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In 2007 the National Assessment of Educational Progress reported that more than 54% of 

minority students read below basic levels (NAEP, 2007).  This language gap is especially a 

concern for students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds which include 

African American students (Campbell, Dollaghan, Needleman, & Janosky, 1997). Unfortunately, 

this gap is continuing to grow and as students get older the gap grows wider and becomes more 

difficult to close (NAEP, 2007; Craig, Zhang, Hensel, Quinn, 2009).  This study analyzes 

existing data in order to determine the association between language dialect and morpho7

syntactic skills, as measured by the DELV, and reading achievement, above and beyond child 

characteristics and initial reading skills, in a culturally and linguistically diverse sample of 

kindergarten students.�
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According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2007), minority 

students significantly underperform in reading related to their Caucasian peers. More than 54% 

of minority students read below basic levels.   This achievement gap has long been a 

sociopolitical concern and researchers question whether the gap is due to equal access of 

educational resources, or to a curriculum catering to Caucasian students, or furthermore, to a 

language difference between Mainstream American English (MAE) and Non7Mainstream 

American English (NMAE).�

Among the many challenges faced by African American students beginning school, is the 

ability to understand and use MAE.  A student’s diversity of language and language acquisition 

has a significant effect on academic performance, especially in reading.  As reported by the 

National Reading Council (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998), and the National Early Literacy Panel 

(2008), oral language skills are important predictors of reading success.  The complexity of 

language causes those who begin school with limited understanding of MAE to already be at a 

disadvantage in the classroom.  Oral language includes the components of semantics, which is 

the meaning of words; phonology, the sound of words; morphology, meaning of word parts; 

syntax, sentence structure and grammatical rules; and pragmatics, the context of words and their 

meanings. 

 Researchers and educators are concerned that students who lack vocabulary and 

language skills fall behind in reading achievement relative to students with strong skills. This 

language gap is especially a concern for students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds which include African American students (Campbell, Dollaghan, Needleman, & 

Janosky, 1997). Unfortunately, this gap is continuing to grow and as students get older the gap 

grows wider and becomes more difficult to close.  When looking specifically at academic 

achievement of African American students, research shows that there is a significant 

achievement gap between the performance of African American and Caucasian students; 

furthermore, this disadvantage starts early (NAEP, 2007; Craig, Zhang, Hensel, Quinn, 2009). 

Terry, Connor, Thomas7Tate, and Love (2010) studied the relationship between dialect 

use in language and performance on literacy measures in the first grade, in addition to the effect 
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socioeconomic factors.  These researchers found that there was a moderately strong correlation 

among literacy measures (.41 to .64), and students who performed well on one could be expected 

to perform well on the others.  Additionally, there was a nonlinear relationship between dialect 

use and reading achievement.  Students exhibiting very high and very low amounts of dialect 

variation were found to have higher scores in reading than those who only had moderate dialect 

use (Terry et al.). 

Due to the language variation of NMAE and its influence on beginning reading, many 

children have been misdiagnosed as learning disabled, or speech and language impaired.  Thus, 

varying dialect use may contribute to the overrepresentation of African American students in 

special education.  Additionally, there has also been a misdiagnosis of students who speak 

Southern White English, another form of NMAE.  To properly diagnose a language disability, 

language variation should first be considered (Oetting, & McDonald, 2001).  Oetting and 

McDonald found that if specific features of dialect variation are examined, then the same 

patterns which differentiated dialect can be used to distinguish dialect use from language 

impairment.  Students identified as language impaired showed minimal use of the patterns 

associated with NMAE. 

 In response to the need for a language variation measure, Gutierrez7Clellen and Simon7

Cereijido, (2007) pushed for the use of one assessment to determine language variation as 

opposed to language impairment.  This led to the creation of the Diagnostic Evaluation of 

Language Variation7Screening Test (Seymour, Roeper & de Villiers, 2003).  According to 

Seymour et al. the DELV7S assesses three things: variation in speech and language development, 

variation in speech and language disorders, and variation in speech and language dialects.   

Specifically, the DELV7S determines whether a student’s difference in language is due to 

impairment or a language variation of Mainstream American English.  Reliability of this test was 

examined using speakers of Non7Mainstream American English and therefore it is more sensitive 

to this distinction than other language assessments.  DELV7S is currently the only measure to 

distinguish language impairment from language variation (Conlin, 2009).  

The DELV asks students to describe actions taking place in pictures, it may also ask 

students to respond to questions about the pictures.  A student’s pronunciation of words is 

recorded, then scores are calculated based on the number of MAE and NMAE features included 

in their response.  These features are further described in Table 1.  The DELV is often used with 
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other measures in order to determine language variation and is the only known formal 

assessment used to distinguish variation from impairment in language (Conlin, 2009). �

������������������ !�

The current study aims to analyze existing data in order to determine the association 

between language dialect and morpho7syntactic skills, as measured by the DELV, and reading 

achievement, above and beyond child characteristics and initial reading skills, in a culturally and 

linguistically diverse sample of kindergarten students.  The students participated in a larger study 

the Project II: School Based Classification and Prevention during the 200672007 school years. 



 

 

 

4 

����	��"�

�

��	����	��	#�	��

�

�$����$%&'��(�������$(�������& $()��&��

History addresses the fact that the equality sought for in education did not always come 

to pass as expected.  For example, this can be seen by examining the Supreme Court decision on 

Brown vs. Board of Education (1954).  Minority students were not receiving an education equal 

to Caucasian students.  They had fewer resources and educational experiences to build and foster 

literacy.  The Civil Rights movement in the United States brought about new opportunities for 

minorities, but because of previous oppression, poverty was a social and political issue.  

Minority status is too often intertwined with poverty and remains a serious issue.  In 1991 the 

Committee for Economic Development reported that more than 20% of United States children 

were living below the poverty level and included within this group is a vast number of minorities 

(Vernon7Feagans, 1996).  Unfortunately, students coming from lower socioeconomic 

environments typically have fewer encounters with print and may also have much more 

restricted exposure to vocabulary (Hart & Risley, 1995; Vernon7Feagans, 1996).  With a lower 

vocabulary start and a slower rate of vocabulary growth, students face difficulty in keeping up 

with non7minority peers in reading and writing (Snow et al., 1998). This historical educational 

discrepancy has a detrimental effect on society and contributes to dropout, unemployment and an 

increasing incarceration rate.  Thus, additional research to understand the connection between 

African American students’ language, including language variance and literacy is needed.  

��&'��&()�&)��&( ���& $()��*$'$�!�

 Understanding the relations among oral language skills and reading ability has long been 

a topic of high interest and research.  In 2002 Storch & Whitehurst examined the role of both 

code related skills and oral language skills in pre7kindergarten (pre7k) as predictors of reading 

accuracy and comprehension through the fourth grade.  Six hundred and twenty six four7year7

olds were assessed in one of eight Head Start centers in Suffolk County, New York.  Students 

were then followed thorough the fourth grade into 22 school districts.  Thirty7nine percent of the 

children were African American, 34% Caucasian, 16% Latin American, and 11% other.  Code 

related skills were assessed using 12 subsets of the Developing Skills Checklist (CTB, 1990). 

Oral language receptive vocabulary was assessed using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test7



 

 

 

5 

Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), and Word Recognition was assessed using the Stanford 

Achievement Test (Psychological Corporation, 1989).  In the third and fourth grade, the Word 

Attack and Word Study Skills and Reading Comprehension subtests of the Woodcock Reading 

Mastery test were administered (Woodcock, 1987).  

Researchers found a moderate correlation between language and reading.  Oral language 

skills measured in Head Start had a significant effect on code related skills with a coefficient of 

.72 and remaining steadily strong through 4th grade.  The correlation between oral language and 

code related skills was most significant in preschool, accounting for 48% of the variance in 

reading.  In kindergarten, oral language accounted for less than 10% of the variance.  Reading 

ability in Elementary school was directly related to a child's kindergarten code7related skills.  

