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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how personal literacy experiences 

during the early years of three preschool teachers impact the literacy experiences they 

provide for their students in their preschool classroom. Data was collected using the 

narrative inquiry method of qualitative research. Two in-depth, open-ended interviews 

were conducted with three preschool teachers at Hunter Early Learning Center. Questions 

were asked aiming to learn about the childhood literacy experiences of the teachers and 

about their approach to literacy as preschool teachers. They were also asked to create 

aesthetic representations at the end of each interview as an additional source of data. 

Using the conceptual framework of the complementary curriculum to look at the 

nuances in the data to understand how the participants operationalize their early literacy 

experiences in their approach to literacy in their preschool classroom, it was found that 

positive early literacy experiences cultivated in the participants a joy of reading that has 

continued throughout their life. The participants work to inculcate in their students a joy 

of reading as well, but depending on the nature of their own early literacy experiences, 

the approach they take looks different. In looking at the data through the conceptual 

framework, it was also found that negative early literacy experiences created a shadow in 

the curriculum of some of the participants. 

The findings of this study implicate that early literacy experiences are crucial in 

shaping the literacy approach of future teachers. The participant pool for this study was 
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limited to the teachers at one private preschool. Suggestions for further research would 

include widening the participant pool to a more diverse population, culturally and 

economically. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Introduction 

 I eagerly waited in front of the circulation desk while my mother filled out the 

form. At eight years old, I couldn’t even see over the counter yet, but I was thrilled to be 

getting my first library card, with my name on it. My parents frequently took me to the 

little old trailer that housed the public library in my hometown, and while the limited 

selection, dim lighting, and slightly moldy smell might be a turnoff for some people, for 

me, it was heaven. When my mother handed me that flimsy paper card with my name 

handwritten on it, I felt like I had the key to the world. On my first time checking out 

books in my own name, I borrowed five different The Baby-Sitters Club books, a Shel 

Silverstein book of poetry, and four Ramona books. My mother was worried about me 

checking out so many books at one time, but it was the beginning of summer vacation, 

and I planned to make the best of it. I was determined to try to read my way through this 

little old trailer of a library. This experience of signing up for my very first library card 

was a formative experience for me and one that I appreciate to this day. I still try to read 

my way through the library during summer vacation and whole new worlds have opened 

up to me, thanks to this love for reading that my parents inculcated in me from a very 

young age. 
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Rationale for the Study 

A growing body of research supports the knowledge that academic and social 
skills acquired by age eight provide the foundation for lifelong learning and 
success. The first decade of a child’s life is the most opportune time to influence 
learning paths and ensure the very best outcomes for all children (Colorado 
Department of Education). 
 
Having said that, in the state of Colorado, only 40% of fourth graders performed 

at or above the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) proficient level for 

reading scores in 2019 (NAEP, Nation’s report card). “Research has shown that students 

who cannot read proficiently by the end of third grade are four times more likely than 

proficient students to drop out of school before earning a diploma” (Read Now 

Colorado). Low literacy rates do not only effect academic achievement, but can also have 

lifelong effects on individuals and society in terms of employment and economic 

performance and also on crime rates and law enforcement (Read Now Colorado). 

Despite being the early years for academic and life skills, early childhood 

classrooms do not face the same standards that regulate and guide K-12 education. 

Preschools and early learning centers often decide which curriculum they will implement, 

usually ranging from play-based curriculums to academic curriculums. Within that 

curriculum, teachers often have a great deal of freedom to teach and provide learning 

experiences to children in any way they see fit, resulting in a wide variety of learning 

experiences for preschool children.  

In a study by Miller and Smith (2004), they found that while the beliefs of the 

teachers varied, it seemed that a majority of the teachers’ beliefs about literacy learning 

were formed based on their own experiences teaching literacy and also trainings and 

experiences they have had in regards to the national curriculum guidance in England (the 
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location of the study). These beliefs very apparently effected the practice of literacy 

teaching in the classroom. Although most of the teachers proclaim to believe that it is not 

developmentally appropriate to conduct formal lessons on literacy with young children, 

there was still evidence of the formal lessons in most of the classrooms. 

In a school that implements a play-based curriculum, the expectation is that 

teachers will be able to be innovative in incorporating learning into play. However, for 

many teachers who have been trained to conduct formal lessons and for those who 

experienced a more formal education themselves, finding opportunities to teach and learn 

through play can be challenging. In a study conducted by Pyles, Poliszczuk, and Danniels 

(2018), kindergarten teachers expressed their frustration with attempting to incorporate 

literacy experiences into play-based learning, citing the lack of structure in discipline. 

When observed, these teachers very rarely provided literacy experiences during play and 

often fell back on holding formal lessons, whether with the whole class or in small 

groups. 

