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When children begin kindergarten they are expected to come with pre-acquired knowledge of literacy skills. Many children will acquire these skills by attending preschool others will obtain these skills because of a strong emphasis on literature within their home environment. Children who begin kindergarten able to identify their letters and many of the corresponding sounds will most likely go on to be strong readers. Unfortunately not all children have the opportunity to attend preschool or live within a literacy rich environment, as a result these children begin kindergarten behind their peers and often struggle to catch up.  According to the Division for Learning Disabilities (2004) phonological awareness in kindergarten is the single best predictor of spelling and reading achievement at the end of first and second grade. Approximately 80% of children will effortlessly acquire insight into the phonological structure of language without explicit teaching (Torgeson & Davis, 1996). The remaining 20% are not so lucky and may need direct intervention. 


Parents are often surprised about the academic demands of kindergarten. Much more is expected from kindergarteners today than in the past.  Kindergarten today is what first grade used to be. Preschool now replaces what was taught in kindergarten in the past. A five year old finishing preschool should be able to form letters such as A, I, O, U, C, H, L, T (Allen & Marotz, 1999). They should also be able to identify most of their upper and lower case letters, along with beginning to acquire letter sounds. 


The child that I chose for this study is a 5 ½ year old girl named Mackenzie. I chose Mackenzie for two main reasons. The first being that she is the same age as the children I teach (kindergarten) and second, that she is my neighbor. Since she is my neighbor she is already comfortable with me, which I knew would be beneficial since this case study had a short timeline. 
Mackenzie will be entering kindergarten this fall. She is Caucasian and English is her first language. Both parents live in the home and there are two other siblings. Mackenzie is the middle child. Both parents work full-time outside the home. She has attended the same preschool/daycare three days a week for the past two years. She has had a rich exposure to literature since the time she was born. 
To begin this case study I talked with Mackenzie’s mom about any concerns she was having with Mackenzie in the area of literacy. Right away she said she was concerned that Mackenzie was still not writing her name very well and that she did not know many of her letter sounds. From this conversation I was able to quickly decide what my two focus lessons would be. I also asked Mackenzie’s mother to tell me about Mackenzie’s current preschool experience. She views the preschool as a warm and nurturing place where the children are encouraged to be independent. Mackenzie enjoys attending the preschool. She has really connected with the teachers and loves to try most of the activities that are offered. Her only concern is that Mackenzie tends to not make choices that are challenging for her such as writing.  When Mackenzie’s mother met with the teachers during spring conferences they also expressed concern about her letter formation-specifically they were concerned that she was still unable to write her name. Mackenzie’s mother reports no other concerns in the area of fine motor skills-only letter formation.
As I prepared for my first meeting with Mackenzie I decided that I would use the Michigan Literacy Progress Profile (MLPP) to assess her letter identification and letter sounds. Although her mother did not express concern about letter identification I did it just to get an idea of her prior knowledge. I chose to use the MLPP because this was an assessment tool that was referred to in class and also because I currently use it in my classroom. As a result I feel confident utilizing this type of assessment. For the name writing assessment I used an observation survey by Marie Clay (2006). This was recommended to me by my instructor. I had never heard of this specific type of assessment so I was interested in finding out more information. I did research online and decided that it would be a great assessment for this lesson. 
The first assessment I did was the MLPP. Mackenzie was able to identify 48/54 letters and 15/26 letter sounds (see attached results). She did much better than I would have expected based on what her mother had told me when we talked. The second assessment I did was the Clay assessment. I began by putting a blank piece of paper in front of her. I then asked Mackenzie if she could write her name. She said, “no, it’s too hard.” I then encouraged her to write down any letters that she knew (see attached results). She proceeded to write what she could. The Clay assessment has a 10 minute time limit but we stopped before then because as I observed her I could tell that she had done what she could. 

From this information I was able to determine what I would attempt to teach Mackenzie. As I said earlier I was surprised how well she did with the MLPP letter/sound assessment. However, since this was something that her mom wanted to see strengthened I was happy to plan a lesson based on increasing letter sounds. Also, learning to recognize additional letter sounds will assist Mackenzie to begin kindergarten with strong skills. Additionally, even though she was able to name 15/26 letter sounds she was not real fluent (quick) with some of her responses. The goal for this part of the case study will be to increase her sound fluency and the number of sounds identified.