Additionally, reading achievement between 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 grade was predicted by vocabulary, and 

in 3
rd

 and 4
th

 grade was predicted mainly by prior word reading ability.   

��(+�&$(����&,��,��$%&(�	()'$���&��&���(��$*�������������%�$�-�,�(���&��

The United States Department of Education reported in 2002 that dialect variations are a 

likely contributing factor to literacy challenges faced by African American students.  According 

to Lynne Vernon7Feagans (1996), many African American children are members of two 

Microsystems; school and home.  These two systems create distinct environments where they 

experience both success and disappointment. A recent literature review of studies examining the 

achievement gap between Caucasian and African American students Conlin (2009) found 

converging evidence that non7mainstream American English spoken by many African Americans 

appears to be a contributing factor. 

Though many features of MAE compare to those of NMAE, there are several 

phonological and morphological distinctions.  The following chart adapted from Seymour et al., 

2003; Conlin, 2009, illustrates these differences: 
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Table 1: Phonological and morphological distinctions between Mainstream American English and Non7

Mainstream American English 

 

MAE NMAE  Feature 

Smooth   Smoo      omission of final consonant 

          � �

most   mos      reduction of final consonant cluster 

          � �

help   hep      reduction of final consonant cluster 

          � �

this   dis      use of labiodental fricatives 

          � �

both   bof      use of labiodental fricatives 

   bot       � �

          � �

smooth    Smoov      use of labiodental fricatives�

          

breathe   Breave       

   Breade       

          

have not         negative auxiliary 

do not          � �

are not   ain’t        � �

is not          � �

          � �

don’t   doesn’t      verb tense � �

do not   does not       � �

          � �

It was 

windy.   It windy      omission of verb � �

                    �� ��

has          � �

have   have/has/got     interchanging verb tense 

got          � �

          � �

was   was/were      interchanging verb tense�

were          � �

          � �

sleep   sleep/sleeps      interchanging verb tense 

sleeps          � �

          � �

          � �

Adapted from Seymour et al., 2003; Conlin, 2009 � �



 

 

 

7 

These phonological and morphological distinctions also may be apparent when African 

American and also Southern students’ language is assessed using batteries that were normed 

using speakers of MAE.  This makes information provided by these assessments somewhat 

unreliable for speakers of NMAE.  Since there has not been extensive research on specific 

assessments for speakers of NMAE, African American and also Southern students’ language 

variation puts them at a greater risk for being identified as having a speech or language 

impairment.  In order to provide more accurate results, there is a need for culturally appropriate 

speech and language assessments that can make the distinction between a language impairment, 

and dialect diversity (Craig & Washington, 2000; Oetting, & McDonald, 2001).   

��-$�.�����$���&�����	/&,$($()���������%$&�$�(�*��.��(����	��&()�&)��&( ���& $()�

Although Storch & Whitehurst (2002) found an important association between oral 

language and reading ability long term, these authors sis not examine this association with 

speakers of NMAE.  Further, there has been equivocal evidence about this relation within 

populations of students who speak NMAE.  I have conducted a preliminary review of the 

relevant literature.  Table 2 describes the purpose of these studies, the participants, measures 

used, and results.   

Oetting and McDonald (2001) examined whether speech or language impairment can be 

distinguished between patterns of NMAE.  This study looked at both speakers of Southern White 

English and Southern African American English.  The researchers found that each variation of 

NMAE had specific patterns that differentiated the dialect.  Additionally, the distinguishing 

patterns could be used to differentiate dialect variation from speech or language impairment. 

In 2006 Qi, Kaiser, Milan, and Hancock analyzed the scores of African American 

preschool children in comparison to their Caucasian peers on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 

Test7Third Edition (PPVT7III; Dunn & Dunn, 1997), which assesses receptive vocabulary.  

Additionally, they looked at the impact of socioeconomic status and parent education and its 

correlation to reading outcomes.  These researchers found that African American students did not 

differ significantly in their receptive language performance on the PPVT7III in comparison to 

their Caucasian peers.  Although social skills were significantly lower for children with language 

delays than those without delays, the association of social skills and language was not addressed. 

The results demonstrated that the strongest relationship to language performance was maternal 

education (R²=.05).  Children’s language scores were five points lower when their mothers’ had 
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Table 2: Studies included in literature review 

 

Article Purpose Participants Measures Results 

Craig & 

Washington, 

2000 

To identify 

measures to 

determine 

language 

impairment (LI) 

and avoid 

misidentification 

of African 

American 

Children. 

��n = 72 African 

American Children 

��24 students with 

language 

impairments 

��24 students matched 

in chronological age 

to the LI group  

��24 students matched 

in c7unit length to the 

LI group  

��Ages 4711years old 

��All speakers of NMAE 

 

��Dialect Variation Measure 

(DVAR) to measure AAE  

��Triangles subtest of the Kaufman 

Assessment Battery of Children 

(KABC; Kaufman & Kaufman, 

1983) used to asses cognitive 

ability 

��Language Samples collected to 

measure: 

��Communication unit (C7unit) 

length (Loban, 1976)  

��Number of different words 

(expressive language) 

��Complexity of syntax (Craig & 

Washington, 1994) 

 

��DVAR did not significantly 

differentiate NMAE use from 

LI. 

��The following measures were 

found as significant predictors 

of language impairment:  

�� Length of c7unit (p = .004) 

��  Number of different words 

(p = .002) 

�� Complexity of syntax (p = 

.009) 

 

Oetting & 

McDonald 

2001 

To examine 

whether 

children’s 

language 

patterns can be 

used to 

differentiate 

Southern White 

English, 

Southern African 

American 

English, and LI. 

��n= 93 students who 

participated in previous 

studies 

��40 students spoke 

Southern African 

American English 

��53 students spoke 

Southern White English 

��Only previously 

collected language 

samples were used 

��31 were SLI 

��Previously collected language 

samples were used to transcribe 

and code NMAE patterns (Miller 

& Chapman, 1992) 

��Each group had distinct 

patterns that distinguished 

language variation. 

��Patterns used to distinguish 

language variation could also 

be used to rule out speech and 

language impairment. 
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Table 2: Studies included in literature review 

 

Article Purpose Participants Measures Results 

Craig, 

Connor, & 

Washington, 

2003 

To determine 

early predictors 

of reading 

success 

(particularly 

comprehension) 

in African 

American 

children. 

 

��n = 50 African 

American Students 

��No disabilities 

��Ages 476 years old  

��Grades pre7

kindergarten and 

kindergarten 

  

 

��DVAR to measure AAE  

��Triangles subtest of the KABC to 

assess cognitive ability. 

��Reading comprehension portion 

of the Metropolitan Achievement 

Test (MAT; Balow, Farr, & 

Hogan, 1992)  

��Language Samples collected to 

measure: 

��C7unit length (Loban, 1976)  

��Number of different words 

(expressive language) 

��Complexity of syntax (Craig & 

Washington, 1994) 

��Wh7question 

��C7unit length, number of 

different words, and Wh7

questions were not significant 

predictors of reading 

comprehension in both Pre7k 

and Kindergarten. 

��Complexity of syntax was 

found a significant predictor 

for Pre7k (p = .025) but not for 

kindergarten. 

��Triangles subtest was found to 

be a significant predictor in 

Pre7K but not a significant 

predictor in Kindergarten. 

 

Connor & 

Craig, 2006 

To understand 

the role of AAE 

in predicting 

language and 

emergent 

literacy skills. 

��n = 63 African 

American children  

��No disabilities.   

��475 years old  

��All participating in a 

Headstart program. 

