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The Language Experience Approach (LEA)
uses the language and thinking of children to
develop skills in listening, speaking, writing
(composing), and reading. Research findings
described In What Works: Research about
Teaching and Learning (U.S. Department of
Education, 1986) Indicate the importance of
these skills to academic success,

The LEA is based on “the inter-relatedness
of language and reading with the experience of the
learner as the core from which language
communicationradiates” (Hall, 1881). The use of
students’ experiences as the basis for written
language/reading materials makes the LEA
consistent with the schema theory; when the
materials being read are expressed in the child's
language and rooted in his/her experiences, the
child has the schemata to comprehend the
material, Therefore, as the child discovers the
relationship between reading and his/her oral
language, a schema for reading is developed
which includes the idea that written words have
meaning (Hacker, 1980; U.S. Department of
Education, 1986). Expansion of the LEA to
include instruction in - specific decoding and
comprehension skills at readiness levels, with the
content of children's language experience storles
serving as the framework for readiness activities,
should enlarge the schema for reading of those
chiidren who participate in the acttvities.

Although suggestions for expanding and
varying the use of the LEA have been numerous,
few studies have examined empirically the effects
of specific expansions, or varlations, on
beginning reading performance. At this writing,
no studies have been located which considers the
effects of an expanded LEA on the reading

readiness skills of kindergartners.

The purpose of this study was to examine
the effects of an expanded LEA on reading
readiness skills of kindergariners. For the
purposes of this study, the terms “traditional
LEA" and ‘“expanded LEA" were used to
differentiate beiween the control and
experimental treatments, which are described in
the methodology section of this paper.
Specifically, the research question addressed by
this study was: Will use of an expanded LEA
significantly improve the reading readiness
scores of kindergartners?
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Sublects

A total of 44 kindergartners participated
in the study, 22 in the experimental group and 22
in the control group. The children were randomly
assigned within sex and race categories to these
groups at the beginning of the school year. The



experimental group contained 12 boys and 10
girls, and the mean chronological age of the group
was 5.00years. There were 13 boys and 9 girls in
the control group, and the mean chronological
age of the group was 5,10 years,

Ireatments

The traditional LEA was used with the
control group and was limited to the following
steps:

(1) Each Monday, the teacher
provided a stimulus object,
experience, or picture which
would interest students.

(2) Students discussed the
object, experience, or picture;
the teacher asked questions to
encourage discussion,

{3) Students gathered around
lined newsprint to dictate a
story about the object,
experience, or picture.

(4) The teacher recorded what
the students said about the
object, experience, or picture,
while the students observed the
writing,

(5) Afterthe story was
composed, the teacher read it
aloud to the class, pointing
quickly and briefly to each
word; the teacher would ask
students to say/read with her
those words they knew, Also,
students were encouraged to
point to words they knew, to
count the number to times
specific words appeared, and to
point to words which began
with the same letter,

(6) The teacher utilized follow-
up activities to reinforce the
content of the story, such a
picture about the story, letting
students say/read the story
aloud ‘along with the teacher,
and letting students share with
the group other ideas and
personal experiences related to
the story topic.

(7) The student's story was
displayed on the bulletin board
for the remainder of the weel.

The expanded LEA was used with the
experimental group. The expanded LEA differed
from the traditional LEA only at step (6), where it
was expanded to include follow-up activities
designed to teach specific reading readiness
skills, Using content from the language
experience stories produced by the students, the
teacher planned and constructed readiness
activities which focused on one or more of the
following skills:

1. Word Recognition Skills
Sight word recognition
Phonics

Structural analysis
Context analysis
Dictionary usage
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II. Comprehension Skills
Locating
Remembering
Organizing
Evaluating
Extending
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III. Fluency Sklills

The following story was created by the
kindergarten class {(when the letter of week, Kk,
served as the stimulus for the story:

The King's Kite

The king had a pipe. The king's
name was King Kong Gwen. He
had a kite but he didn't know
what to do with it, The wind
started blowing and the

kite started going up. The king
ran after it and caught #t. The
king also had a key. He put it
one the kite and he made
electricity. He went in the
woods and saw an thex. He
said, “IIIIII]1" Then he went
home to kiss the queen,