After implementing the Clay observation I understood what Mackenzie’s mother was talking about as far as writing being difficult for her. During the assessment she lacked self confidence and complained repeatedly about the expected task. I immediately felt like this was going to be a much larger task than the other lesson. Since writing is something that Mackenzie does not enjoy and also an area that she lacks confidence in I realized that I was going to need some fun and engaging lessons in order to accomplish this task. The goal for this part of the case study would be for Mackenzie to at least learn how to write her first name so that another person could read it. 
Both the letter sound identification and the name writing goals directly relate to the kindergarten curriculum. The Michigan Grade Level Content Expectations (2006) have specific references to these instructional goals. For letter sounds the Content Expectation states that, “the student will understand the alphabetic principle, that sounds in words are expressed by letters of the alphabet.” In regard to the name writing/writing letters the Content Expectations for kindergarten state that, “the student will form upper and lowercase manuscript letter.” There is also a Content Expectation that states, “the student will be enthusiastic about writing and learning to write.” I find this latter expectation to be extremely important, especially for Mackenzie. She already has little self confidence in her writing and if she does not learn that writing can be enjoyable from a young age then she may always struggle when it comes to writing. 
Each time I met with Mackenzie she sat down with me and had a smile on her face. She appeared happy and was eager to get started. We only focused on one goal each time we met. In other words, at some meetings we worked on letter sound identification and at other meetings we worked on name writing. I purposely kept the goals separated so that she would not feel overwhelmed. Especially since we were working one on one so the focus was always on her. 

The letter sound identification lessons went smoothly. We began each lesson with an alphabet song by Dr. Jean (For more info. see lesson plan #1). Mackenzie appeared to enjoy this song she would ask me to play it over and over. Next, we would play the puzzle matching game where we would take turns drawing a picture card from the stack and then matching it with its correct sound. Mackenzie played this game with confidence and it was not overwhelming for her to have all the cards out at once.  Mackenzie asked to take this game home between lessons to practice at home. When we used the magnetic letters she would ask me to find the letters that make the sound that she was asking. I liked this idea because she was confident and independent in her learning as she developed a new way for us to reach the same goal. 
The writing lesson was the one that I was feeling anxious about. I wanted to make sure that Mackenzie was having an enjoyable experience while learning at the same time. I knew she already lacked confidence therefore rather than focusing on only paper/pencil tasks I decided to use many hands-on materials. Each time we met I began the lesson with either play-dough, shaving cream or a small chalkboard and chalk. While we were working together she appeared happy and was attentive. As I would form a letter using verbal cues from the Handwriting without Tears (Olsen, 2008) program she would carefully watch and keep her eyes on me at all times. After I modeled the letter then she would try. As we worked together I offered gentle guidance and a lot of praise during each sign of success. Next, during each lesson I would “ease” her into the idea of paper/pencil writing by having her do “rainbow writing.” Rainbow writing is explained in depth in lesson plan 2. Each time I gave her the choice of using markers, crayons or colored pencils. The excitement of all the choices kept her interested and motivated. During one lesson she actually said, “Can I please do four colors today?” While Mackenzie was actively engaged in this activity I observed her grasp on the pencil. Her grasp was appropriate using a tripod grasp. An example of Mackenzie’s rainbow writing can be found in the assessments attachment of this document. Last, at the end of each lesson I would hand her a blank piece of paper and let her choose one writing utensil (marker, crayon, colored pencil).  I chose to use blank paper because emergent writers often make larger letters and have trouble staying within the boundaries of lines.  As we concluded each writing lesson Mackenzie was very motivated and her writing confidence appeared to be improving. 
I feel like my instruction made a meaningful contribution to Mackenzie’s literacy success for two reasons. The first reason being the observable growth that she made between the pre and post tests. The second reason is the significant amount of confidence that she developed throughout the lessons, especially during the writing lessons. 
On the MLPP letter/ sound post test Mackenzie received a 54/54 on letter identification (48/54 on pre-test). As I mentioned in the beginning of this case study letter identification was not a goal for Mackenzie. I originally did a pre-test just to get an idea of where she was at.  Then when it came time for the post test I was curious to see if the results had changed and they had. Although we did not focus on letter identification I feel that by participating in the letter sound activities we also strengthened Mackenzie’s letter identification. When I administered the MLPP letter sounds assessment Mackenzie was able to identify 24/26 letter sounds (15/26 on pre-test). The two sounds that she had difficulty with were “i” and “e.” Vowel sounds are generally the most difficult sounds to achieve and kindergarten age children usually develop these last. “i” and “e” are especially difficult for children to differentiate between. When teaching these two letters I pretend to itch my arm for “i” as I say the sound “i-i-i.” For “e” I touch my elbow and say “e-e-e.” This usually helps the children to differentiate the two sounds quickly. 

