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 CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This is a book about children’s readings of wordless books. Children do 
remarkable things as they read wordless books, before they are able to work 
with, or in many cases even care to think about, print. As Gordon Wells 
(1986) noted emphatically, children are meaning-makers. When you put 
wordless books in children’s hands, that meaning-making comes alive be-
cause of the qualities and affordances of wordless books and because of the 
children themselves.

My rationale for writing this book is twofold. First, I hope to extend 
the current theoretical articulations of emergent reading by providing teach-
ers, teacher educators, literacy researchers, and anyone interested in young 
children a descriptive and conceptual account of young children’s meaning-
making during wordless book reading, one that expands the meaningfulness 
of what comprehending is and what it does for young children. By concep-
tualizing and describing young children’s comprehending as human mean-
ing-making activity, rather than the execution of skills to achieve prescribed 
outcomes, I argue that meaning-making with books is both an academic 
and developmental accomplishment, one in which children not only be-
come readers but develop understandings of themselves and others. Second, 
I hope to demonstrate that careful observations of children’s wordless book 
readings, and documenting these observations, can be a useful and inspiring 
way to assess children’s meaning-making in a book-related narrative con-
text that informs the kinds of thoughtful response necessary to meaningful 
literacy instruction for young learners. 

I have read wordless books with hundreds of young children over the 
years, and I have collected, analyzed, sorted, sifted, and studied the narra-
tives children created during those readings. What I have come to discover is 
that the comprehending activity of 3-, 4-, 5-, and 6-year-olds during word-
less book reading is intricate, personal, complex, lively, and intensely rela-
tional, and a rich example of a certain kind of  human meaning-making. In 
this book I take a close look at the particular kind of human meaning-mak-
ing of wordless book reading and examine the specifi c ways children enact 
meanings as they read these texts. In that sense, it is a book about emergent 
reading and specifi cally about emergent comprehension. However, since it © H
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2 Before Words

is a book about children’s meaning-making, it is also a book about children 
and how the sense-making they do with books is not just “emergent com-
prehension” but, for them, a way of being in the world. To sit by a reader 
and observe all that happens—with their eyes, hands, bodies, and words as 
they make sense of story—is, to borrow from Lucy Calkins’s (2001) descrip-
tion, a small miracle. Where these books provide only images, with stories 
hinted at and narrative possibilities offered, children author unique texts 
and something new comes into being every time. 

It isn’t just the new and often wonderful stories children enact as they 
read wordless books that fascinate and inspire. The real fascination comes in 
the activities of comprehending: all that happens when children take books 
into their hands, explore the world of images laid out before them, and be-
gin to enact and voice meanings with the special symbolic resource of image. 
At these moments, I feel that I am in the presence of not just an emerging 
reader, but an emerging person with a growing set of subjectivities that are 
suddenly visible as the child encounters and chooses to participate in a sto-
ry world as a new being in that world. Being and becoming are enacted in 
this time and space we call reading, when sense-making with text—com-
prehending—is taking hold of a child’s consciousness. These are intimate, 
lovely moments that need to be taken seriously. In the face of highly techni-
cal, reductionist defi nitions of what it means to read and to be a reader, it is 
important to bring attention to these moments by describing and carefully 
thinking about what is going on. What happens when children make mean-
ing with books before the onset of decoding, when comprehending is the 
only thing that matters? How can we think about this early comprehending 
in ways that break open the complex human experience that it is, lead us to 
value what children can do, and imagine new ways we can respond? 

In this book I attend to these questions and invite you to know chil-
dren’s comprehending in new ways, to participate in this way of making 
meaning and being in the world with children, and to know children them-
selves in new ways because their wordless book reading puts you in touch 
with their sense-making. I hope that this book opens up new ways of un-
derstanding and responding to children’s reading, as well as providing a dif-
ferent, more person-centered grounding for reading teaching and research. 
Finally, I hope this book helps you reconsider reading comprehension and 
what it means for the young children in your own lives. Because this book 
is about children and their meaning-making experiences with text, the spe-
cifi c activities that children use in making sense of storied worlds, and how 
interested adults might respond to those activities, I think anyone interested 
in enhancing children’s experiences with narrative texts will fi nd something 
for them in this book.

An aside about terminology before beginning: You will notice that I 
purposefully use the word comprehending to denote activity, rather than © H
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Introduction 3

the more common term comprehension, a noun. I do this to highlight the 
fact that I attend exclusively to what children are doing as they read. You 
might also notice that I use the word activity rather than strategy. Strategy 
denotes a kind of purposeful application of something, in this case ways of 
comprehending, to achieve a particular outcome. While young children’s 
meaning-making is purposeful in itself (like all human meaning-making) 
their ways of sense-making, rather than being strategically enacted, happen 
as organic to their sense-making.