As a child, my parents did not have the economic freedom to spend a lot of 

money entertaining my two brothers and me. Instead of going to the movie theater or 

buying us lots of books or video games, my mother would take us to the library a few 

times a week. We would enjoy participating in the story time conducted by library staff 

and choosing a few books that we could check out and read on our own or with our 

parents. I loved reading story books and chapter books. My brothers were not as 

interested in reading, so they checked out magazines or sports books. Whatever type of 

materials we checked out, my parents helped my brothers and me make a connection with 

literature and assured us that no matter what our circumstances, there would always be 
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something for us to read. These happy literacy experiences in my childhood have 

contributed to my love of reading and promoting literacy in any capacity I can.  

Pre-literacy skills begin developing during infancy and continue to grow and 

strengthen throughout a child’s preschool life. The influence of a preschool teacher is 

extremely significant and can lead a child to love or loathe literacy experiences. I believe 

that a teacher’s own early experiences with literacy shape their beliefs around literacy 

development and therefore influence the quantity and quality of literacy experiences that 

they provide for their preschool students.  

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine how personal literacy experiences 

during the early years of three preschool teachers impact the literacy experiences they 

provide for their students in their preschool classroom.  

Research Questions 

 I collected data in an attempt to answer one main research question and two sub-

questions. The questions are as follows. 

1. How does a teacher’s own early literacy experiences effect the literacy 

experiences they provide for their preschool students?  

In this study, early literacy experiences included any interactions the teacher may have 

had with books and other types of literature in their early years, from infancy through 12th 

grade. This includes but is not limited to: reading books with family members, visiting 

the library often, an educator who inspired strong feelings towards reading, and any kind 

of experiences with writing or dictation. The literacy experiences that they provide for 

their students include any form of activity, interaction, materials, and other opportunities 
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that encourage literacy development and promote positive attitudes towards literature for 

the students. 

a) What are the early literacy experiences of early childhood educators? 

The participants were asked to share about literacy experiences that they had in their 

youth that impacted their beliefs about literature and shaped their feelings towards 

reading. 

b) How do these early experiences inform their intentions for providing literacy 

experiences? 

The participants were asked to share about the intentions they have in regards to literacy 

experiences in their classroom. Are any of these goals effected by their own experiences 

with literacy? The conceptual framework of the complementary curriculum helped situate 

the goals of the participants within the context of their own beliefs and experiences 

regarding literacy (Moroye, 2009). 

Community partner 

Hunter Early Learning Center is a leading early childhood education institution in 

the state of Colorado. It is housed under the college of education at a prestigious private 

university. This stimulating relationship enables the staff to provide a warm, loving 

environment that is specifically designed to deliver cutting-edge and research validated 

programming for infants, toddlers, and preschool-aged children. It is nationally 

accredited by NAEYC and is a Denver Preschool Program rated by Qualistar. Hunter is 

an inclusive early learning environment, welcoming and celebrating children of all 

abilities.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will introduce data showing the need for literacy development in 

Colorado and nationwide. I will then establish the context for my research study by 

sharing literature about the importance of early childhood education and literacy 

development. I will also share literature about play-based curriculum in early childhood 

education and how literacy experiences can be incorporated into the curriculum. Finally, I 

will look at early literacy experiences and attempt to show the gap in the literature 

connecting the early literacy experiences of teachers with their own classroom practices 

in regards to literacy. 

Need for Literacy Development 

 The nationwide illiteracy rates are astounding. Here in Colorado, only about 35% 

of third grade students are considered proficient and reading at the level they need to be 

at to be successful later in school and in life. According to The Literacy Project, over 45 

million Americans are functionally illiterate and cannot read above a 5th grade reading 

level. Struggles with literacy as a child is an indicator of social problems later in life. 

85% of juvenile offenders have problems with reading and three out of five people in 

American prisons can’t read (The Literacy Project, 2017). These statistics are eye-

opening and shocking, but they also show the need for a strong literacy education 
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program that begins inculcating a love for reading and developing pre-literacy skills in 

children as young as possible.  

Early Childhood Education 

The foundational learning structures of the brain are shaped in the first two years 

of the life of a child (Lally, 2010). During these first two years, while a child is 

developing their knowledge of and ability to use language, the role of a parent and any 

other primary caregiver in the development of a child is vital. The social environment of 

a baby, the relationships created between the baby and parents and other primary 

caregivers, will have a strong impact on the development and learning of the child in the 

future (Meier, 2004; Roberts, 2009; Schore, 2005; Tabors, 2008). 

Bernard Spodek (1988), Professor Emeritus of Early Childhood Education at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, analyzes the goals of early childhood 

education. Teachers should have some knowledge of child development in order to 

understand three important points: what type of knowledge young children are capable of 

learning, how children learn and how they gain knowledge at certain levels of 

development, and how children come to validate their knowledge. The knowledge that 

children need to know at certain stages in their development is not determined by what 

they are capable of learning, but rather is determined by what society believes is 

important for children of their age and developmental level to know (Spodek, 1988). 

