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The Theoretical Basis For Relationships Between
Language and Literacy in Development

Catherine E. Snow
Harvard Graduate School of Education

Abstract. Considerable research now suggests that, in addition to the phonemic
awareness skills which support early decoding, skilled reading also requires
more general oral language competencies, particularly those involving the use of
decontextualized language. The basic hypothesis of the Home-School Study of
Language and Literacy development is that early development of skill with
decontextualized language will be related to reading comprehension abilities
when children are in the middle grades of school. A model is presented which
illustrates this theory and an overview of the sample, the data collection tech­
niques, and the types ofanalyses are described.

The literacy development of low-income
and minority children living in urban cen­
ters is currently a matter of considerable
concern because ofcontinuing evidence that
these children lag far behind more eco­
nomically and socially advantaged children
(National Assessment of Educational
Progress, 1985). Not only do some children
get off to a slow start, but differences in
achievement linked to socio-economic
status become greater as children move
into the middle elementary grades (Chall,
1983). Furthermore, many young adults
emerge from high school with Iiteracy skills
too poor to enable them to acquire new
information from print or to be critical
about what information they do gain
through print. Surveys of the status of
literacy in the United States indicate that,
while there are not large numbers ofpeople
unable to decode simple texts-perhaps
only about 5% are illiterate using this defi­
nition-many citizens dohave literacy skills
so limited that they cannot read newspa­
pers easily, understand manuals for the
operation of mechanical equipment, write
letters, fill in any but the simplest form, or
in other ways function as informed citizens
capable of maintaining the types of jobs
which will increasingly be available in the
21st century (Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1987).
Among those with limited skills we find a
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disproportionate number who come from
low-incomefamilies and who may also raise
their own children in poverty. The failure
oflarge numbers ofyoung adults to acquire
reading skills commensurate with the de­
mands ofour increasingly technologicaljob
market is nowrecognizedby corporate lead­
ers as posing a serious threat to the eco­
nomic future of the United States (Fiske,
1989).

Although the children of low-income
families are more likely to experience diffi­
culties with literacy development despite
the best efforts of governmental agencies
and school districts, some of these children
will be successful in developing appropri­
ate literacy skills by the third or fourth
grade. The Home-School Study of Lan­
guage and Literacy Development is a project
which is currently engaged in a longitudi­
nal study designed to identify possible suc­
cess factors for these children. More than
80 low-incomefamilies with preschool-aged
children have been recruited from the Bos­
ton area to participate in the project which
involves observation and testingofthe chil­
dren at home and at school. Supported first
by the Ford Foundation and now by the
Spencer Foundation, the Home-School
Study is in its fourth round of yearly data
collection. Future plans for the project
include followingthe same children through
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Snow

third or fourth grade in order to have a more
complete picture of literacy outcomes.

In this paper the following topics will be
discussed: (a) current research on reading
development to provide a context within
which to understand our preliminary find­
ings and our plans for continued data collec­
tion; (b) how our work differs from previous
research on the determinants of literacy
development; (c) the theoretical basis for
our larger research plan; and (d) informa­
tion about the families and children in our
sample and an overview of data collection
and analysis procedures. The following
papers will discuss findings from the home
and school data analyses, and the relation­
ships between the home and school mea­
sures and a series of outcome measures at
age five.

