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Quality Storytents: Using Choice Theory to Support Reading Through a Community Literacy Project. Cheryl A. Brown, Wendell
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The authors are Community Literacy Practitioners. both working and living in Saint John.New Brunswick, Canada



ABSTRACT



What is a story tent?



The research component of a storytent project documents the positive impact of the program on the frequency of reading in children's lives, on their own reading levels, and on their selfperceptions about reading and themselves as readers. What made this program successful was a method of delivery combining Choice Theory, humanistic learning principles, and developmentally appropriate practice. Statements by children showing them to be surprised and delighted at their own emerging and growing skills appear in staff notes, and parent reports corroborate this appearance of positive self-perceptions in their children because of having had reading success in a need satisfying environment.



A storytent consists of one or more canopies, blankets and ground sheets, a variety of popular children's books including picture, story and chapter books, and two to three adults. The role of the adult is to talk and sing with, listen to, and read to and with children as requested by the children themselves. Another role is to build and maintain relationships and environment. In this instance, the storytent program provided a venue for the Summer Reading Club (SRC) as part of a library outreach to the community. The SRC is an established provincial library program that encourages reading by allowing children to choose a reading goal for the summer, track their progress with logbooks and stickers, and celebrate their accomplishments.



Introduction



Method of delivery



"I like to read. It is good to do. It helps you get into a higher grade. YOli can find stuff out. 1 like it."



Staff members delivered these programs in accordance with the established principles of a humanistic philosophy of delivery (Heimstra & Brockett, 1994; Knowles, 1988), and principles of early childhood education set out by the National Association for the Education of Young Children (1990). Choice Theory principles, expressed through Lead Management (Glasser, 1994) and Quality Education (Glasser, 2000; Glasser, 1998b) provided a framework for every aspect of the program. Staff chosen for the project had extensive experience in basic literacy and community development, as well as Choice Theory training. In this instance, the researcher and the two community literacy workers had already worked in this community for a minimum of one year. The fourth member of the team, the library liaison, had a corresponding degree of experience with the library system.



+Storytent participant In December of 2002, riding the wave of success of the Harry Potter Reading Club, Community Literacy Workers Kate Wright, Wendell Dryden and Cheryl Brown discussed what a children's summer reading program might look like. In the summer of 2003, a storytent program ran in Crescent Valley. Crescent Valley is located in Saint John. It is a residential neighborhood made up of multi-unit buildings, grouped about common green spaces and bordered by mixed commercial and residential properties. It is New Brunswick's largest Anglophone Public Housing complex, hosting nearly four hundred families of various socio-economic and cultural descriptions. As a low-cost housing neighborhood, it has attracted many families on social assistance and/or a low fixed income. Many residents describe themselves, or their families and neighbors, as suffering from poor health, interrupted schooling, the proximity of violence, a dependence on government provided services, and low or no meaningful employment. Most residents fit into Health Canada's broad categorization as a population at-risk (Health Canada SantE Canada, n.d.), and it is the authors' perception that many are, indeed, at severe risk of losing their dignity, health and families to the twin burdens of personal poverty and dependence. This program was a partnership between the Crescent Valley Community Tenants Association and the Saint John Free Public Library facilitated by the authors in the role of community literacy workers.



Humanism Humanism is a philosophy that first appeared in the context of European Christianity and writers like Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1466-1536) and Reginald Pole (c. 1500-1558). It emerged in response to a passive, top-down and corporate view of human, personal and spiritual development. This early humanism saw value in all authentic human activities and products, in contrast to the claimed superiority of men of authority, the 'experts' of the day, who polished their resumes with appeals to the divine. As well, it insisted that the individual had a moral freedom and standing before God that went beyond their membership in a church or community (Gilmore, 1952; McConica, 1991). More recent exponents of humanist theories include psychologists Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, and educational theorists
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nature as a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). The challenge for anyone wishing to facilitate such learning is to provide for an environment, content and relationship able to sustain this social transaction.