My interest in this book is entirely in children’s activity with and within 
storied worlds as enacted during wordless book reading—their independent 
comprehending work. In the spirit of Rosenblatt (2004) and Iser (1978), I take 
the position that meaning is “what happens” during reading and offer a de-
tailed view of what is happening when young children read wordless books. 
I outline a set of comprehending activities that constitute their meaning-
making and suggest that our observations and assessments of young chil-
dren’s comprehending should examine and value their comprehending ac-
tivity, rather than what they take away from reading, or what Aukerman 
(2013) calls “comprehension as outcome.” In fact, I purposefully omit what 
many might consider comprehension; that is, specifi c knowledge children 
take away from the reading or what questions they might be able to answer. 
Many other books attend to that view of comprehension. By focusing on 
“what happens” as children read narrative wordless books, I make a shift 
away from thinking about young children’s comprehension from an effer-
ent view and move toward a more aesthetic one (Rosenblatt, 2004). An 
efferent perspective on comprehension notes and values what readers take 
away from texts, while an aesthetic one notes and values the experience of 
sense-making itself. 

Paying attention to the experience and activity of comprehending is 
particularly appropriate when examining children’s understating of story 
because making sense of stories is like making sense of life; comprehend-
ing involves understanding ourselves, other people, and relationships, and 
taps on deeply personal aspects of being (Ivey & Johnston, 2016; Lysaker 
& Nie, 2017). Perhaps more importantly, a focus on comprehending as 
activity or experience makes it possible to notice how children arrive at 
understandings. Noticing these activities of personal sense-making allows 
teachers, parents, and other interested adults to respond in ways that en-
hance and promote children’s developing capacities for comprehending 
text. I introduce the use of Noticing Maps, blank assessment forms that 
I have created for use during observations, to facilitate noticing and re-
sponding to young children’s comprehending, and suggest that being with 
young children in side-by-side wordless book reading is a useful context in 
which to observe and respond to the specifi c ways in which children make 
sense in storied worlds. © H
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4 Before Words

WHY WORDLESS BOOK READING?

As we will see, wordless books offer children open spaces for sense-making, 
spaces full of possibility in which their emerging comprehending capacities 
can develop. There are many reasons why this kind of meaning-making 
experience with books is important for young children. First, the need to 
provide children open spaces in the curriculum for personal, creative, and 
imaginative literacy engagement has increased over the recent past. The 
prevalence of  high-stakes testing, in kindergarten and beyond, has had the 
effect of narrowing and pressurizing the literacy curriculum and upping 
the ante for young children. (Dudley-Marling, 2013; Dyson, 2015). Under-
standably, teachers who are anxious to have students do well on standard-
ized tests often spend a good deal of their time teaching and assessing what 
children need to know to be  test-takers, leaving little time for responding 
to individual children’s meaning-making. Since most standardized tests do 
not represent a broad or current view of reading, children get the diet of 
skills and subskills instruction that is assessed by tests. Accordingly, the time 
for activities that foster imaginative, creative, and constructive capacities is 
reduced. 

Related to the narrowing of curriculum is the relatively new expecta-
tion that  kindergartners will leave kindergarten reading. One result of this 
expectation is an intense curricular focus on decoding, often beginning in 
preschool classrooms. Making sure that children become effi cient decod-
ers—in combination with the steady diet of “little books” in popular core 
reading programs—means that a majority of children’s reading time is spent 
on books with contrived language and constrained purposes. Decoding and 
literal understandings of simple text are the key objectives, making teach-
ers monitors of children’s subskill and text-based achievements. Time for 
thoughtful response to children’s personal sense-making is limited and, for 
teachers, may even seem  nonexistent. Beyond this, books themselves take on 
a narrowed meaning, which can shape young children’s thinking about what 
books are, and what reading is. As Bomer (2013) points out, books can be-
come objects to practice with, not experiences to be savored. While it may 
be argued that simple books with contrived language and the skills-oriented 
instruction they are used for have some place in classrooms where children 
are learning to read, such books signifi cantly reduce opportunities for chil-
dren to engage in their own meaning-making. However, wordless books, 
as we will see, are often more complex texts and, because of the absence of 
print, invite and encourage the experience of personal sense-making. 

Perhaps the most damaging result of the narrowed curriculum is that 
the ways a child can succeed have become limited (Dyson, 2015). Both the 
content and entry points into the curriculum are predetermined by the test 
and curriculum authors, and are not necessarily connected to children’s © H
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Introduction 5

backgrounds, interests, or wonderings. Children are not able to express 
and enact the intricacies of their own experiences and unique capacities for 
meaning-making within a restrictive curriculum. As Dyson points out, it is 
important to notice that children do not feel this kind of restriction uniform-
ly. The more closely matched children’s experiences and identities are with 
what is required by the curriculum, the less constraining it is. Because those 
of privilege create most standard assessments and literacy core programs, 
the constraints experienced by those of less privilege, including many chil-
dren of color, children who are poor, or children who are new to English 
can be profound indeed. The relationship between these children and the 
curriculum is distant and foreign, making possibilities for engaging in rich, 
lively experiences diffi cult to attain (Lysaker, 2012). 

