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ABSTRACT

This paper considers the status and potential of
researcher-practitioner collaboration toward higher literacy through
a restructured curriculum based on the whole language philosophy.
Specifically, it examines the status, contribution, and potential of
the dialogue in a whole language topical session on the School
Renewal Network, an electronic networking community of researchers
and practitioners. The paper is organized into four sections
corresponding to the following four focus questions: (1) What has
happened thus far regarding whole language? (2) How has thinking ang
practice about reading and language instruction for students changed?
What has been the effect on your colleagues and school? (3) What has
been the effect on you, your school, and your colleagues in regard to
whole language and participation in the network's interactive
community? and (4) How can the network help you/your colleagues to
improve literacy instruction and experience for students? In this
regard, how could the research/practitioner community be
strengthened? The first section presents descriptions of the six
schools in the whole language group and a discussion of the
development and current status of whole language in those schools to
date. The second section describes in more detail the individual and
institutional changes in each school. The third section describes the
content of the papers distributed through the network and the nature
of the participant interaction during a 2-day meeting. This section
also presents testimony of the network's impact on the whole language
group participants, their colleagues, and their schools. The fourth
section integrates the major recommendations for research drawn up at
the meeting with a brief review of the extant research literature on
whole language organized around three major issues: a justification,
documentation, and balance. A number of questions are then provided
concerning development and change as they pertain to whole language.
One table of data is included; 38 references, the focus questions,
and six papers from cthe network are attached. (RS)
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While some “bugs" still need to be worked out, the philosophy of
immersion in language, or what we term "Whole L.anguage" must replace the
limited traditional basal readers. The book companies have already used the current
research to "debasalize” their reading series. Can districts or individuals make the
decision to continue with outdated materials and philosophies proven to be
unsuccessful?

In my case, it has taken a young man who early in his career leamed of a
hypocrisy in our schools, a hypocrisy which we have all been asked to accept
because numbers were acceptable [i.e., a "predictable” number of students who
would not be expected to succeed]. Reflection has allowed that young man and
many others like him to see that all children can learn, and that it takes guts to make
change, it takes voice, it takes credibility, and it takes a sense of morality to quit
accepting what we, as educators, for years have been taught to accept. These new
emerging leaders, with a new charge of this morality, have refused to accept our
corruption of the numbers game. If we are to regain our preeminence in the global
community, more of this new leadership must emerge.

Throughout this narrative, I have spoken of my own personal growth and
the emergence of my own leadership capabilities within my school building.- The
stimulus for this has come from my own questioning of our educaiional values,
obviously, but the part played by the communication through the School Renewal
Network cannot be stressed enough. The School Renewal Network allows one to
be critical with peers electronically across the country. This same reflection may or
may not be available to an individual within the confines of his or her school
building or within the school day. This reflection from the Network, then, must
come home to the individual's building, district, or even class. Without this
reflection, there can be no school reform, there cannot exist our vision of a better
Aumerican education.

(Mike Marriam, December 1991, working paper)
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-- Question 1 --

What Has Happened Thus Far Regarding Whole Language?

A radical grass-roots movement, rallying under the improbable banner of

"whole language, " is quietly fomenting a revolution to change America's

classrooms. But unlike so many of the other reform initiatives of the

1980s, whole language. . . begins with the startling premise that the present

system of public education doesn't work because it 1s built on a

fundamentally wrong theory of how children learn. (Teacher Magazine,

August 1991, p. 21)

The Whole Language Movement

There has been a groundswell of interest in whole language. Even in school systems that
still embrace linear skills and basic competency models, trial efforts and individual school-level
initiatives are emerging (Brown, 1991). Grassroots support systems have sprung up to support
the whele language movement and some have taken on a national status (e.g., TWAL, Whole
Language Umbrella, and Teachers Networking: The Whole Language Newsletter). Several
publishung companies now devote their efforts almost exclusively to books that reflect the whole
language philosophy (e.g. Heinneman, Richard Owens).

This growing interest in whole language can be contextualized in other curricular urges
stemming from concern with the need to develop higher order thinking in students. This concern
has also been played out in the various subject matter areas (e.g., American Association for the
Advancemert of Science, 1989; Mathematical Sciences Education Board, 1990; National
Commission on Social Studies in the Schools, 1989). The major characteristics of these calls for
reform focus on:

* activities that develop critical thinking,

* teaching in functional contexts with a stronger emphasis on the application of skill and

knowledge, and
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* thrusts to integrate across the curriculum so students see the interconnectedness of skill and
knowledge.