John Holt Malcolm Knowles and Paulo freire. These modern humanists' continue to write against a rigidly corporate and topdown view of education and human development (Atherton, 2003; Heimstra & Brockett, 1994). According to a humanist view, all humans are born with an urge to self-actualization; a desire to learn and to become something. Each human being is in a constant process of becoming, and the human potential for growth and development is inherently unlimited. What drives successful learning, according to humanists, is internal self-direction or motivation. Each human being will be happiest and most successful when reaching for personal goals that he or she has identified as being both important and attainable (Heimstra & Brockett, 1994). Hence, Rogers' definition of self-direction, that "one chooses - and then learns from the consequences" (Rogers, 1961, p. 171). Yet, a critical humanist knows that what or whom an individual turns out to be depends on more than that one person's inclinations. Social, physical, mental and temporal restrictions place bounds on each person's potential. All human development, including learning, occurs in, and is influenced by, multiple social, cultural and physical contexts. According to this holistic view, people learn and grow best in the context of a community where their needs are met, and where they feel secure and valued. This is rooted in the assumption that humans have a hierarchy of needs and wants, but also in the belief that learning is a social phenomenon, as humans are social creatures (Maslow, 1970).



Choice Theory Of this triune, it is the last that Choice Theory stresses. Writes Glasser, " ... if we are not sick, poverty stricken, or suffering the ravages of old age, the major human problems we struggle with ... are caused by unsatisfying relationships" (Glasser, 1998a, p.ix). In the context of human learning, Glasser insists that the "main reason so many students are doing badly" in schools is a "destructive, false belief" that kids ought to learn what we want them to learn, and if they refuse, they should be punished. This practice, which he labels 'schooling' (Glasser, 1998a, p.237), is an example of a larger philosophy of life he calls 'external control psychology' or the "ancient I-know-what's-right-for-you tradition." This is the same passive, top-down model of human development that the early humanists deplored. For Glasser, an external control approach is destructive because it damages human relationships and makes impossible the kind of 'learning as social transaction' Vygotsky described. "Teaching is a hard job when students make an effort to learn," he writes. "When they make no effort, it is an impossible one." (Glasser, 1988, p. I). How, then, do teachers encourage children to learn? First and foremost ,they need to build relationships with their students. According to Choice Theory, learning is a by-product of needsatisfying relationships formed in an environment where freely chosen, authentic, useful activities are present and possible. Here the phrase 'need-satisfying' has an exact meaning: Glasser believes in five basic human needs (survival, freedom, fun, power, love and belonging) which he says are genetic in origin, and he states that all human actions are attempts, of varying degrees of effectiveness, to satisfy these needs (Glasser, 1998a). Though this is not the same as Maslow's hierarchy of needs, Choice Theory and modern humanism meet on the terrain of humans as holistic, social creatures driven to satisfy embedded longings, who, to paraphrase Rogers (1961), choose and then learn from the consequences. This is not to discount the importance of content or curriculum. Echoing Auerbach's (2002) notion of the primacy of embedded learning, Glasser insists that students will not gladly perform useless tasks, and certainly will not learn a great deal, unless they believe that the work they do is useful and valuable for themselves (Glasser, 2000, p. 71). This belief is most easily fostered where learners co-construct the curriculum with their teacher, facilitator, manager or coach.



Developmentally Appropriate Practice Many of the ideas espoused by critical humanists reappear in the context of early childhood education under the banner of Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP). As a philosophy, DAP became widely known when the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) published a position paper in 1987 (Bredekamp, 1987). This paper highlighted the value of individualizing curriculum and assessment methods based on factors like the age, culture, interests, or physical and emotional development of each child. Such an approach is necessarily holistic, and, in company with critical humanists, Bredekamp and her colleagues wrote, "We believe that from the time of birth, all children are ready to learn [though] what we do or don't do as individuals, educators, and collectively as society can impede a child's success in learning" (Bredekamp et al, 1992, p. 1). DAP also focuses on what Auerbach (2001) refers to as 'embedded literacy'; that is, learning that takes place in the context of activity the learner finds meaningful and might well engage in for non-educational reasons. However, DAP goes beyond conventional play-based learning. Much of the theoretical underpinning for this approach comes from the work of the psychologist Vygotsky and his notion of" ... learning as a form of social transaction with more competent peers and adults" (Iturrondo & Vega, n.d.). For all its individualism, like a humanistic theory of learning, developmentally appropriate practice views learning as a social event, and a social event in which adults and older children can playa crucial role. According to Vygotsky, " ... human learning presupposes a specific social
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For the staff and researcher, building relationships in the context of the story tent focused on avoiding what Glasser described as disconnecting behaviors: criticizing, blaming, complaining, nagging, threatening, punishing, bribing (rewarding to control) (Glasser, 2002). They replaced disconnecting behaviors with connecting behaviors: listening, supporting, encouraging, respecting, trusting, accepting, and always nego-



I



natmg disagreements (Glasser, 2002). For the children and families involved, this meant that the story tent was designed to provide a safe space with a minimum of interpersonal conflict or external pressure to perform.



ational family literacy program, guided by Choice Theory principles, where parents came for support and to address their learning needs, and where their children took part in an on-site educational program. Also, they worked as homework coaches for one of those two years. This prior relationship was important to the success of the story tent program in that the families requested the program and gave it their support. However, it could influence the research results in that those families would have known what was important to the authors, and acted or spoke accordingly.