The End.
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Using content from the kindergartners’
stories, the teacher of the experimental group
prepared readiness activities which emphasized
various decoding and comprehension skills, For
example, from the story “The King's Kite," the
teacher might select words from the story, write
them on word cards, cut-out their configurations
to their corresponding words (emphasizing sight
word skills at the readiness level), Or, the teacher
(wanting to emphasize organizing skills) might
select words from the story, write each word on
a separate card, and write its individual letters on
similar cards; working with one word at a time,
such as name, the children could sequence the
smaller cards, which contained the individual
letters, to form the word. If the teacher wanted to
emphasize evaluating skills, she might select
sentences from the story which contained logical
sequences of events and write them on sentence
strips; later, the teacher would place each
sentence in a sentence-strip holder and read it
aloud to the children; then, the teacher would ask
the children to listen to see if the sentences would
make sense of it were rearranged {i.e. she would
rearrange it illogically and say it aloud), and the
teacher would ask the children to tell her why the
change wouldn't be logical. (Example: The
following sentence could be selected {rom the
story and written on a sentence strip: The king
ran after it and caught it. After displaying it and
reading it aloud, the teacher would ask: “Would
the sentence make sense if it sald, “The king
caught it and ran after it?") To emphasize
extending skills, the teacher might use creative
drama by asking the children to dramatize each
line of the story as it is read loud by the teacher
{1.e. each child would be encouraged to “do his/
her own thing” when dramatizing what the
sentences meant to him/her), For example, for
the sentence, The king had a plpe., some
children might “walk like a king" while other
choose to “pretend they are smoking a pipe:” the
children were encouraged by the teacher to use
body behaviors/body language, rather than
“props,” or represent the idea.

For each decoding and comprehension
skill, three-to-five acttvities were created from the
content of each week's language experience story,
and the children were encouraged to participate
in the activities for the remainder of the week.
Many of the small group and individualized
activities did not require continual supervision by
the teacher; the children usually did the activities
at the language arts learning center,

Procedure

The two groups were pre-tested with the
California Achievement test (CAT), Form C, Level
10, in late September, 1985. The CAT and oral
cloze test were given as post-tests in April, 1986,

The treatment period began in mid-
October, 1985, and ended in April, 1986. Both
the experimental and control groups composed
group language experience stories each Monday
throughout the treatment period; however, the
follow-up activities used to reinforce and extend
each story differed for the two groups.

The teacher of the control group was
instructed to provide follow-up activities typically
associated with the traditional LEA. The teacher
had used the traditional LEA in the past and was
familiar with the procedure. The teacher planned
follow-up activities for whole group, small group,
and individualized participation.

The teacher of the experimental group was
instructed to provide expansion activities (follow-
up activities) which correlated specific reading
readiness skills with the content of each language
experience story produced by the kindergartners.
The teacher of the experimental group prepareda
variety of activities from the content of each story
and encouraged students to participate in the
activities for the remainder of the week. The
readiness skills were taught through
manipulative activities designed to emphasize
decoding and comprehension skills.

The teacher of the experimental group was
trained, by a reading instruction professor at the
University of Southern Mississippi, to plan and
construct readiness activities according to a
hierarchy of difficulty. For example, matching
activities involving single words would be used
before matching involving phrases. Each Monday
after the kindergartners had composed their
group language experience story, the teacher
constructed a varlety of reading readiness
activities to be used for the remainder of the week.
The activities involved the kindergartners in
whole group, small group, and individualized
experiences, The activities did not pressure the
kindergartners to read but invited them to
participate in a variety of matching, auditory, and
manipulative experiences.

The teachers for both groups were well
matched, each possessing Master's degrees in
education and having taught two years at the



kindergarten level, A reading instruction
professor from the University of Southern
Mississippi visited the teachers each week during
the treatment period to wverify that the
instructional activities were being implemented
according to the planned research design,

Instruments

The California Achjevement Test (CAT),
Form C, Level 10, was used as a pre- and post-test
measure. The test manual states that the validity
of the CAT, Form C, was established during the
process of test development and does not depend
upon correlation with any other test. Test-retest
rellability of .91 has been obtained for Form C of
the CAT.

