functions of language. The personal, the 

heuristic, and the regulatory functions were ranked second, third and fourth respectively. 

However, each of their total percentages of coverage was only one-fourth of the total 

percentage of coverage that emerged for the imaginative function of talk. The transcripts 

were coded very densely by the imaginative function in comparison to any other function 

of talk. 

The informative function of talk ranked fifth in density of coded transcripts. The 

instrumental and interactive functions of talk were ~lmost equal to each other, but both 

were quite low in concentration. It is interesting to note that in the research conducted by 

Halliday (1975), young children used the instrumental and the regulatory functions of 

language before any of the other functions. In this study the instrumental function ranked 

sixth, and the regulatory function ranked fourth in density of usage. 

In conducting a topic analysis, the factors that influenced the frequency and 

density of the usage of each function of language were identified by the recursive 
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comparisons of the charts generated by NVivo 8 and the codes contained in individual 

transcripts. Three major factors were identified as influences of the functions of talk used 

during the writing sessions. These factors were: Group membership, writing purposes, 

and writing genres. Each of these factors are explained in the following sections. 

Group Membership 

Overall, the imaginative function of language was used most densely and most 

frequently by the focus participants throughout the study. However, each writing session 

did not display high usage of the imaginative function of talk. It was noted that the 

imaginative function of talk decreased markedly when the members of the writing 

sessions worked solitarily as they wrote. This occurred when specific participants were 

paired together. Writing sessions in which Vincent or Henry were paired with Sasha 

resulted in solitary writing. Very little interactive talk was generated, but self-regulatory 

behaviors and talk surfaced. When self-regulation functions of talk to monitor the 

sequencing of words or the spelling of words were used, the imaginative function of talk 

diminished. This is an example of group membership influencing the functions of talk 

being utilized. 

As was revealed in research reported by Dyson (1993), gender does influence the 

talk and interactions within writing sessions. Some of the combinations of participants in 

the writing sessions seemed to have influenced the functions of talk utilized, especially in 

terms of gender. Grouping boys with girls to write together was not always productive, 

but combining the two boys together was very conducive to productivity in writing as 
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well as in the generation of imaginative talk. For example, when Vincent and Henry 

worked together with no other students at the writing center, the imaginative function of 

talk was used in great concentration. In one of these sessions Henry discussed a story he 

wrote about magical characters with evil powers and capabilities. This writing theme 

resurfaced with a new cast of characters the next week as Vincent wrote a similar type of 

fantasy story. 

When two girls worked together in the writing center, heuristic and personal 

functions of talk increased in usage. As shown in the research conducted by Dyson 

(1993 ), the talk that the girls used was more marked by "social borders" that were defined 

by gender. To study the female participant's voice in her writing, I examined Vanessa's 

writing samples that were composed about topics she selected herself. These would be 

the most representative of her true voice (McAuliffe, 1994). 

The girls in the writing sessions created make-believe worlds and wrote about 

princesses, rainbows, and fairy godmothers representing subjects that contain gender 

markings. Relatively high percentages of coverage of their talk corresponded to the 

imaginative function of language, but their collaborations and their more private 

conversations were representative of the personal function of language. Generally, the 

girls worked collaboratively and expressed personal opinions and feelings during their 

writing sessions. 

The boys worked singly in their writing sessions, but were creatively talking 

about their stories as each of them wrote. Their stories included fantasy with 

185 



supernatural worlds. The boys wrote about powerful characters and creatures with 

supernatural powers. A common element included in the plots of their stories was a 

contest or clash of strength. In researching children's writing, Dyson (1997) found 

contest or clash of strength was a common thematic thread in boys' writing. Their stories 

often included elements of violence as well (Dyson, 2003). So examples of the 

imaginative function of language surrounded their talk as they composed their stories. 

Therefore, the functions of talk represented in the girls' writing sessions and the boys' 

writing sessions differed in concentrations and in content depending upon the gender 

boundaries of the writing partnerships. 

A diminishing presence in the usage of the regulatory and heuristic functions of 

talk occurred over the course of this study. The reduction of these functions of talk was 

related to the steps that were followed to maintain the anonymity of the study' s 

participants as well as the other members of the classroom. The participants were placed 

in a location in the classroom where they, and they alone, would be recorded by video 

and audio media. Therefore, there was a period of time at the beginning of the study 

when the participants were directing questions to each other or providing answers to 

these questions about the recording devices and the procedures of the writing sessions. 

As the participants became familiar with the ways the writing center was set up, the 

procedures became more routinized. Therefore, the interactions and conversational 

exchanges that were representative of the heuristic and regulatory functions of talk 

diminished. 
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Sometimes experiences outside of the classroom became barriers and impeded the 

ease of specific participants in working together and sharing ideas and suggestions. The 

cultural influences outside of the classroom that resided in the school community 

infiltrated the ways of communicating and the topics of conversation in the writing 

center. In a transcribed writing session from Week Three in which Jane and Vanessa 

were writing partners (Table 34), the girls discussed a disagreement that had taken place 

on the playground during recess on the previous day. 

Table 34 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Three. 

Vanessa Is that ... Is it .. is this beautiful? .. Is that .. Is this beautiful? 
Jane Yeah .... ohhhhh .. 
Vanessa 
Jane 
Vanessa 

Jane Uh-uh 
Vanessa 
Jane 
Vanessa 

When this occurred, the personal function of talk spoken by Vanessa, an English 

language learner/participant (shown with highlighted text in the transcribed excerpt) 

quickly overpowered and replaced the imaginative function of talk. The imaginative 

function of talk was utilized in this session until the discussion of their dispute that had 

occurred on the playground the previous Friday became focus of their conversation. The 
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function of their talk was quickly shifted from the imaginative function and became 

defined or represented by the personal function of language. 

Another example of the group membership influencing the functions of talk that 

were observed in this study was the lowest percentage of coverage represented by the 

interactional function of talk. One possible reason for the lack of usage of this function of 

talk may lie in the membership of participants in this study. The process to select the 

participants for this study was conducted by the classroom teacher. She purposefully did 

not choose students who were close friends at the time of the selection process so the 

writing partnerships in the writing sessions would take a more student-to-student stance 

rather than a friend-to-friend attitude. A possible result of this factor is that the students 

did not utilize time allotted to the writing sessions as opportunities to establish or 

maintain friendships. Therefore, the talk within the session was not represented by the 

interactional function. 

Writing Purposes 

Another factor that influenced the functions of talk observed in the writing 

sessions in this study was the purposes of writing within the sessions. The classroom 

teacher frequently provided "free-write" sessions. These sessions allowed all of the 

students in her class to self-select the topics of their writing. 

The freedom to select a writing topic was a source of difficulty for one of the 

focus participants. Henry participated in 11 writing sessions. Five of these writing 

sessions were free-write sessions, but Henry composed only one piece of writing during 
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these five sessions. During the sessions in which he did not write he engaged in frequent 

requests for assistance in selecting a writing topic. However, Henry's transcribed 

conversations during writing sessions did not reveal much use of any of the seven 

functions of talk. 

Henry's lack of productivity in writing may have been indicative of a need for 

greater structure in numerous and recurring instructional sessions that included explicit 

modeling, demonstration, and teaching of how to bring the lived experiences and textual 

encounters into the self-selected topics of writing. Another practice that can be effective 

is initiating individual conferences with students who are exhibiting difficulty in selecting 

a topic. When Ms. Skye provided general writing topics in the remaining six writing 

sessions, Henry created four writing samples in alignment with the selected topic. In the 

other two writing sessions Henry did not utilize the topic and did not write any story or 

report of information. 

Sometimes, however, even Vanessa, who was by far the most prolific writer of 

the three focus participants, seemed to stammer in selecting a topic even from the rich 

sources presented in the classroom. On these occasions Vanessa wrote about her teacher, 

Ms. Skye. The recurrent theme contained in these 13 writing samples was her admiration 

for her teacher. Vanessa did not frequently engage in requesting assistance from the 

members of her writing session group like Henry. When she did not self-select a clear 

purpose and topic to write about, she may have decided to compose messages containing 

the reasons for her love and respect for Ms. Skye. 
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Writing Genres 

The genre of writing that was selected by the students or by the teacher, Ms. Skye 

was an influence in the functions of language that were used by the students during the 

writing sessions. For example, it_was noted that the imaginative function of talk 

decreased markedly when the participants were writing reports of information. The 

informative function of talk became activated during the writing sessions in which the 

participants were writing reports of information. The coding coverage for this function 

was markedly stronger in the writing sessions in which the participants were given the 

assignment of writing a report of information about topics discussed during science and 

social studies classes. Therefore, the content or genre of the writing influenced the usage 

of this function as the participants pooled their "funds of knowledge" (Moll et al., 1992) 

of the topics to be addressed in their reports. 

Another observation of the influences of the writing genres upon the functions of 

talk that surrounded the writing sessions was that related to the topic selection process. 

Each of the participants of this study, as well as each of the students in Ms. Skye's class, 

was given freedom to self-select the topics of her/his writing. There were many literacy 

activities that were developed around themes from which writing topics could come to 

light. These literacy activities included the tradebooks and "little books" that were read 

by all of the students, the numerous picture/storybooks and informational books that were 

read to the children daily, and the social studies and science topics that were integrated 
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into their literacy learning. All of these activities were rich sources from which the 

children could draw upon in the selection of writing topics. 

Most of the writing samples collected in this study were representative of the 

narrative genre. That is not to say that the students were not capable of writing 

expository pieces. In fact, research has demonstrated that children are competent writers 

in an assortment of genres even in emergent and early writing samples (Dahl & Farnan, 

1998). 

Rich sources of good literature presented in read-aloud activities clearly provide 

plentiful opportunities to introduce a balanced variety of writing genres in a classroom. 

However, this was not pursued very consistently or with much frequency. Ms. Skye's 

selection ofread-aloud books exhibited a strong dominance of the narrative genre. The 

children's writing reflected the same prevalence of the narrative genre. This dominance 

of the narrative genre in the participants' writing may exemplify the results of a research 

study of children's writing genres conducted by Chapman (1995). In Chapman's study 

the children's genres of writing were clearly a response to the genres modeled by the 

teacher. The students were responding to their exposure to specific types of writing in 

their learning environment. The students' exposure to specific genres can influence the 

genres that the children compose (Kamberelis, 1999). Thus, because of a strong 

prevalence of the narrative genre being presented in poems, read-aloud storybooks, and in 

the texts selected for text reading in Ms. Skye's classroom, the children may have 

responded by composing mostly narrative pieces. 
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During Week Six of the study, Ms. Skye did utilize a wordless book by Mercer 

Mayer as a launching pad for the students to build and compose stories to surround the 

illustrations of this book. This was a successful venture of introducing the writing genre 

of response to literature. All of the students, including the focus participants, wrote 

stories around and about this illustrated book. Their difficulty with topic selection 

dissipated, and their interactions during the writing sessions were productive with 

increased concentrations of heuristic and personal functions of talk. 

A genre of writing that was not offered to the students in Ms. Skye's classroom, 

however, was functional writing or describing how something is done through a sequence 

of actions. Although writing instructions is a genre of writing that is certainly within the 

range of mastery for first grade students, it was not presented or modeled, nor was guided 

practice or independent practice provided during my pre-observational phase or data 

collection phase of this study. 

This was perhaps a missed opportunity for peer conferencing about editing and 

revising a first draft to ensure the clarity and completeness of the components of the 

directions or instructions. These types of discussions may have resulted in more usage of 

heuristic and/or informational functions of language during writing sessions. Functional 

writing can also create greater awareness of the concept of writing for an audience and 

enhanced understanding that writing can be a means of responding to the preferences of 

an audience. This influence of functional writing may have increased the usage of the 

personal function of language during the writing sessions. 
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Summary 

The objective of this section was to present patterns and relationships in the 

outcomes of the coding analysis of the transcripts in relation to the seven functions of talk 

that emerged from the children's talk during the writing sessions. Three influences were 

found to impact the contents of the functions of talk identified in the transcribed writing 

sessions. The three influences included (a) the group memberships of the writing 

sessions, (b) the writing purposes set for each session, ( c) and the writing genres 

composed during the sessions. 