A renewed focus on standards has also contributed to the narrowing 
of curricula for young children. The Common Core State Standards have 
been adopted in 41 states, and the implementation of these standards has 
several implications for young children. The text-focused, analytic nature 
of the reading standards positions children as merely consumers of others’ 
ideas (Bomer, 2013). They are expected to determine an author’s meanings 
and rationally defend this determination by referring back to the text. The 
notion that comprehending can be a personal, social, and lived experience 
is absent. As Bomer puts it, from this perspective, “A novel is never simply 
a world to get lost in, or a journey of  self-discovery, or an experience of 
beauty and insight” (p. 31). On the face of it, the lack of regard for reading 
as personal experience may seem relatively unimportant in the early years 
of schooling. After all, learning the code and fi guring out that an author is 
saying something—and something that you can fi gure out—is important if 
you are 3, 4, 5, or 6 years old. However, regularly positioning children as 
consumers rather than as meaning-makers can change how young children 
think about themselves and their roles, skills, and possibilities as readers. 

Wordless book reading also helps meet some current challenges fac-
ing the fi eld of literacy. First, it is important to know as much as possible 
about young children’s very early burgeoning comprehending abilities in 
book contexts (Dooley & Mathews, 2009) since these early capacities will 
be drawn on in children’s later print reading. Second, we need more ways 
to authentically assess these abilities prior to print reading (Duke & Car-
lisle, 2011). Assessment of comprehending is less attended to than assess-
ment of subskills considered related to later successful print reading, such as 
phonological and phonemic awareness, alphabet knowledge, and phonics, 
which continue to dominate emergent reading assessment. For example, the 
 Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening (PALS), as the name implies, 
addresses only phonological awareness, a child’s ability to segment and 
blend sounds heard in words (see website at palsresource.info/assessments). 
The  Northwest Evaluation Association  (NWEA) has a reading fl uency © H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



6 Before Words

assessment for K–3 readers that measures reading fl uency and decoding 
accuracy (see website at www.nwea.org).  Dynamic Indicators of Basic Lit-
eracy Skills (DIBELS) measures phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, 
accuracy, and fl uency (see dibels.org/DIBELS_Next_Info.pdf). DIBELS also 
has subtests for preschoolers, called  Preschool Evaluation Literacy Indica-
tors (PELI) that include alphabet knowledge, vocabulary, oral language, and 
phonemic awareness (see dibels.org/PELI_Early_Release_Fact_Sheet.pdf). 

Though both NWEA and DIBELS include comprehension assessments, 
these consist of asking questions of children as they read (NWEA) or hear 
(DIBELS) a story. These questions are often literal and text-based, getting 
at only what children take away from the text in terms of right answers to 
predetermined questions and not the ways in which they make meaning. 
DIBELS also has an assessment that claims to measure comprehension as 
part of oral reading fl uency. In 1st through 3rd grades, children are asked to 
retell a story and “try to tell everything” they can (Goodman, 2006, p. 84). 
The retelling score is based on the number of words they use in the retelling 
excluding any repetitions of places where the retelling is unrelated to the 
text read (Goodman, 2006). For preschool children, DIBELS has a cloze-
style retelling component during which the assessor retells the story leaving 
out words that the child is expected to fi ll in. While the ability to retell using 
many words, answer questions, or fi ll in the blanks can provide some infor-
mation about what children know about a story after they read or hear it, 
these measures are limited and tell us virtually nothing about how children 
achieve any understandings that might be apparent through these measures. 
Even some wordless book reading assessments tend to examine more dis-
crete text- and language-based aspects of children’s readings, such as the 
syntactic complexity of children’s sentences, vocabulary, references to story 
elements, or match between text images and children’s narrations (Paris & 
Paris, 2003). While analysis of these elements of wordless book reading can 
shed light on language and vocabulary development as well as children’s 
abilities to represent literal meanings in speech (i.e., story elements), like 
print-related assessments, they don’t tell us much about how children are 
making meaning during reading. 

