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Figure 10

Ms. Marinelli continued to promote children’s symbolic representation through the arts,
using their artifacts to assess literacy growth. Preschoolers enjoyed creating and talking about
the symbols for their shields. Lady Natalia and Lady Jada in Figure 11, used bright and sunny
colors and symbols. As in the dictated stories they generated, there were differences in boys’
and girls’ shields. However, in the dramatic center, most children enjoyed dressing up as kings,
queens, princesses, and knights, and sitting on a throne. No one dressed as a servant! Their

enactments during sociodramatic play, would later surface in their oral storytelling.
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Sharply defined perimeters began to emerge in their fortifications for their livestock and
figurines of people (Figure 12). Children’s experimentation with design, stability, and balance
led to visually impressive structures. More defined structures were complemented by more
defined stories, including multiple characters, more interaction between them, and insertions of

dialogue to move the plot along.

Figure 13

The addition of a round table to the block center led to the structure in Figure 13. Ms.
Marinelli labeled it a “shutter” effect, and we agreed that it had Stonehenge-like features. Blocks
were carefully chosen by the preschoolers to create this edifice, and | noted their selection of just
the right word to express emotions during play scenarios. For example, “foe” was one of their
favorites, a synonym for “bad guy.” Inventive stories were told within this concentric circle, as

children adopted different personas through the manipulation of figurines and blocks.



CONSTRUCTING A SENSE OF STORY
25

Concurrently, three- and four-year-olds collaboratively dictated stories to Ms. Marinelli,
which they were proud to show me when | visited. These stories were made into board games
they enjoyed playing (Figure 14), since they were drawn from their own work. As we reviewed
their games and writing samples, we were reminded of a quote by Britton (1970), that “writing
flows on a sea of talk,” building the foundation for literacy development, and supporting identity

development, including gender perceptions.

Figure 14

Three-year-old girls collaboratively dictated a version of a familiar tale. The text is in

two fonts to honor both their voices:

The Knight and Cinderella

Once upon a time there was a knight. He grew up. Then he went on his horse. He
was going to a different castle. He crossed a river. He went over a bridge. He saw a
ghost! It was Casper! He was friendly. Then he saw Cinderella. She was sleeping.
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She wanted to get away from the ball because it was night. She lost her shoe. The
knight took Cinderella to the castle. He married her.

The End
Using Applebee’s Stages of Schema, their collaborative stories represented a “focused” chain.
There are multiple characters, events following upon each other, a conflict and resolution, and the
traditional happy ending. The girl’s story is basically a rescue story with a passive princess, and a take
charge knight.  Applebee did not study gender differences in his seminal study, though we noted some

apparent differences.

Next, a four-year-old boy and a girl collaborated to generate this story. The girl’s voice is

italicized.

The Story of the Food

Once upon a time there was a princess and a knight. They lived in an old castle.
They have to go to the forest to get food because nobody would go. There are scary
animals in the forest. They were riding on their horses. They saw a wolf! They ran
very fast with their horses, but the wolf almost got them. The knight protected the
princess. He was shooting bows and arrows at the wolf. The wolf ran away. Then they
saw some shiny red apples. Someone owned the trees. The man said no one could
eat the apples. Someone had to defeat him first. The knight began to fight. The
knight won! They got the apples. They picked all the fruits and vegetables they
wanted. They brought back a lot of food to their castle. The servants cooked it. The
king and queen were happy.

The End

What a creative tale these four-year-olds create, packed with details and an evolving plot. There
are two antagonists in the story. First the wolf, who they escape by a wild horse chase. Then, the owner
of the apple orchard who challenges the knight to a sword fight. In both instances the knight protects the
princess, who picks fruits and vegetables to bring to the castle servants to prepare. The preschoolers had
been studying community life, specifically farming and agriculture, so they have included this new
knowledge into their story. They are very much influenced by the literature and multimodal texts they
were exposed to. The boy creates an action-packed narrative. The girl cushions and softens the story to

create resolution of the conflict.
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Lastly, three four-year-old boys write this story, presented in three fonts to represent individual

contributions.

The King’s Forest Adventure

Once upon a time there was a king. He was riding on a horse in the forest. He didn’t

wear his armor. He saw a unicorn gallop up on front of him. The
unicorn was a queen unicorn.