In summary, the results of the topic analyses of the transcribed writing sessions 

and the observational assessments varied from participant to participant. The descriptive 

and topic analyses of the data sources of this study suggest that three functions of talk 

(Halliday, 1973) changed over time while the other four functions of talk remained 

mostly constant. Additionally, there were 17 other functions of talk that emerged from 

the transcribed writing sessions that were influenced by various factors including group 

membership, the genres of writing that were composed, as well as the preceding 

classroom discussions during large-group activities. 
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CHAPTER VI 

FINDINGS FOR THE THIRD RESEARCH QUESTION 

Chapter VI explains the results and findings of the study connected to the third 

research question in this study: What is the relationship between English language 

learners' talk during writing sessions and school-based literacy development? This 

research question required focusing on the relationships between the English language 

learners' talk during writing sessions and the changes in their school-based literacy 

profiles by creating a mosaic of data points with the compiled and integrated 

observational assessment data. These data included their tests of oral language, their 

characteristics of orthographic knowledge, their records of oral reading, their language 

structures used in their collected writing samples, and the holistic scoring of these writing 

samples over the course of the study. 

The third research question was addressed through the compilation of 

observational assessments that were collected and examined under the guidelines 

specified by each observational inventory or record. An analytic description (Dyson, 

2006) was constructed to disclose "the interconnected units of analysis" and the results 

from each inventory or record. These descriptions and discussions will be presented in 

the sections to follow. 

194 



Relationships Between Talk and School-based Literacy Development 

In this section the results and findings of the observational assessments will be 

provided. As was explained in Chapter Three, several observational tools were employed 

to analyze the focus participants' writing samples, oral language, and their oral reading. 

Each focus participant's results from these observational tools will be discussed and 

related to the analyses of the children's talk during writing sessions. 

Results of Formative Assessment of Writing Samples 

Writing samples composed by the three focus participants during the writing 

sessions and from independent writing times were collected. There were 88 writing 

samples collected. The writing samples were divided among the three participants as 

follows: Vanessa composed 50 of the writing samples, Vincent wrote 26 of the writing 

samples, and Henry created 12 of the writing samples. 

Each writing sample was analyzed to assign a holistic score based upon the 

elements and strategies that were contained within it. Using Rubrics to Improve Student 

Writing: Grade 1 (Hampton et al., 2009) was the source for the rubrics utilized to assess 

the writing samples and to assign a numerical score to each. The numerical scores 

corresponded to the recommended levels of instructional response: Score Five - Exceeds 

Standards, Score Four - Meets Standards, Score Three - Needs Revision, Score Two -

Needs Instruction, Score One - Needs Substantial Support, and Score Zero - Incomplete 

Narrative or Report of Information. 
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The score of zero was added to the numerical scores for this study. In assigning 

scores to these writing samples it became clear that specific samples were unfinished. If 

the writing sessions ended due to the constraints of the classroom schedule or because the 

student/participant chose to leave the writing samples unfinished and not to pursue them 

further, the samples could not be assigned a score corresponding to the levels of 

instructional response. The score of zero was not a punitive response, but it was an 

indication that the sample was unfinished. 

This specific formative assessment was selected for use in this study because it is 

an authentic instructional tool that teachers can use to promote students' writing 

development. It provides a systematic means for teachers to calibrate the appropriate 

measure of instructional support to each child based upon his/her writing. In addition, the 

student writing samples utilized in this guide were compiled and used during the New 

Standards® Primary Literacy Standards Project. This compilation of rubrics and of 

writing samples possessed currency as well as authenticity. In this section an analytic 

description of each focus participant's scores over the course of the study is provided. 

Vanessa's Holistic Writing Scores 

Vanessa composed 50 writing samples. Using the field notes as an 

accompaniment to the transcriptions, it was observed that Vanessa did not request 

assistance in selecting a writing topic. She did compose 13 writing samples that were 

statements of her admiration for her teacher, Ms. Skye. These writing samples occurred 

during each week of the study except Week Two. A possible explanation for these 13 
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samples of writing is that Vanessa wrote these not only for the reinforcement she 

received from her teacher, but also to fill in space in her journal when she could not 

independently select a topic for writing. Writing about her teacher as a frequent topic 

possibly negated the need for requesting assistance in selecting a writing topic. 

Vanessa exhibited growth in the elements and strategies in these specific pieces of 

writing over the course of the study. Through Week Six, Vanessa had written eight 

statements of admiration. Seven of these samples were assigned scores of one. One of 

these samples was an unfinished narrative, and so it was assigned a score of zero. During 

Weeks Seven and Eight, Vanessa wrote five more of this type of writing and three of 

them were assigned scores of two. These specific narratives exhibited evidence that 

Vanessa was gaining the element of character development and expanding the strategies 

of including more details and simple transitioning words in her writing. It must be stated, 

however, that her scores of two still indicated that she needed explicit instruction. But 

overall, even in this collection of 13 writing samples, Vanessa improved. 

Vanessa exhibited a trajectory of progress in her writing over the course of the 

study. In the beginning half of the study Vanessa's holistic writing scores were confined 

to zeros, ones, and twos. The mean of Vanessa's holistic scores based upon the formative 

assessment utilized in this study from the beginning half of the study was 1.2. The mean 

score from the last half of the study was slightly greater (1. 7). In the second half of the 

study Vanessa continued to score zeros, ones, and twos, but she also broadened her 

scores to include a three and a four. She embellished her narrative writing with more 
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details and with some dialogue. Vanessa brought textual experiences to her writing from 

the books that were read to the class by Ms. Skye during large-group activities. The 

textual experiences observed in this study that had made impressions upon Vanessa 

occurred during her guided reading sessions and during large-group read-aloud sessions. 

During Week Seven Vanessa wrote a rendition of the classic fairy tale, 

"Cinderella." This writing sample was ascribed a holistic score of four because of solid 

evidence of meeting standards both in its elements and strategies of a narrative. This 

narrative genre was conducive to Vanessa's success because the plot development and 

organizational structure (Hampton et al., 2009) were pre-determined by the familiar fairy 

tale. Thus, it provided Vanessa a guide or construct of a story. This proved to be quite a 

support system for her. Vanessa included more character development and more content 

to provide the time and the occasion of the story, as well as details to portray the 

incidents and series of events in the story. Vanessa utilized dialogue in this writing 

sample to effectively advance the action of the story. 

Vanessa assimilated literary language in her version of the classic "Cinderella" 

story (Figures 34, 35, 36, and 37). Examples of this literary language included: Once 

upon a time; There was a knock at the door; They danced and danced. Vanessa also 

utilized "so" as a transition word to effectively link the series of events and coordinate 

them in the story. She used drawings to illustrate the story and to verify the description 

of the main character, Cinderella. 
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Figure 34: Vanessa's writing from week seven (page one). 
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Figure 35: Vanessa's writing from week seven (page two). 
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Figure 36: Vanessa's writing from week seven (page three). 
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Figure 37: Vanessa's writing from week seven (page four). 

Vanessa exhibited an eagerness to incorporate new features in her writing as 

evidenced in her first writing sample from Week Three. For example, Ms. Skye 

challenged her students to include an introduction to their stories that was similar to the 

read-aloud book she had just presented to them. The first line of the book was: "Once 

upon a Tuesday ... " During the large-group discussion, several students shared how they 

would use that opening sentence in their compositions. Vanessa replicated the technique 

with: ''Once upon a fancy girl. .. " 
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As evidenced in the "Cinderella" story, having some structure or framework was 

a source of support for Vanessa. At the beginning of Week Six Ms. Skye presented a 

wordless book by Mercer Mayer. During the large-group activity that included "reading 

the pictures" and a discussion of possible story lines depicted in the wordless book, a 

similar supportive framework was provided. The students were then assigned the task of 

writing a story to reflect the illustrated story progression. The first writing sample from 

Week Six is the story that Vanessa generated in response to this pre-writing activity. 

Using the formative assessment this writing sample was given a score of two because of 

the writing elements and strategies employed in this writing sample. Vanessa included 

elements of character and plot development with a tentative presentation of a story 

context. She also included details about the sequence of events in her story. 

Vanessa composed a piece of writing in a free-write session during Week Five 

that was assigned a holistic score of three. In this narrative (Figures 38 and 39)Vanessa 

included herself and Ms. Skye as the main characters who lived together in a home on a 

beach, thus adding content to "establish a simple context." Vanessa incorporated an 

organized series of events in the story to expand its plot and integrated a problem and a 

solution to deepen the plot development. She included details of the main characters for 

character development and provided closure with a story-ending statement. She added 

literary language to her story to replicate a familiar fairy tale introduction with the first 

line of: "once upon There was beautiful girl. .. " Vanessa integrated dialogue within this 

story to give her characters greater distinctiveness of personalities and traits. 
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Figure 38: Vanessa's writing from week five (page one). 
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Figure 39: Vanessa's writing from week five (page two). 

Vanessa brought her lived experiences into the texts of her writing. She 

composed a personal narrative during Week Three to relate her experiences of visiting 

the zoo with her mother. This personal narrative (Figures 40 and 41) was assigned a 

holistic score of two because Vanessa presented several aspects of context to her story 

including time, place, and occasion. She also provided descriptive details about rabbits, 
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her favorite animals at the zoo. Her attempt to utilize "fancy words" in her description of 

the rabbits was also prevalent. She portrayed the rabbits as cute and adorable. Her 

attention to expanding her writing to include more descriptive words was a direct 

response to Ms. Skye's intentional instructional focus upon that writing trait when she 

demonstrated authors' use of "fancy words" during large-group read-aloud sessions. 
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Figure 40: Vanessa's writing from week three (page one). 
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Figure 41: Vanessa's writing from week three (page two). 

These examples illustrate a trajectory of progress in Vanessa's writing 

development over the course of the study. She improved in several elements and 

strategies as evidenced in her writing samples. Hampton et al., (2009) offer an important 
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observation about the near certainty that "student work will not reflect the same level of 

proficiency for each element or strategy contained in the rubric." This was surely 

apparent in Vanessa's writing samples. In some of her writing samples Vanessa included 

greater character development and only weak plot development. For example, there are 

so many factors that influence a student's topic selection, content, plot and character 

development and sometimes one or more of these elements and strategies will be stronger 

or weaker from composition to composition. This was certainly observable with 

Vanessa's holistic scores of her writing samples. 

Vincent's Holistic Writing Scores 

Over the course of the study Vincent composed 26 writing samples. Of these 26 

samples the frequency of the holistic scores were assigned as follows: Three samples 

(1 1.5%) were assigned a holistic score of three. Seven samples (27 .0%) achieved a score 

of two. Twelve writing samples (46.1 %) were designated with a score of one. Four 

writing samples (15 .4%) were assigned a holistic score of zero due to the lack of 

development and completion. Based upon the formative assessment of Vincent's writing 

samples. there was only a very slight improvement in Vincent's writing over the duration 

of the study. 

The activity of writing was an important endeavor for Vincent. He also possessed 

a strong commitment to developing greater craft in his writing. Ms. Skye frequently 

praised Vincent for his progress in writing that he exhibited since the beginning of first 

grade. In one of his writing samples from Week Three Vincent wrote about his perceived 
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value of writing and his desire to become a good author. He wrote: "I love riding 

(writing) because it is good for you to (too) and it is good for me" to clearly show his 

aspiration to develop his craft as a writer. 

Vincent composed four writing samples about his teacher, Ms. Skye. Three of 

these writing samples occurred during Week Three and one during Week Eight. Unlike 

Vanessa, Vincent did request assistance in selecting a writing topic. Perhaps the 

incidence of fewer writing samples about Ms. Skye was a result of his seeking assistance 

from peers in considering possible topics. His request for assistance may have replaced 

the practice of falling back on the pre-selected topic of writing about his teacher. 

Vincent wrote about a variety of topics including his family, a brief 

autobiography, a storyline for a cartoon or video game, a report of information about 

penguins, his personal experiences during a fire drill at school, and a trip to see a 

professional hockey game. Vincent frequently wrote about several aspects of his family. 

Vincent did not exhibit an overall increase in his holistic scores of his writing, and 

he did maintain a need for substantial support throughout the duration of the study. 

Vincent did, however, compose three writing samples that were assigned scores of 

"three." Two of the three writing samples were chronicles of Vincent's personal 

experiences. The third writing sample was an informational report about penguins. 

The first piece of writing that was given a score of three related a personal 

experience drawn upon when he and his mother went shopping. This writing sample 

(Figures 42, 43, and 44) was created during Week Three of the study. He presented his 
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story with a simple form of literary language that was demonstrated in a read-aloud book, 

with the opening statement of "Once upon a Tuesday." Vincent quickly established the 

context of the story with details of going to Walmart with his mother. He included 

dialogue in his narrative to move the action and the plot of the story to the forefront. He 

organized many details to give his readers greater understanding of the sequence of the 

events surrounding his household chores, earning money, and his shopping experiences. 