 

 

�� Fall measures: 

�� Peabody Picture Vocabulary 

Test7III to assess receptive 

vocabulary (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) 

�� Spring measures: 

�� A DVAR described by Berman 

and Slobin (1994) to assess AAE 

use.  

�� The Test of Language 

Development7II to assess 

sentence imitation (TOLD – 2P; 

Newcomer & Hammill, 1988).  

�� The Woodcock7Johnson Test of 

Achievement7III Picture 

��NMAE use decreased from 

Fall to Spring but Vocabulary 

increased and was found a 

significant predictor of literacy 

(p<.001).  

�� Students' performance on the 

Dialect Variation Measure had 

a significant relationship to 

spring rhyming skills, 

sentence imitation, and letter7

word identification.   
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Table 2: Studies included in literature review 

 

Article Purpose Participants Measures Results 

Vocabulary Test was used to 

assess vocabulary.  

�� The Woodcock7Johnson Tests of 

Achievement7III Letter and Word 

Identification Test was used to 

assess letter recognition.  

�� The Rhyming Task which was 

part of the state7provided literacy 

progress profile was used to 

measure phonological awareness. 

 

Qi, Kaiser, 

Milan, 

Hancock, 

2006 

To analyze 

scores of African 

American 

Children on the 

PPVT7III in 

comparison to 

White Preschool 

children, and 

determine their 

relationship to 

socioeconomic 

factors. 

 

��N=524 children from 

11 community child 

care centers and 6 

Head Start centers 

��482 African American 

children  

��42 Caucasian Children 

participated.  

��36752 months old. 

 

 

 

 

�� Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test7

III was used to measure language 

�� Expressive Vocabulary Test 

(Williams, 1997) 

��Preschool Language Scale73, and 

teachers/ and parents' Social Skills 

Rating System7Preschool Levels 

was used to asses social skills of 

the children (Zimmerman, Steiner, 

& Pond, 1992).  

��No DVAR was given. 

�� African American Students did 

not perform significantly 

different to their Caucasian 

peers on any measure.   

�� Results demonstrated that 

parent education had the 

strongest significant 

relationship to language 

performance (p < .0001).  

Thomas7

Tate, 

Washington, 

Craig, & 

Packard, 

2006 

To analyze the 

validity of the 

Expressive 

Vocabulary Test 

for African 

American 

�� N = 165 African 

American preschool 

and kindergarten 

students  

�� Ages ranging from 3 

years to 5 years and 11 

�� The Expressive Vocabulary Test 

was given to students in their 

schools. 

��The mean standard score on 

the EVT was 96.42. 

(SD=11.45).   
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Table 2: Studies included in literature review 

 

Article Purpose Participants Measures Results 

Students from 

low and mid 

socioeconomic 

levels. 

months.   

��Students were recruited 

from several schools in 

two communities.  

�� n = 69 students from 

low socioeconomic 

backgrounds  

�� n = 96 students from 

mid7socioeconomic 

backgrounds. 

 

Craig, 

Zhang, 

Hensel, & 

Quinn, 2009 

To analyze the 

benefits of 

dialect shifting 

on reading 

scores. 

�� N= 165 elementary    

school students 

��1
st
 – 5

th
 Grade 

��All speakers of NMAE 

��Gray Oral Reading Test 

(Wiederhold & Bryant, 1992) 

�� Iowa Test of Basic Skills 

(Hoover, Dunbar, & Frisbie, 2001) 

��Metropolitan Achievement Test 

(Barlow, Farr, & Hogan, 1992) 

��Language Samples collected to 

measure: 

��C7unit length (Loban, 1976)  

��Number of different words 

(expressive language) 

��Complexity of syntax (Craig & 

Washington, 1994) 

�� Wh7question 

 

 

 

 

 

�� Dialect density and reading 

achievement were negatively 

correlated. 

��Oral language and 

comprehension were 

significantly correlated. 



 

 

 

12 

Table 2: Studies included in literature review 

 

Article Purpose Participants Measures Results 

De Villiers 

& Johnson, 

2007 

To measure 

whether students 

who speak 

NMAE 

comprehend the 

meaning of the 

third person /s/. 

 

�� N=130 

��n=65 speakers of MAE 

��n=65 speakers of 

NMAE 

��476 years old in pre7k 

and kindergarten 

��Animal story with verb tense 

questions. 

��Noun7noun compound event vs. 

generic event picture test. 

��Neither group showed a 

significant difference in 

accuracy across tenses. 

��Neither group showed a 

significant difference in 

accuracy of scores. 

 

Terry, 

Connor, 

Thomas7

Tate, and 

Love, 2010 

To examine the 

relationship 

between dialect 

use, school 

environment, 

and literacy. 

 

��n= 780 first grade 

students in 18 schools. 

��Diagnostice Evaluation of 

Language Variation – Screening 

Test Part I (Seymour, Roeper, & de 

Villiers, 2003) 

��Receptive vocabulary, 

phonological awareness, and word 

reading skills were assessed with 

the Woodcock7Johnson Test of 

Achievement (Woodcock et al., 

2001) 

 

��Socio7economic status had an 

effect on outcomes for each 

measure yet the race of each 

child did not affect 

relationships between 

outcomes.   

��There was a nonlinear 

relationship between 

vocabulary and reading 

Note: Kaufman & Kaufman, 1983; Loban, 1976; Craig & Washington, 1994; Balow, Farr, & Hogan, 1992; Dunn & Dunn, 1997; 

Newcomer & Hammill, 1988; Williams, 1997; Zimmerman, Steiner, & Pond, 1992; Wiederhold & Bryant, 1992; Hoover, Dunbar, & 

Frisbie, 2001; Oetting & McDonald (2001); Miller & Chapman, 1992; Seymour, Roeper, & de Villiers, 2003 
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only a high school diploma compared to mothers with some college or a bachelor’s degree.  This 

study confirms that maternal education is an important variable in predicting reading achievement 

for beginning readers. 

Thomas7Tate, Washington, and Craig (2006) studied the validity of the Expressive 

Vocabulary Test (EVT; Williams, 1997) for African American preschoolers and kindergarten 

students in two different communities.  They looked at the difference in scores for children in low 

socioeconomic and mid socioeconomic communities.  Thomas7Tate et al. found that the assessed 

children scored between 72 and +2 standard deviations of the sample mean.  Though this range was 

wide, the sample scores fell within the average range of the EVT, suggesting they did not have a 

language delay.  Community (or SES) was not found to be significant in predicting scores on the 

EVT.  This study not only examined the validity of the EVT for African American students but also 

questioned the importance of SES in predicting reading achievement. 

Connor, Craig, and colleagues have conducted numerous studies analyzing the validity of 

measures in determining language impairment in African American children.  The first, in 2000 

Craig & Washington examined several measures used to determine language impairment.  A 

Dialect Variation Measure (DVAR) was used to measure NMAE (Craig et al., 1998b). The 

Triangles subtest of the Kaufman Assessment Battery of Children (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1983) 

was used to assess cognitive ability. Language Samples were collected and measured using C7unit 

length (Craig et al., 1998b), number of different words (expressive language), and complexity of 

syntax (Craig & Washington, 1994).  Researchers determined that the DVAR did not significantly 

differentiate NMAE use from language impairment.  In contrast, the significant predictors of 

language impairment were the length of c7units (p=.004), number of different words (p=.002), and 

complexity of syntax (p=.009). This study looked at the ability of different assessments to 

differentiate between dialect difference and language impairment in elementary age students. 

 Then, in 2003 Craig, Connor, and Washington analyzed early predictors of reading success 

(primarily comprehension) in African American children in preschool and in kindergarten.  Once 

again a DVAR was used to measure NMAE usage.  The Triangles subtest of the K7ABC was used 

to measure cognition, and language samples were collected to measure C7unit length, Complexity of 

syntax, Wh7question, and Number of different words.  To analyze comprehension, the reading 

comprehension portion of the MAT; BALOW, FARR, & HOGAN, 1992 (1993) was administered.  