The CAT, Form C, measures: listening for
information (L), letter forms (LF), letter names
(LN), total alphabet skills (TAS), letter sounds
_ (LS}, visual discrimination (VD), sound matching

(SM), total visual-auditory skills (TV/A), and total
prereading (TPR) skills. Scores may be obtained
for each of these areas,

An oral cloze test was used as a second post-
test measure, Cloze is a procedure in which the
reader (or listener) attempts to anticipate
meaning from context and to accurately supply
the deleted word(s) from a message. The creator
of the technique, Taylor (1953), developed the
procedure as a tool for measuring readability.
Recognizing the value of the procedure,
Bormouth (1968) and other reading authorities
have demonstrated its usefulness in assessment,
comprehension instruction, and language-
processing instruction. Since the procedureisan
excellent technique for assessing a reader's (or
listener’s) ability to obtain meaning from context,
it was selected as an appropriate measure of oral
comprehension for this study.

The cloze test ‘for this study was
constructed by a reading instruction professor
from the University of Southern Mississippi, in
consultation with the two kindergarten teachers
who participated in the study. The cloze test
contained a total of nine sentences with deletions
occurring in beginning, medial, and final word
positions. The total possible points for the cloze
test was nine, three points per deletion category.

The directions for administering the cloze test

were as follows:

Say: We are going to play a
listening game. I am going to
say part of a sentence and I
want you to tell me what could
You may say any word that will
make sense in the sentence, I
will say"uhmrmm” for the part of
the sentence that [ want you to
finish. For example, if I said,
“The car 1s going ‘uhmmm,”
what could you say to finish the
sentence? WAIT FOR A
RESPONSE. IF HELP IS GIVEN,
TRY ANOTHER EXAMPLE
SENTENCE, SUCH AS “It is fun
to play uhmmm” AS SOON
DO THE FRACTICE SENTENCE
AND BEGIN THE TESTING,

A practice sentence preceded the testing for
each of the deletion categories. The practice
sentences were:

(final word deletion)
A pretty color 1s “uhmmm.”

(beginning word delletion)
“Uhmmm”" was singing,

{medial word deletion)
The rabbit “uhmmm” the
carrot.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using two-way
analysis of covariance and analysis of variance
procedures. The .05 level of significance was
utilized for all analyses.

Results

Using the CAT pre-test as the covariate,
the analysis of covarlance results indicated
significant differences (F = 4,83, p < .05) in favor
of the experimental group on the listening for
information subtest of the CAT. Adjusted means
for the experimental and control groups on the
listening for information subtest were 268.27 and
248.45, respectively, F-ratios for the CAT subtest

‘are shown on Table 1. The control group (x,, =

247.51) scored significantly higher (F = 15.38, p
<.01) than the experimental group {x,, = 224.92)
on the total alphabet skills subtest of the CAT.
The girls in the experimental group (x,,=266.61)
scored higher (F = 8.10, p < .01) than the
experimental boys (x,, = 239:21), the control boys
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(x = 253,86), and the control girls (x,,= 243.94)
on the sound matching subtest of the CAT. No

significant differences were found between the
two groups on the other subtests of the CAT.

Table 1

F-Ratlos for ANCOA's:
CAT Subtests

Treatment
Subtest Treatments (T) Sex (S) by Sex
}Jstenlng
Information 4.83* 0.29 1.90
Letter Forms 0.85 0.03 1.81
Letter Names 4.05 0.33 1.78
Toither
abe
Sﬁl.ls 15.38+ _ 0.06 0.36
Letter
Sounds 0.28 0.03 0.B3
Visual
Discrimin-
ation 0.01 1.06 0.04
Sound
Matching 0.27 3.34 8.10**
Total Visual-
Auditory
Skills 0.32 1.84 4,04
Total
Prereading
Skill 1.49 0.01 0.59
by < .05
. ‘;’: < .01

On the cloze test, analysis of variance
results indicated significant differences between
the two groups on beginning, medial, and total
cloze scores. The F-ratios for the cloze test are
shown in Table 2, The experimental group's mean
performance was better than the control group on

beginning cloze (x,= 2.09, x.= 1,65, F=4.23, p <
.05), medial cloze (x,=2.27, x, = 1.50, F = 8.57,
p < .01}, and total cloze (x,= 7.18, x,= 5.86, F =

7.48, p <.01) scores. The final cloze scores of the
two groups did not differ significantly.