Although this piece of writing still needed considerable support, it had great potential and 

exemplified growth in elements and strategies of writing. 
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Figure 42: Vincent's writing from week three (page one). 
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Figure 43: Vincent's writing from week three (page two). 
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Figure 44: Vincent's writing from week three (page three). 

The second of these three compositions was a report of information (Figures 45 

through 53) about penguins that he wrote during Week Five. He gleaned information 

from read-aloud sessions during large-group activities and discussions as well as from 

little books that he had read independently. Vincent reported a variety of facts about 
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penguins and organized the facts in an appropriate manner. He utilized some related 

vocabulary effectively such as hatch, krill, seals, killer whales and chicks to embellish his 

report with terminology specific to his topic. He grouped facts about penguins into 

organized components to present a more structured report. Vincent also elaborated with 

factual information to develop the topic in more depth. 
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Figure 45: Vincent's writing from week five (page one). 
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Figure 46: Vincent's writing from week five (page two). 
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Figure 47: Vincent's writing from week five (page three). 
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Figure 48: Vincent's writing from week five (page four). 
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Figure 49: Vincent's writing from week five (page five). 
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Figure 50: Vincent's writing from week five (page six). 
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Figure 51: Vincent's writing from week five (page seven). 
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Figure 52: Vincent's writing from week five (page eight). 
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Figure 53: Vincent's writing from week five (page nine). 
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The third writing sample with an assigned holistic score of "three" was written 

during Week Seven. In this personal narrative (Figures 54, 55, and 56) Vincent related 

his experiences and his observations from when he attended a hockey game between two 

professional teams. Vincent established a simple context of the hockey game, exhibited a 

plan of including an organized series of events to develop the plot, and added a simple 

statement for closure. The strategies that Vincent addressed in this composition were the 

use of details to describe incidents, the use of dialogue to provide closure to the narrative, 

and the use of simple transitional words to bridge the transitions of the narrative. 
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Figure 55: Vincent's writing from week seven (page two) . 
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Figure 56: Vincent's writing from week seven (page three). 

During Week Three Vincent was highly productive in beginning nine pieces of 

writing. Of these nine writing samples he completed four of them, but he left five of 

these writing samples unfinished. Although Vincent did not finish five of these 

compositions and did not provide a sense of closure to any of them, the holistic scores for 

each of these writing pieces was "one." This indicated that Vincent consistently included 

a simple context, minimal details in each sample, and had included enough content within 

these five samples that a score of "one" could be assigned. He was beginning to develop 

a sense of story structure within his writing. However, the holistic score of "one" 
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certainly was indicative of Vincent's need for explicit and extensive instructional support 

to increase his knowledge of the writing genres and to develop greater fluency in writing. 

When Vincent's writing sample scores were compared with the contents of each 

of the 26 samples, it became apparent that writing about his family and his personal and 

textual experiences provided him tools in developing greater depth in his narrative 

writing. With vast instructional support through read-alouds and classroom discussions, 

Vincent was able to achieve more success in writing an informational report about 

penguins. As reflected in the transcription of two of the writing sessions, Henry, another 

focus participant, provided substantial modeling of how to create a narrative of a fantasy 

that was a storyline for a video game or cartoon. Henry had written a story of a similar 

type or genre during Week Six and had read it to Vincent as they worked together in a 

writing session. In Week Eight Vincent drew upon that demonstration and wrote a 

similar story. When instructional support and modeling was available, Vincent attempted 

new topics and genres of writing and created writing with greater depth and development. 

Henry's Holistic Writing Scores 

Henry composed 12 writing samples over the course of this eight-week study. He 

did not engage in as much writing as the other two focus participants within the duration 

of the study. Henry's holistic scores were generally consistent throughout the duration of 

the study. Overall, the averages of the assigned scores of Henry's writing samples from 

the beginning half of the study and the last half of the study remained at a score of "one." 

This score refers to a student whose writing "needs substantial support." 
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Using the formative assessment (Hampton et al., 2009) to score Henry's writing 

samples indicated that Henry did not exhibit much improvement in his writing over the 

course of the study. Two of the writing samples were assigned scores of zero because of 

being unfinished or incomplete. The holistic score of "one" was assigned to eight of the 

writing samples. Two of Henry's writing samples were determined to be representative 

of a score of "two," indicative of his need for guided instruction and practice. 

It was frequently observed in the writing sessions and corroborated by the 

transcripts that Henry exhibited difficulty with selecting topics for writing. Henry 

requested assistance for topic selection from his peer writers more than any other 

participant in the study. However, the topics that were suggested were not a source of 

interest to him nor did he pursue any of the topics or any related topics. 

Henry loquaciously directed many of the conversations during the writing 

sessions, but did not begin writing, and at times became a bit of a distraction to the other 

students assigned to his writing group. The following excerpt from a transcribed writing 

session during Week Four (Table 35) illustrates Henry's talkativeness being a source of 

mild frustration for Vanessa while she was attempting to write about sea animals. 
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Table 35 

Excerpt of Transcription of Writing Session during Week Four. 

Henry I have a question ... I have a question .... I forgot 
Vanessa You are iust ioking ... I know .. 
Henry Is Tanya your sister? 
Vanessa No .... He's not my sister ... 
Henry You lied to me ... She your cousin? 
Vanessa No ..... not e-e-e-e-u-u-u-u- .. eel 
Henry (unintelligible) 
Vanessa You trying to make me not work 

His lack of writing was also confirmed by the relatively small number of writing 

samples he produced during the study compared to those that Vanessa and Vincent 

composed. He frequently did not compose any writing during peer writing sessions or 

during scheduled time allotted for independent writing. There were no writing samples 

composed by Henry during Week One of the study. 

Ms. Skye intervened with Henry on several occasions as reflected by the field 

note documents. During Week Four she spent a pre-writing conference time with Henry 

at his worktable to talk with him about what he was planning to do during spring break. 

He explained that he was going to Mexico to visit his cousins. After this teacher-student 

conference, Henry wrote two narratives on two separate days about his future visit to 

Mexico, whom he was going to visit, and what he was going to do during his visit. His 

first writing sample on this topic (Figure 57) was unfinished, and therefore, his holistic 

score was a "zero." 
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Figure 57: Henry's writing from week four. 

His second writing sample (Figures 58 and 59) related several events that were 

not very closely knitted together and included several yet minimal details. Henry used 

the coordinating transitional word, then, five times in this writing sample. This overuse 

of a transitional word made the story sound more like a list of disjointed events than a 

coherent story. This second writing sample was assigned a holistic score of "one." 
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Figure 58: Henry's writing from week four (page one). 
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Figure 59: Henry's writing from week four (page two). 
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The first writing sample (shown above) during Week Four does indicate the 

impact of student-teacher conferencing upon Henry. Once when his lack of industry and 

productivity were obvious, Ms. Skye's intervention of talking with him and encouraging 

him to communicate with her about what he was planning to do during spring break 

became a strong support to him in writing. During this particular time in the study Henry 

required direct teacher support and guidance more than peer collaboration to increase his 

productivity and fluency as a writer. When the teacher provided these supports and 

raised the level of accountability by checking back with him and listening to what he had 

already written or was writing, Henry became more productive. Key factors in Henry's 

increase in productivity and quality of writing may have been linked with more 

immediacy of feedback or singular attention provided by his teacher. The writing sample 

from this specific writing session was assigned a score of "one." 

Although Henry's paucity of writing samples may have revealed a need for 

greater accountability and teacher support, it was not clear that assignment of topics was 

a necessity or effective. The two writing samples that received his highest holistic scores 

of "two" were written during free-write sessions in which the writing topics were self

selected. The first of these two writing samples was written during Week Three of the 

study. It was a personal narrative about wanting and receiving a computer game for 

Christmas. This example (Figures 60 and 61) did establish a context and did include a 

thinly developed plot. Henry included some details in his story as well as a simple 

transition word to cobble the details and events of the story together. 
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Figure 60: Henry's writing from week three (page one). 
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Figure 61: Henry's writing from week three (page two). 

Another writing sample that was completed by Henry during Week Seven of the 

study received a holistic score of "two." This narrative (Figures 62, 63, and 64) was 

similar to a storyline from a type of media text. Henry's narrative included characters, a 

plot, and communicative forms that were most probably appropriated from cultural 

materials or popular media such as video games or cartoons (Dyson, 1997). Henry 

included character development that provided detailed physical descriptions of the 

creatures. His fictitious creatures were involved in two events that were sequenced in a 

logical progression, and the incidents were described quite extensively. Henry exhibited 

much more interest and fluency in his writing. He brought both creativity and 

background experiences to the task of writing this narrative. Henry also showed evidence 

of utilizing code switching in this writing sample to express the word, adventure, by 
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approximating its Spanish spelling. This was an indication of Henry bringing his 

bilingual language and literacy experiences and media experiences together (Gee, 2007). 
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Figure 62: Henry's writing from week seven (page one). 
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Figure 63: Henry's writing from week seven (page two). 
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Figure 64: Henry's writing from week seven (page three). 

As revealed in the transcripts of the writing sessions, Henry was a loquacious 

young man who sometimes may have avoided the activity of writing through the many 

interactions with the other children in the writing group. His productivity and fluency in 

writing were not equal to his creativity and imagination. He did, however, begin writing 

longer passages during Week Seven and Eight of the study. This was a potentially 

positive trend to increase his writing fluency. 

When combining the information gleaned from Henry's writing samples and the 

field notes it may be concluded that Henry was positively influenced by more individual 

intervention provided by Ms. Skye. Her support through questioning strategies guided 

Henry in the pre-writing stage of writing to select a topic and to plan what he had decided 

to compose. The teacher's guidance at times may have been pre-requisite to the 

assistance provided by his peers. 

Changes in Orthographic Knowledge 

The authors of Words Their Way (Bear et al., 2008) listed characteristics of each 

sub-category under five stages in their developmental word study program and 
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assessment. In this constructed hierarchy there are five sub-categories grouped under 

three stages that list the expectations for first-grade spelling. The three stages and their 

five sub-categories under them are: Late emergent, early letter name-alphabetic, middle 

letter name-alphabetic, late letter name-alphabetic, and early within word pattern. 

Characteristics for each of these spelling stages and sub-categories are listed in the 

hierarchy. A rubric listing these characteristics was created to determine an overall 

orthographic score for each of the 88 writing samples. Changes over time in the 

children's orthographic knowledge over the duration of the study could also be studied 

with the constructed rubric. 

This section will present the changes that were observed in each focus 

participant's orthographic knowledge over the course of the study. Each focus 

participant's development of orthographic knowledge will be presented to reveal the 

various influencing factors for the scores assigned to their writing based upon the 

orthographic knowledge rubric. 

Vanessa's Orthographic Knowledge 

Vanessa exhibited growth throughout eight weeks of the study. Perhaps one 

powerful determinant of her steady path of progress in developing orthographic 

knowledge was her productivity as a writer. Vanessa wrote many stories about an 

assortment of topics that resulted in a variety of word choices and associated word 

families of spellings. Her opportunities to try new words and attempt to spell them were 
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plentiful. These word study opportunities generated more support for improved 

orthographic knowledge. 

Frequently the transcriptions of the writing sessions in which Vanessa participated 

revealed her willingness to attempt spelling words in her compositions that she had not 

tried before. Vanessa would say the words slowly, stretch out the sounds of the word, 

and break the words into syllables. Each of these three behaviors is an example of a 

powerful strategy for young children to use when attempting to spell words. Her 

strategic behaviors, her bold risk taking skills, her willingness to approximate spellings, 

and her productivity in writing were conducive to the improvement in orthographic 

knowledge that Vanessa exhibited. 

To study Vanessa's spelling development, as well as each of the focus 

participant's orthographic knowledge, it was important to look at the weekly composite 

scores first. This preliminary gaze provided a big picture. To look more deeply it was 

equally important to look at individual writing samples and determine which spelling 

characteristics were present, which characteristics were confused, which characteristics 

from later stages were possibly emerging, and which characteristics were absent. 

Contrasting and comparing the rubrics within the week could shed light upon the trends 

of growth or confusions. 