They found that C7unit length, number of different words, and Wh7questions were not significant 

predictors of reading comprehension in pre7k or kindergarten.  Both complexity of syntax and the 
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Triangles subtest were found to be significant predictors in pre7k but not in kindergarten.  Thus IQ 

may play a role in predicting reading success in younger students. 

 Craig, Zhang, Hensel, and Quinn (2009) evaluated the contribution made by dialect shifting 

to reading achievement scores when controlling for known predictors.  Analysis showed that dialect 

density and reading achievement were negatively correlated.  The denser the variation of MAE, the 

lower the reading score.  Additionally, a significant correlation was found between oral language 

and comprehension. 

 Furthermore, in 2006 Connor & Craig studied the role of AAE in predicting language and 

emergent literacy skills.  Several assessments were given in the fall and spring to measure NMAE 

use and reading achievement.  NMAE use decreased from fall to spring, but expressive vocabulary 

(measured by PPV7II) increased and were both significant predictors of literacy.  Additionally, 

students’ performance on the DVAR had a significant relationship to spring rhyming skills, 

sentence imitation, and letter word identification.  Thus, the study found DVARs play an important 

role in predicting success in literacy for young students.   

Another research team, de Villiers and Johnson (2007) studied whether African American 

children comprehended the meaning of the third person /s/ in MAE versus Caucasian students.  

Johnson and de Villiers looked specifically at comprehension of a verb with the third person /s/ in 

contrast to a past tense verb, and the ability of the children to distinguish between a generic event 

and a noun7noun compound event by recognizing the third person /s/ as a verb marker (de Villiers 

& Johnson, 2007).  When looking at verb tense, neither group showed a significant difference in 

accuracy across tenses, nor did they show a sensitivity to the /s/ phoneme.  In distinguishing 

between a generic event and a noun7noun compound event, once again neither group showed a 

difference in accuracy scores, yet children who spoke MAE did express sensitivity to the /s/ 

morpheme.  

Terry, Connor, Thomas7Tate, and Love (2010) examined the relationship between non7

mainstream dialect use, school environment, and literacy for students in the first grade.  Researchers 

found that socio7economic status had an effect on outcomes for each measure yet the race of each 

child did not affect relationships between outcomes.  Additionally, there was a nonlinear 

relationship between vocabulary and reading.  Students exhibiting very high and very low amounts 

of dialect variation were found to have higher scores in reading than those who only had moderate 

dialect use. 
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Because findings across studies have been equivocal, there is a need for additional research 

because few researchers have had large enough and diverse enough samples to have the statistical 

power to find differences that may actually be true.  Each of the studies discussed in the literature 

review examined correlations involving ethnicity rather than language dialect.  Additionally, 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE) or NMAE was associated with reading in some 

studies but not in others.  Connor & Craig (2006), and Craig, Zhang, Hensel, & Quinn (2009) both 

found dialect density to be significant in predicting language and reading difficulties.  On the 

contrary, Craig & Washington (2000) did not find dialect variation was a significant predictor of 

language impairment.   

Secondly, researchers have used a rather limited set of measures, and many only looked at 

the correlation among one or two measures.  Craig & Washington’s study studied only IQ and 

language.  Craig, Connor, and Washington examined reading comprehension but vocabulary nor 

home literacy were looked at.  Qi et al., did look at literacy but unfortunately no assessment of 

dialect or density was given.  Thomas7Tate et al., assessed expressive vocabulary, but no other 

literary components were examined.   

Third, most of the previous studies with the exclusion of Oetting only included African 

American students.  This is a problem because comparisons in results cannot be accurately made 

with Caucasian peers who may also speak NMAE.  Moreover, samples were taken from northern 

states and mainly from Detroit, Michigan.  A more diverse sample is needed to strengthen 

correlational findings.   

Finally, all of the studies have been correlational studies and no causal relationships have 

been found.  Therefore, there is an interest in the need for a standardized DVAR and additional 

research in dialect variation and reading achievement. Additionally, most studies have looked at 

expressive and receptive vocabulary with small samples of less than 200 students.  SES was looked 

at in several studies, but there is not a diverse enough sample to accurately measure the differences 

between communities.   

�&�$�(&'���������������(����� !�

� The present study contributes to the literature in the following ways: As previously 

mentioned, the study aims to analyze existing data in order to determine the correlation between 

language dialect and reading achievement, above and beyond child characteristics and initial 

reading skills, within a relatively larger sample and more diverse sample of students.  These 
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students have participated in the Project II: School Based Classification and Prevention during the 

200672007 school years.   

The study from which data are being gathered combines the components of past studies to 

fully analyze predictors of reading success for kindergarten and first grade students.  We will 

control for the potentially salient variables found to contribute literacy in the literature, along with 

using more language and literacy measures to predict reading success. 

Studies noted in the literature review had limited measures, therefore another way that the 

present study extends the literature was that I used a relatively broad set of language measures 

beyond the DELV.  These measures show that oral language development plays a critical role in 

reading achievement in young students and more data is essential to directly implement intervention 

strategies to help diminish the reading gap.    These measures will look at expressive and receptive 

vocabulary, print knowledge, and comprehension.  Additionally, information was collected on 

student’s home literacy, parental education, preschool history and social behavior.  As an outcome 

measure this study uses the Stanford Achievement Test7Tenth Edition (SAT710; Harcourt Brace 

Educational Measurement, 2003) to assess comprehension and general reading ability at the end of 

first grade.   

The Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation Test (DELV; Seymour, Roeper & de 

Villiers, 2003) was used as both an assessment of dialect density (the DVAR) and an assessment of 

morphosyntactic awareness.  Petscher, Connor, and Al Otaiba (2010) used a sample of 1,700 

children from kindergarten to third grade to develop standard scores, percentile ranks, and D7scores 

for part two of the DELV.  In actual fact, they used IRT (Embretson & Reise, 2000) to determine 

the difficulty of each individual item, and to ensure that each item fits with the overall test item.  In 

the present study, the D7scores were used to show that children who are able to answer a more 

difficult item in fact have a greater ability in the area of morphosyntactic knowledge.  Items that 

tapped linguistic processing were not considered in the present study. 

A questionnaire completed by parents, about factors related to children's home literacy 

environment (i.e. number of books in the home, amount of time children were read to), preschool 

history, and about parental education. The Letter Word Identification subtest of the Woodcock7

Johnson III (WJ7III; Woodcock et al., 2001) was used to measure word knowledge.  The Picture 

Vocabulary subtest of the Woodcock7Johnson III (WJ7III; Woodcock et al., 2001) measured 

students’ receptive vocabulary.  The Letter Naming Fluency test of Dynamic Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; Kaminski & Good, 1996; 1998) assessed letter naming ability.  The 
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blending and elision task from the Test of Preschool Early Literacy was used (TOPEL: Lonigan, 

Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 2007) looked at students phonemic awareness skills.  Finally, the 

Social Skill Rating System (SSRS) checklist (Gresham & Elliott, 1990) looked at students’ problem 

behaviors, academic competence, and social skills. 

This study includes a large sample of students in the south.  Within the sample there is a 

large proportion of African American students and white students who speak NMAE.   This study 

does not study the sample as African American versus Caucasian, but as those who speak NMAE 

versus MAE and its affect on literacy.  

����&�%��1����$�(��

1.� What is the correlation among initial reading in kindergarten, home literacy, dialect (density 

and syntactic skill), phonological awareness, vocabulary, alphabetic skills and reading? 