Using language-based subskills assessments of young children’s reading 
comprehension can also be problematic. Children whose oral language may 
not refl ect the syntactic structures and vocabulary of Standard American 
English, such as those with dialect differences or English learners, are fur-
ther marginalized by assessments that don’t represent what they do to make 
meaning. More inclusive, socially just avenues for assessment of reading are 
needed (Willis, 2008). As we will see in coming chapters, wordless books 
offer an open-ended space for meaning-making with less constrained entry 
points and more possibilities for teachers and others to observe, value, and 
nurture children’s personal sense-making. © H
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Introduction 7

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this book I frame what comprehending is and how it happens with ideas 
about the dialogic, relational nature of human beingness (Bakhtin, 1981; 
Buber, 1970; Heidegger, 1953) and human meaning-making (Linell, 2009; 
Trevarthen, 2009; Vygotsky, 1978; Zittoun, 2006). Like all of us, young 
children are always and inherently in the condition of both being in and 
desiring relationships. When children succeed in seeking out and forming 
relationships that work well—including, in my view, relationships with 
text—they thrive. Without these relationships, they suffer. Within rich rela-
tional worlds, both real and storied, children participate in the dynamic re-
lational inside-out, and outside-in, bidirectional cultivation of personhood. 
Their language, their minds, their very selves develop a kind of relational 
beingness through social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). This  ever-evolving 
relationality is a dynamic resource for sense-making in children’s lives, both 
in their actual everyday social worlds and within the vicarious social worlds 
of story. 

Comprehending as Relational

If as human beings we are relational, then it follows that young children en-
ter and make sense of storied worlds as relational beings. They dialogically 
engage with characters as vicarious others as part of sense-making (Lysaker, 
Tonge, Gauson, & Miller, 2011). The relationality of children’s compre-
hending is particularly salient in their reading of narrative texts since stories 
are symbolically represented peopled worlds. Like actual peopled worlds, 
stories offer relational invitations to enter, connect with, and make sense 
of human experience. As a central part of sense-making, children recon-
textualize their experiences within narrative worlds to form relationships 
with the characters they meet. Using their own recontextualized experiences 
and relational histories, they imagine what characters are like, what they 
are thinking and feeling, and what their worlds are like. When children 
are comprehending, they listen, respond, and participate in vicarious social 
worlds where they can feel joy, comfort, tension, or confl ict. In Chapter 
3 we will see children actively using their bodies—hands, voices, gaze—in 
these sense-making experiences. Children’s comprehending with texts is a 
relational meaning-making event, one in which children’s ongoing relation-
ality and all that constitutes that relationality is both resource and outcome. 

Louise Rosenblatt wrote extensively about readers’ relationships with 
text in her transactional theory. She claims, “There is no generic reader 
or generic text” (1983, p. 25), but only the dynamic relationships—what 
she terms “transactions”—between particular readers and particular texts. 
In narrative reading, like children’s wordless book readings in this book, © H
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8 Before Words

Rosenblatt argues, readers attend to what is “lived through” in the reading 
experience:

The aesthetic reader pays attention to—savors—the qualities of the feelings, 
ideas, situations, scenes, personalities, and emotions that are called forth and 
participates in the tensions, confl icts, and resolutions of the images, ideas, and 
scenes as they unfold. (2004, p. 1373)

When readers pay attention to and savor the human life of the narrative 
world, when they enact meanings as they participate in that world, they are 
comprehending. 

Bruner (1986) makes the claim that narrative consists of two land-
scapes: one of action and one of consciousness. The landscape of action 
naturally consists of the human events of the story and what is happening. 
The landscape of consciousness consists of the “inner worlds” of characters: 
what they believe and what they are thinking, feeling, or wondering. The 
landscapes of action and consciousness help defi ne the human, relational 
worlds that children encounter in story. If we pay attention, the landscape 
of consciousness tells us why the landscape of action unfolds as it does. In 
Chapters 4 and 5 we will see children pay attention to the human life of 
narrative worlds as part of comprehending, recontextualizing their experi-
ences, and imagining the inner worlds and lives of characters. In Chapter 6 
we will see that children’s agile dialogic movement around the landscapes of 
consciousness and action contribute to their sense-making. 

Texts as Relational Spaces

Throughout this book it is assumed that narrative texts, in particular, func-
tion as relational spaces, dialogic contexts of peopled, storied worlds where 
readers can participate relationally in the ongoing dialogue between voices 
and positions of subjectivities represented in word and image (Lysaker et 
al., 2011; Popova, 2015). Thinking about texts as active participants in 
children’s sense-making requires a shift in how we think about text. Texts 
can serve as dialogic objects to participate with, rather than static ones to 
be fi gured out (Bertau, 2007; Zittoun, 2006). From this perspective I suggest 
that texts are a particular kind of participation genre and a way of being 
with others intersubjectively (Fuchs & De Jaegher, 2009). Viewing texts as 
dialogic objects and participation genres that represent human experience 
through the presentation of multiple interacting subjectivities highlights 
their dynamic qualities. Consequently, narrative texts are lively, relation-
al contexts within which readers meet and form relationships with others 
as they are “addressed” by the subjectivities of the text as comprehending 
activity. While comprehending narrative texts, readers listen, enact, and re-
spond to the text’s characters and narrators, and form intricate, dynamic, © H
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