The literature on whole language in books and journals for teachers reflects this trend.
Initially, articles focused on the philosophy and principles of whole ianguage, establishing a
system of beliefs about the nature of knowledge, how children and adolescents learn, and what the
curriculum should look like. This literature was closely followed by individual accounts of
teachers leaming to abandon old practices. The literature began to reflect “stories" of teachers'
personal growth in learning to listen and transfer control to students, and leaming to facilitate
student construction of knowledge rather than to dictate the way goals were to be accomplished
(e.g., Atwell, 1987; Johnson, 1987). Lately, as more and more people begin practicing a holistic
orientation, there are an increasing number of articies that focus on the specifics of classroom
practice (e.g., Boyle & Peregoy, 1990; Glazer & Lamme ,1990; Labho & Teal, 1960; Sulzby,
1991).

In addition, some healthy reaction has begur to set in against some practices that are
emerging from wide-scale embracement ¢f wheﬁel language. This reaction ranges across a number
of topics that include:

* the misuse of literature in skill instruction (Larrick, 1991);
* the need for whole language practices to provide more systematic experiences that facilitate

children's discovery of the alphabetic principle (Nicholson, 1991);

* the overuse of narrative text at the expense of experience with expository text (Heibert &

Fisher, 1990); and

* the need for more direct instruction in some aspects of the reading-writing process (Heibert

& Fisher, 1990).

Sometimes there is a tendency to see issues surrounding whole language instruction in
simplistic terms, to seek simple answers tc complex questions, and to use research evidence to

justify ideological position rather than to inform thinking about practice. One goal of the School

» .
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Renewal Network is to forge a dialogue between research and practice! so that research can
provide information and choice to practice and practice can raise questions for research and
collaborative exploration.

- The purpose of this paper is to consider the status and potential of researcher-practitioner
collaboration toward higher literacy through a restructured curriculum built, in part, through the
application of the philosophy of whole language. Specifically, it examines the status, contribution,
and potential of the dialogue in a WHOLE LANGUAGE topical session on The School Renewal
Neiwork, an electronic networking community of researchers and practitioners sponsored by the
National Education Association. The trends and ideas described herein have emerged from
communication on the network and from conversations with the contributors listed on the title
page. In this text, these contributors will be referred to collectively as the "WL Group” (Whole
Language Group). All WL Group members and/or their faculty colleagues have been network
participants engaged in conversation germane to whole language. Four of the practitioners
attended the 2-day meeting in Washington, DC in December 1991, and two contributed to the
discussion through in-depth telephone interviews. All had prepared for the meeting by collect-ing
colleague perspectives on the focus questions (Appendix A2) and gathering documentation at their
respective sites prior to the meeting. In addition to the university-based co-authors, the meeting
was attended by a pre-service teacher who, as a work-study student, had monitored a network

station and had become a participant in the whole language interchange. The network and the

1The terms research (or researchers) and practice (or practitioners) are used to reflect certain
types of knowledge and perspectives. This is not meant to separate those from higher education
and research institutions from those in schools. Indeed, practitioners can be researchers and
convey sophisticated understandings of theory.

2In this paper, the questions have been reorganized to combine the description of individual
and institutional changes into question two, and to consider network influence on these changes in
question three.




structure behind the data collection for this paper are described more fully in the lead paper to this
symposium.

Whole Langnage in the WL Group Schools

The extent to which whole language philosophy and practice are institutionalized in the
schools of the WL Group varies across the six sites, as it does across the nation, at large. Each
site has had a multi-year history of development toward whole language philosophy and practices.
This history has included fundamental changes in culture including mode and frequency of teacher
talk, ways in which teachers work together, and the manner in which the curriculum is
operationalized. Each of the school sites has been involved in national school restructuring
projects3; consequently, whole language is part of a broader context of change.

At eacli site the development of whole language began as a grass-roots effort with
pioneering teachers who, often through their own initiative, became "trained" and established
personal networks of support and inspiration. These teachers shared certain characteristics, among
them: a personal style and teaching/leaming philosophy conducive to whole language, risk-taking,
empowerment, and leadership skills. The extent to which whole language philosophy has taken
root in the individual schools (and thus, the proportion of faculty "buy-in") varies across the
schools. These differences exert a powerful bearing on the focus of the information presented or
sought in Network papers, its sophistication, and the purpose behind the communication. The
following WL Group school site descriptions enable the reader to better understand the contexts
from which our interchange originated.