In the assessments attachment I have also included a worksheet that Mackenzie completed after the MLPP post test as we had extra time on this day. The worksheet asked her to look at a picture and circle the letter that the object begins with. She did great with this as she got them all correct.  In Mackenzie’s case I am excited about the amount of progress she made in the little amount of time that we had to work together. 

Mackenzie’s writing post test is almost unbelievable I never imagined that she would make the amount of progress that she did in the few times that we were able to work together. There is one slight difference between the pre-test and the post test (can be found at Shelton.casestudy.assess). On the post test Mackenzie asked me to draw a line on the paper. I honored her request because I did not feel that it was going to make a big difference in the pre and post test. As I mentioned earlier I had always given her blank paper in the past because children are usually more comfortable without boundaries as they begin to write. By her asking me to do this I felt like two things were happening. First, she was practicing at home and a parent was drawing a line for her. Second, her writing was becoming more controlled and she was comfortable writing within a boundary. As I observed her writing she was very thoughtful and careful as she formed each letter. She was also careful to leave spaces between each letter. After she finished her last letter she stood up and yelled, “I did it, I did it.” This made me feel good because even more than learning how to write her name I wanted her to develop her confidence in writing. When she stood up and started shouting, “I did it, I did it” I knew I had achieved my goal. 
 I was using the Clay observational method for her name writing sample and she still had five of her ten minutes left. I asked her to sit make down and try writing some letters of her last name. However, she insisted that she was done. I decided to stop the observation and not press the issue because I was proud of how far she has come. 

I would like to note here that I cannot take all the credit for the success that Mackenzie was able to achieve. Mackenzie had a strong support system at home. As I mentioned earlier Mackenzie wanted to take the puzzle game home. She did and they practiced with her at home. Also, she practiced her name on a daily basis. I communicated with Mackenzie’s mom after each lesson regarding exactly what we had done. She would then implement some of my activities on the days that we did not meet. For me this proves the importance of a strong home/school connection. Another asset to this case study was having the opportunity to work on a one to one basis with the child. I would have never imagined that Mackenzie would have the success that she did in such a short period of time. 
Some of the critical moments in this lesson were for me to stay extremely motivated and excited about the lesson in order to keep Mackenzie motivated. I was also careful to read her non verbal cues. When she began to squirm in her seat or look away we would take a break so that the lesson would remain positive and enjoyable. Another critical moment was when she thought of a different way to play the letter game. By allowing her to do this and playing along she was able to feel as if she had ownership in what she was learning. 
If I were to teach this lesson again I would definitely like to have more time. I am excited to think about the progress Mackenzie could have made given a longer span of time.  I would look into finding different assessment ideas. MLPP is very familiar. Possibly there is something else I could try. However, the Clay observation was new to me and I enjoyed utilizing that. 

As I reflect on the lesson I feel that I did a good job of promoting active participation and interest. The lessons encouraged Mackenzie to be active and hands-on in her learning. I was careful to read her cues and we took breaks or transitioned to another activity if necessary. As far as behavior management I feel that I was lucky in this area. Mackenzie was a joy to work with. She was always willing to participate in the activities. As a result, there were no major behavior problems. 

Using play dough, shaving cream and music and movement all helped to contribute to developmentally appropriate activities for this case study. By utilizing developmentally appropriate activities I was better able to keep Mackenzie focused and engaged in the task being presented. 

As I began to complete this project I wondered to myself how Mackenzie was able to make so much progress in such a short span of time (especially the writing), but that she struggled to achieve these goals in preschool. Although her preschool is full of developmentally appropriate activities the children always choose what they would like to do. She didn’t like writing. Therefore she did not make that choice. As a result she was not getting the practice that other children her age may be getting. Also, the ability to work one- on one with her was very powerful. Last, as I mentioned earlier the powerful home/school connection that was created was a significant contributing factor.  
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