2.� Does dialect density or syntactic skill predict first grade reading above and beyond the effect 

of home reading, parental education, initial reading, phonological awareness, vocabulary, 

and alphabetic skills? 
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This study is a secondary analysis of 20 classrooms in high poverty schools with a total 

number of 224 kindergarten students.  Fifty7eight percent of the students are African American, 

35% are Caucasian, and 9% are Hispanic or Other. A majority of the students are female (56.25%). 

The mean age for the students is 5.4 years in the fall and 57.6% receive free and reduced lunch. 

The mean IQ of the sample was 89.47 with a standard deviation of 13.25.  To describe the 

sample IQ the Woodcock7Johnson III Cognitive Test was used (WJ7III; Woodcock, McGrew & 

Mather, 2001).  This measure has a reliability of .71 to .99 for students ages 5710. The Verbal 

Comprehension subtest required students to name pictures and give synonyms and antonyms for 

words and complete analogies. The Visual Matching subtest required students to identify two 

identical items in an array of six items. The Concept Formation subtest required students to 

recognize the rule or pattern and then tell what would come next in that pattern.   

��&������

���%$�$%����%�,��,�&����3 Comprehension and general reading ability were assessed with 

the Stanford Achievement Test7Tenth Edition (SAT710; Harcourt Brace Educational Measurement, 

2003).  At the end of first grade the school district required students to complete the SAT710, which 

was administered in whole group.  The first Grade SAT710 includes the following subtests: Word 

Study Skills (skills include: structural and  phonetic analysis), Word Reading (skill includes: 

multiple printed word to picture), Sentence Reading and Reading Comprehension (skills include: 

predictable text, onset7rime, two simple sentences, two sentence stories, cloze, short passages with 

questions, literary, informational, functional, initial understanding, interpretation, and critical 

analysis and strategies). 


$&'�%��-&�$&�$�(�,�&����3  To assess dialect variation, two subtests of the Diagnostic 

Evaluation of Language Variation Test were used (DELV; Seymour et al., 2003):  the dialect 

variation screener, and the diagnostic risk.  Part one assesses dialect variation and looks at the 

density of dialect that a student speaks.  Part two looks at the diagnostic risk and the students’ 

syntactic skill.  This measure requires students to describe the actions in pictures or to respond to 

questions about pictures, and their pronunciation of words is recorded.  Only items related to 
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morpho7syntactic awareness (items 1711) were used on part two; and D7scores were used for the 

analysis. 

�&��(��	 �%&�$�(0���,��'$���&%!0�&( �����%���'���� $%�$-��,�&�����3�Home literacy was 

assessed using a questionnaire completed by parents, about factors related to children's home 

literacy environment (i.e. number of books in the home, amount of time children were read to), 

preschool history, and about parental education. Previous work using these measures has 

demonstrated significant correlations between these factors and children's phonological, language, 

and reading skills (e.g., Torgesen et al., 1999; Qi, Kaiser, Milan, and Hancock, 2006). The response 

rates on this questionnaire varied by item from 87% to 84%.  Table 3 summarizes data regarding 

parental education, years of preschool, number of books in the home, and amount of time children 

are read to. 

 

 

Table 3 

Parental Education, Preschool, and Home Literacy 

Variable n % 

Parental Education 

Some high school 19 8.5 

High school 25 11.2 

Some college 60 26.8 

Four year college 59 26.3 

Graduate degree 36 16.1 

Not reported 25 11.2 

Parent7to7Child Reading Time Per Week 

None 3 1.3 

About 10 minutes 49 21.9 

Between 15730 104 46.4 

Over 30 minutes 42 18.8 

Not reported 26 11.6 

Child’s Pre7School Attendance 

Attended 159 70.9 

Did not attend 28 12.5 

Not reported 37 16.5 
Note: Total number of children: 224. 
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�($�$&'��&''�'&()�&)��&( �'$���&%!���� $%����3  To assess word reading performance, the 

Letter Word Identification (LW) subtest of the Woodcock7Johnson III was used (WJ7III; Woodcock 

et al., 2001). The Letter Word Identification subtest consists of 76 increasingly difficult items 

starting with identifying letters and then reading words. Testing is discontinued after 6 consecutive 

incorrect items. Reliability for this measure is .91.  For kindergarten, concurrent intercorrelations 

with the Word Attack and Passage Comprehension subtests of the WJ7III are between .80 and .79, 

respectively.  

The Picture Vocabulary (PV) subtest of the WJ7III (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) 

was used to assess students receptive vocabulary.  Testers point to pictures on each page and ask 

students “What is this?” Students are scored based on the accuracy of their response. Testing was 

discontinued after 6 consecutive incorrect items. According the WJ7III test authors, reliability of 

this subtest is .77. 

To assess letter knowledge, scores were obtained from the school district on the Letter 

Naming Fluency (LNF) test of Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; 

Kaminski & Good, 1996; 1998).  The LNF task is a measure of alphabetic awareness that assesses a 

child’s ability to name letters. The examiner presents an array of upper and lower case letters 

presented in random order and asks students to name as many letters as they can in one minute. Test 

authors report alternate7form reliability of .99.  

To assess fall phonological awareness and print knowledge, the blending and elision task 

(PA) from the Test of Preschool Early Literacy was used (TOPEL: Lonigan, Wagner, Torgesen, & 

Rashotte, 2007) to measure phonological awareness these tests have a reliability of α =.87.  

��%$&'��4$''�&( �*��&-$������ $%����3�Additionally, teachers completed the Social Skill 

Rating System (SSRS) checklist (Gresham & Elliott, 1990). This measure is a nationally 

standardized rating scale with 57 items that yields scores in problem behavior, academic 

competence, and social skills. Internal reliabilities of the scales were .90 or higher.   

���%� �����

Trained research assistants (RA’s) assessed students in three 30 minute sessions for all 

measures except DIBELS LNF and SAT710.  Inter7rater reliability was established as data was 

collected through the Project II: School Based Classification and Prevention study, during the 20067

2007 school years. DIBELS LNF was administered by district trained assessors and the SAT710 

was group administered by teachers; as per the research agreement, the district provided results for 

these measures.  Table 4 summarizes the measures, when administered, and by whom. 
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Table 4: Measures 

Measure When Administered Who Administered 

Child Characteristic  

Woodcock7Johnson III Cognitive 

Test 

Social Skill Rating System (SSRS) 

Parent Questionnaire 

SES 

Initial Language and Literacy 

Woodcock7Johnson III  

Letter Word Identification 

Word Attack 

Passage Comprehension 

Test of Preschool Early Literacy 

Blending and Elision 

DIBELS  Letter Naming Fluency 

Dialect Density 

Diagnostic Evaluation of Language 

Variation Test 

General Reading Ability 

Stanford Achievement Test7Tenth 

Edition 

 

Fall, Winter, Spring 

Fall 

Fall 

Fall 

 

 

Fall, Winter, Spring 

Spring 

Spring 

 

Fall 

Fall, Winter, Spring 

 

Fall 

 

Spring 

 

Spring (1
st
 Grade) 

 

Project Administered 

Teacher Completed 

Parent Completed 

District Provided 

 

 

Project Administered 

Project Administered 

Project Administered 

 

Project Administered 

District Administered 

 

Project Administered 

 

District Administered 

 

District Administered 

Note: WJ7III, Woodcock, McGrew & Mather, 2001; SAT710, Harcourt Brace Educational 

Measurement, 2003; DELV, Seymour, Roeper & de Villiers, 2003; DIBELS, Kaminski & Good, 

1996; 1998; TOPEL, Lonigan, Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 2007; SSRS, Gresham & Elliott, 

1990. 

 

 

For each measure raw scores were used.  Missing data was imputed by substituting the mean 

score.  Dialect variation was calculated through the DELV by having students answer questions in 

complete sentences based on pictures.  The total score of Part 1 was divided by the sum of Part1 and 

2, and then multiplied by 100.  These results give the percentage of scores that differ from MAE.  