The adult's roles were oriented to provide scaffolding; allowing children to reach further than they might alone, but stopping short of pushing children toward predetermined goals. Consequently, what the storytent and Summer Reading Club programs meant to and for each child was determined by him or herself. There was also an effort made to provide a consistent service - rain or shine - so that it was the child or family who determined the degree of access a child would have to the program.



The authors are also committed to the principles of Choice Theory and its description of human learning.



Times and Frequency



Research Methods



of Delivery



The storytents were offered 10 times per week, Tuesday through Saturday, mornings and afternoons, over five different locations. The locations and dates were staggered throughout the community to provide the best possible access for all resident families. Storytents were set up in common green spaces located in courts or near street corners. Morning tents ran from 10:00 am through 12:00 pm, and afternoon tents ran from 1:30 pm through 3:30 pm. The program ran for 9 weeks (90 tents), with only two 'indoor' tents and two other instances of weather severe enough to warrant a truncated session. Level of Participation Between July 1 and August 30, 2003, one hundred and seventy-seven children registered for the Summer Reading Club at the Story tent:, ninety-seven girls and eighty boys. Seventy-four children reached their reading goal (42%). Recorded books read ranged from 2 ~ 246. Children's ages ranged from preschool (age 2) to grade nine. Attendance at Storytents ranged from 3 to 34 children, with an average of 15 children per session. Approximately 100 children attended regularly (at least twice weekly), and approximately 50 children attended three or more times per week. Research Component The role of the research was to address the question of the impact of the program on the frequency of reading in children's lives, on their own reading levels, and on their perceptions about reading and themselves as readers. Questions to obtain these qualitative data were developed through conversations with the researcher, storytent and library staff. Researcher



To answer the questions posed, the authors used multiple methodologies, both qualitative and quantitative, including: quantitative data from the Summer Reading Club; Library statistics; daily tent attendance figures; a daily weather log; and informal assessments of a group of children early in the summer (June 28-JulyI8) and again late in the summer (Aug 19-30) using a series of guided reading books also currently used in New Brunswick primary schools. Qualitative information came from staff's written daily observations; parent, community partner and children's interviews at various points in the project and field notes. Unplanned sources of information came from written and picture artifacts from children and their parents; and photographs. This research was evaluative research. During each child's assessment, the researcher kept a running record and noted miscues and reading strategies. A running record is "a documentation of a child's actual reading of text, providing both qualitative and quantitative information ... They have a variety of uses [including] finding the appropriate level oftext for children to read [and] documenting progress in reading" (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 78). Running records are used by the local public school district, in conjunction with other methods, for the same and many other purposes. See Appendix A for a list of guided reading books used. The researcher compiled the daily written notes of staff and interviews with parents, children and community partners, and the authors read and re-read for recurrent themes as well as statements pertaining to the impact on children's reading levels, perceptions about reading and reading frequency. Results were verified by using triangulation, a combining of "multiple methods, empirical materials, perspectives and observers that adds rigor, breadth and depth to an investigation" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).



Bias



The authors came into this project and this research with extensive knowledge of the Crescent Valley Community and the families who live there. In addition, they had already built relationships with some of the families and children, some of whom participated in the research component of this project. Prior to the project, they were Family Literacy Practitioners in this community for two years. They coordinated an intergener-