Based on these broad goals, a divergence occurs and most early childhood 

educational institutions can be divided into two types: academic and developmental 

(Spodek, 1988). The term academic preschool refers to institutions that support the 

process in which children learn and gain knowledge and are most concerned with 
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teaching content to the students (Spodek, 1988). These types of institutions are also 

focused on developing school readiness in young students to allow an easier transition 

from early childhood educational settings into the elementary school educational 

environment (Dogget & Wat, 2010). On the other hand, developmental preschools aim to 

support the personal and social development of a child in a more holistic, child-centered 

environment. However, according to Spodek (1988), “Being socialized does not mean 

learning to follow teachers` directions, to be quiet and compliant. It should mean 

becoming an independent seeker of knowledge and a creative thinker” (p. 210). 

Developmental preschools provide a place for young children to learn freely and to begin 

to love learning.  

Literacy Development 

Literacy development begins in infancy. Learning vocabulary is a major part of 

language acquisition and also the first big step towards becoming literate (Clark & Clark, 

1977; Sénéchal & Cornell, 1993). Learning vocabulary is a lifelong process; however, the 

amount of words learned during the period of early childhood surpasses that of any other 

period in a person’s life. A six-year-old child is said to know upwards of 8,000 root 

words, whereas at 18 months, children know approximately 50 words. Therefore, in a 

span of 4 1⁄2 years, the child learns an average of five new words per day (Carey, 1978; 

Read, 1980; Sénéchal & Cornell, 1993; Templin, 1957). Children usually do not begin 

learning to read or write until first grade, around 7-years-old. During their preschool 

years, children are learning emerging literacy skills and building foundations for their 

future literacy success.  
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Researchers have found that there are three early literacy skills in prekindergarten 

students that are indicative of the speed and ability in which those students will learn to 

read when they reach school-age. These three skills include phonological awareness, 

which indicates the ability of the student to “detect and manipulate sounds in oral 

language independent of meaning; i.e., rhyming words and blending or deleting syllables 

or phonemes” (Farver et al., 2009, p. 704). The second is print knowledge, which 

includes the ability to identify letters and the basic concepts of the written word. The final 

skill indicative of future reading ability is the oral language of the student, including their 

ability to use vocabulary and grammar correctly (Farver et al., 2009).  

Providing children with many literacy experiences, or opportunities to interact 

with print during preschool years, including having books read to them, looking through 

books and other print-related items on their own, and learning basic writing skills, such as 

how to print their own name is very important. Children who have a multitude of print-

related interactions during preschool years will often find that literacy comes more 

quickly to them in school than it does to those children who did not have many print-

related interactions in their younger years (Hiebert & Raphael, 1996; Pressley, 2003; 

Santrock, 2005). Children should not be exposed to literature only in school, but also in 

their homes, with their parents or older siblings. The National Center for Educational 

Statistics (2000) reported that kindergarten children who read with their parents more 

than three times a week will develop better language skills than those children whose 

parents do not read to them this often. The National Association for the Education of 

Young Children provided guidelines that will allow children to have literacy experiences 

which will help their literacy and language development. One of the guidelines is that 
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parents and teachers should create a positive partnership between the school and the 

home. This will allow teachers to involve parents in helping their child to improve 

literacy skills. Other guidelines include limiting the amount of time children spend 

watching television and also reading aloud to the child and talking with them, providing a 

model of using language appropriately for children to emulate (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & 

Pellegrini, 1995; Santrock, 2005).  

There is currently a debate between two different approaches to teaching children 

how to read. The first approach is the whole-language approach (Santrock, 2005). The 

whole-language approach stresses that reading should be integrated with other skills such 

as writing and listening, and other subjects, such as science and social studies (Santrock, 

2005). This approach blends well with developmental preschool curriculums. In order to 

understand the communicative function of language, children should be given reading 

materials in its complete form, rather than breaking it down into passages to learn 

grammar, vocabulary, and so on (Santrock, 2005). The second approach to teaching 

reading is the basic-skills-and-phonetics approach. In this approach, reading materials 

should be broken down and children should be taught phonetics and the rules for 

producing sounds based on written symbols. After children understand the rules of 

phonetics, they can gradually be given more complex reading materials to strengthen 

their reading skills (Lane & Pullen, 2004; Santrock, 2005; Smith, 2004).  

One such example of the basic-skills-and-phonetics approach is the Literacy 

Express Preschool Curriculum created by Christopher Lonigan, Developmental 

Psychology Professor at Florida State University, which aims to develop the oral 

language of young children, their emergent literacy skills, and basic math and science 
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skills. Research has demonstrated that all of the activities included in the curriculum of 

this program help to develop emergent literacy skills more than regular preschool 

activities (Farver et al., 2009). The curriculum is divided into three types of teacher-

directed small group activities aimed to practice the skills necessary to develop oral 

language, phonological awareness, and print knowledge in preschool children. These 

activities include teacher and student interactive dialogic story time that will help the 

children with vocabulary, grammar, narrative skills and improve overall verbal fluency. 