For example, Vanessa composed three writing samples during Week One of the 

study. The orthographic rubric was used to assess each of the three samples 

independently. Each writing sample was assigned a score of "three." However, when all 
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three of the writing samples were compiled, Vanessa's weekly composite score for Week 

One was determined to be "three plus." By compiling her writing from that week she 

exhibited mastery of all characteristics of level three as well as the emergence of all but 

two characteristics in the next stage. The characteristics that would be expected to be 

absent in the middle letter name-alphabetic stage (level three in the devised rubric) were 

clearly present and exemplified by Vanessa when her three writing samples from Week 

One were compiled and analyzed together. 

Vanessa's scores from the compilations of each week over the course of the study 

did not show a path of steady growth. Three weeks within the eight weeks of the study 

showed a slight decrease in the composite score from the previous week. However, her 

composite scores were improved from the previous week during four weeks of the study. 

During Week Seven of the study her composite score was "five" indicating mastery of all 

expected spelling characteristics for grade one. As Vanessa became more fluent in her 

writing as evidenced by the increased length of her stories, her orthographic knowledge 

increased. Likewise, as her orthographic knowledge expanded, Vanessa was able to 

write lengthier pieces. Her attention to the details of writing individual words was 

minimized by her increased automaticity of spelling, thus freeing her to fluently write 

lengthier stories using more diverse vocabulary that represented greater orthographic 

complexity. 
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Vincent's Orthographic Knowledge 

Vincent exhibited overall growth in his orthographic knowledge during the course 

of the study, however, it was not a steady path. Just like Vanessa, he self-monitored his 

spelling by saying words to himself and stretching out the words as he attempted to spell 

them. He also utilized these powerful strategic behaviors in attempting to spell new 

words with approximations. When he was unable to use these strategies to effectively 

help himself, he requested assistance from peer writers as revealed by the transcribed 

writing sessions. 

The weekly composite score of "four" was assigned to Vincent's writing samples 

in three weeks of the study. The three weeks of writing were: Week Three, Week Six, 

and Week Eight. In addition, Vincent's writing was assigned a score of "four plus" for 

Week Five. In the beginning half of the study his writing exhibited mastery of all of the 

orthographic characteristics represented by the early letter name-alphabetic stage (level 

two) and the middle letter name-alphabetic stage (level three). However, his 

understanding of the late letter name-alphabetic stage was emerging as evidenced by the 

growing number of words with ambiguous vowels that he approximated in spelling ( e.g., 

smal for small; chuou for chew; gud for good) and a growing number of accurately 

spelled words with short vowels in a consonant-vowel-consonant spelling pattern. 

Vincent's weekly composite scores from the last half of the study demonstrated 

greater consistency of overall growth. By using the devised rubric to assess the 

orthographic knowledge evident in his writing, mastery of the late letter name-alphabetic 
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stage (level four) during Week Five, Week Six, and Week Eight were evident. During 

Week Five Vincent wrote a report of information on penguins. Writing in this genre may 

have been conducive to Vincent's increase in writing fluency and productivity. 

By composing a lengthier piece with greater speed when composing a report of 

information, Vincent broadened his opportunities to experiment with newer spelling 

patterns. Expository writing may have also provided Vincent more prospects to spell a 

variety of new words. Therefore, during Week Five Vincent's composite score was ''four 

plus." Vincent showed mastery of level four, but the orthographic characteristics of his 

writing indicated emerging mastery of the next stage, the early within word pattern stage. 

He lacked only one characteristic in the early within word pattern stage that prevented 

him from being assigned a score of "five." The orthographic characteristic that was 

absent from his writing was spelling r-influenced words ( car, her or for). 

Only one week of writing in the last half of the study, Week Seven, was assigned 

a composite score less than "four." This lower score was assigned because Vincent did 

not use any affricate blends (such as dr- or tr-) in his writing, so mastery of the late letter 

name-alphabetic stage was not evident. During Week Seven Vincent did begin to show 

some characteristics in the early within word pattern stage ( or level five) in his writing by 

spelling some words with r-influenced words and by using -k and-ck endings. Partial 

"knowns" were emerging in the next level or stage that would be expanded upon and 

extended for later mastery. 
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Vincent's experimentation with spellings was helpful in establishing greater 

orthographic knowledge. He attempted to spell multi-syllable words throughout the 

study. The approximations of the multi-syllable words became closer to the conventional 

spellings as the study progressed. For example, in Week Four of the study Vincent wrote 

"owist" for "always" in a personal narrative about his cousins. During Week Seven 

Vincent wrote a narrative about boys and girls playing team sports. He spelled "alwist" 

for "always." This later approximation indicated an attempt that was more closely 

aligned to the conventional spelling of the word, "always." 

His willingness to take risks and attempt new words assisted him in 

experimenting with spelling, working out the possibilities, and eventually narrowing the 

various options to arrive at a correct spelling or a viable approximation. Vincent revealed 

his highest score on the orthographic knowledge rubric when he wrote expository pieces. 

The specificity of vocabulary used to present scientific terms and information about 

penguins and rainforests may have provided greater opportunities to construct more 

spelling knowledge. 

Over the course of the study Vincent exhibited greater application of his 

orthographic knowledge. For example, in Week One of the study Vincent attempted to 

utilize a pre-consonantal nasal in writing "frend" for "friend." His accurate spelling of 

-nd as the distal blend in this word exhibited an emergent understanding of spelling a 

pre-consonantal nasal ending. In Week Six Vincent was attempting to spell a diverse 

selection of this type of orthographic pattern. Although Vincent did not show complete 
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accuracy in his writing, his approximations became closer to the conventions, and his 

attempts with more words became more numerous. The words and approximations 

included during Week Six that were evidence of his clearer understanding of the pre

consonantal spelling characteristic were: Can't, jump, riding, and, friend, "fand" for 

"find," "tik" for "think," "bringk" for "bring," and "<lit" for "didn't." He was attempting 

not only the pre-consonantal patterns but he also was utilizing initial consonant blends 

and consonant digraphs more frequently with greater accuracy. 

Vincent also increased the number of sight words that he used in his writing. In 

Week One his write sample was limited to 12 sight words. However, in Week Eight 

Vincent utilized 20 new sight words in his writing showing a growth of his core of known 

words. Having a list of words that he could spell automatically freed Vincent to think 

less about how to spell individual words and to think more about the stories he created. 

In summary, there was evidence of Vincent's overall development of 

orthographic knowledge and expansion of sight word usage during the course of the 

study. His enhanced writing fluency and productivity yielded more opportunities to 

experiment with spelling new words. More opportunities were conducive to a growing 

frequency of the application of mastered orthographic concepts as well as more occasions 

to experiment with emerging orthographic knowledge. 

Henry's Orthographic Knowledge 

Henry showed gain in his orthographic knowledge over the duration of the study. 

In comparing and contrasting Henry's weekly composite scores in the beginning of the 
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study to the weekly composite scores in the end of the study, he clearly mastered more 

characteristics. In the beginning of the study Henry's writing was solidly represented by 

an early letter name-alphabetic stage (level two) of orthographic knowledge. In the last 

four weeks of the study Henry's overall spelling had exhibited mastery of the middle 

letter name-alphabetic stage (level three). In addition, Henry's composited score for 

Week Six was "four," indicating that the late letter name-alphabetic stage (level four) was 

also mastered by the writing represented during that specific week. 

During Week Six Henry composed a story to match the storyline depicted in a 

wordless book created by Mercer Mayer. The narrative that Henry wrote was guided by 

the pictorial story depicted in the book presented by Ms. Skye during a large group 

activity. Having the storyline framed by the drawings in the book provided Henry a 

needed support to develop a longer writing sample than many other pieces of writing that 

he had written up to that point in the study. A longer writing sample gave Henry more 

prospects to experiment with spelling words that were not ordinarily included in his 

writing. For example, he wrote a reasonable approximation for the word, "jealous." His 

spelling showed that he understood the flexible sounds that the letter, 'g,' can make in 

words. His spelling was "gelles." Henry also spelled "nowhere" as "nowere" which 

obviously was very close to the conventional spelling. Also, Henry consistently 

incorporated colorful vocabulary in his writing. He was undeterred by using multi

syllabic words and was creatively successful in approximating the sound sequences of 

these words to make his message understandable for his readers. 
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Henry also developed an understanding of using the inflectional ending of -ed to 

show past tense in his writing. He utilized a word with a past tense inflectional ending in 

a writing sample during Week Three. Over the course of the study he frequently 

designated the action of the stories with a past tense by using the -ed inflectional ending. 

Henry possessed an awareness of plural nouns in his writing. He frequently 

exhibited the differentiation between making a noun plural by adding an 's' or an 'es.' 

He appropriately utilized this awareness in his attempt to assist Vincent in his writing 

during a writing session at the writing center table. Vincent had requested help in 

spelling the word, "slipper." When Vincent wrote the approximated spelling, Henry 

reread Vincent's story and noticed that the word, "slipper," needed to be in a plural form. 

Henry explained to Vincent that it did not make sense to write "slipper" because the 

person in the story had two feet. Therefore, the character would be wearing "slippers," 

not "slipper." 

These examples of Henry's insight of forming past tense verbs by using -ed and 

of forming plural nouns by adding-s are important because he exhibited not only an 

awareness of the "sound layer" of orthography, but the "meaning layer" as well. For 

example, he understood the meaning of the addition of or absence of the morpheme, -s, as 

a way to convey the meaning of one or more than one. 

Bear, Templeton, Helman, and Baren (2003) identified three layers of 

orthographic development: Sound layer, pattern layer, and the meaning layer. The word 

study program devised by Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, Johnston (1996) is constructed 
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upon the foundation of these layers of development. The sound layer of orthography 

corresponds to the development of sound-symbol associations. The expectations of the 

emergent and letter-alphabetic stages include the mastery of the basic sound-symbol 

associations as well as the acquisition of sight vocabulary. The next layer, the pattern 

layer, requires students to make generalizations about orthographic patterns within mono

syllable words. These patterns would include short vowel patterns and long vowel 

patterns (CVC, CVCe, CVVC, CVV, CV). The third layer of orthographic knowledge, 

the meaning layer, develops in children as they observe the relationships between the way 

words are spelled and what the words mean (Bear et al, 2003 ). 

Henry's awareness of the concept of inflectional endings in terms of spelling 

plural nouns can also be viewed as a result of both languages in which he is a proficient 

speaker. In English and Spanish, plurals are formed by adding -s or -es to the singular 

form. In Week Eight Henry was already exhibiting an emerging understanding of adding 

-es to words like "witch" to create the plural form. In the sequence of word study for 

English language learners, the introduction to inflectional endings to create plurals is 

recommended at the late within-word pattern stage (Bear, Helman, Templeton, 

Invernizzi, & Johnston, 2007). This stage is beyond the expectations of the spelling stage 

expectations listed for grade one (Bear et al. 2008). There is evidence, then, that Henry 

was utilizing his knowledge of oral language, orthography, reading, and writing in both 

Spanish and English to assist him in surpassing the spelling stage expectations of grade 

one related to inflectional endings (Bear et al. (2003 ). His understanding of the concept 
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of plurals was also indicative of the emergence of a deeper layer, the meaning layer, of 

orthographic knowledge. 

Another example of Henry bringing his knowledge of Spanish to the task of 

writing in English was his use of Spanish vocabulary in stories that he wrote. An 

instance of Henry doing this is when he wrote a story line for a video game or cartoon. 

He had difficulty in selecting the English word for "adventure." He substituted an 

approximation of the Spanish word, "aventura," and wrote "envenchera." He was code 

switching in his writing to reveal the meaning of his message with his foundational 

language. 

An area of growth that Henry exhibited in his orthographic development is the 

increase in his usage of sight words. During the beginning half of the study Henry 

utilized 3 6 sight words. During the last half of the study Henry used 24 more sight words 

in his writing. Accurate spelling of 60 sight words at the middle letter name-alphabetic 

stage (level three) is within meeting standards. The expectations of 200 frequently 

occurring sight words are to be mastered by the end of the within word pattern stage 

(level seven). 

In summary, Henry did exhibit gains in his orthographic knowledge development. 

He incorporated vocabulary in his writing to increase his experimentation with 

sequencing sounds and letters. His risk-taking skills were foundational to the progress 

assessed during the study and certainly the basis of future progress he would achieve in 

orthographic knowledge. His profile was somewhat uneven leaving some expectations of 
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the letter name-alphabetic stage still unfinished in its mastery. This stage is 

representative of the "pattern layer" of orthographic knowledge. However, Henry 

exhibited emerging understanding of the "meaning layer" because of his accurate usage 

and awareness of inflectional endings to appropriately create plural nouns and past tense 

verbs in his writing. Henry used what he knew in Spanish to communicate effectively in 

English. 