Analysis The program has had a positive impact on reading frequency in so far as children's frequency of reading or being read to was reported by all parents as having increased throughout the summer. As well, based on library statistics, more children from this community participated in the Summer Reading Club than the previous year.
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All of the children who were assessed maintained or showed a gain in reading level. Parent and staff reports, and remarks made by the children themselves, corroborate this quantitative data. For those children who chose to make frequent or intensive use of the storytent, the program was instrumental in helping them acquire or improve their reading skills. Statements by children showing them to be surprised and delighted at their own emerging and growing skills as a reader appear time and again in staff notes. Parent reports corroborate the appearance of positive self-perceptions in their children as a result of having had reading success in a need satisfying environment. In summary, this summer reading program has had a significant positive impact on the frequency of reading and perceptions about reading in the lives of many children in this community. For a smaller number, the program supported a measurable increase in reading levels. Frequency of reading in children's lives The parents of the children involved in the research were interviewed at the beginning and end of the project. Most parents reported a change in the frequency of their child's reading. This also represents a shift in the parents' perceptions of their children as readers. One father noticed that his child 'barely ever read' at the beginning of the summer, and that he read 'every chance he got' at the end ofthe summer, Likewise, other parents reported: "She wasn't really into reading before the storytent came now she wants me to read to her all the time ... .J didn 'f read [my children} books every night, so now J try to read them one each night." "He reads every day now. [Before,} J was lucky to get him to sit down once or twice a week." "With [my older child] it really made her interested in reading. When she goes to bed she brings a book now instead of a toy." Staff noted early on that the SRC provided children with a goal or task within which reading (and writing) was embedded (Auerbach, 2002). Many children read, or were read to, long and persistently in order to fill up the pages of their log books. It is the authors' perception that writing in their log books and putting on stickers met the children's power needs. "[He] has profited a lot from reading logs! He is very proud of his list of books and shows everyone when he has another one written down, J have never read more than one book to him before he lost interest and did something else." Staffnotes
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For most children, this seemed to last for a period of 3 to 4 weeks, during which they might attend 7 or 8 of the 10 tents. However, some children continued to fill out logbook pages even after the program, and summer, had ended. Another factor that may have contributed to increased frequency in reading was the liberal book borrowing policies of the story tent. Staff allowed children to borrow two books at a time on their honor. They documented a steady stream of children returning and borrowing books, some back whenever the children could bring them, some disappearing into the black holes of their closets. Book giveaways were also part of the project, and story tent staff gave away 114 new books to children who participated in the program. Reading Levels Subjects Parents of thirty-seven children gave permission for their children to participate in the research project, and agreed to be participants themselves. The children, 15 male and 22 female, ranged from two to 12 years of age. Where children chose not to read with the researcher, this was noted as part of their assessment. However, it did not weigh for or against the children, and sometimes the children were observed reading with storytent staff, other children or independently. There were six children who were pre-school age, or below the lowest book used, and were assessed using an adaptation of Marie Clay's (1998) Concepts about Print Assessment (including book handling, directional behavior, and printed language concepts). If children who did not read had some book awareness, they were assessed at Book Awareness (BA). If there was no book awareness, or if the child did not sit and listen to a story in the tent or play with the books, they were assessed at No Interest (NI). Of the thirty children who received permission to participate in the research project, thirty received initial assessments in the first three weeks of the project. The other seven children either chose not to read with the researcher or were not present at the story tent when she was there. Eighteen children were assessed for a second time during the last ten program days. Of the remaining 19, four children had moved out ofthe neighborhood, three chose not to read with her, and eleven were not present in the storytent. Information that is related to gain is recorded in the chart below. Guided reading levels were interpreted as approximate grade levels using Fountas and Pinnel's (1996) guidelines.



Reading Level Results Summary Subject Number



Initial Assessment



Final Assessment



Child 1



B (Kindergarten)



E (Grade one)



+/- gain or loss in level +1



Child 2



I (Grade two)



M (Grade three)



+1



Child 3



BA (preschool)



B (Kindergarten)



+1



Child 4



B (Kindergarten)



F (Grade one)



+1



Child 5



L (Grade 2)



M (Grade 2)



Child 6



BA (preschool)



B (Kindergarten)



Child 8



B (Kindergarten)



B (Kindergarten)



Child 9



o (Grade o (Grade



1)



I (Grade 2)



+1



1)



N (Grade 3)



+2



Child 10



"His teachers were impressed with his reading, and he had two spelling tests and only got one word wrong!" Parent "1feel like she has improved with her reading. She s doing better than evel: She s picking up words when she borrows books from you guys, She 'U try to read them and then show me. Sometimes she 'll make up the story" Parent



0 +1 0



"[H] e '1/ pick up books now, before he'd [want] me to read to him." Parent



Child 11



BA (preschool)



A (Kindergarten)



+1



Child 12



L (Grade 2)



R+ (above Gr. 4)



+2



Child 13



A (Kindergarten)



B (Kindergarten)



0 0



Child 14



B (Kindergarten)



B (Kindergarten)



Child 16



A (Kindergarten)



B (Kindergarten)



Child 17



B (Kindergarten)



I (Grade 2)



+2



Child 18



L (Grade 2)



a (Grade



+1



Child 19



A (Kindergarten)