Current Reading Research
Educational research on the cognitive abili­
ties which support literacy development
typically begins when children start to re­
ceive formal reading instruction, and then
focuses on cognitive achievements that cor­
relate with later reading, as well as seeking
effects of the reading instruction provided
by schools. These emphases can be seen in
the large number of studies showing that
children with high levels ofphonemic aware­
ness readbetter (e.g., Bertelson, 1986;Read,
Zhang, Nie, & Ding, 1986; Warren­
Leubecker & Carter, 1988) and in work
showing that orthographic sensitivity re­
lates to early reading achievement (e.g.,
Barron, 1986;Ehri, 1984;Stanovich&West,
in press). Recently, research attention has
turned to the phenomenon of emergent lit­
eracy, or development of literacy-related
skills prior to the commencement offormal
reading instruction (e.g., Bissex, 1980;
Clark, 1975, 1984; Dickinson &Snow, 1987;
Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Heath, 1983;
Snow & Ninio, 1986; Su1zby, 1986; Teale,
1986). However, like other reading re­
search, this work has generally focused on
skills that support early decoding
(Dickinson, 1991). It fails to make any
connection between skills acquired during
the preschoolyears and the literacy achieve­
ments of children in the middle grades of
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elementary school, when they move beyond
decoding to become fluent readers capable
of extracting new information from text.
Furthermore, although a considerable
amount of work has been devoted to trying
to identify the factors that predict literacy
achievement, a problem with this work has
been its almost exclusive focus on either
school or home influences on literacy devel­
opment (with only a few exceptions, such as
Heath, 1983; Snow, Barnes, Chandler,
Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991; and Wells,
1985). We know very little about whether
home experiences or school experiences are
more crucial to literacy development, how
home and school experiences differ or
complement one another, or how skills chil­
dren acquire in one setting get utilized
in the other. We know even less about
relationships between children's experi­
ences at either home or school and their
developing literacy skills.

There are a number ofways in which our
project is distinct from traditional reading
research:

1. We are attempting to describe the
environmental supports for literacy devel­
opment provided both in the home and at
school; collecting data both at home and at
school will enable us to see how home and
school experiences complement or under­
mine one another.

2. We do not subscribe to the notion that
facilitative family or schoolexperiences will
be identical for all successful children. In
an attempt to identify the various paths to
literacy that work particularly for children
in low-income families, we have chosen not
to seek social class differences. Instead we
have limited our sample to low-incomefami­
lies in which the parents have limited edu­
cation.

3. We are basing our work on extensive
previous analysis of oral language skills
and their relation to literacy skills; our
model, which proposes prediction from as­
pects of social interaction to oral language
achievements, and in tum from oral lan­
guage skills to literacy achievements, pro­
vides the basis for interpreting data on how
the preschool child's linguistic environment
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impacts on his/her later school achieve­
ment.

4. We are focusing on development of
skills that we believe support reading com­
prehension and other later developing lit­
eracy outcomes in addition to considering
skills associated with decoding.

5. We began to study children when they
were three, and we plan to follow their
development through the middle grades of
elementary school; thus we will provide a
description of how preschool literacy expe­
riences relate to later schoolliteracy achieve­
ments.

6. We are collecting spontaneous lan­
guage production data in the home and
school as well as data on children's perfor­
mance on structured language and literacy
tasks, including standardized norm­
referenced tests.

Theoretical Underpinnings
Considerable research now suggests that,
in addition to the phonemic awareness skills
which support early decoding, skilled read­
ing also requires more general oral lan­
guage competencies (Snow, 1991, in press;
Snow & Dickinson, in press; Velasco, 1987,
1989). In brief, the argument is that oral
language should notbe seen as a monolithic
capacity; rather, children develop an array
oflanguage skills each related to a different
set of purposes. These various oral skills
are differentially related to literacy. One
major function language serves is to enable
negotiation of interpersonal relationships;
the skills relevant to interpersonal negotia­
tion are honed through face-to-face conver­
sations in which speakers and hearers may
draw upon such resources as sharedknowl­
edge, gesture, interactive negotiation of
meaning, and listener feedback. These
physically, socially, and historically
contextualized uses of language contrast
with uses oflanguage to convey novel infor­
mation to audiences who are at a distance
from the speaker and who may share only
limited amounts of background knowledge
with the speaker. Skill at using language
for these different purposes is not evenly
distributed across speakers. For example,
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Snow's work with two samples of bilingual
school-aged children has revealed low cor­
relations between skill at contextualized
and at decontextualized uses of language
within a single language (e.g., English) but
high cross-language correlations for either
contextualized or decontextualized tasks
(e.g., English to French) (Lanauze & Snow,
1989; Ricard & Snow, 1990;Schley & Snow,
1991; Snow, 1990, 1991; Snow & Dolbear,
1988). The finding that oral language abili­
ties fall out into different clusters is par­
ticularly significant because only the more
decontextualized language skills have been
found to relate to literacy (Cummins, 1983;
Snow, 1983, 1987;Snow, Cancino, Gonzalez,
& Shriberg, 1989). Thus, we hypothesize
that early development of skill with
decontextualized language will be related
to reading comprehension abilities when
children are in the middle grades of school.
For preschool-aged children,
decontextualized language skills are re­
flected by and may be developed during
engagement in extended discourse forms
such as explanations or personal narratives
and in the use oflanguage to create fantasy
worlds and convey information to relative
strangers.