Writing Samples and Analysis of Language Structures 

To interpret the changes in the syntactical structures and grammatical 

complexities in the children's writing the sentence types and the levels of sentences from 

the Record of Oral Language (Clay et al., 2007) were used. Each parsed sentence 

contained in the 88 writing samples was analyzed and was designated a sentence type and 

a level. The sentence type represented the syntactic structure, and the sentence level was 

a designation of its grammatical complexity. Careful examination of the focus 

participants' writing samples presented a clear picture of the changes or unchanging 

statuses in the levels of complexity and sentence types that were revealed in their writing 

over the course of the study. 

Vanessa's Language Structures and Sentence Types 

Vanessa did not exhibit an overall growth in the levels of language structural 

complexities over the course of the study. Each of the three levels of language structural 

complexity was maintained at the same percentage of usage in the beginning half of the 

study and in the ending half of the study. There was variation, however, in the 
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complexities of language structures that Vanessa used from week to week as well as from 

genre to genre. 

This variation may have been a result of the topics she had selected or the topics 

that had been assigned by Ms. Skye. For example, during Week One Vanessa used five 

of the six sentence types in her three writing samples, but the sentences were mainly 

composed at the first level of language structure complexity. Level One sentences 

represent the simplest types of complexity. Vanessa wrote one of the three samples about 

her teacher, Ms. Skye. This recurrent topic in Vanessa's writing before, during, as well 

as after the study's duration may have resulted in her using more complex sentence 

structures. Having rehearsed and created many of these narratives about her teacher, 

Vanessa polished her sentence structures to a higher level of complexity. Therefore, 

three of the four sentences in her narrative about Ms. Skye were written at the highest 

level of complexity, Level Three. Level Three sentences were not used in the other two 

narratives during Week One. 

During Week Two Vanessa wrote two short narratives. There was not much 

variation in sentence structural types. During Week Three, however, Vanessa wrote nine 

narratives. One of these stories was a personal narrative about her mother taking her to 

the zoo. Vanessa related some personal and favorite details about this experience. 

Writing about her personal experience may have provided her an opportunity to utilize 

her "funds of knowledge" (Moll et al., 1992), thus, freeing her to stylistically craft more 

complex sentence structures with a variety of sentence types. This personal narrative 
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contained eight sentences of varying length. Six of the sentences were written with the 

highest level of complexity or Level Three, and two of the remaining sentences were 

assigned a Level Two structural complexity. In addition, Vanessa used five of the six 

types of sentences in this narrative. This variation of sentence types and structural 

complexity created a more fluid presentation of her story and avoided a stilted format. 

When Vanessa attempted to write her version of the fairy tale, "Cinderella," 

during Week Seven, she used all of the sentence types. She did, however, utilize some 

groups of sentences that were written at the lowest level of complexity. Vanessa 

included elements of plot and character development, as well as use of dialogue and 

details to embellish the story, but the text was disjointed and lacked fluidity. Stringing 

several very simple structures of sentence together created a choppy-sounding piece of 

writing. Her narrative piece was disjointed because of the repetitious usage of sentences 

composed at Level One, the lowest level of complexity. 

Writing her own rendition of the classical children's fairy tale, "Cinderella," 

during Week Seven, Vanessa's narrative was a lengthier piece than any other writing 

sample she composed. Vanessa included all six types of sentences to relate many of the 

story's details. Her fairy tale flowed with greater coherence than other stories she had 

composed. Each of the sentences was not written with complex structures. The lack of 

complex structures may have been a result of Vanessa attending to the many details of 

the story and to sequencing them accurately, and her concentration to a myriad of other 
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conventions involved in the task of writing. She did, however, exhibit an emerging 

awareness of the using various sentence structures to compose a story. 

Vanessa wrote nine narratives during Week Eight. Of the nine narratives there 

were three narratives that Vanessa included four sentence types, two narratives that were 

composed with three sentence types, and one narrative that was written with five sentence 

types. One of the sentence types (Type E) was a sentence pattern that included a 

dependent clause, and this pattern was used frequently during Week Eight. The sentence 

structure levels varied in each narrative with Level One, Level Two, and Level Three 

sentences in each story. 

In general, Vanessa did not exhibit overall improvement in her usage of more 

complex language structures in her writing. The types of sentences, or the grammatical 

structures used in her writing, began to vary more after Week Two of the study. There 

was not a steady increase of different grammatical structures. However, there was a 

definite development of greater variation in the levels of grammatical complexity. This 

greater variation that developed in Vanessa's writing resulted in a more fluid style in her 

narratives and reports of information. 

Vincent's Language Structures and Sentence Types 

Vincent did not exhibit an overall growth in the levels of language structural 

complexities over the course of the study. Each of the three levels of language structural 

complexity was very closely aligned to the same percentage of usage in the beginning 

and ending halves of the study. Sentences with the least grammatical complexity, Level 
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One, were used most frequently in each week of the study except during Week Two. 

Sentences with the greatest grammatical complexity, Level Three sentences, were used 

slightly more than Level Two sentences. However, Vincent used both Level Two and 

Level Three sentences with much less frequency than Level One sentences throughout 

the course of the study. 

Unlike Vanessa, Vincent's writing exhibited consistency in the usage of the levels 

of grammatical complexity from genre to genre. For example, in the reports of 

information that Vincent wrote, more than half of the sentences he composed were 

written at a Level One grammatical complexity. The conformity of using sentences 

representing Level One complexity in consecutive sentences created a halting quality to 

Vincent's reports of information. Vincent presented the factual information in his 

reports, but his writing lacked variability and fluency. The remaining sentences were 

generally written with equal concentrations of Level Two and Level Three grammatical 

complexities. 

When studying the types of sentences used over the entire duration of the study, 

the types of sentences that Vincent used in his narrative and expository writing samples 

were predominantly Type A, Type B, and Type C sentences. Over the entire course of 

the study the most frequently used type of sentence was Type A, a sentence using a noun 

phrase for the subject, a form of the 'to be' verb and a simple statement. The second 

most frequently used type of sentence was Type B when the entire duration of the study 

is considered. The totals of Type C sentences from the entire study were the third highest 
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in frequency. However, there were slight shifts in the usage of these sentence types from 

the beginning of the study to the end of the study. 

During the first four weeks of the study, Vincent used predominantly Type A 

sentences during Week Four. During Week One eight Type A sentences and Type B 

sentences equally dominated his compositions. Vincent used Type B sentences with the 

greatest frequency during Week Two and Week Three. 

The types of sentences that Vincent utilized in the last four weeks of the study 

presented a different profile from the first half of the study. There were shifts in the types 

of sentences that Vincent composed. For example, Vincent used Type A sentences with 

the greatest frequency during Week Five. During Week Six Vincent wrote narratives 

using Type C sentences with the greatest frequency. During Week Seven he 

predominantly used Type A and Type B sentences with equal frequency. Vincent wrote 

narratives with Type B sentences with the greatest frequency during Week Eight. 

However, no consistent influence was revealed as a determining factor. In other words, 

when the frequencies of Type A, Type B, and Type C sentences were compared across 

the reports of information, the personal narratives, and the narratives, there was no 

discernible consistency in the shifts. 

In summary, Vincent did not exhibit an increase in grammatical complexity in the 

sentences contained in his writing samples over the course of the study. The frequencies 

of the three levels of sentence complexity that Vincent utilized in his reports of 

information and narratives remained very similar from throughout the duration of the 
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study. There was a slight increase in Vincent's usage of Type C sentences in the last half 

of the study. Type C sentences are constructed with a subject, a verb or verb phrase, and 

an additional construction that is not a direct object. 

Henry's Language Structures and Sentence Types 

Henry exhibited overall growth in grammatical complexity in his writing during 

the course of the study. Furthermore, there were indications of Henry making shifts in 

the types of sentences that he composed over the course of the study. Explanations of 

these shifts are detailed in greater depth. 

The levels of grammatical complexity contained in Henry's sentences changed 

over the duration of the study. In the beginning of the study Henry used Level One 

sentences predominantly. Less than 20% of the sentences that Henry wrote in the 

beginning of the study were Level Two sentences. Level Three sentences were utilized 

only 9% of the total collection of sentences written in the beginning of the study. 

However, the profile of Henry's sentence complexity was altered over the course of the 

study. Although he continued to use a majority of Level One sentences in his writing 

later in the study, there was a decrease. Henry had begun using Level Three sentences 

with much greater incidence. Henry's usage of Level Two sentences only increased 

slightly later in the study. 

There were noticeable changes in some of the sentence types that Henry used later 

in the study when a comparison was made with the sentence types used earlier in the 

study. Only one sentence type, Type A, did not show an adjustment over the course of 
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the study. Henry did not use Type A sentences predominantly at any stage of the study. 

Therefore, his usage of Type A sentences remained very stable throughout the duration of 

the study. 

There were some sentence types that Henry utilized slightly more extensively in 

his writing. Henry's writing indicated a slight increase in his use of both Type Band 

Type G sentences from the beginning of the study to the end of the study. In addition, 

Henry did not use Type E or Type F sentences at all in the beginning of the study. 

However, at the end of the study, Henry began to write a small number of these two types 

of sentences. 

Henry's writing exhibited decreases in two types of sentences over the duration of 

the study. Henry used Type C sentences most robustly in the beginning of the study. In 

fact, nearly half of the sentences written by Henry in the beginning of the study were 

Type C sentences. However, at the end of the study less than 20% of the sentences 

written by Henry were Type C sentences. There was a drastic decrease in Henry's usage 

of Type D sentences. In the beginning of the study Henry included two Type D 

sentences in his writing. However, he used no Type D sentences at the end of the study. 

Type D sentences are sentences with a subject, a verb or verb phrase, an indirect object, 

and a direct object. This English sentence structure is not ordered the same way that a 

sentence with the same meaning would be ordered in Spanish. Therefore, children whose 

home language is Spanish would not readily utilize the syntactical structure of this type 

of sentence (Type D sentence). 
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In summary, Henry's writing showed a shift in the levels of sentence complexity 

over the course of the study. Furthermore, there were shifts in the types of sentences he 

used to write his narratives and reports of information from the beginning of the study to 

its conclusion. These shifts resulted in Henry's writing exhibiting a greater variation of 

sentences in his compositions. The greater variation decreased the halting nature of his 

writing due to the repetitive use of sentence patterns that characterized his writing at the 

beginning of the study. His writing was gaining greater fluidity and acquired more 

sentence fluency as exemplified when his narratives were read aloud. 

Weekly Records of Oral Reading 

As described in the planned data collection procedures, Ms. Skye was to select a 

reading text every week for each English language learner who was a focus participant in 

this study. The purpose for Ms. Skye to select the texts was to ensure that the weekly 

record of oral reading was to be completed with each focus participant while reading a 

familiar text that he/she had previously read once. While each student read the selected 

familiar text, a record of oral reading was to be completed, and the reading session would 

be recorded with a digital audio recorder and a video recorder. 

Ms. Skye did not select a book for the record of oral reading, but she did select 

the level of the book. Therefore, the children read books for the first time for the record 

of oral reading sessions. Frequently the level of book selected by Ms. Skye was at a 

frustrational level of reading for Vanessa and Vincent. Within the second week of the 

study I supplemented extra books for them to read so an instructional level could be 
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ascertained. When I selected books designated at easier levels for the record of oral 

reading, Ms. Skye stated her concern. As reflected in the ethnographic field notes, Ms. 

Skye intervened and maintained, "I know they can read higher than that." She also 

offered her justification of encouraging the children to read more challenging texts by 

stating, "These kids have to be able to read Level 14 books by the end of first grade." 

Ms. Skye seemed to display a distrustful and defensive stance about providing the focus 

participants additional texts to read at lower levels of difficulty. Therefore, to maintain a 

trusting relationship with Ms. Skye, I utilized only books that were designated at the 

levels she prescribed for each focus participant. 

Vanessa's Records of Oral Reading 

Four of the eight books utilized to gather Vanessa's records of oral reading were 

ascertained to be at instructional levels as indicated by accuracy rates of 90% or greater. 