B (Kindergarten)



0



Child 20



M (Grade 3)



N (Grade 3)



0



"[He] read The Big Goof, got to page 26 and said 'look at all the pages I read! I'm doing good'." Story tent Staff



0



3)



Parents, staff and chi ldren's comments reflect the qualitative measure of gain:



"1think we succeeded in helping kids maintain and improve their reading levels. They did reading over the summer that they wouldn't have done without us.. _" Storytent Staff "This is cool. I'm reading this book- I'm learning to read!" Child



This is further summarized in Figure 1. Increase



in Reading



Levels



Children's



perceptions



about themselves as readers



8 ~n?~~7=-~~~-"-~-~-C--'~ 7 6, 5



Number of 4 Children



I



3 2



[J # children



I



1



o



o



2 Reading level gain



Figure 1. Increase in reading levels



We also found a relationship between increase in reading levels and attendance, as shown in Figure 2.



"One day she brought a book home she'd learned to read. She said 'I read this book, Mommy!' She was so excited. I've never seen her so excited in her whole life." Parent Comments from parents, children and staff demonstrate the shift in self-perceptions of the children. In some cases, children were walking into the storytent saying "I can't read" and walking out on the same day saying, "1 can read!" See Appendix B. One parent described her child's perceptions of himself as a reader as 'tentative' at the beginning of the summer. At the end of the summer the parent stated, "He feels better now that he can pronounce words and reads to himself. Now [he] feels better" Storytent Staff commented:



Reading Level Increase by Attendance



"[She was) running around asking "Can I read this (Blue Hat Green Hat or Twinkle Twinkle Little Star) to you? " to Kate, to me, to everyone."



Numer of tents attended



U-+Lidf-,--f;{v\'-.--.;-jl'-;=II'-~-----='-'!



o



I fJ average



"I know of a number of children who came to conceive of themselves as readers"



2 Increase



in reading level



Figure 2. Reading



Level Increase



# tentsl



"I saw some gains in children s perception of themselves as readers, confidence level, and reading level"



by Attendance



"[He was] sitting and listening to 8-10 books read by me and then [an older child}. He picked up Blue Hat Green Hat, pointed to "oops" [and} said it - 'oops', [He} looked at me and smiled. Asked me to read that one next .. .saying 'oops' on cue."
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Children Commented: "I'm good at reading" "[Child} didn't want to register because 'I call 't read' But at end of tent said 'J can't wait till you come hack that was fun. I read II books!" "[H]« wanted fo read [Buz]. Some of it he had memorized, some repeated. Proudly he said in the middle "Hey, I'm reading a book!" "Assessed [Child 33} and [Child 34} ..•. vho said 'HIe can't read.' [Child 34} took the paint book [I Like to Paint] and read it a few more times and then said 'Yay! I'm reading!'" Researcher "I like to read, but I hate it when I can't read the book" Child "[Little girl} delighted to discover she could read ("I didn't /...710W") the words "Tra La La" From the wooden soldier book"



social needs. Some children used it as a source for reading materials. Some quite deliberately came to acquire or improve their reading skills. Most came for a variety of reasons, and reasons changed as the summer went on. Staff worked hard to employ connecting language and habits, and to avoid disconnecting behaviors. The liberal book borrowing policy was part of this. When children borrowed books, they were not nagged to bring them back. If particular children seemed to be 'collecting' books, if they had a dozen or more out and showed no inclination to return them, staff would negotiate a new borrowing limit, usually settling on borrowing to one book at a time. No children were punished by being cut off from borrowing books. When, as happened occasionally, a borrowed book turned up in a yard sale, staff simply purchased the book back without comment. In all of this, the commanding assumption was that making books part of children's quality worlds was fundamental to supporting their literacy development, and that having readers in the tent was more important than having books.