Ahuimanu is an ethnically-diverse K-6 elementary school of nearly 600 students located on
the windward side of the Island of Oahu, Hawaii. The in-depth assessment and updating of their

language arts program and the development of hands-on learning were among the faculty’s

3Five of the six schools participated in the original Mastery In Leaming Project (MIL), a
five-year research and demonstration school-based improvement effort, and two to its successor,
The Mastery In Leaming Consortium. (The School Renewal Network was originally designed as
a means to support MIL's goal of empowerment through knowledge deliberation.)




improvement priorities during the Mastery In Learning Project. The faculty gathered much
information, used consultants, communicated extensively with their mainland colleagues over the
network, and engaged in prolonged debate over the advisability of moving to a literature-based
basal. A profound sense of responsibility for the systematic development of skills existed side-by-
side (often in a single individual) with the belief that reading and writing should be purposeful and
built upon good literature. Two years ago they adopted the Houghton Mifflin literature-based
series. "Some teachers are trying very hard to use it all the way through, other picking and
choosing.” The school has purchased classroom sets of literature, and a number of teachers are
utilizing them as part of integrated units.

Aire Libre is a 600 student K-6 elementary school in suburban Phoenix, Arizona. The
concept for Aire Libre to be a whole language school dates back to the beginning of its participation
in the Mastery In Leaming Project. Many of Aire Libre’s original MIL goals pertained to moving
in the direction of whole language; e.g., implementing a literature-based language arts curriculum
and providing teachers with human and material resources to facilitate the process. A core of
teachers had studied with Goodman and sought the profound curricular and instructional changes
implicated by the whole language philosophy. A second group of teachers, schooled in the
Spalding method were equally zealous in their advocacy of a systematic phonetic approach to
reading and writing. Teachers and parents took sides, and there was great concem over the
articulation of students from year to year. The school has incurred “major ups and downs"
including having three different principals and changes in the central administration since MIL
began. Several years ago, because of overcrowding, the school was divided, and half the students
and faculty moved to a new site with the original principal. Many of the original literature
committee teachers moved, yet the core ideas of literature-based instruction and process writing
have lived on and developed. Teachers at Aire Libre were instrumental in initiating a network
session devoted exclusively to whole language. Last year the school chose to adopt a new

literature-based basal series (Open Court). The teachers are able 10 use it at their discreticn. Some




whole language teachers have chosea not to use it at all, but most have found it to provide the
continuity (both real, in terms of skill development, and psychological, for teachers and parents),
in providing a sense of program unity. Furthermore, "Open Court pretty much flows along with
the District scope and sequence."

Amanda Arnold, a K-6 elementary school in Manhattan, Kansas, has the broadest and most
institutionally-supported whole language program of the WL Group sites. Seven years ago, a -
school district partnership with Kansas State University created the opportunity for a core group of
teachers to develop a knowledge base in whoie language philosophy and practice. From their
commitment and leadership grew a building wide-effort to focus on literature studies, develop an
integrated library program, and emphasize the writing process. As principal, Clark Reinke has
facilitated this development by nurturing a culture characterized by trust, risk-taking, opportunities
for adults to work with and learn from one another, on-going locally-planned staff development,
and a teacher appraisal system that supports self-directed development and professional collegiality
where continuous collaborative re-examination of practice is the norm. He has facilitated structural
changes including time for planning and revised school schedules. He stated, "My job is to bréak
down barriers for teachers and encourage them . .. ." He is a collaborative participant in the
search for new ideas in areas such as assessment and the use of technology in integrated learning.
Amanda Amold established its colleagueship in the Mastery In Learning Consortium in the fail of
1990. Currenily, i . partnership with Kansas State, the teachers are working under NSF support to
design more authentic classroom experiences for teacher trainees.

At Clinton Elementary, a K-4 school in a small rural town in northeast Ohio, the whole
language puilosophy has developed over the past five years. Language process approaches were a
component of their school renewal priorities during their participation in the Mastery In Leaming
Project. Whole language started at the kindergarten level and grew as teachers "felt comfortable."
At present, all teachers are utilizing some components characteristic of whole language instruction

with basal usage ranging from extensive at the fourth grade to non-existent at K, Pre-1, and 3rd

.,
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grades. They are leading their district in change, and the "superintendent is listening and
watching.” Much of their energies currently are in the exploration of assessment options including
conferencing and interviews, anecdotal records, checklists, learning portfolios, student self-
cvalu.ation, and learning logs. Whole language teachers from Clinton were substantive
contributors to network descriptions of whole language n practice.