The syntactic factor of the DELV was calculated using item 1711 of Part 2 which has undergone an 
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IRT analysis with vertical scaling.  Therefore the higher the score for syntactic skill, the more 

syntax knowledge the child had.  Non word repetition, the screened factor in Part 2, was not used in 

the present study. 

Hierarchical multiple regression was used to calculate statistical significance.  A four step 

model was used.  First we entered our outcome measure for first grade reading skills which was the 

SAT – 10 and the DELV Part 1 (DVAR measure for dialect variation) and Part 2 (syntactic skill).  

Next, we added information from the parent survey which included years of pre7school, parent 

highest level of education, time per day the child spent on reading, and number of children’s books 

in the home.  Third we added initial literacy predictors.  These predictors were letter naming 

fluency, word ID, picture vocabulary, and phonemic awareness.  Finally we added the student social 

skills rating system scores which included problem behaviors, academic competence, and social 

skills.  Table 6 summarizes our findings.  
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 Table 5 describes the means and standard deviations for all variables.  Overall, the sample 

means had reading scores relatively higher than their IQ (89.47) or their vocabulary scores (M 

101.95) SD=8.781.  At the end of first grade the sample performance on the SAT710 averaged in the 

60
th

 percentile.  However, there was a relatively large SD (26.90) which indicates the large variance 

at this time.  Notably, the range was from the 3
rd

 to 99
th 

percentile.   

What is the correlation among initial reading in kindergarten, home literacy, dialect 

(density and syntactic skill), phonological awareness, vocabulary, alphabetic skills and reading? 

Table 6 summarizes the correlations between students’ fall characteristics and reading.  Correlations 

ranged between .217 and .671.  As displayed by Table 6, the strongest correlation with SAT710 

reading performance was a student’s score on the WJ – III LW subtest (.671) ( Woodcock, 

McGrew, & Mather, 2001).  Because of the positive relationship, results showed that for every 

additional letter or word identified, the student’s SAT – 10 score was projected to increase (p < 

.000).  The second strongest correlation to first grade reading scores was with the TOPEL PA 

(.605).  This was also a positive relationship so for each additional correct response on blending or 

elision, a students SAT – 10 score was also projected to increase (p < .000).   The strongest 

correlation with the DELV syntax was expressive language assessed by the WJ7III PV (.572; p < 

.000) (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001).  

Does dialect density or syntactic skill add significant and unique prediction on first grade 

reading above and beyond initial reading, phonological awareness, vocabulary, and alphabetic 

skills? To address this question we used a four step hierarchical multiple regression model.  Step 1 

of the regression which included DVAR and syntax accounted for 27.7% of the variance of the end 

of first grade SAT – 10 scores, F∆ (2, 155) = 30.72, p<.001 as indicated by Table 7.  The main 

effects of DELV DVAR and DELV syntax were significant, β = 70.230, t(155) = 72.86, p < .01; β = 

0.376, t(155) = 4.68, p < .01.  The negative t value for the DELV DVAR indicated that the greater 

the dialect density, the less was first grade reading performance by Spring.  

Step 2, which added years of preschool, parent highest level of education, time per day the 

child spent on reading, and number of children’s books in the home accounted for an additional 

4.5% of the variance F∆ (6, 155) = 13.26, p < .001, indicating that students home literacy 

environment better predicted students’ reading performance than just DELV DVAR and DELV 
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syntax.  Thus a total of 32.2% of the variance in 1
st
 grade reading scores could be predicted at the 

fall of the kindergarten year.  Both parent highest level of education and time per day spent on 

reading were significant, β = 0.14, t(155) = 1.91, p < .05; β = 0.16, t(155) = 2.31, p < . 05.  DVAR 

continued to be significant β = 70.165, t(155) = 71.915, p < .05.  DELV syntax also remained 

significant, β= 0.397, t(155) = 5.041, p < .001.  In this step, years of preschool was no longer 

significant in predicting 1
st
 grade reading (p = .183), and number of children’s books in the home 

was not significant (p = .548). 

Step 3, which added the initial literacy predictors DIBELS LNF, WJ7III LW, WJ7III PV, and 

TOPEL PA to the regression accounted for an additional 23.1% of the variance in predicting 1
st
 

grade reading.  Therefore, initial reading measure contributed to predicting first grade reading 

achievement above and beyond DELV DVAR, DELV syntax and home literacy.  Thus, in 

combination with the first two steps, 55.3% of the variance in end of 1
st
 grade reading performance 

was accounted for, F∆ (10, 155) = 20.152, p < .001.  Four measures of literacy were entered in this 

step: DIBELS LNF and WJ7III PV were not significant (p > 0.47), but WJ7III LW was significant in 

predicting 1
st
 grade reading, β= 0.427, t(155) = 4.894, p < .001; also significant, TOPEL PA β= 

0.192, t(155) = 2.472, p < .05, and DELV syntax remained a significant predictor β= 0.178, t(155) = 

2.329, p < .05, but DELV DVAR was not. 

Finally, Step 4 which added the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) problem behavior, 

academic competence, and social skills means only added 0.6% of unique variance to the model, 

which explained a total of 55.9%  of the variance in the 1
st
 grade SAT710 scores.  Thus, social skills 

did not add significant prediction to reading ability above and beyond DVAR , home literacy, and 

initial literacy skills F∆ (13, 155) = 16.088.  In this model DELV syntax remained a significant 

predictor of 1
st
 grade reading β= 0.212, t(155) = 2.718, p < .01; WJ7III LW along with TOPEL PA 

also remained significant, β= 0.391, t(155) = 4.263, p < .001; β= 0.158, t(155) = 1.966, p < . 05.  No 

variables in the social skills survey were significant in predicting 1
st
 grade reading (p > 0.166). 

Therefore, the best fit model was model three since it accounted for the most variance in 

predicting 1
st
 grade reading, and the variables in Step 4 did not predict reading above and beyond 

the previous measures. 
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Note: Total number of children: 224. LW = Letter7Word, LNF = Letter Naming Fluency; PV = 

Picture7Vocabulary; PK= Print Knowledge; DV= Definitional Vocabulary; PA= Phonemic 

Awareness; WJ7III, Woodcock, McGrew & Mather, 2001; SAT710, Harcourt Brace Educational 

Measurement, 2003; DELV, Seymour, Roeper & de Villiers, 2003; DIBELS, Kaminski & Good, 

1996; 1998; TOPEL, Lonigan, Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 2007; SSRS, Gresham & Elliott, 1990.

Table 5 

Student Fall Child Characteristics, Reading, Alphabetic Knowledge, 

Vocabulary, Phonological Awareness, Social Skills, Parent Survey, 

Reading Achievement 

Measure Semester Min Max M SD 

 

Initial Reading      

WJ7III LW raw Fall 3 42 17.63 5.67 

WJ7III LW SS Fall 71 153 108.53 13.31 

Alphabetic      

DIBELS LNF Fall 0 73 27.30 16.19 

TOPEL PK Fall 2 36 32.62 5.05 

Vocabulary      

WJ7III PV raw score Fall 9 26 16.46 2.67 

WJ7III PV SS Fall 75 134 100.58 9.22 

TOPEL DV Fall 20 70 54.42 9.57 

Phonological      

TOPEL PA Fall 5 27 20.69 4.92 

Social Skills      

    SRSS mean w/ pb Fall 72.33 1.49 .00 .82 

DELV      

    Dialect Variation Fall .00 100.00 54.69 33.82 

    Syntax Fall 58 130 99.75 15.40 

Reading Achievement      

     Grade 1 SAT10 Spring 3 97 63.23 26.90 

     Grade 1 SAT10 SS Spring 381 667 569.74 59.40 
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Table 6 