Phonological awareness activities conducted along a developmental continuum to 

increase the knowledge of rhyming, syllables, and initial sounds are also covered in this 

curriculum. Finally, the curriculum includes print knowledge activities to teach children 

letter names and sounds and to help them know and distinguish between capital and 

lowercase letters (Farver et al., 2009).  

While researchers have found that children can benefit from both approaches, 

strong evidence has been found that the basic-skills-and-phonetics approach should be 

used to teach children how to read (Santrock, 2005). However, according to research, 

phonological awareness should be taught to children as an integration of learning to read 

and write and the teachers should not attempt to teach phonics to the whole class at one 

time, but rather with small groups of students (Santrock, 2005). 

Preschool Literacy Experiences  

 The research shows that the type of curriculum and activities available to teach 

literacy skills to young children is varied and all have their merits and drawbacks. For the 

purpose of this study, I will be looking more into literacy experiences in a play-based 

curriculum. The site for data collection for this study, Hunter Early Learning Center, 
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implements a play-based curriculum while integrating a project-based approach with 

varying degrees, depending on the age of the students in the classroom. 

 While the students at Hunter range from six months to five years of age, the 

teachers at the school continually research and implement new ways to provide literacy 

experiences for the children through play-based activities. Depending on the age of the 

children and the focus of a particular classroom, teachers will involve themselves in the 

children’s play to varying degrees, but always with the goal of scaffolding developmental 

and academic growth. 

Incorporating literacy into play 

The role of the teacher when entering children’s play is that of a guide. The goal 

is not to take control away from the children, but let them find their own solutions, while 

helping them to scaffold their ideas by asking guided questions (Korat, Bahar, & Snapir, 

2002). 

By reading to and discussing books with children, encouraging children to take 
risks and try their self-invented spelling, and fostering children’s sociodramatic 
play connected to symbols and print, adults can help children make further 
progress and build on their knowledge about this written world that they already 
intuitively comprehend (Korat, Bahar, & Snapir, 2002, p.387). 
 
Literacy experiences also include symbol using activities: in talking, in play and 

fantasy, in scribbling and drawing, in pretend reading and writing. It does not simply 

happen; “rather, it is part of a social process, embedded in children’s relationships with 

parents, siblings, grandparents, friends, caretakers, and teachers” (McLane & McNamee, 

1991, p.7). Children see people in their environment reading for various uses in everyday 

life and they want to imitate that process. This is why setting up real life scenarios, such 
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as offices, grocery stores, and doctor’s offices, are a great way for children to incorporate 

literacy experiences into their dramatic play. (McLane & McNamee, 1991). 

Environment conducive to literacy experiences 

Research has shown that play environments that are rich in literacy related 

reading and writing materials increase the range of literacy involvement in play and the 

frequency in which children incorporate literacy experiences into their play (Christie & 

Roskos, 2009). “For example, a pizza parlor play center might be equipped with wall 

signs (“Place Your Order Here”), menus, pizza boxes, employee name tags, discount 

coupons, a pencil and notepad for taking orders” (Christie & Roskos, 2009, p.2).  

It is beneficial to have books and other literacy related materials in every section 

of the classroom. Non-fiction books in the science center can allow children to explore 

more about dinosaurs, the human body, plants, or whatever subject they may be involved 

with in that center. The art center can offer stencils, stickers, art books, and other 

children’s books in relation to art for the children to experience and explore. Even the 

building center can have an area for children to draw blueprints or read books about 

construction vehicles. Providing as many opportunities as possible for children to 

naturally interact with literacy in their play environment is another overlooked but 

extremely important key to literacy development in young children (Christie & Roskos, 

2009). 

Teachers’ Early Literacy Experiences 

 Even if a joy for reading and a connection to literacy is developed at a young age, 

that joy is a feeling that lasts a lifetime. Attending story time at the public library as a 

child, having a teacher who instilled the love for reading in you, writing letters to 
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grandparents, or enjoying bedtime stories with a parent: these are all examples of early 

literacy experiences that influence a person’s attitude towards reading and writing 

throughout their adult life. For the purpose of this study, early literacy experiences will be 

defined as experiences involving reading, writing, books, and storytelling from birth 

through high school age that have had a profound and lasting influence on a person’s 

development. 

Developing a joy for reading  

Sulentic-Dowell et al. (2006) did research with pre-service teachers who 

described themselves as avid readers with strong connections to literacy. They identified 

themselves as knowing how to read and frequently reading for various reasons, such as 

pleasure or information. These teachers did not only read at school or for assignments, 

but they also read books and other materials at home in their free time. The teachers 

researched stated that they frequently visited the local library and they are more likely to 

read a book than watch television or engage in any other form of entertainment to pass 

time. 