Kimball Elementary, an ethnically-diverse school in Seattle, Washington, also a member of
the NEA's Mastery In Learning Consortium, began their school restructuring efforts as a
participant in the original Mastery in Leaming Project. As part of these efforts, Kimball has been
developing a Pacific Rim Curriculum that is thematic, integrated, and cross-graded. Focusing on
the students' native cultures, it emphasizes integration of the arts and concern for the environment.
The library is the hub of Kimball, both physically, and in practice. As Bill Towner, media
specialist explains, "Kimball was involved, at least partially, in whole language instruction before
it was in vogue." Beginning in 1984 Bill and a number of colleagues collaborated in the planning
of a language arts program which combined the inherent strengths of a number of different
approaches including language experience, thematic, and story-literature--"essentially the same as

whole language.” Whole language instruction began in the upper and lower grades and "met in the

middle.” As Kimball's program has developed, changes in instruction have led the faculty to seck
out new ways of assessing and reporting student progress. Reorganization of the school day has
provided time for uninterrupted language arts blocks, common team planning time, and ongoing
site-initiated staff development. Active parent and community participation and shared governance
nave involved the faculty in efforts to communicate the whole language philosophy broadly.
Seneca Falls is a 400 student 5-8 middie school located in Seneca Falls, New York. The
faculty's participation in whole language began with the confluence of several independent events.
One of the most significant was the arrival of English teacher Cindy Myers, who had been a
participant in the Breadloaf Project of the early eighties and who modeled for other teachers the

reading wnd writing process in instruction and the need for teachers to be role models in the
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learning process. In the mid-eighties the faculty (then, part of the 6-12 Mynderse Academy) joined
the Mastery In Learning Project (MIL). Through an MIL subcommittee on "Critical Thinking,"
Cindy educated her group on the reading and writing process, and a number of faculty began to
use it. After the school reconfigured to separate middle and high schools, the new administrator
encouraged new approaches to the instruction of middle school youngsters. As a reading teacher,
Mike Marriam had been concerned about the large number of identified remedial students. When
the state of New York reevaluated its remedial programs and advocated "congruency" (the
coordination of Chapter I/PSEN classrooms with that of the regular classroom teachers), he began
gradually to work cooperatively with subject area teachers. Whole language has become the
prevailing philosophy of the English teachers in grades 6,7, and 8. Learning logs and other
content area language arts activities are becoming commonplace in instruction in other content
areas. The initiatives have had tangible results: In the school years ending in 1990 and 1591 there
were no PSEN-identified (non-handicapped students) exiting the eighth grade. Language arts
teachers from the middle school have collaborated with their elementary school colleagres and
involved them with other elementary schools over the network. Whole language has become the
philosophy in practice for K-4. Only the fifth grade team remains divided, with one teacher in

particular, adamant in his preference for a skills-oriented reading program.

-~ Question 2 --
How Has Thinking and Practice about Reading and Language Instruction for
Studenis Changed?

What Has Been the Effect on Your Colleagues and School?
Because whole language is a philosophy of how childrer learn, its effects are enmeshed

rmong other components of the schooling process. As one WL Group member stated, "Whole

language is one symptom of a whole different way of teaching. In a true whole language culture,

c 1k
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the entire curriculum is restructured, and instruction in all areas is affected." Change toward whole
language instruction implies changes in thought and practice across the curriculum and requires
fundamental change in the culture of schools and in the relationship among schools, parents, and
community. It appears from the explanaticns of the WL Group participants that whole language
philosophy and practice both leads toward and follows from such changes.

The descriptions in the previous section provide a glimpse into the chronclogy and context
of changed thought and practice across the six schools in the WL Group. In this section, the
participants describe those changes in more detail.

Changes in Thinking About Students and Curriculum

Whole language teachers declare their independence from the constraints of the

centralized education system and share with students the power to make decisions

about what is leamned and how learning takes place. (Koepke, 1991, p. 36)

As whole language philosophy takes root, fundamental changes take place in the ways

teachers think about the nature of schooling, about their role, and about students.

Changes in thinking about students and how they learn. Whole language philosophy

demands changes from traditional ways of thinking about students and their learning.