Storytent Staff "Thank goodness for those level] books. Once again, 4thor 5th time, someone went from "I don't know how to read" to "l can read" in about 30 minutes." Story tent Staff Discussion How was the program instrumental in helping children acquire or improve their reading skills? Before this project began, the authors worked hard to build relationships with the community. In addition to their work in the Family Literacy Program, they brought their storytent to several community events, volunteered for others, became associate members of the local tenant's association, and spent time listening to the community. Storytent staff continued this work of relationship building with the children, their parents, and any neighbors who happened by. Staff noted, happily, the positive comments and donations of books or snacks that came unexpectedly from passersby. Although many children showed an increase in reading level, the Story tent program was not about instructed reading. Talking, laughing, playing, and sharing were all part of the content of the program. Sometimes, children dictated stories to staff who wrote them down. Other times they wrote notes to each other, copied out text from books, or just doodled. One day, a staff member brought a guitar for the children to play. Another staff member taught them to make hemp bracelets and necklaces. Staff often skipped, played cards or clapping games, or shared bubbles or sidewalk chalk with the children. Each of these activities had a defensible 'early literacy' dimension (sequencing, symbolic representation, vocabulary enhancement, etc.), but for staff they were also about quality relationships. The children were allowed to help staff put up the tents. Sometimes, it was a child who wrote up the attendance for the researcher, or who passed around snacks. For the children, also, the Story tent was never just about reading instruction. Some children used the program to meet common
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Staff spent some time considering the SRC's use of stickers and other incentives for reading. Did this constitute bribery? Was this 'rewarding to contro!'? Eventually, staff came to the perception that the act of filling a logbook with titles read and stickers had to do with meeting one's power and love and belonging needs. The logbooks were witnesses to personal accomplishment and fitting in or belonging. Children were encouraged to decide for themselves if they had 'read' a book, and if they were ready for another sticker, and so there was no failure, no falling behind the crowd, in this aspect of the program. The authors now believe that this self-monitoring played an important part in the positive shift in many children's perceptions of themselves as readers. Early on in the program, staff documented various conversations and observations that fall under the category of violence, such as "He said he was scared to walk home alone because he might get beat up", or "The police officers in the book bothered him. He said the police were at his house last night." Several times, domestic violence spilled over into the proximity of the Story tent. During the end of summer interviews, parents said: "[The program} kept a lot of fights down between the kids. [This is} the first summer [my son} didn't have the crap beat out of him all the time, he s really enjoyed his summer" "When I walked by [the storytent] I noticed there was no arglling or fighting. The kids H;erejust sitting there, listening and reading - they were right into it." The authors believe these observations point out a research theme worth pursuing in a future summer's story tent project; namely, the interplay, if any, between a quality learning environment and a larger social context. Despite appearance, in the tent things were not always idyllic. While they were in the tent, children were shown how their behavior influenced whether or not others could read or hear books. This attempt at assisting children to self evaluate



required constant negotiation. So, too, did the expectation that no one would.talkdisparagingly of other children or families. As in the adult world, bossiness, jealousy, hoarding and boasting often created sharp disconnections. Physical boisterousness also posed a challenge, especially on rainy days. Often, children in conflict.looked to staff for justice or vindication. In these circumstances, staff began the negotiation by asking about roles ("She took my book!" "What are you asking me to do?"), rather than becoming a boss. Too often, there was no "connecting place" and too little time for individual children and staff to talk through these challenges (Glasser, 2000 p.160). On those occasions when negotiations broke down, children were asked to leave the tent and 'try again tomorrow'. Staff then discussed incidents after each tent, and made plans for preventing or dealing more effectively with the challenge at the next tent. In some cases, the staff began perceiving certain behavior patterns less as ineffective choices than as simply a long, effective need-meeting goodbye. In any case, the strength of the relationships built in the tent brought the children back the next day. The general perception of the Storytent in the community was that it was a warm, safe place to be. Children's reading was not-criticized. Staff would wait to be asked before they supplied a word or corrected an error in decoding. Staff did not require children to sit still or silently while they read, though they might stop reading if it became obvious that no one was interested in the text (there was always someone else to read to). The methods used to assist children in learning to read included reading aloud to children (as well as listening to children read), shared reading, guided reading, independent reading, interactive writing and independent writing - six of nine elements of a balanced literacy program (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). The authors agree with Depree & Iverson (1994) that "reading to children ...models both the 'how' and 'why' of reading" (p. 31). "Children, [as well as adults], need to see the purpose in reading. If you believe you learn to read by reading, you must learn to want to read" (P 31) Therefore, reading to the children was an established method for "vocabulary acquisition, increased listening vocabulary; exposure to language structures and aspects of good grammar, and the ability to use book language" (Depree & Iverson, 1994, p. 31). While reading to, staff commonly left the choice of book up to individual child. However, staff also became aware of, and made frequent use of, those books they themselves found easy or enjoyable to read. Preserving the joy of reading was important in a context where staff might be asked to read the same four or five titles thirty or more times in one week. Using dramatic or comic voices, integrating the names of, or locations familiar to, the children, and transforming a prose text into a song or play were all ways staff found to read the same books many times over without manifesting boredom or impatience. Shared reading has been described as "a step between reading to children and independent reading by children [and therefore) the step where children learn to read by reading" (Depree & Iverson, 1994, p. 34). This was another method storytent staff felt was appropriate to "a non-competitive learning