Building connections to literacy 

Commeyras, Bisplinghoff, and Olson (2011), compiled essays written by graduate 

students studying education at the University of Georgia in a seminar called Readers as 

Teachers and Teachers as Readers. The essays speak to the feeling of loving to read and 

how that love of reading can transfer to their classroom as teachers. The joy for reading 

that these teachers developed in their early years has become an impetus for them to help 

young readers in their class develop their own joy for reading.   
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Apprenticeship of observation 

Lortie (1975) coined the term the apprenticeship of observation. Apprenticeship 

of observation is the idea that teachers go through teacher training and schooling to 

become a teacher, yet the largest influence on their teaching style is how they were taught 

in school. They spend thousands of hours in the classroom as a student, so what they have 

come to know as schooling becomes their baseline for all other schooling experiences.  

With this pervasive acculturation to education, people enter teaching with deeply 
rooted beliefs and assumptions about the conduct of school that are difficult to 
replace during the year or so that they spend exposed to progressive pedagogies in 
their teaching education courses (Smagorinsky & Barnes, 2014, pp. 30-31).  
 
The experiences that they were provided while in school and the behaviors and 

attitudes modeled by their teachers provide default options for when they are uncertain or 

lacking confidence in a teaching situation (Borg, 2004; Tomlinson, 1999). There could be 

negative side effects of the apprenticeship of observation, such as an underlying sense of 

already knowing, therefore not willing to learn new, possibly better, teaching techniques. 

“However, the apprenticeship of observation provides student teachers with a powerful, 

albeit limited, intuitive understanding of teaching, which should not be underestimated” 

(Borg, 2004, p. 275). This concept lends to the foundation of this study, that teacher’s 

early experiences have an effect on the experiences that they offer to their students. 

There is a noticeable gap in the literature connecting a teacher’s early literacy 

experiences with their actions as a teacher providing literacy experiences for their 

students, nevertheless their preschool students. I believe this study can contribute to that 

gap in the literature and inform future teachers and researchers who are interested in 

studying a similar topic. 
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Conceptual model 

 Complementary curriculum is a newer term to the curricular lexicon. 

“Complementary curriculum is situated in the kinds of experiences teachers provide for 

students, as well as in the ‘pedagogical premises and practices’ that result from teachers’ 

beliefs” (Moroye, 2009). Moroye (2009) did a study to observe how classroom teachers 

implemented ecologically minded values into their curriculum, despite not being ecology 

teachers. She interviewed the teachers to better understand their beliefs and ideas about 

being ecologically minded and then observed in their classrooms’ different discussions 

and activities in which the teachers were able to incorporate ecologically centered ideas 

into the existing curriculum. The teachers did not demand that the students study about 

ecology, and often didn’t even mention ecology, but they were able to think about what it 

means to be ecologically minded and then introduce those ideas and themes to the 

students in a natural way. Moroye (2009) called this complementary curriculum. The 

complementary curriculum is important in this study, because it gives focus to the early 

literacy experiences of preschool teachers and allows the researcher to find and illuminate 

how those experiences show up in their literacy curriculum, whether intentionally or not. 

Situated in the context of a play-based curriculum, each participant has a unique way of 

implementing literacy experiences in their classroom and different expectations of what 

their students will take away from the literacy experiences.  

 In this study, I look at how a preschool teacher’s early literacy experiences 

influence the kind of literacy experiences that they provide for their preschool students. I 

look at these experiences with the complementary curriculum as the conceptual 
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framework to understand how the teachers operationalize their early literacy experiences 

in their curriculum and literacy practices as a preschool teacher. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will introduce the research method used for this study and the 

process for collecting and analyzing data with the method. A description of the data 

collection site, participants, and process will also be provided as well as the limitations of 

this study. Finally, I will include a section about the researcher in order to help the reader 

to understand the origins of this research and any biases the researcher may have had 

when conducting this research. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine how personal literacy experiences 

during the early years of three preschool teachers impact the literacy experiences they 

provide for their students in their preschool classroom. A single research question and 

two sub-questions guided this study. They are provided below followed by an 

explanation of the question. 

1. How does a teacher’s own early literacy experiences effect the literacy experiences 

they provide for their preschool students? 

a. What are the early literacy experiences of early childhood educators? 

b. How do these early experiences inform their intentions for providing literacy 

experiences? 
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In this study, early literacy experiences include any interactions the teacher may 

have had with books, literature, languages, and other types of literacy materials from 

birth through high school age. This includes but is not limited to: reading books with 

family members, visiting the library often, an educator who inspired strong feelings 

towards reading, and any other interaction with books, reading or writing. The literacy 

experiences that they provide for their students include any form of activity, interaction, 

materials, and other opportunities that encourage literacy development and promote 

positive attitudes towards literacy for the students. 