Clark: My mind has become open to the knowledge that all children come to school
with language and life experiences. Our responsibility as educators is to build on
this language and experiences and open up the world of reading and writing for
children. . . . When children are immersed in a literate and language-rich
environment in which they hear and experience language and learn jiow to use
Ianguage themselves, they become empowered to be self-directed leamners. I have
learned that children leamn skills when they are developmentally ready to lean, and
that they learn better in a supportive environment, and that they progress at their
own pace.

As Mike remarked, teachers come to reject the tacit assumption that some students will not
learn. Maxine noted:

Some teachers really thought the kids couldn't do it. Teacher expectations have
been raised. It makes the teachers feel good. Kids realize it too.

.
. [
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Teachers come to see the need for learning activities and instruction to meet the needs and
interests of (indeed, to develop from) students as opposed to fiiting students to a predetermined
curriculum.

Curriculum and organization. WL Group members described numerous changes in
curriculum, instruction, and school organization to enable the development of whole language.
Such changes included integration of curriculum across subjects, reading and writing across
content areas, thematic units, hands-on activities, individualized language arts instruction,
replacement of readers with children's literature, broader repertoire of instructional strategies, and
revised schedules to permit longer language arts blocks for process instruction.

Integration of previously distinct curricular subjects and the use of thematic units was a
common theme, although the sites varied fiom "treading in the direction of integrated curriculum"
to sophisticated implementation.

Clark: Curriculum integration has now become standard practice for teachers [at

Amanda Amold], as they seek a more holistic approach and additional connections

for children. . . . Literature and writing take place in all curricular areas, even math

and science.

Judy noted that the teachers at Clinton are moving from teacher-centered thematic units to the
generative theme cycle, which begins with children's questions of the world. Kimball teach~ s are
looking for opportunities to increase interaction between grade levels and are developing school-
wide strands such as their Pacific-Rim curriculum.

New ways of thinking about curriculum and instruction has enabled teachers to rethink old
grouping practices. Teachers are able to work with homogeneous groups and employ cooperative
strategies to maximize individual learning. Maxine noted that the upper grade teachers at
Ahuimanu, previously firm in their preference for departmentalized homogeneous grouping, are
now having heterogeneous classes.

Budgeting and use of materials. In all WL Group schools, instructional monies have been

allocated towards the purchase of children's literature, literature libraries, and tradebook
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collections. Teachers have written grants, and reading instruction has become an all-schoo!l
priority. In some cases, basal text purchases have been eliminated altogether. Again, such

changes breed changes in other areas.

Maxine: As [Ahuimanu teachers] order and use literature libraries (two of each
book). . ., it carries over into other areas. Teachers realize they don't need a

science book for each child. They see other resources to use. They are more
aware. :

Changes in assessment practices. Perhaps the greatest impediment to the implementation of
whole language is the mismatch between whole language philosophy and assessmert practices
(both program assessment and student assessment).

Clark: .. Whole language teachers have realized that traditional assessment and

reportmg strategies are just not congruent with their beliefs, and they do not provxde

the appropriate information.

Whole language philosophy has led to the search for alternative strategies for student assessment
across the WL Group sites. All six sites have participated in the Network discussion in the
ASSESSMENT conference moderated by Joe Walters of Harvard Project Zero. This has been one
of the more powerful foci for Network exchange and discussion. Teachers are not only seeking
and developing new forms of student assessment but are developing greater sophistication in its
educational utilization. ‘

Bill: Changes in instruction are moving us to develop new ways of assessing and

reporting student progress. There is more focus on on-going assessment.

Assessment is beginning to guide instruction. . . . We use work to assess more
than one skill.

Kimball and Amanda Amold have been particularly active in this arena, and a teacher from each
site attended the work session on Portfolio Assessment (which paralleled the WL Group session).
In fact, despite the formidable distance between Manhattan, KS and Seattle, WA, the two teachers

are making arrangements for school visitation to better observe and discuss each other’s practices

in assessment.
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Changes in the Ways People Work Together in Schools.

Whole language emphasizes that leaming is holistic and connected. These adjectives
describe the direction in which the "cultures” in WL Group schools are moving. Teachers see
themselves connected with their peers in their schools and across the nation, and they seek time for
quality collaboration and shared inquiry.

Changes in ways teachers and specialists work together. In many schools, “regular”
teachers and "specialists” operate separately. Specialists--and, in particular, remedial reading
teachers and library-media personnel--play integral roles in students' language arts programs. One
of the common themes among WL Group schools was that teachers and specialists have begun to
work together in substantively different--and more connected--ways. Several participants
described ways in which specialists for reading, writing, and chapter I have begun to team teach in
classrooms with regular classroom teachers.