Correlations 

SAT 10 DVAR DV DVAR Syn Yrs Pre7K Parent Ed Time Rdg No. Books LNF WJ Word WJ PV TOPEL PA SSRS Measure 

n=203 n=224 n=224 n=187 n=199 n=198 n=199 n=215 n=224 n=224 n=224 n=224 

SAT 10 1            

DVAR DV 7.421** 1           

DVAR Syn .496** 7.500** 1          

Yrs Pre7K .217** 7.103 .168* 1         

Parent Ed .335** 7.356** .146* .242** 1        

Time Rdg .149* 7.070 7.029 7.048 .200** 1       

No. Books .256** 7.424** .225** .113 .364** .188** 1      

LNF .524** 7.223** .271** .223** .223** .159* .166* 1     

WJ Word ID .671** 7.336** .280** .271** .329** .159* .229** .679** 1    

WJ PV .467** 7.459** .572** .182* .171* 7.085 .236** .338* .444** 1   

TOPEL PA .605** 7.430** .557** .150* .257** .045 .180* .454** .525** .496** 1  

SSRS means .372** 7.055 .166* .086 .235** .016 .144* .367** .394** .219** .356** 1 

Note: SAT 10= First Grade Stanford Achievement Test – Tenth Edition; DVAR DV= Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation Test – Dialect Variation; DVAR Syn= Diagnostic 

Evaluation of Language Variation Test Syntax Factor; Yrs Pre7K= Years of pre7kindergarten; Parent Edu= Parental Education; Time Rdg= Time per day the Child spent on reading; No. 
Books= number of children’s books in the home; LNF= DIBELS letter naming fluency; WJ Word ID= Woodcock Johnson word identification; WJ PV= Woodcock Johnson Picture 

Vocabulary; TOPEL PA= Test of Preschool Early Literacy phonemic awareness; SSRS means= Social Skills Rating System means. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. WJ7III, Woodcock, McGrew & Mather, 2001; SAT710, Harcourt Brace Educational Measurement, 2003; DELV, Seymour et al., 2003; DIBELS, Kaminski & Good, 
1996; 1998; TOPEL, Lonigan, Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 2007; SSRS, Gresham & Elliott, 1990. 
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Table 7 

Standardized Regression Coefficients Predicting End7of7Year Reading Achievement 

Factors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Dialect Variation and Syntactic Skills 

DVAR  72.86** 

 

71.92 70.77 70.84 

DELV Syn 4.675** 

 

5.04** 2.33* 2.72** 

Parental Survey (fall semester) 

Yrs Pre7K  1.338 70.81 71.08 

Parent Edu.  1.905 1.45 1.26 

Time Rdg.  2.313* 0.96 1.16 

No. Books  70.601 70.25 70.56 

Early Literacy Predictors (fall semester) 

LNF   0.711 0.43 

WJ LW   4.894** 4.26** 

WJ PV   0.283 0.31 

TOPEL PA   2.472* 1.97* 

Social Skills Rating System 

SSRS Prob Beh    71.296 

SSRS Acad Ab.    1.392 

SSRS SS    70.802 

Note: SAT 10= First Grade Stanford Achievement Test – Tenth Edition; DVAR DV= Diagnostic 

Evaluation of Language Variation Test – Dialect Variation; DVAR Syn= Diagnostic Evaluation 

of Language Variation Test Syntax Factor; Yrs Pre7K= Years of pre7kindergarten; Parent Edu= 

Parental Education; Time Rdg= Time per day the Child spent on reading; No. Books= number of 

children’s books in the home; LNF= DIBELS letter naming fluency; WJ Word ID= Woodcock 

Johnson word identification; WJ PV= Woodcock Johnson Picture Vocabulary; TOPEL PA= Test 

of Preschool Early Literacy phonemic awareness; SSRS means= Social Skills Rating System 

means. WJ7III, Woodcock, McGrew & Mather, 2001; SAT710, Harcourt Brace Educational 

Measurement, 2003; DELV, Seymour, Roeper & de Villiers, 2003; DIBELS, Kaminski & Good, 

1996; 1998; TOPEL, Lonigan, Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 2007; SSRS, Gresham & Elliott, 

1990. 

*p < .05. **p < .01.  
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The purpose of this study was to examine the correlations among initial reading in 

kindergarten, home literacy, dialect density (DVAR), syntactic skill, phonemic awareness, 

vocabulary, alphabetic skills, and first grade reading, and to predict first grade reading from dialect 

density and syntactic skill, home literacy, initial reading skills, and social skills.  The strongest 

correlation with end of first grade reading performance was the fall kindergarten letter word reading 

score on the WJ7III LW (.671) (Woodcock, McGrew & Mather, 2001). For every letter or word 

identified at the beginning of kindergarten, there was an increase on the SAT710 measure of reading 

comprehension.  The strongest correlation with performance on the DELV Syntax was expressive 

vocabulary (.572), as examined on the WJ7III PV (Woodcock, et. al., 2001).   We found a 

moderately strong correlation between the reading achievement and kindergarten DELV DVAR (7

0.421).  Students with a higher dialect density were expected to score lower on the SAT710.  On the 

contrary, students who had stronger syntactic skills could be expected to have better scores on the 

SAT710.   

The second goal was to examine whether dialect density and syntax predicted reading 

achievement above and beyond other known child characteristic predictors or initial reading 

readiness skills.  Though dialect variation was a significant predictor in our first model, only 

syntactic skill remained a significant predictor through each step.  Our findings suggest that once 

we account for fall letter word reading and phonological skill, a student’s syntactic skill is a 

significant predictor of first grade reading; but dialect density was not (Conlin, 2009).  Moreover, 

we found that model 3 of our regression, which included DELV DVAR, DELV Syntax, years of 

preschool, parent education, time per day the child spent reading, number of children’s books in the 

home, DIBELS LNF, WJ7III LW, WJ7III PV, and TOPEL PA, was the best fit model since it 

provided for 55.3% of the variance in predicting 1
st
 grade reading scores.   

Our study contributes to the existing and equivocal findings of the literature examining the 

relation among early language and reading, by supporting outcomes that dialect does play a role in 

predicting literacy, but only as an independent predictor; once other variables are added the 

significance of dialect density decreases or may be absorbed by other variables.  In contrast, 

syntactic skill remained a significant predictor across models in the present study.    In this study, 

the correlation between reading and dialect density was (70.421).  A negative relationship is 
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consistent with findings from three previous investigations (Craig & Washington, 2000; Connor & 

Craig, 2006; Craig, Zhang, Hensel, & Quinn, 2009).  Moreover, in the present study syntax took a 

positive relationship with first grade reading (.496).  Terry, Connor, Thomas7Tate, and Love (2010) 

also found a relationship between dialect and reading.  Terry et al., found a nonlinear relationship 

(U shape), meaning that those students with the most and the least dialect density performed the 

best on their reading assessment. 

Our measure of reading at first grade was the group administered SAT710 (Harcourt Brace 

Educational Measurement, 2003).  The SAT710 assessed word reading and comprehension skills.  

Two other studies used similar outcome measures to predict out to.  Craig, Connor, and Washington 

(2003) used the Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT; Balow, Farr, & Hogan, 1992) in order to 

determine early predictors of reading success.  Craig, Zhang et al., (2009),  used both the MAT, 

Gray Oral Reading Test (Wiederhold & Bryant, 1992), and the  Iowa Test of Basic Skills (Hoover, 

Dunbar, & Frisbie, 2001).  These reading measures assessed students’ comprehension.  These 

studies also found a non7linear relationship between letter word identification and dialect density. 