These records of oral reading were completed with books designated with levels of 

difficulty ranging between level eight and level twelve. The book that was assigned a 

level eight was written with easily remembered language patterns that were repeated 

several times throughout its story. In this reading Vanessa exhibited behaviors of 

monitoring her reading through her awareness of what made sense in the story and by 

making sure what she read sounded right. At points of difficulty Vanessa would dip 

down to check the letter sequences to ensure greater accuracy in reading by guessing a 

correct response that was aligned with that visual information. 
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The other three books that Vanessa read with accuracy rates above 90% were 

designated in the ranges of level 11 and level 12 in text difficulty. These texts combined 

written and oral language structures, provided only modest support through illustrations, 

and utilized only a few repetitions of sentence patterns. Vanessa's records of oral reading 

exhibited similar patterns of behaviors such as rereading lines of text to monitor her 

reading with the contexts of the stories and the text language structures. Vanessa 

checked what she read with the one or two sources of information against another source. 

For example, she cross-checked the meaning of the story and the patterns of the story's 

language with the letter sequences of words that confounded her. The cross-checking 

behaviors frequently resulted in self-correction of errors. 

One area of difficulty for Vanessa in reading texts at level 12 and above was the 

usage of past tense verbs in the reading texts. Words that use an ending of --ed to form 

the past tense were not used by Vanessa in any of her writing samples nor were any used 

in the transcriptions of Vanessa's talk during the writing sessions. Absence of verbs 

using -ed to denote past tense in her talk and her writing may be an indication of her lack 

of adequate understanding of past tense verb formation in English. Therefore, reading 

words with that morpheme was outside of her understanding. 

Additional books read by Vanessa during the study were assigned accuracy levels 

below 90% indicating that the level of difficulty was too great for a successful reading. 

The books were leveled from level 11 through level 13, and proved to be beyond her 

successful deployment of strategic behavior to successfully read with deep 
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understanding. The book designated with a level 11 as the level of difficulty was written 

with a highly repetitive pattern of language. The repeated language structure seemed to 

sound very awkward to her, and she struggled to understand what it meant and how to 

"sound out" the words. The literary structures of the book and her spoken language 

structures did not match. As a result, this specific book proved to be very difficult for 

her. 

Once again text that included past tense verbs proved to be a repetitive error that 

Vanessa was unable to rectify. She was unable to notice the incongruencies of the 

language structures or the inaccurate reading through the awareness of a visual mismatch 

when attempting to read text with past tense verbs. When reading books at level 13, 

Vanessa attempted to monitor her reading through her understanding of the story. 

However, at points of difficulty Vanessa would focus her attention to searching words for 

visual information. Because she lacked the sophistication of searching letter sequences 

and matching them with probable English words connected to the story, she was unable 

to successfully and accurately read the books. 

In summary, Vanessa exhibited a slight growth in her reading from the beginning 

to the end of the study. She began the study at a level eight and progressed to a level 11 

at the end of this research project. Vanessa relied heavily upon checking her reading with 

visual information. In other words, she attempted to sound out words very consistently 

when faced with an unknown word. This over-reliance on sounding out words did not 

assist her in understanding the meaning of the story she was reading, thus she was unable 
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to match possible matching words to the initial letter sequences she discovered in the 

unknown words. 

Vincent's Records of Oral Reading 

Vincent exhibited an instructional level of reading with only three books. Vincent 

did not show much progress in his reading over the course of the study. The levels 

selected by Ms. Skye for Vincent's records of oral reading were levels 12, 13, and 16 

during the eight-week study. Vincent read with an accuracy rate of 90% or greater when 

he read three books in the collection of eight titles. Three books that had levels of 12 and 

13 were at an instructional level of text. However, two other titles at levels of 12 and 13 

proved to be at the frustrational level. 

Close inspection of the records of oral reading demonstrated a consistent 

difficulty with plural nouns. Vincent exhibited many omissions of the morpheme, -s, to 

denote plural nouns in his text reading. His writing samples, however, did not 

demonstrate such consistency in omitting the morpheme to designate nouns as plural. 

There were omissions, but his omissions were not as consistent as the oral reading 

samples. The transcriptions of the writing sessions also displayed Vincent's emerging 

awareness of using the morpheme, -s, as a marker for plurals. He did not omit the plural 

marker in his talk while participating in peer writing sessions. Although Vincent 

exhibited an emergent awareness of how to form .. and use plural nouns by adding-sin 

talking and in writing, he had not yet linked this knowledge with his reading. 
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Vincent was unsuccessful in orally reading texts that were beyond level 13 in 

difficulty. The syntactical structures of the books, especially the non-fiction titles, 

calibrated at these higher levels of difficulty did not match his level of academic language 

proficiency. This mismatch between the book structures and Vincent's English language 

proficiency created greater problems for him in attempting to check his reading and to 

search the text for meaning in his efforts to read accurately and with understanding. As a 

result, Vincent strongly attended to the letter sequences of the texts. He intermittently but 

repeatedly used only cumulative visual analysis. In doing so, Vincent lost the meaning of 

what he was reading and was unable to utilize the structure of language to assist him in 

noticing dissonance between what sounded right and what he orally read. 

Henry's Records of Oral Reading 

Henry orally read most of the books with tremendous ease and with fluency. 

Most books ranging from level 16 to 22 did not create too great of a challenge for him to 

read. In fact, Henry read five of the eight books with accuracy rates of 96% or greater. 

Two of the books were read with accuracy rates of at least 90%, indicating that the books 

were at an instructional level. 

Henry only read one book with an accuracy rate of less than 90%, a rate that 

indicated reading at a frustrational level. However, the book utilized a loosely repetitive 

pattern to tell a story. Henry did not seem to be able to understand the story because of 

the rhyming and repetitive pattern. He relied too heavily upon sounding out the text 

265 



without monitoring his reading to self-correct with the usage of meaning and language 

structural cues. 

Henry exhibited flexibility in his use of information sources to monitor, search, 

and self correct his oral reading. As time in the study progressed the records of oral 

reading show that Henry frequently switched from one source to another to check his 

reading for accuracy or to search for more information through another source or to 

correct an error that he detected through self-monitoring. Sometimes he searched the text 

with cues from the structure of language. Sometimes he confirmed his reading accuracy 

with decoding information through re-reading. Sometimes he checked his reading 

accuracy by slowing down his pace and thinking about the meaning of the story. He 

seemed to anticipate and predict the text by thinking about the meaning of the story. At 

times he did drop down to search the text by sounding out words that created difficulty 

for him, but he rapidly ascended to monitoring with the meaning of the story or the 

structure of the written language after correcting a noted error. 

Henry exhibited strong gains in his reading. He not only made strides in reading 

texts that were more complex and challenging, he increased his reading fluency. Henry 

presented evidence of clear understanding of the books that he read. He responded to the 

story spontaneously as he engaged in the act of reading. He commented on the plot, the 

characters, and his predictions of the story's outcome as he read it. Henry was not merely 

decoding to read words, but he was reflecting and reading simultaneously. He easily and 
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effectively worked with more difficult texts by using the meaning of the story and a 

variety of other sources and strategies to monitor, search, and self-correct his reading. 

Results of the Record of Oral Language 

The Record of Oral Language was administered to the focus participants at the 

beginning of the study and then again at the end of the eight-week study. The 

administration manual recommends that the "Record of Oral Language may be 

administered at intervals of six months." The mismatch between the recommended time 

and the actual duration of the study did impact the focus participants' results on this 

assessment. The Record of Oral Language was not sensitive enough to document much 

change in the focus participants' knowledge of language structures as measured by this 

sentence repetition instrument. Only one of the focus participants exhibited changes in 

his level assignment of oral language structures based upon this instrument, but the 

changes exhibited by him were only slight differences. 

Vanessa's Results from the Record of Oral Language 

Vanessa exhibited eight correct responses with the level one sentences in the first 

administration of the Record of Oral Language. To progress to level two sentences, a 

child must score at least 12 or greater on level one sentences. Vanessa's score of eight 

signaled her acquisition of only a limited control of the early English language structures. 

At the end of the eight-week study Vanessa's score on the level one sentences was 

ten. Her responses still exhibited confusions with gender markers by substituting "he's" 
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for "she's," an omission of a descriptor, and omissions of possessive markers. As a result 

of her score, Vanessa still exhibited a narrow awareness of English language structures. 

An inconsistent pattern existed when the results of Vanessa's language 

assessments were compared with her writing samples. Vanessa did not show mastery of 

Type A sentences in either administration of the Record of Oral Language assessment. 

However, she exhibited control of Type A sentences in her writing early in the beginning 

of the study. 

Vincent's Results of the Record of Oral Language 

On the first administration of this assessment of oral language Vincent's score of 

nine on the level one sentences was an indicator of his partial grasp of the early structures 

of English. With nearly complete consistency Vincent exhibited difficulty with gender 

markers for possessive descriptors. Vincent substituted "this" for "her," "his" for "her," 

and "the" for "his." 

Vincent's score on the level one sentences improved at the end of the study. His 

score of 12 indicated his emerging mastery of level one sentence structures, and the need 

to attempt the level two sentences. His score of three on the sentence structures of the 

level two section was evidence of his need to expand his proficiency of these English 

language structures representative of medium difficulty. His responses were filled with 

insertions, substitutions, and confusions. 

Another interesting observation from both of Vincent's administrations of the 

Record of Oral Language was that Type A sentences were consistently sources of 

268 



confusion for him at level one and level two sentence structures. This difficulty with 

Type A sentences was inconsistent with his correct usage of this type of sentence in his 

writing samples. 

Henry's Results from the Record of Oral Language 

Henry exhibited mastery of the Level One sentence structures with the first 

administration of the Record of Oral Language. However, the one error he made was 

with a Type D sentence. His score of 13 signaled the need to continue with the 

administration of the level two sentences. Henry's score of nine on the level two 

sentences was a result of a substitution of a contraction for its two-word counterpart as 

well as a substitution of a present tense verb usage for its past tense form. These 

confusions in addition to others in this section of this observational assessment indicated 

Henry's need to acquire greater understanding of the language structures at this second 

level of difficulty. 

After eight weeks the Record of Oral Language was re-administered to Henry. 

He completed the level one sentences with no errors. However, he scored nine again on 

the level two sentences, thus showing no numerical gain in his score. Henry's confusions 

included several substitutions in the additional constructions that were not direct objects. 

Furthermore, his errors occurred in the Type D sentences. This type of grammatical 

structure was difficult for him as evident in the analyses of the language structures and 

sentence types contained in his writing samples. 
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Summary 

In summary, the contents of this chapter reviewed the results of the observational 

assessments completed with each of the three focus participants. In addition, the 

outcomes of the analytic tools such as the holistic scoring rubrics (Hampton et al., 2009), 

the adapted orthographic knowledge scoring rubrics (Bear et al., 2008), and the adapted 

sentence types and leveled sentence rubrics (Clay et al., 2007) used to probe the focus 

participants' writing samples were reported and discussed. The results of these analyses 

revealed that the focus participants exhibited uneven growth in their literacy development 

profiles. The uneven growth was evident within the literacy profiles of each individual 

focus participant as well as when comparisons were made from participant to participant. 
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CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This section of Chapter VII will present the analytic layer of qualitative analysis 

of the transcribed data that was coded. This analytic layer will discuss the findings and 

the implications of research questions one and two. The findings from the transcribed 

data correspond to the research questions addressing the English language learners' 

functions of talk during writing. The findings from this part of the data analysis provide 

the foundation of theory affirmation gained from conducting this study. This will be 

accomplished by reconstructing a composite view of the focus participants' functions of 

talk to address the research question one and research question two. In addition, the 

findings from the analytic description assembled with the collections of writings, records 

of oral reading, and oral language assessments will be explained. The analytic 

description will also help to clarify the findings and implications related to the third 

research question. 

Statement of the Problem 

Many English language learners in our U. S. schools continue to lag behind in 

their academic achievement. Expanded understanding and implementation of the 

classroom practices that can enhance the literacy learning of the English language 

learners are powerful tools to minimize the gap in their academic achievement. Although 

271 



oral language is an important influence of literacy learning, a sociocultural view of 

language learning and, thus, literacy learning, is a strong foundation of the classroom 

practices that can be the most effective. 

Language is not merely a system to be investigated. Barton ( 1994) described 

language as a "dynamic social activity" (p. 54) that can serve as a means to understand 

how to deploy effective teaching practices with English language learners. A vast 

challenge to effective implementation of strong teaching practices for English language 

learners is in identifying ways to incorporate oral language as a social activity and as a 

powerful resource within engaging classrooms (Gutierrez et al., 1999). This study has 

attempted to fulfill a need for research that looks carefully at the overlapping benefits and 

sources of and from reading, writing, and oral language to determine effective classroom 

practices for English language learners. 