Mike: Our remediation list has so shrunk that my day is spent in actually going into

the core curricular classes of the students, helping them gain an authentic

understanding and knowledge right there on the spot instead of in an isolated

setting. The look of self-esteem on their faces speaks volumes. This also allows me

to reach that next echelon of student who need only a little to keep abreast in the
classroom.

Bill and Clark spoke of the essential and expanded role of the library-media area and its specialists
in a program built around children's literature.

Bill: The library-media collection is there to support whatever else is going on. . . .

One of my major roles is to be a salesperson for top-notched [literature and

resources}.
Bill described dramatic increases in circulation and has arranged his lunch hour so that students can
use the library during their lunch time.

Several of the WL Group participants noted that classroom teachers and specialists such as

phys. ed., art, and music are now collaborating to integrate the curriculum. Maxine reported that

Ahuimanu's decisions to better integrate support services has brought specialists and whole

fa
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language ideas into the regular classrooms and helped teachers to change. For example, Science
Lab, which is one hour per week, used to be a separate experience. "Teachers are now discussing
with the science teacher and asking, 'where can we go next?" Teachers are assigning family
projects. Parents are interested, and teachers are using parents more in the classroom.

The WL Group acknowledged that there are unresolved dilemmas in the degree to which
specialists should disappear into the fabric of integration. There are times when the separate and
specialized services are significant for a student's academic or affective needs.

Increase in collegial activity. Each of the WL Group participants described ways in which
their respective faculties have developed professional collegiality. Clark reported that, for Amanda
Amold teachers, the rewards of professionalism, have eliminated the need for socializétion. The
dialogue in faculty rooms and other informal gathering places has changed. Faculty meetings take
on a new character. Maxine described how teachers engage in lunchroom discussions, often over
Network papers. She stated:

Before, if we tried to have lunchtime meetings--"This is my lunch time." Then, half

the table would be listening. Now, everyone is engaged. . . We see teachers are

talking with each other about program, curriculum.

At Kimball and Amanda Amold, teachers are plahning systematic action research to evaluate the
outcomes of whole language instruction.

Teachers are seeking and establishing collegial gatherings beyond the confines of their
schools. Even though most of the "founding" whole language teachers have moved away, Aire
Libre teachers have started meeting with teachers from Deer Valley (a neighboring district) on a
voluntary basis. Their meetings, referred to as "Chat and Chew," are an extension of the informal
research-sharing and discussion sessions begun during Aire Libre's peiticipation in MIL. Mike
and several of his Seneca Falls colleagues "network"” with peers in neighboring districts and with
members of the Wayne-Finger Lakes English Council. Mike stated, "While whole language has a

firm grip in the Seneca Falls District, at present, neighboring districts have little such foundation."




16

Teachers from several of the schools have coordinated vacation and conference trips to build in
time for observation and collaboration with peers at other school sites across the nation.

Recent research on effective schools (e.g., Little, 1982) and school improvement (e.g.,
Lieberman, 1988) have empﬁasizcd the importance of professional collegiality in schools. But
increased collaboration and frank professional discussion create new tensions, as well as new
possibilities. One of the most obvious tensions is time.

Maxine: As we talk more, dialoguing time is so important. . . . We need time for
dialoguing and peer coaching--It's a real concemn,

Another tension is coping with the conflict that arises when professionals openly disagree. Itis
much easier to hide fundamental philosophical differences in a traditional system where teachers
operate in a culture of isolation and top-down decision making; surface agreement about district,
school, or even “team" goals is easy to establish and rarely examined. A whole language culture
calls for philosophical and practical commitment to certain principles; yet, in many schools, all
faculty do not agree. Like the phonics-proponents at Aire Libre and the fifth-grade resistor at
Seneca Falls, not 31l faculty at Ahuimanu "buy :in;o" whole language philosophy, and this creates a
dilemma. Maxine explained: _

People ask, "What is wrong with being a uadiﬁo;xal teacher? What is wrong if

you're really good atit?" Some parents would like to see a school within a school.

We don't want to see two camps pitted--more divisive--we want to work toward a

common goal where teachers don't feel pitted against one another.
Coping with these conflicts and tensions is part of the change process vital to whole language.

Development of teacher leadership. A whole language culture demands that teachers take
leadership for educational decision making within their classroom, and it empowers them to
extend that leadership within their school and beyond it.