Following the lead of much recent read­
ing research (Snow & Dickinson, 1991), we
also assume that reading is a multi­
componential skill . As such , we assume
that different components are fostered by
different experiences. For example, while
early exposure to rhyming materials may
foster phonemic awareness, opportunities
to use language to convey novel
information may support development of
decontextualized language skills which, in
tum, bolster readingcomprehension. Other
recent research on early literacy shares our
assumption that certain types of language
skill associated with written language are
critical for later reading. However, with
fewexceptions, this work implicitly assumes
that these language skills resultfrom direct
contacts with print, e.g., during book­
reading. In contrast to this model of
literacy development, we believe that the
language skills that supportreadingemerge
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Home & School
Experiences

Ages 3-6

Skills
Developed
Ages 3-6

School
Performance

Literacy ~ Understanding I'" Kindergarten
Literacy and First

IPrint I
Grade

IPrint Focus I ~ Reading

"-
Conversation ~ Conversational Instruction

Language and Practice
in Reading

"-
Extended Decontextualized Reading
Discourse Forms ,..... Language ~ Comprehension
and Nonfamiliar in Grade 4
Audiences

FIGURE 1
Model ofRelationships Between Language and Literacy Development

as a result ofa variety ofinteractive experi- this model include the following:
ences during which children learn to use 1. Preschool children will show patterns
and understand decontextualizedlanguage. of oral language skill that replicate those

The model we are working with identi- we have found for older children: there will
fies four domains of skill developed during be high correlations across measures that
children's preschool years: conversational reflect ability to use language in
language skills, decontextualized oral Ian- decontextualized ways, and low correla­
guage skills, print skills, and emergent lit- tions between contextualized and
eracy skills. We expect that different kinds decontextualized tasks.
of experiences during the preschool years 2. Certain social experiences at home
facilitate the development of skills in each and at school will relate to children's
of these domains. Of course, some experi- contextualized oral skills, whereas quite
ences, like reading books with a parent or different aspects ofhome and schoolexperi­
preschool teachers, may develop aspects of ences will predict their decontextualized
skills in more than one domain, e.g., print, skills.
emergentliteraey, and decontextualized oral 3. Emergent literacy skills that relate
language skills. Furthermore, we argue closelyto print knowledge will be predicted
that schoolliteraey outcomes in grades one by experience with print, exposure to print,
and two may be quite strongly related to and direct teaching of print skills, but will
preschool print skills, whereas school lit- not relate to decontextualized oral language
eraey outcomes in grades four and higher, skills.
when reading comprehension becomes an 4. Preschool print skills will predict
important factor, may be more strongly reading achievement in first grade, and to
related to oral decontextualized language some extent in second grade, but not so
skills (see Figure 1). strongly in third or fourth grade as decod-

Specific hypotheses that emerge from ing ability becomes a much less important
8
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source of individual differences in reading.
5. Decontextualized oral language skills

at ages 5, 6 and 7 will show moderate
correlations to reading scores in first or
second grade, and will show increasingly
strong emergent correlations with reading
achievementas the children enter thehigher
grades and reading comprehension skills
become a more important determinant of
performance on reading tests.

While there is considerable support for
our view ofliteracy and its development, no
multi-dimensional longitudinal research
has directly addressed the questions of in­
terest to us. Thus, our work is the first to
deal adequately with a whole array of hy­
potheses about the relationships between
preschool experiences and later literacy
outcomes.