The present study found a significant negative correlation between fall letter word 

identification on the WJ7III LW and dialect density, (r = 7.336).  As dialect density decreased, 

students were able to identify more letters and words.  Connor and Craig (2006), also looked at 

letter word identification as a predictor of literacy and had similar results; there was a decrease in 

dialect density and an increase in reading scores.  They found that students producing a large 

amount of variation or a very limited amount of variation were able to identify more letters and 

words. 

For this study two subtests of the DELV were used, part one was used to look at dialect 

variation, and part two examined syntactic skill.  Several of the previously mentioned studies 

contained a dialect density measure to examine dialect variation.  C7unit length, and number of 

different words produced, were not elements of our study.  Connor, Craig, Washington, and others 

took language samples in order to examine syntactic skill, calculate number of different words, and 

c7unit length.  In several occasions syntax was a significant predictor of reading ability (Craig & 

Washington, 2000; Craig, Connor, & Washington, 2003).  Likewise, as other measures were added 

to the regressions, dialect density had less of an impact on reading (Connor & Craig, 2006). 

Our study measured expressive vocabulary by using the WJ7III PV.  The only study in the 

literature review that also used the WJ7III PV to predict reading was Connor & Craig in 2006, who 

found picture vocabulary a significant predictor of reading (p<.001).  Both Qi, Kaiser, Milan, and 
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Hancock (2006), and Thomas7Tate et. al., (2006), reported that another expressive vocabulary 

assessment, the Expressive Vocabulary Test (EVT) was a valid measure for speakers of NMAE, 

however, they did not examine the relationship between vocabulary and reading.  

This study found that adding home literacy factors to our 2
nd

 model added to the variance in 

predicting first grade reading.  We were the only study who reported a home literacy survey which 

questioned years of preschool, parent highest level of education, number of children’s books in the 

home, and amount of time per day the child spent reading.   We did not find a strong significant 

correlation to reading in our model (.335), but when we looked independently at early literacy 

predictors, parent education had the strongest correlation of the home literacy measures.  Qi, Kaiser, 

Milan, and Hancock, (2006) was the only study to report the effect of parent education, and found 

parent education to have a strong significant relationship to language (p < .0001). 

Social skills were assessed in order to examine their impact on kindergarteners learning to 

read.  Our study did not find social skills a significant predictor or reading byond initial language 

and literacy scores, and it did not provide unique variance in the prediction of reading scores. The 

only study including a social skills survey was Qi et al., (2006).  Although no significant findings 

were reported, it was noted that students with lower social skills ratings also had lower language 

scores.   

�$,$�&�$�(��&( �
$��%�$�(���������������� $����

Like all studies, this study had some limitations that offer us direction for future studies.  

Though the sample studied was diverse, and fairly large, replication with larger samples is needed.  

This is particularly important because, there was not a large enough population of African American 

students with a high SES to examine differences in community and its effect on reading skills.   

 Two additional limitations are related to the home literacy survey.  First, our surveys were 

sent home to parents to be completed independently; this left the possibility that surveys may not be 

completed accurately.  If a home literacy interview was conducted, or if researchers observed in the 

home, results may be more precise.  Second, the completion rate of the survey was not 100%, and 

those who did complete it sometimes did not answer every question.  Without this information, it is 

difficult to report completely accurate findings. 

There may also be the effect of mediation within the regression.  Many of the variables have 

a moderate to high correlation, so it is possible that these correlations are affecting each individual 

variable’s significance in predicting first grade reading.  Future studies should include Baron and 
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Kenny steps to determine mediation (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  Additionally, HLM should be used to 

account for the nested nature of the data. 

�,�'$%&�$�(��

��In spite of these limitations, there are several potentially important implications for 

educators to consider: the significance of syntactic skill on reading ability, particularly in strong 

readers.  Although our study is correlational rather than causal, kindergarten teachers should be 

aware of the importance of syntactic skills in predicting first grade reading above and beyond initial 

reading and phonological awareness.  Teachers may provide instruction to help children develop 

awareness of their home dialect.  If viewed as a model we would see mediation between home – 

school linkage and reading.  Recognizing a student’s syntactic skill will allow the teacher to take 

into account the skills that the student has entered school with.  Additionally, examining these 

predictors will give the teacher the information she needs in order to know at what level she needs 

to teach each student.  This study found that syntactic skill was the only language related predictor 

to remain significant throughout the model.  Therefore, it is important for teachers to teach code 

switching to young readers to help bridge the gap between MAE and NMAE. Code switching refers 

to a student’s ability to use one dialect over the other in order to be pragmatically appropriate 

(Conlin, 2009).  If students have the ability to understand the difference between the two dialects, 

they will better understand text and lessons.   

Due to the significance of letter word identification on reading it is also important for 

teachers to teach phonics, phonemic awareness, and sight word skills.  A student’s ability to identify 

letters and words has a positive effect on reading ability.  The more letters or words a student can 

identify, the higher we can expect reading scores to be.  It is also necessary for a student to be able 

to decode words in order to understand its meaning.  Finally, because syntax was the consistent 

significant variable in predicting reading achievement it is also important to note that vocabulary 

measures may not be most valid assessments to use.   

Overall, it is important to reach students early in order to optimize their potential for reading 

success.  Early intervention will provide the foundation our students need to be successful readers 

as they get older. 
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Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306!2742 

(850) 644!8673 � FAX (850) 644!4392 
 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 

Date: 11/25/2009 
 

To: Miriam Hernandez 
 

Address: 2731 Blairstone Rd. #198 Tallahassee, FL 32301 
Dept.: EDUCATION 

 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 
Predicting Kindergarten Reading Outcomes from Initial Language & Literacy 

Skills: Does dialect density matter? 
 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human 
subjects in the research proposal referenced above has been reviewed by the 

Human Subjects Committee at its meeting on 11/04/2009.  Your project was 
approved by the Committee. 

 
The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific 

merit, except to weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of 
the proposal related to potential risk and benefit. This approval does not 

replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be required. 
 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved 

stamped consent form is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped 
version of the consent form may be used in recruiting research subjects. 

 
If the project has not been completed by 11/3/2010 you must request a 

renewal of approval for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal 
notice will be sent to you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your 

responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your 
approval from the Committee. 

 
You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed 

and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed 
change in the protocol.  A protocol change/amendment form is required to be 

submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, federal regulations 
require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 
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unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects 

or others. 
 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major 
professor is reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning 

research projects involving human subjects in the department, and should 
review protocols as often as needed to insure that the project is being 

conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research 
Protection. The Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 
Cc: Stephanie Al Otaiba, Advisor 

HSC No. 2009.3552 
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Your answers to the questions on this survey will help us understand more about the things that influence how children 

respond to reading instruction.  Please respond to every question by checking or filling in the answer that applies to 

you or your child. Thank you! 

 

1. Your name: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Child’s name: __________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Child’s school: _________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Child’s classroom teacher: ________________________________________________ 

 

5.  Your relationship to child:    

□ Father  □ Mother  □ Grandparent  □ Other    

 

6. What language(s) is spoken in your home? ______________________________________ 

 

7. Did your child attend preschool?    □ No        □ Yes         

    If so, for how many years did your child attend preschool? ______ years 

 

8.  How much time per day do you spend reading aloud to your child? 

            □ none 

            □ about 10 minutes 

            □ between 15730 minutes 

            □ over 30 minutes 

 

9. Estimate the number of children’s books in your home. 

            □ none 

            □ 1750 

            □ 517100 

            □ 1017200 

            □ more than 200 

 

Please answer the following question as it applies to you and your child’s other parent.  If you are unable to give an 

answer for your child’s “other parent,” or if that is not applicable, just answer for yourself. 

 

10.  What is the highest level of education attained by you and by your child’s other parent?       

                                                                     

   You        Other Parent 

        some high school   □    □ 

        high school diploma   □    □ 

        some college/vocational training  □    □ 

        college degree   □    □ 

        graduate degree   □    □ 
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