/ Mike: Another ... realization [was] that the leadership in our buildings had begun
to change. Along with Cindy, others, including myself, began to see ourselves as

the actual informed educational practitioners of the future. . . . the use of the School
Renewal Network allows ALL to take the leadership role.

Clark: This initiative has empowered and liberated teachers to focus their efforts on
the needs of children, and to challenge the barriers that have been in place for a long
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time. This empowerment has caused teachers to become visionary and to see a
bigger picture of themselves, their students, and their school.

Teachers become less willing to view expertise as solely external. For example, when recently the
teachers at Ahuimanu were asked to collaborate in some work being done at the University of
Hawaii, the faculty decided to have their Restructuring Committee "look into it" to be certain that
their involvement would fit into Ahuimanu'’s improvement agenda.

Changes in Student Learning

Ultimately, a philosophy or method of education must be judged by the knowledge,
performance, and attitudes of the students who receive instruction according to the philoscphy or
method. Each of the WL Group members cited specific positive and substantive student outcomes

for their whole language efforts to date.

Judy: As a teacher, I enjoy teaching more. As students, they are excited about

learning. As parents, they can't believe how their child is turned or to books and
writing.

Judy noted that she is able to use the objectives from the graded course of study as a checklist of
pupil progress rather than as a determinant of curriculum in practice. She has found that her pupils
have met the objectives more frequently since she has implemented whole language.

Clark noted affective differences in Amanda Am;)ld students such as increased interest in
reading and greater independence. All WL Participants described qualitative changes in the way
students interact with language--the reading of good literature, more reading to and by students,
more student writing and publishing--and in the students' interest in reading, writing, and learning,.
All noted progress among those previously thought to have difficulty with reading and language.
Mike has documented lower numbers of remedial students leaving the middle school.

Mike: The irrefutable proof is that we now see EVERY child enrolled in grades 6,
7, and 8 in our building with a book in his or her hands.

Group members agreed that whole language has the same goals as phonics/basal approaches plus
important additional goals. They expressed frustration that the research community, to date, has

not addressed that fact in their comparisons.
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-- Question 3 --
What 'as Been the Effect on You, Your School and Your Colleagues-in Regard to

Whole Language and Participation in the Network's Interactive Community?

It is difficult to understand the effect of any intervention without understanding the
fundamental characteristics of the intervention, itself. Thus, we begin this section with a
description of the content of the network papers and the nature of participant interaction in the
WHOLE LANGUAGE session. Then we present testimony of the network's impact on the WL
Group participants, their colleagues, and their schools.

Description of Network Paper Activity and Dialogue to Date
The WHOLE LANGUAGE Session was begun in September 1990 at the request of

practitioners who had discovered a common interest through their discussions in the
CURRICULUM Sessions. Since that time, over 90 papers have been transmitted from 20
different sites. Appendix B contains a sampling of Network papers.

Over 75 percent of the WHOLE LANGUAGE Session papers have come from 8 sites (6
practitioner sites and 2 researcher/moderator sites). It was from this group of active contributor
sites that 5 of the 6 practitioners in the WL Group were selected. The sixth represents a school
with region-wide renown for expertise and experience in whole language; although faculty have
not been active contributors to the WHOLE LANGUAGE Session, they are actively involved in
the network dialogue around alternative assessment for whole language in the ASSESSMENT
sessions.

It is likely that the number of workstations monitoring the content of the WHOLE
LANGUAGE session is much larger than the 20 represented by the papers. Gauging the range
and impgct of network communication is problematic. We know from previous research efforts on

the network (e.g., Castle, Livingston, Trafton, & Obermeyer, 1990; Livingston, 1991) that a
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sizeable number of workstations read and monitor the papers even though they may not contribute,
and that much specific follow-up interchange occurs in message format (private station-to-station
transmissions). Furthermore, it is difficult to track the impact of network activity on school
faculties at the network sites.

Further complicating attempts to document the influence of the network community on
practice in whole language is the fact that whole-language-in-practice cuts across other subject
matter areas, calls for new instructional strategies, encourages the restructuring of school
organizational patierns and curriculum, and makes critical the reassessment of traditional
approaches to assessment. Major threads of discussion in the ASSESSMENT sessions include the
whole language teachers' dilemma of assessment mismatch and the utilization of portfolio
assessment for whole language classrooms. In the CURRICULUM sessions, participants have
discussed the integration of curricuium vital to whole language classrooms. In the
RESTRUCTURING sessions, participants have sought to learn about ways to find time and
opportunities for whole language teachers to collaborative in the design and implementation of
integrated instruction and to manage change and conflict productively. Papers in other conferénces
and sessions have examined related issues in parént involvement, technology, at-risk students, and
more. In short, examining dialogue about whole language solely through the WHOLE
LANGUAGE session is a bit like the parabie about the blind men learning about the elephant.
With that caveat, however, the following section summarizes the substantive content of the papers

in the WHOLE LANGUAGE session.