Overview ofSample, Data Collection and
Analysis
We have devoted considerable effort to lo­
cating and soliciting cooperation from our
sample of low-income families, and from
the preschool and kindergarten programs
their children attend. We nowhave a sample
of 80+ children, distributed over two co­
horts of approximately 40 children each,
who represent the kinds of children we are
interested in. The modal parent has 12
years of education, and the few parents
with more have typically returned to com­
munity college or vocational training pro­
grams after a period out of school. Thirty
percent of the sample is Mrican American,
45% are single-parent families, one-half of
the families are on welfare, and all qualify
for Head Start or other subsidized day care
programs. Nonetheless, we have found in
these families the very large degree ofvari­
ability anticipated in parental literacy, pa­
rental supportfor child literacy, and quality
of verbal interaction in the homes.

Home data. Data collection being car­
ried out in the home includes the following
specific procedures (see Snow &Dickinson,
1990, 1991):

1. An interview with the mother to
gather demographic information, informa­
tion about daily routines, uses of literacy in
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the home, home-school relationships, and
maternal views about the child's literacy
and overall development.

2. Toy Play: Mothers are asked to
engage their children in play using toys we
provide.

3. Book Reading: Mothers and children
read two books which we provide.

4. Elicited Report: Mothers encourage
their children to tell the experimenter about
some past experience.

5. Mealtime Recording: Mothers are
asked to record a typical meal time with all
family members present. With the excep­
tion ofthe interview, all home data is being
transcribedand entered onto computerdisks
for analysis using software developed by
the Child Language Data Exchange Sys­
tem (MacWhinney & Snow, 1985; upon
completion of our analyses, the transcript
data will be donated to the CHILDES sys­
tem and made available for further analy­
ses by others). Interview data is being
entered into a data base system. Correla­
tional analyses on the first cohort's first and
second home visits constitute the data which
will be presented in the following paper on
the social supports for literacy development
in the home.

School data. Data being collected in the
school come from a number of sources in­
cluding:

1. Spontaneous Talk: The lead teacher
and the target child are recorded using
small tape recorders carried on their backs
while observers make field notes regarding
the ongoing activities.

2. Videotaping: Group times (book read­
ing, group meetings) are being videotaped.

3. Elicited Report: At some convenient
time duringthe morningteachers are asked
to have the target child tell them about
some event that happened at home.

4. Time Use: At half-hour intervals the
activities of all the children in the class­
room are noted.

5. Environmental Print: Displays of
print around the room are noted to deter­
mine function, nature of production (e.g.,
teacher alone, child dictation) and location.

6. Curriculum Rating: The general
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Snow

nature of the curriculum is rated using two
tools: a language and literacy-focused se­
ries ofquestions we devised and portions of
the Early Child Inventory Rating Scale
(Harms & Clifford, 1980).

7. Teacher Interview: Teachers'views
regarding the role of preschool are elicited
in addition to information about typical
classroom routines.

8. Child Language Rating: Teachers are
asked to rate children's oral language along
ten dimensions.

School recordings are being coded di­
rectly from the tape in a manner which
enables computeranalysisofcodefrequency
and amount oftime spent engaged in differ­
ent types oflanguage activities. Videotapes
ofbook reading sessions are being codedfor
the content of talk and the style of book
reading. Other school data are being coded
and entered into our data base. Analyses on
these sources of information for the pre­
school classrooms of thefirst cohort consti ­
tute the data for the third paper on the
social support for literacy development in
the school.

Language and literacy testing. In the
spring of their kindergarten year, the first
cohort children were tested using a test
battery we have designed to tap the lan­
guage and emergent literacy skills of
kindergarten-aged children. The test bat­
tery, called the School-Home Early Lan­
guage and Literacy Battery-Kindergarten
(SHELL-K) includes tests of several as­
pects ofemergent literacy: phonemic aware­
ness, letter recognition ability, print
concepts, and writing skill; tests of oral
language abilities such as the ability to
define words (a task found in previous re­
search to be a sensitive indicator ofthe skill
of distancing oneself from language), the
ability to describe a scene, and skill con­
structing a well-formed narrative; and test
of verbal and nonverbal functioning. The
connection between the home and school
data and the outcome measures on the
SHELL-K will be the topic of the final
paper.

Received July 17, 1991­

10

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

H
ar

va
rd

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
8:

09
 2

9 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 