He bowed and said, “Your highness” to the unicorn.

Then she ran and told an animal friend she had met a king.

Then the king saw an owl. He [the king] went [climbed] on his back and began to
fly around.

He said, “Weee!”

He saw a baby whale. When the animal owl flew down the king saw a house and a
kitchen. The king saw a cow. The king went on the cow. The cow took him to the
woods. Then she took him back to the castle. The king saw the horse come back to the
castle.

The End

The boys have created a circular tale that starts in the forest and ends in the woods. The
four-year-olds exhibit many strengths as storytellers, not outlined in Applebee’s (1978)
“narrative” stage. The concept of story he attributed to five- to seven-year-olds was present in the

stories of the preschoolers. We observed that four-years-olds can:

o Write with purpose

o Incorporate themes from the “Castle Project”
o Choose interesting and varied topics

o Use word choice and new content vocabulary
o Sequences events

o Use dialogue

o Use personal voice

o Insert elements that add to the whole story

o Are creative
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At first, the castle corner was dominated by boys. However, as the project progressed
girls were building castles on a daily basis (Figure 15). Of particular note in this analysis was
the oral language development of one newcomer student, who was very reticent to speak when
she came into the preschool classroom. Ms. Marinelli wasn’t sure how much she actually
understood, or if she was just in the quiet period of transition to an English speaking

environment. At the end of the three months she was sharing stories with her classmates.

Figure 15

Many of the preschoolers’ parents were thrilled about the sophisticated vocabulary their
children were sharing about the project at home. At the end of the three months, Ms. Marinelli
invited them to school to view the documentation and to celebrate their children’s

accomplishments. The medieval feast included grape juice, cookies, and snacks!



CONSTRUCTING A SENSE OF STORY
29

“Pillars of Knowledge”

The foundational skills that produce motivated, and confident literacy learners in the
preschool years have been documented in educational research. However, contemporary
approaches to teaching and learning in the formative years have privileged one set of strategies
over developmentally appropriate approaches. Therefore, robust discussions of alternative,
research-based ways of meeting the needs of the young child must begin again to ensure that this
generation of learners remain enthusiastic about learning to read and write. A multidimensional
approach to teaching, assessment and evaluation allows the teacher to modify classroom
instruction for culturally and linguistically diverse populations of students, explore the ways
meaning is constructed through multiple modes of symbolic representation, comprehensively
document literacy development in urban settings, and focus upon learning environments that
foster transactional rather than transmissions models of classroom discourse, to promote new

ways of thinking, being, and doing.

As we analyzed the children’s talk, actions, and learning artifacts in greater depth, we
came to realize that the preschoolers were not only constructing block structures, but building a
sense of themselves as readers and writers. The three- and four-year-olds developed concepts
about the structure of story through integrated, playful, and developmentally appropriate content
study. Ms. Marinelli reinforced phonemic awareness, alphabetic awareness, fluency, and
vocabulary awareness through “Castle Project” work. The conversations around and about the
texts the preschoolers read, the unique structures they created, and the play scenarios they
enacted all helped them to rehearse and internalize notions of setting, characterization (including
antagonist and protagonist), plot, conflict, and resolution. Their castle constructions served as

prototypes for the stories they would later write.
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The stage model (Applebee, 1978) provided a starting point for analysis, however,
preschoolers’ collaborative building and story writing efforts were multilayered and rich in
understandings. Their block structures and stories defied allocation to one specific level of
schema. Preschoolers’ collaborative stories were more sophisticated than the individual children
described in Applebee’s (1978) seminal research study. What he described as present in five-
year-old narratives, could now be seen in the three- and four-year-olds’ collaborative stories.
This illustrates Vygotsky’s (1978) theories about the social and dialogic nature of becoming
literate, and Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of “heteroglossia,” or the shared and communal use of

language.

It also makes sense that 21% century preschoolers would write different stories. They
have greater access to technology and electronic devices in and out of school, including but not
limited to eBooks, iPads, and learning games. Preschoolers are digitally literate, having grown
up with interactive toys that create story worlds to enter and experience. These mentor texts and
the Internet, along with the traditional literature parents and teachers read, have impacted three-
and four-year-olds sense of story and character. Future research might explore the influence of
technology upon preschoolers’ collaborative choices of story genre, characters, plot, action, and

theme.
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