Narrative Inquiry 

“When we talk to one another with the aim of understanding, we assume that each 

of us acts rationally (making claims of truth, sincerity and social appropriateness), or else 

we would not bother talking” (Conle, p. 23). The research method used in this study was 

narrative inquiry. Based on the belief that every individual’s story has great value and is 

rich in data, the goal of narrative inquiry is to introduce and examine the story of each 

participant (Seidman, 2006). Narrative inquiry is a method of collecting data through in-

depth interviews. The study is conducted with the understanding that stories are lived 

experiences and are not static points in a person’s life. Humans are continuously growing, 

changing, and living their narratives, so the data collected through the interviews is more 

particular than universal (Huber et al., 2013). People’s experience is central in narrative 

inquiry and as such, collecting data in narrative inquiry is understanding how people live. 

“People live stories and in the telling of them reaffirm them, modify them, and create 

new ones” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, p. 415).  
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When using narrative inquiry to study about educational settings in particular, it is 

important to understand that a classroom is like a living entity. The teachers and the 

students alike are always growing, learning, and moving forward (Huber et al., 2013). 

Teachers integrate lived experiences as a part of their knowledge and create intentions for 

their students based on those experiences. Similarly, students receive the educational 

experiences being provided for them differently, based on their own experiences and 

situations. “In this way, we understand that we meet on storied landscapes with a sense of 

wonder about who students and teachers are, and are becoming” (Huber et al., 2013, 

p.228). 

Different from other research methods, in narrative inquiry, the relationship 

between the researcher and the researched changes over the course of the study. The 

researcher does not attempt to maintain objectivity and the relationship becomes one of 

collaboration and cooperation. “In turning [away from objectivity], narrative inquirers 

recognize that the researcher and the researched in a particular study are in relationship 

with each other and that both parties will learn and change in the encounter” (Pinnegar & 

Daynes, 2007, p. 7). Together they co-create a narrative that is rich in meaning and 

results in dynamic growth and learning for all of the parties involved (Kim, 2016).  

Triangulation of Data 

Creswell (1998) recommends employing a triangulation of data in qualitative 

research studies. Two forms of data were collected in this study, including the narratives 

provided by the in-depth interviews and the aesthetic representations created by the 

participants. In addition, the transcripts of the data were offered to the participants for 

member-checking.  
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they read, and how they reacted to their reading. This experience shaped Heather’s 

thoughts and feelings about how literacy should be experienced.  

 

Figure 10: Heather’s Aesthetic Figure # 2a, b, c, d, showing the many 
different ways Heather allows her students to interact with books and experience 

literacy 
 

Now, in Heather’s infant classroom, the literacy experiences that she provides for 

her young students are student-led. As shown in Figure 10, she provides her students 

with books that she knows they love, and follows their lead in the activities that they do. 

Sometimes they sing songs, sometimes they do tactile activities, sometimes they do art, 

and sometimes they read aloud and learn words and sounds. Heather wants her students 

to have a choice in their literacy experiences and, whether consciously or subconsciously, 

she does not want to dictate how her students experience literacy. 



 80 

When looking at the complementary curriculum of the participants, I found in two 

of the participants not only their complementary curriculum, but what is called the 

shadow curriculum in their teaching. The term shadow curriculum looks at not only what 

is privileged by a curriculum, but what it holds in contempt as well (Uhrmacher, 1997). 

“What the curriculum apparently disdains could actually augment the curriculum, and 

may, in fact, be vital in creating a balanced curricular unit” (Uhrmacher, 1997, p. 317). 

When discerning the shadow in a curriculum, it should be noted that we do not discern 

shadows for its own sake, rather they are discerned to “make the curricula educationally 

stronger, richer, and more meaningful for those they are intended to serve” (Uhrmacher, 

1997, p. 327). 

In this study, I discerned the shadow in the curriculum of one of the participants. 

Monica’s experiences in her youth with speech therapy and struggling with reading 

comprehension have led her to emphasize literacy experiences other than reading aloud. 

She loves to do art with the children, sing songs with them, and even play literacy games. 

This is the complementary curriculum in place in her classroom. The shadow of this 

curriculum implemented by Monica is that of not reading aloud with her students as 

much. Her feelings of frustration and sadness from the struggles in her youth have caused 

her to not make reading aloud to her students a priority. She does not refuse to read 

aloud, but it is not her first-choice activity.  
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Table 3: Summary of Findings 

In regards to Lortie’s apprenticeship of observation, the participants shared 

numerous experiences they had in their own early years of schooling that left a lasting 

impact on their teaching style (Lortie, 1975). They recalled various assignments that 

enhanced their appreciation and enjoyment of literacy and relationships that they formed 

with teachers which enhanced their joy of reading. However, the participants seemed to 

develop their joy of reading and their idea of positive literacy experiences at home with 

their family at a very young age. Lortie’s (1975) apprenticeship of observation does not 

prove to be untrue in this study, but it shows the need to be expanded to include the 