Review of the Methodology 

A purpose of this qualitative study was to identify the functions of talk used by 

the first-grade English language learners during writing sessions. The functions of talk 

were investigated by peering at the discursive texts of the writing sessions with two 

discrete lenses. One lens used to analyze these discursive texts was filtered by the set of 

seven functions of language of young children as determined by previous research 

completed by Halliday (1973). The other lens used to study the transcribed talk was 

unfiltered by a pre-determined set of functions of talk. By allowing the themes to emerge 

from the data, I examined how the functions of the focus participants' talk during the 
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writing sessions changed over the course of the study as the focus participant's English 

oral language, reading, and writing evolved. Relationships or influences for the changes 

and absence of changes in their school-based literacy profiles will be identified and 

presented. 

Audio recordings and video recordings of 24 writing sessions with first-grade 

English language learners and native English-speaking participants were collected. 

Transcriptions of 22 writing sessions were completed and were triangulated with 

ethnographic field notes that recorded descriptions of the writing sessions as well as the 

large-group activities that occurred just before the writing sessions. The transcripts were 

analyzed through coding procedures using NVivo 8, a computer assisted qualitative data 

analysis software. These collection and analysis procedures were completed to address 

research questions one and two of this qualitative study. 

Several sources of data were also collected to study the focus participants' 

reading, writing, and oral language development. These data sources included: Weekly 

records of oral reading, daily writing samples, a pre-test and a posttest of a oral language 

assessment, and archival data from each of the three English language learners' /focus 

participants' cumulative school records. 

Records of oral reading were analyzed for accuracy and strategic behavior usage. 

The writing samples were assigned scores based upon a holistic rubric assessment. The 

writing samples composed by the focus participants were also scored by an inter-rater. 

This procedure ensured the confirmability of the scoring. In addition, the writing 
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samples were parsed into sentences or meaning units. The parsed units or sentences of all 

88 writing samples were assessed to determine which syntactical structure types were 

represented as well as at what level of grammatical complexity each sentence was 

composed. The orthographic knowledge revealed in each writing sample was also 

evaluated to determine the level of sophistication of orthographic knowledge was 

exhibited over time. Each of the three English language learners' /participants' oral 

language was assessed at the beginning and end of the study. Archival data from the 

English language learners' /participants' cumulative school records were collected and 

reviewed to gather a clearer picture of each focus participant's previous standardized test 

data, school and family history, and language proficiency data. 

Summary of the Findings 

The following sections present the summary of findings of each reach question. 

The dominant influences and factors of each finding are also described and discussed. 

These findings provide the "big picture" (Denzin, 2001) or the analytic layer (Richards, 

2005) of the qualitative analyses completed in this interpretive study. 

Changes in English Language Learners' Talk during Writing Sessions 

This section will report the results of the study related to the first research 

question: How does English language learners' talk during writing sessions change over 

time? The coding process of analysis was completed to identify the types of talk used by 

the first-grade English language learners during writing sessions. The findings of the 

analysis indicated the robust presence of self-regulatory functions of talk during writing 
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sessions. The self-regulatory functions of talk and the influences of its strong presence 

are discussed in the following sections. 

Self-Regulatory Talk and Self-Regulation 

The self-regulatory types of talk dominated the talk during the majority of the 

writing sessions. The functions of talk categorized as "self-regulation" overwhelmingly 

represented the conversations and interactions of the focus participants while they 

engaged in writing sessions. Therefore, there was not much change in the English 

language learners' talk over the course of the study. 

The social interactions in which the participants requested assistance and provided 

assistance during the writing sessions resulted in their development of greater 

understanding of the task of writing stories. The holistic ratings of the writing samples 

from these sessions were higher than when the talk diminished. In addition, their 

enhanced understanding of the task of writing also increased their autonomy and 

encouraged the focus participants' development of self-regulation of the task of writing 

as evidenced in their growth of orthographic knowledge. Thus, there was a spiraling 

effect present. The functions of talk that were requests for help and functions of giving 

of assistance were building more self-regulation because of the participants' development 

of deeper understanding. The growth in self-regulation in this study replicates the 

findings from previous research ( de Guerrero & Villamil, 2000) in which the participants 

improved their self-regulation of the task completion of writing as well as the revision 

process of their writing. 
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The findings of the coding analysis related to the first research question included 

the dominance of self-regulatory talk and self-regulation. The self-regulatory talk used 

by the focus participants is representative of private speech (Vygotsky, 1986). 

Usage of Private Speech in English by the Focus Participants 

The strong usage of self-regulatory talk in the writing sessions of this study is 

representative of private speech. This study contributes to the knowledge of English 

language learners' usage of private speech (Vygotsky, 1986) through the dominant 

prevalence of self-talk within the transcribed sessions. Private speech is a type of 

thinking out loud, and it can be characterized by talking to one's self even though it is 

audible to others in close proximity. Although private speech was used in a social 

context within the writing session in this study, its main purpose was to enact cognitive 

functions. Private speech does not elicit a response from the individuals who overhear 

the talk, for the purpose of private speech is intramental (Smith, 2007). 

The focus participants in this study utilized private speech as a way to mediate or 

order their thinking as they performed complex tasks associated with composing texts in 

English. Their usage of private speech as they composed texts in English was a means 

for the mental functions occurring while they engaged in speech directed at themselves as 

well as the learning generated from the activity of private speech to become internalized 

or interiorized (Lantolf, 2006). 

Private speech was used as a tool to learn about the mechanics of spelling words 

in English as shown in previous research (Luria, 1981 ). The participants also used 
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private speech to check or monitor the accuracy of what they had already written, as well 

as to attempt to order their written words appropriately in English grammatical structures. 

The most important theme or big picture of this phenomenon is that the English language 

learners were using English as a meditational tool to compose texts in English. Using 

English as a meditational tool can promote greater conceptual and linguistic knowledge 

of English. 

An important feature of English language learners using private speech in their 

L2, English in this study, is that its usage embellishes the acquisition process of the 

second language, English. Lantolf (2003) has hypothesized that private speech is 

essential to the process of language acquisition, whether it is in the home language or the 

second language. 

Thus, by engaging in the self-regulatory talk or private speech during the activity 

of writing, the focus participants in this study had opportunities to enrich their oral 

language proficiency in English, deepen their orthographic knowledge in English, 

broaden their knowledge of syntactical structures in English, as well as develop 

understanding of the processes of reading and writing in English. By working within the 

activity of writing and engaging in private speech about the activity, potential learning 

enhancement was possible in multiple ways and contexts. 

A major finding of this study is that English language learners' use of private 

speech in English served as a means to build greater understanding of how writing 
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practices could be made more meaningful. Writing opportunities that are surrounded by 

talk are richer, and can provide meditational tools for deeper literacy learning. 

Influences of the Usage of Self-Regulatory Talk 

Further interpretations of the coding analysis indicated specific influences of this 

self-regulatory talk or private speech. These influences included group membership and 

genres of writing employed during specific writing sessions. Discussions of these 

influencing factors upon the usage of self-regulatory talk or private speech follow. 

Group Membership. A strong influence for the presence of the self-regulatory 

functions of talk was the group membership within the writing sessions. For example, 

when the two children from Burma were grouped with one of the non-focus participants, 

there was an increased engagement in self-regulatory talk. This group membership also 

indicated the possible influence of gender composition in the writing sessions as a 

determinant of the type of talk used by the participants. 

When the two male focus participants worked together in a writing session, there 

were generally more functions of talk that centered on "Giving Assistance" than self-talk. 

When the male and female focus participants from Burma were assigned to a writing 

session together, self-regulatory functions of talk dominated. Therefore, group 

membership was a determinant of the presence of specific functions of talk during 

writing sessions. 

Genre of Writing. Another determinant for change in the functions of talk was 

the genre of writing that structured the writing sessions. When reports of information 
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were being written in the writing sessions, the functions of talk moved from self

regulation to ''Requesting Help" and to "Giving Assistance." This change in the functions 

of talk occurred because the focus participants had a greater need to request information 

or share information about the selected topics of the expository writing. 

Changes in the English Language Learners' Functions of Talk 

The second research question of this qualitative study was: How does Halli day's 

model of "functions" of talk apply to English language learners' talk during writing 

sessions? The seven functions of talk described by Halliday (1975) were used as codes to 

represent the 22 transcribed writing sessions. This coding procedure was conducted to 

examine how the functions of the English language learners' /focus participants' talk 

during the writing sessions changed over time. The following sections provide 

discussions of the findings and the factors that were influential in the results of the 

analyses. 

The results of these coding procedures showed only minimal variance in the 

strong prevalence of the imaginative function of talk used in the writing sessions over the 

course of the study. Differences were observed in the usage of the imaginative function 

of talk from transcript to transcript, however. The variations in the usage of the 

imaginative function of talk were based upon three influences. These influences 

included: Group membership of the writing sessions, the writing purposes of the writing 

sessions, and the writing genres selected by the teacher for task completion of specific 

writing assignments. 
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Influence of group membership. Group membership was a factor of how the 

functions of talk were used in the writing sessions. In some group assignments, the 

children worked creatively together, talked about stories, and discussed possible 

story lines for narratives. This was especially representative of writing sessions with the 

two male focus participants. 

Sometimes, however, the assignment of mixed gender groups resulted in the 

dominance of self-regulatory talk. Instead of the presence of interactive conversations in 

which the participants shared thoughts and insights about stories and creative writing, the 

participants in a mixed gender writing session group worked in more solitary ways. 

Frequently the focus participants were observed engaging in self-talk to work on 

sequencing the words of the stories being composed or the sequencing of sounds and 

letters within the words written in their stories or reports of information. 

Influence of the assignment of writing purposes. Another factor that 

influenced how the functions of talk were utilized during the writing sessions was the 

assignment of writing purposes. Ms. Skye assigned frequent "free-write" sessions in 

which each student could self-select a topic for writing. During some of these "free

write" sessions the focus participants did not have enough self-direction to select a topic, 

to elaborate on that topic, or to maintain their focused attention to accomplish task 

completion. 

When Ms. Skye assigned a specific purpose for writing, the focus participants 

were observed using specific functions of talk. For example, the informative function 
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was used when the purpose of writing was to write about a specific topic discussed 

during large group. Frequently the students could select the genre to express their ideas 

in a story or an informational piece, but they were assigned a purpose of writing about 

oceans, or deserts, or a fairy tale. Whether or not a writing purpose was provided by the 

teacher was factor of the functions of talk used during the writing sessions. Within the 

writing sessions of "free-writes" when no writing purposes were provided as guidance, 

the focus participants became less communicative and sometimes stammered to land on a 

topic for writing. The sessions lacking clear purposes for writing did not exhibit much 

usage of the seven functions of talk (Halliday, 1975) by the focus participants. 

Writing may be negatively impacted when topic selection is imposed. However, 

as with native English speakers, mediation and support is an important factor for student 

achievement when choices are given in writing (Applebee et al., 1984; Langer, 1986). 

The teacher can offer a wealth of assistance by vigilantly directing students through 

questioning techniques to focus their attention on topics they find interesting. 

Influence of writing genre. The writing genre utilized by the students during the 

writing sessions was another factor of the functions of talk. When expository types of 

writing were composed by the focus participants, the informative function of talk became 

a relevant theme or function of their conversations. As the students combined their 

"funds of knowledge" (Moll et al., 1992), they engaged in more informative types of talk 

so they could write reports of information as assigned by their teacher, Ms. Skye. 
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Therefore, the frequency and concentration of using the other functions of language were 

adjusted by the writing genre that was being employed by the student writers. 

Relationships of Talk and School-Based Literacy Development 

The third research question of this qualitative study was: What is the relationship 

between English language learners' talk during writing sessions and school-based literacy 

development? In this study the English language learners' /focus participants' talk that 

bounded the activity of writing during peer writing sessions was transcribed. Other 

sources of data that were collected and analyzed to address this third research question 

were the writing samples that were analyzed in three different ways to consider school

based literacy profile changes as represented by their holistic scores, their orthographic 

knowledge, the syntactical structures, and the grammatical complexities in their writing 

samples over the course of the study. Additional sources of data studied to consider 

changes in their school-based literacy profiles were weekly records of oral reading and a 

pre-test and a post-test of the Record of Oral Language to assess English oral language 

proficiency. 

Careful study of the analyses of each portion of the school-based literacy profiles 

showed that the focus participants exhibited uneven growth except in one area. 

Discussion of the uneven growth exhibited by the focus participants in school-based 

literacy profiles and the factors of this mismatched growth from participant to participant 

includes the following points: Consistency of orthographic knowledge growth, biliteracy 
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as a resource for gains, and limited change in the classroom environment. These factors 

are discussed in the following sections. 