environment" where "risk taking, mistakes, and approximations are seen as a normal part of learning - not signs of failure"· (Depree & Iverson, 1994, p. 34.) In a typical shared reading scenario, a child might sit close to the adult and book. The adult reads the book aloud, at least twice, with children joining in as they feel comfortable. With a book like Robert Munch's Mortimer, the child would probably begin by 'reading' the short chant repeated every other page. With a pattern book like Bill Martin Jr.'s Brown Bear Brown Bear, the child might start by 'reading' the line "what do you see" which appears with each new illustration. Or, with Sandra Boynton's Blue Hat Green Hat, they might read "oops" each time it appears. With time and repetition, the children gather more of the text, until they reach a point where they believe they can read the book on their own. Here, accuracy counts for little, and staff would redirect a reader only if a misread frustrated the child's attempt to make sense of a story. With older children, shared reading might follow a more structured scenario: "You read a page and I'll read a page, okay? Who do you want to start, me or you?" This can allow a child to read a longer or more difficult book that, were he or she to attempt on his or her own, would end in frustration. It allows the child to observe, up close, how an accomplished reader approaches a text. It also creates a context of closeness and cooperation in which children can ask for help with a word or phrase without feeling as if they had somehow failed. In either scenario, shared reading "allows less able readers to function as readers, develops positive feelings towards stories and book experiences in a relaxed, secure situation (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 34), and "helps children to be independent with material that would otherwise be too hard" (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 35). Where shared reading helps children construct a positive perception of themselves and their ability, the children will be and feel able to learn to decode more exactly in the near future. Staff also used an adaptation of guided reading, which involves promoting specific reading strategies. They held in reserve leveled books that were in children's instructional ranges, and tried, gently, to match up children and texts, knowing that a book "within the "90 - 94 % range presents challenges that the child will be increasingly able to control with ... guidance in an instructional reading situation" (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 35). They gave the children time to actively 'figure out' text. They talked about the book with children, pointing out patterns in the text, or regularities and irregularities in phonic principles, or discussing things like the title, author, or method of illustration. Guided reading, reading to, and shared reading often blended into one another. Multiple copies of Mortimer or Stephanie's Ponytail, another Munch favorite, allowed children to join in or follow along when a staff was reading either story to a group. One time, a child snuggled into some shared reading suddenly stopped 'reading' the pictures and demanded, "What are all these letters doing on the page'?" The overarching principle of all this interaction was the desire to build relationships and allow the children's interest and curiosity to lead.
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Having the right books was another important factor in success. Staff made sure there were appropriate books ill the tent for reading and borrowing. There were many emergent texts, " ... one and two line caption books that contain stories about subjects familiar to most children; strong pictorial support provided by illustration that match text exactly; predictable language patterns" (Depree & Iverson, 1994, p. 24). Staff also had increasingly challenging books, as well as 'high interest low level' (books with easy-read text but subject matter appeal- ... ing to older children or youth). We made effort to find or purchase books that the children said they were interested in, and books that were popular read alouds or popular books for borrowing. The range extended from board books appropriate for infants and toddlers, through picture and easy read books, chapter books of increasing difficulty, and very popular, highlevel books, such as the Harry Potter Series. Children were free to read or borrow any titles they wished, and staff accepted their choices. Books were not presented in terms of age appropriateness, and staff avoided making negative comments about children's selections. There were a number of children who took home, and kept, Harry Potter novels who showed no sign of being able to navigate the text. Some had parents or older siblings read to them, but others, apparently, found the simple act of possessing the books to be satisfying. Nonetheless, staff did note individual children's reading levels, and an effort was made to alert children to books that they might find easier to read. This was assisted by the use of highinterest low-level books; books originally written for adults or older teens, but at a very low literacy level. Conclusion [He} was running around, talking while reading - then wanted Buz twice. Then he wanted to read it. Some of it he had memorized some repeated. Proudly said in middle "Hey, 1'111 reading a book!" Staff Notes