Participant’s 
Name 

Favorite Literacy 
Activity with 
Students 

Complementary 
Curriculum 

Shadow Curriculum 

Julie Lunch time 
conversations 

Provides students 
numerous 
opportunities to 
practice reading, 
particularly their 
names 

N/A 

Heather Enlarging and 
recreating beloved 
books 

Allows her 
students to choose 
how they 
experience literacy 
and provides them 
with a plethora of 
different literacy 
activities 

N/A 

Monica Finding literacy 
experiences in the 
environment  

Incorporates 
literacy into every 
aspect of play in 
the classroom, 
focusing on 
activities other 
than reading books 
aloud 

Prefers not to read 
books aloud with her 
students, if she can 
interest them in other 
literacy activities 
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literacy experiences accumulated at home with the family that shaped who the 

participants are as readers and teachers. These experiences developed the participants’ 

joy for reading and that joy was further enhanced and developed at school and with their 

teachers.  

The participants did not mention any particular experiences in their teacher 

training that left a noticeable impact on their teaching style. They strive to emulate the 

experiences they had as a child that brought joy to them. They also aspire to continually 

improve their skills as an early childhood educator by learning through their experiences 

as an educator. Their early literacy experiences have become a natural benchmark for the 

teachers when they feel less confident in attempting to provide new literacy experiences 

for their students (Borg, 2004; Tomlinson, 1999). The concept of apprenticeship of 

observation applies to the participants of this study and their learning and teaching 

experiences, but needs to be expanded to include their early literacy experiences at home 

with their families. 

Limitations 

 While this study was conducted to the best of my ability and I believe that high 

quality data and findings were produced, there were a number of limitations on the study 

that can be pointed out. 

The participant pool for this study was limited to the 40 teachers at Hunter Early 

Learning Center. Because Hunter was my community partner and the director was 

curious about the literacy aspect of their curriculum and the literacy experiences that the 

teachers provide, the selection of participants was limited to the full-time preschool 

teachers at this school. A large majority of teachers at Hunter are Caucasian women from 
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25-50 years old, which meant that the participants for this study were likely to fall into 

this category. This may have limited the generalizability of the findings. 

 Because of the global pandemic of COVID-19 and the safety restrictions put into 

place as recommended by the CDC to prevent the spread of COVID, the methods to 

collect data became much more limited than originally expected. As the researcher, I 

could not enter into the classrooms to observe the teachers, because the school was 

allowing only the teachers of that classroom and the children of that classroom to enter 

into the room. I also chose to conduct my interviews via Zoom for the safety and 

reassurance of myself and the participants. Artifacts were not collected from the 

participants, out of an abundance of caution and face to face contact was limited to only 

the signing of the informed consent forms. 

 Only three teachers were interviewed for this study. This number was chosen 

deliberately to be able to dig deeper into the meaningful experiences of the three 

participants and spend an ample amount of asking questions, follow-up questions, and 

creating the aesthetic representations of their experiences. However, an increase in the 

number of participants would provide more data and a chance for more diversity and a 

broader understanding of the literacy experiences of preschool teachers. The data in this 

study was limited to only the three teachers that participated. 

Recommendations 

 The wonderful part of qualitative research is there is always more that can be 

done or a different angle from which to look. In this particular study, a number of the 

limitations were due to the unavoidable circumstances of a global pandemic. When it is 
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once again safe to freely interact with everyone, there are several recommendations I 

would make to further investigate this topic and perhaps expand the research as well. 

 First, because of COVID 19, the research method that was originally to be used to 

collect data had to be changed. Although I do believe that narrative inquiry was a useful 

and appropriate method to collect data and find meaningful themes to answer the research 

question, using the educational criticism methodology, which includes observations and 

artifact collection, would allow for a deeper look into the teaching practices of the 

teachers being studied. Whether educational criticism or some other qualitative research 

method, collecting and analyzing data using a different technique could result in finding 

new perspectives or different findings. 

 As mentioned in the limitations, the participant pool for this study was limited to 

the teachers at Hunter Early Learning Center. The demographics of the participants of 

this study represented the majority of the teachers at Hunter, which for this study means 

the results were generalizable to at least Hunter Early Learning Center, but I would 

recommend for future researchers to expand the participant pool and study participants 

from a variety of educational settings and from a variety of cultural backgrounds. 