Table 2

F-Ratlos for ANOVA's:
Cloze Test

Measure Treatment (T)

Beginning 4,23
Medial 8.57+
Final 00.0
Total - 7.48%

s TR
3.73 0.47
0.59 0.08
2.09 1.58
3.82 0.88

* p<.05
o 8201



Discussion

Based on the post-test results of the cloze
test and the listening for information subtest of
the CAT, it was concluded that systematic use of
an expanded LEA, which utilized reading
readiness activities derived from the content of
Janguage experience stories, significantly
improved the comprehension skills for the
kindergartners in the experimental group. The
ability to listen for information was significantly
greater (p <.05) in the experimental group than in
the control group at the end of the study, There
was a difference of approximately 20 points
between the post-test means of the two groups on
listening for information subtest. The cloze
scores of the kindergartners in the experimental
group were significantly greater than the control
group on beginning cloze items (p < .05), medial
cloze items {p < .01), and total cloze scores (p <
.01). It was not surprising that the two groups did
not differ on the final cloze items, because
deletions in the final position of sentences are the
easiest to fulfill,

In the area of word recognition skill, there
were two interesting findings. The first, based on
the post-test results of the sound matching
subtest of the CAT, indicated that at the end of the
study the phonics skill of the girls in experimental
group were significantly better (p < .01} than
phonics skill of the boys in the experimental
group, the girls in the control group, and the boys
in the control group. The second finding
indicated that the total alphabet skills of the
control group were significantly better (p < .01)
than the total alphabet skills of the experimental
group at the end of the study. There was a
difference of approximately 22 points between the
post-test means of the two groups on the total
alphabet skilis subtest, These two findings were
surprising. The treatment-by-sex interaction on
the sound matching subtest may indicate that the
girls in the experimental group were at the point
in their development where they could better
benefit from the treatment activities that dealt
with sound-symbol relationships, although this
is not a certainty. The significant results favoring
the control group on the total alphabet skills
subtest may reflect a trade-off situation (1.e. gains
in alphabet skills traded for gains in
comprehension skills). Since the teachers had a
limited amount of ime daily in which to teach the
kindergartners pre-reading skills, the gains made
by each group likely refiect the emphasis of their
instruction. If a trade-off occurred, because of
lirnited instructional time, one could argue that
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it wasbetter to trade alphabet (word-attack) skills
for comprehension skills rather than visa versa,
since the ultimate goal of reading instruction is
comprehension; the improvement of total
alphabet skill is an integral element of word-
attack skills instruction at the beginning of first
grade, so the fact that the control group scored
higher on this subtest was not viewed as a major
concermn,

Overall, the results of this study strongly
support use of the expanded LEA, described In
this study, at the kindergarten level as a strategy
for improving students’ comprehension skills,
Since the listening for information subtest
measures listening comprehension and the cloze
test measures the ability to comprehend the
context of a spoken (or written) message, the
results of the two measures are mutually
reinforcing and support the conclusion that the
treatment (l.e, the expanded LEA) affected the
kindergartners’ abilities to hoth anticipate and
obtain meaning. These findings corroborate
Hacker's contention that the language experience
approach *helps to establish within the child a
general schema for reading that includes the
notion that print carries meaning” (1980). 1t is
difficult to measure comprehension skills of
children at this age with standardized tests.
However, these findings suggest the usefulness of
oral cloze measures with kindergartners.

"~ In brief, the results of this study provide
evidence that kindergartners benefitted by
participating in readiness activities which were
dertved from the content of their language
experience stories and which were designed to
teach specific word recognition and
comprehension skills. The use of the
kindergariners’ language and experience as the
basis for direct skills instructionn produced
significant gains in their comprehension skills,
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