Consistency of growth in orthographic knowledge. Growth in orthographic 

knowledge was consistently exhibited by each focus participant. Although the same 

amount of orthographic knowledge growth was not exhibited, the individual trajectory of 

growth represented by each focus participant suggests that the self-regulatory talk that 

each of them employed to spell words created a solid and positive impact upon that 

particular aspect of their school-based literacy profile. 

The self-talk or private speech exhibited by each of the three focus participants to 

decipher correct spellings or approximations of spellings of words assisted each of them 

to improve her/his orthographic knowledge. As each focus participant became a more 

fluent writer and produced a greater volume of writing as the study progressed, each 

focus participant had more learning opportunities to utilize and enhance their developing 

spelling skills. 

Biliteracy as a resource for gains. Biliteracy was a resource for gains made in 

Henry's school-based literacy profiles. Henry, the focus participant who was identified 

as a bi literate and bilingual student, made gains in more areas of his literacy profile than 

the other two focus participants who were not biliterate. Henry exhibited growth in his 

oral reading as measured by the weekly records of oral reading, in the sentence types and 

grammatical complexity of his writing, and in the orthographic knowledge exhibited in 

his writing. 
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As documented in the collected archival data, Henry was a student whose English 

language proficiency in listening and speaking was rated as "Advanced High," but his 

reading and writing were rated as '"Beginning." His Spanish language proficiency was 

reported as "fluent to advanced" when his Spanish oral language skills were compared to 

other Spanish-speaking children of the same age. Also, the report indicated that Henry's 

English oral language skill were also at a "fluent to advanced" level. Henry was an 

emergent biliterate learner. 

Research has demonstrated the advantages of biliteracy as a resource for 

enhanced literacy learning and for making meaning by using the expanded linguistic 

repertoire provided by the biliteracy itself (Moll & Dworin, 1996; Gutierrez et al., 1999; 

Manyak, 2001 ). Henry was utilizing his broadened linguistic pools to make meaning in 

his reading and to increase his oral reading level during the study. Henry was also 

utilizing his expanded linguistic reservoirs to write with greater grammatical complexity 

and with shifts in the syntactical structures in his compositions. These gains suggest that 

biliteracy was assisting him to improve his oral reading and specific areas of his written 

language. 

Limited change in the classroom environment. The classroom environment 

had changed as a result of the classroom being included in this study. By consenting to 

be included in the study, Ms. Skye had agreed to allow the children to talk while they 

engaged in writing. However, other aspects of the classroom instruction did not change. 

Teacher conferencing with students to assist them in the process of revising and editing 
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their writing did not commence. Guided writing groups that can provide direct support 

for students needing more direct instruction did not occur. Modeling from these types of 

teacher/student interactions may have encouraged more specific "writer-to-writer" talk 

during the writing sessions. Interactive writing, an even greater supportive technique was 

not utilized by the teacher. Again, the type of questioning techniques used during these 

supportive techniques can guide writers to discuss writing and think about writing in 

different ways. 

Although Ms. Skye frequently reminded the students to "talk like writers," she did 

not adequately or consistently model talk or questioning strategies to guide writers to 

revise or edit. Ms. Skye reliably encouraged students and praised their efforts, but she 

did not seem to move beyond the role of building their confidence. The role that she 

chose in responding to the students in her classroom did not include intentional 

instruction to assist them in reaching a greater level of meeting standards. Therefore, the 

focus participants' school-based literacy profiles did not exhibit consistent patterns of 

growth in writing or reading. 

Educational Implications 

The following section will discuss the educational implications that are drawn 

from the findings of this study. Four recommendations are directly pertinent to the 

findings of this qualitative study. These recommendations or educational implications 

include: a) Process writing as a means to encourage responsive/collaborative instruction 
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in writing; b) Encourage talk in the classroom; c) Provide teacher guidance for talk and 

writing; d) Biliteracy is viewed as a strength. 

Process Writing and Responsive/Collaborative Instruction 

Process writing is a powerful resource to employ in classrooms with English 

language learners (Edelsky, 1986; Kuball & Peck, 1997). Children's talk is an important 

component of process writing as an instructional model. Because of its components of 

teacher conferencing and peer conferencing with students about writing, English 

language learners can engage in the activity of writing as well as be participants in 

requesting help and assisting others. Surrounded by talk, English language learners can 

also feel less inhibition to engage in self-regulatory behaviors, specifically, private 

speech. With the wealth of talk that encircles the activity of writing during process 

writing, English language learners can participate successfully through visually 

representing, writing, talking, and/or listening. Collaboration with other students and 

with the teacher not only assists English language learners in knowing how to use critical 

feedback about the process of revising their writing, but they also learn how to provide 

assistance to peer writers engaging in that same process. 

An important principle of implementation of the instructional model of process 

writing, however, is active guidance of the teacher as children plan, draft, revise, and edit 

their writing in preparation for publishing or sharing their writing. Supporting active 

learners and engaged writers are an important components of the process writing 

instructional model (McCarthey, 1990). 
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Encouraging Talk in the Classroom 

English language learners can thrive academically in language-rich classrooms. 

Language-rich classrooms are learning environments where children have multiple 

opportunities to talk about their learning, and to read and write about what they are 

learning. Gutierrez (2001) claims that language is "the most powerful mediating tool for 

mediating learning" (p. 565). 

As a result of the findings in this dissertation study it can be concluded that 

nurturing the process of actively appropriating English through writing and talking can 

undergird and assist in the process of acquiring English as a second language. This is 

especially true in a learning environment that provides a bounty of meaningful clues for 

the English language learners to utilize in gaining conceptual and linguistic competence. 

Learning environments that are rich in meaning are conducive to English language 

learners appropriating English as well as curricular content (Cummins, 1996). 

Learning environments that provide occasions to talk about what is being learned, 

to read about what is being learned, to listen to more knowledgeable experts about what 

is being learned, and to write about what is being learned broaden the English language 

learners' school-based literacy learning. Each of these opportunities deepens the learning 

(Gutierrez, 2001) both conceptually and linguistically (Cummins, 1996). 

Provide Teacher Guidance for Talk and Writing 

A responsive/collaborative learning is very conducive to literacy learning, but it 

can be a very delicate balance to exact in its implementation. As with the process writing 
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instructional model of teaching writing (Calkins, 1994), instruction within a 

responsive/collaborative learning environment requires tremendous organization and 

creativity. The findings of this qualitative study are overlays to the study conducted by 

Gutierrez (1994). In her research Gutierrez studied different types of "scripts" as 

contexts for teaching and learning within process writing classrooms that served 

predominantly English language learners. 

The scripts were the recitation script, the responsive script, and the responsive

collaborative script. The optimum script was the responsive-collaborative type. In this 

type of script a delicate balance is required as the teacher carefully frames the 

instructional activities for the children and releases control to students so they can 

accomplish the specified tasks. However, the teacher responsively upholds the activities 

with instructional guidance and supportive learning. Collaboration between the teacher 

and the students flourish to share and clarify ideas in a responsive-collaborative 

classroom. By releasing the control of collaboration and interactions, the teacher can 

expand the conversational and interactional roles of the students. With teacher guidance 

greater participation in conversations and interactions by students can result in deeper 

learning. 

Biliteracy Viewed as a Strength 

Henry's biliteracy was a resource for him in making progress in oral reading and 

in specific areas of his written language. Recent research has shown that young children 

can acquire literacy in two languages simultaneously (Dworin, 2003; Moll & Dworin, 
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1996). Biliteracy can augment English language learners' access to information and their 

facility to negotiate meaning (Moll & Dworin, 1996). Biliteracy broadens an individual's 

linguistic reservoirs that can function as sources for increased literacy learning and for 

making meaning (Manyak, 2001 ). 

Suggestions for Additional Research 

This study points to two implications for additional research. One implication for 

future research is to examine the influence of the genres of read-aloud books that are 

shared with English language learners upon the functions of talk. The second suggestion 

for additional research is to investigate what the influence of print literacy in the home 

language is upon the usage of private speech. 

It is important to maintain a balance between fiction and non-fiction books in the 

classroom (Duke, 2000). Access to non-fiction or informational books is an important 

source of meaning-making and information-building for English language learners to 

read during independent reading, guided reading, shared reading, and read-aloud sessions 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Informational books can be well-traveled gateways to English 

language learners to gain greater cognitive academic language proficiency (Cummins, 

1979). Further research is recommended to monitor English language learners' access to 

informational books in classrooms during literacy activities as well as content area 

learning activities by examining the balance of non-fiction books and narrative books 

during read-aloud sessions. 
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The second recommendation for additional research is to study whether or not 

different levels of exposure to print literacy in a home language influences the language 

used in private speech while engaging in writing. It may be important to observe and 

record the talk of young English language learners who have been immersed in the print 

literacy of their home language as well as other participants who have not been immersed 

in the print literacy of the home language. Through the observation of both sets of 

participants during writing activities, a determination of the influence or lack of influence 

of immersion in the print literacy of a home language may be revealed. 

Summary 

The findings of this study identified the English language learners' functions of 

talk during writing sessions and showed the influences for changes that occurred in these 

functions of talk. The self-regulatory functions of talk, or private speech (Vygotsky, 

1986) and the imaginative functions of talk (Halliday, 1975) were utilized most 

abundantly during the writing sessions. The usage of these functions was influenced by 

the group membership, the writing purposes presented, the writing genres that framed the 

writing during the writing sessions. 

Additional findings of this study were related to the English language learners' 

changes in their school-based literacy. By comparing the observational assessments of 

writing samples, records of oral reading, and oral language proficiency, uneven growth 

was observed within each English language learners' literacy development over the 

course of the study. 
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Coding Categories and Code Definitions 
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Coding Category Code Definition 
Assistance to Another Student Giving solicited or unsolicited help to 

another student in writing, especially 
more of the mechanics of writing. For 
example the assistance may have been 
to provide an alternative word, to 
change a singular noun to a plural noun, 

Giving Assistance 
or to provide an opening sentence or 
phrase to a story. 

Peer Response to Another's Providing support in expanding another 
Writing writer's craft, or to offer an alternative 

idea for a story's development. 
Suggestion for Topic Selection Providing help to another writer who 

was requesting assistance in selecting a 
topic for writing. 

Code Switching Language behavior of switching from 
her/his home language to English or 
switching from English to her/his home 
language during conversations. 

"Fancy Words" A teacher-coined term to describe 

Language Usage 
words that are more descriptive. This 
type of talk was characterized by the 
participants discussing the usage of 
more descriptive words in their writing. 

Horne Language Discussion about what type of language 
was used at home and how it differed 
from English. 

Gain More Information When focus participants requested 
factual information about the subjects or 
topics of their writing. 

Request Assistance for Topic When a focus participant asked another 
Selection participant for help in selecting a topic 

for writing. 

Request for Help Request for Opinion or When a focus participant asked another 
Assistance participant for assistance in constructing 

a story or a request for an opinion about 
its content. 

Request for More Information This interaction occurred when the 
about a Story students were asking questions about 

the meaning of each other's piece of 
writing or story. 
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Coding Category Code Definition 
Request for Help Request for Vocabulary When a focus participant asked another 

Assistance participant about the meaning of a 
particular word, or she/he would ask for 
the identity of a word that represented a 
specific meaning. 

Request Spelling Assistance Participants used this type of talk to 
request help in spelling words. 

Self Monitor What Was Written A type of self-talk used when focus 
participants read their writing to 
themselves to check if the intended 
messages were the actual messages that 
were written. 

Self-Regulation to Spell Words This type of self-talk was observed 
when the focus participants voiced 
problematic words softly and slowly to 
themselves to verbalize their thinking 

Self-Regulation 
about the accuracy of the spelling of 
specific words in their writing, or they 
would name each letter as they spelled 
words presenting difficulties for them. 

Self-Regulation to Sequence This code represented the children's 
Words behavior of saying each word in a 

portion of their written message to 
themselves to monitor what had been 
written and which word would come 
next in the message as they wrote their 
stories or reports of information. 

Talking about Explaining the Meaning of This type ohalk occurred when the 
One's Writing One's Own Writing focus participants "talked it out" to 

engage in discussions about their 
writing and would share selected details 
of their writing. 

View of Writing Good Writing Viewed in Terms This type of talk seemed to be based 
of Volume upon the premise that 'good writing' 

was represented by its volume. The 
focus participants would discuss how 
many journal packets they had filled 
with writing as a measure of how 
'good' they were writing. 
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