Teachers at a Head Start program may have different literacy experiences than teachers at 

a private preschool. Also, teachers at a school in an affluent neighborhood may have 

different classroom experiences than teachers at a school in an underserved 

neighborhood. Similarly, teachers with different cultural backgrounds may have had 

different early literacy experiences. Different cultures place value on different aspects of 

literacy which could lead to literacy experiences that change the person’s feelings about 

literacy and its importance.  
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 Finally, this study focused on preschool teachers and the literacy experiences they 

provide to young children just starting to acquire pre-literacy skills. It would be 

interesting to study how the early literacy experiences of teachers of older students effect 

how they provide literacy experiences for their students. At every level of learning, from 

Pre-K through high school and possibly even college level, literacy experiences will vary 

based on the needs of the students, but a teacher’s own experiences would likely 

influence what those literacy experiences look like. 

Implications 

 The data and findings of this study contribute to the literature in filling a gap 

about the importance of literacy experiences, particularly early literacy experiences. The 

narratives of the participants show very clearly that their early literacy experiences 

inculcated in them a joy of reading. The experiences provided to them by their family and 

their educators created an appreciation for literacy and a love for books that the teachers 

carried with them even as adults. This joy of reading is a stimulus for the participants to 

provide positive literacy experiences for their students as well. 

 Based on the data, a joy of reading is developed not only in school, but at home 

was well. This shows the importance of a partnership between educators and families to 

ensure that young children receive positive and joyful literacy experiences in every area 

of their life. Research shows that families who read with their preschool or kindergarten 

child more than three times a week will help the child develop better language skills than 

those children whose parents do not read to them at least 3 times a week (The National 

Center for Educational Statistics, 2000). This finding benefits the teachers and 

administrators at Hunter Early Learning Center, particularly when creating curriculum for 



 86 

the classrooms. Hunter prides itself in its partnership with the families to provide a 

quality education for the children. The findings of this study will provide the staff with 

data to better understand the importance of partnering with the families to provide 

literacy experiences to the young children at school and at home. 

The narratives of the participants give details of the importance of immersion in 

literacy in the preschool classroom. In every area of the classroom and in most of the 

activities done with the children, literacy is incorporated in some way. The teachers allow 

their students to explore literacy through their own interests and they guide the children 

when they feel it is necessary. This provides a guide for other preschool teachers to be 

able to see the effect and the importance of immersing the children in literacy 

opportunities, which can evolve into the children’s own early literacy experiences. 

When looking at the complementary curriculum of each of the participants in this 

study, we see the need to pay close attention to the literacy experiences being provided 

for young children, because we can see how they manifest in future teachers, and how the 

cycle of literacy experiences perpetuates itself in future generations. It could be very 

useful to provide professional development for teachers to undergo a similar process to 

what was conducted in this study, which would allow the teachers to think about their 

own early literacy experiences and how they affect the literacy experiences that they 

provide for their preschool students. 

Conclusion 

This study took an unexpected turn when the world changed due to the global 

pandemic. My research method had to be changed, my timeline was changed, and my 

whole world was rocked. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to continue on with my research 
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and complete my degree. However, with a few adjustments and a lot of support and 

encouragement, I rebounded and set myself back on track. As I conducted the interviews 

with the participants, I found myself being reminded of why I chose to do this study. 

Reading is such an important part of education and life. Learning the stories of the 

participants about how literacy helped them in their childhood and shaped the adults that 

they have become, it reinforced in me the belief that literacy development in early 

childhood education is vital. Not only to be successful later in life (The Literacy Project, 

2017), but also to be happy and able to traverse the world of books and literature. 

Ironically, when it came down to changing research methods and searching for a 

method that is feasible during these difficult times, but also one that would make sense 

for the purpose of this study, I came across narrative inquiry. It seemed to me absolutely 

appropriate that a study about literacy experiences be conducted by learning and telling 

stories of people who love literacy. I was able to get to know the participants very well 

and they not only gave me wonderful stories to tell in this study, but they became my 

biggest supporters. They frequently shared anecdotes from their classroom about how 

their students were enjoying literacy experiences, and they would even pop their head 

into my classroom to ask how I was doing and give me some words of encouragement. I 

was excited to provide for them an outsider’s view of their narratives and how those 

narratives inform their intentions, but I also got the wonderfully unexpected result of 

learning from these amazing educators and fellow book lovers. 

Speaking about classroom situations and experiences, Connelly and Clandinin 

(1988) keyed the phrase “personal practical knowledge” (p.25). Teachers embody 

knowledge of past experiences and that knowledge informs intentions in current and 
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future actions. “Personal practical knowledge is a particular way of reconstructing the 

past and the intentions for the future to deal with the exigencies of a present situation” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25). In this study, their joy of reading has lead the 

participants to want to provide positive, joyful literacy experiences for their preschool 

students. In this case, the joy of reading is the personal practical knowledge that informs 

their careful planning and enjoyment of providing literacy experiences for their students.  

While I cannot say that I appreciate the global pandemic that turned everything 

upside down, I will say that the silver lining was learning from and sharing the stories of 

these amazing educators. The administrators at Hunter will be able to see that they have 

hired top notch educators at their institution and others will see that the joy of early 

literacy experiences can impact not only you, but future generation as well. 
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