The story tent program was mentally and physically demanding on staff and researcher alike. Storytent happened rain or shine - there were only three cancellations - and sometimes more than a dozen children competed for reading room inside two 10 by 10 foot tents. At times, people disconnected, opportunities were missed, and children and staff both experienced gaps. Yet, the relationships held. Children came to the tent in miserable weather, snuggled up with books, and asked us to read with them. Reading level featured prominently in the research portion as well as in the everyday interaction with the children. There were definite limits to how accurately a child's reading level could be assessed. Apart from the role played by the researcher's relationship, or lack thereof, with the children, the environment was less than perfect. The 'assessment' was conducted outside, in weather that might be cold and damp, or hot and humid. Readers and researcher had to cope with the presence of other, noisy children, and the dust and clamor of
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nearby construction, as new water and sewer lines were being installed in the neighborhood. There was no way to factor in variables like the children's eating or sleeping, what was going on in their home life or if they had been harassed on the way to the tent. In some respects, the process the researcher used was adapted to the story tent and the books and behavior onhand, departing from a strict version of what Clay describes for a running reading record assessment or a concepts about print assessment. Because the environment was the same on pre as well as post assessment, the authors do not feel these limit variations outweigh the bulk of quantitative and qualitative evidence for reading level, reading frequency and reader selfperceptual improvement. It is hard to say the preschool children involved 'learned to read'in any formal sense while in the tent. Yet, a good many came to believe that they were readers. This was a by-product of strong positive relationships, connecting behaviors, and having the right book on hand. For emergent and fluent readers, the quantitative and qualitative data support the acquisition and improvement of reading skills. Definitely, children read more over the summer - over 4000 books - and qualitative data in the form of staff and parents' quotes support changes in self-perceptions about reading and themselves as readers. Most significantly, by the end of the summer, reading was in many childrens' quality world, and the Storytent had become part of the quality vision of the community. In the fall and winter that followed, reading and book access continued for the children. In September of 2003, adapted versions of the storytent, '20 minute Storytents', were held on Saturdays in each of the five summer locations. Twenty-minutes proved long enough for children to read a story or two, borrow some books, and to stay connected. Eventually, cold weather made it impossible to continue with the tents program. After talking with some of the parents, researcher and staff started a door-to-door borrowing program. For this program, we filled our storytent wagon with books for all ages, and traveled through the neighborhood. Sometimes, children bailed us from their doorsteps. Other times, parents asked us to knock on their door each Saturday. We quickly saw that this program offered us a new opportunity to start building those ail-important relationships with parents. New families began accessing the service, and reading and borrowing continued in the neighborhood through the long, snowy months. At the time of writing, Summer Storytents have returned to the five locations in the community, and children and adults come to the tent once more to read and borrow books. However, we have reserved one day for door-to-door borrowing, and continue to build on and expand our relationships with families in the neighbourhood. We are tracking reading level and participatory statistics to compare with last year. We are also gathering data on any interplay between our presentation of a quality learning environment and instances of literacy, perception shifts and social violence in the larger, neighborhood context. The data in this paper were first presented in a report prepared for the Saint John Free Public Library.
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One story that demonstrates the power shared reading on the children's self perceptions is the following conversation between a child and a story tent staff member as an example of a pre-school child developing a positive self perception about reading.



Special thanks to Mrs. Young, Grade two teacher at Grand Bay Primary School for the loan of this series of guided reading books.



[He] came into the tent and said "Ican't read" I had my box. So we read Trucks by Donald Crews. [He] Read [it] once. "I read it by myself. By myself." After reading trucks, I asked, "Do you want to read Machines at work'?" [He said] "You read with me ok?" [We] read Machines at work five times. [He] noted the machines in the book were "like machines up there" (on Sandy Point Rd Construction site). [The] third time [he] does it on his own. "I did it! Yes, I did it all by myself!" Then he said, "I touched a spider. It didn't bite me. I put it on the grass" [ opened Machines at work and started ... "Hey ... " [He] said, "Wait. Iwant to do it" Then he turned to the child sitting next to him: "[Little girl], you want me to read this to you'?" Little Girl: "Yep" "Do you want me to read you this book'? (Machines at work) Little Girl: "That's a chapter book." [He said], "No it's a machine book." Little girl to staff, "Is he reading that right'?" "Yes" "I did it' Did you hear me - I did it!" [he said]. The little girl had turned her attention elsewhere. [He] chases after her - [Little girl]! You can't hear me" Staff #2 "He's trying to read a book - Do you want to read it to me?" and listens to him read it. The corresponding author, Cheryl Brown, may be reached at 3 Tanglewood Crt, Saint John, New Brunswick, Canada, E5K 2T9, [email protected]
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