Insert Table 1 about here.

As can be seen from Table 1, the first half of network communication in the WHOLE
LANGUAGE Session (between September 1990 and mid-February 1991) was dominated by

informational papers in which practitioners and, in particular, one researcher-moderator shared
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information and resources. Approximately 1/4 of the papers shared classroom strategies and
experiences. The set of papers comprising the second half (mid-February 1991 through mid-
February 1992) showed a marked increase in focused dialogue and a qualitative difference in the
focus of papers sent. An exchange of practical ideas for spelling instruction continued, but papers
in which participants shared personal reflections and took a principled stance on an issue pertaining
to whole language instruction (e.g., the role of skills or the need for authentic and holistic tasks)
increased dramatically. Debate occurred over a number of issues (e.g., direct instruction and
phonics for at-risk students and basal v. whole language instruction). This mzrks an important
contribution for this session? and for the role of the network in stimulating research/practice
dialogue. A number of participants cited recently-reported research about the limitations of whole
language instruction and are seeking discussion about its implications.

The WL Group: Effects of Network Participation

Any discussion of Network effects must be qualified. As Maxine was articulate in pointing
out, whole language is part of broader changes in thinking and practice, and the Network is but
one catalyst in that total process of change. Nonetheless, WL Group participants cited some areas
in which the Network has influenced individual and institutional change vis-a-vis whole language.
At its most basic, the Network appears to serve two broad and overlapping functions: validation
and empowerment. The Network validates and empowers its participants by providing
information, connectedness, and support.

Information. PSlInet, the networking software of the School Renewal Network, is an
acronym for “People Sharing Information Network.” The sharing of information--practical and
theoretical--is a primary function of the network and one which participants cited as empowering.
They have used book lists to order and/or organize books, used thematic ideas for organizing

instruction, and arranged school visits based upon information shared. Examples of strategies and

4Previous analyses of network dialogue have documented that discussion tends to be
overly-polite with participants rarely taking overt stands in opposition to those of others.
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materials used have generated new ideas in new sites. Research summaries (e.g., reports of
declining reading test scores) have generated concern and discussion.

Judy noted that the Network needs to retain a balance of information types. "We need
more theory; . . . teachers need to think." Research-based papers and those in which participants
share their critical reflection about issues and practices "provide a broader vision of what is going
on and what could be . . .. It keeps minds open to change."

The knowledge and ideas in network papers nudge and empower people toward
reflection and action. Mike summarized:

The Network is the “critical friend," the "bug in the side” that does not allow a

teacher to become complacent (Somewhere, someone is DOING SOMETHING),

and to feel isolated. It has allowed me to gain a little more foothold in the classroom

and have a little more effect, not only on PSEN [special needs] students, but on all

students in the academic community.

The information on the Network serves as a catalyst for collaboration. Maxine described
how network papers engage teachers in lunch time discussion. Sometimes, when teachers became
interested in something read over the Network, they asked the specialists to assist them in adopting
a given strategy or idea.

The Network serves as a generative information scurce, empowering practitioners and
researchers to co-develop new understandings and procedures and to share their trials, problems,

and discoveries.

Clark: The network has been especially helpful in the area of assessment. . . . {It]
offers important dialogue for developing and improving our assessment practices.

Bill: A synergistic product develops--the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.

Connectedness. WL Group members discussed the significance of the Network as a
source of connections or "networking." These connections empower partic/ipants by providing
validation and support for risk-taking and change at the grass roots level. The network provides an

outlet for people who want to speak about educational issues but don't yet have a network of like-
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minded inquiring individuals in their local situation or who want to try ideas cut on the network

first.

Mike: It has become apparent that the greatest enemy of education, not to mention
social reform, is isolation. If anything, the School Renewal Network has allowed
us to begin to remove this isolation. Encouragement and support from Network
researchers have been instrumental in breaking down my own reluctance to share
information with others and be willing to take risks in experimenting with new
teaching techniques.

One participant felt so strongly about the network's role in preventing personal isolation that it was
described as a "personal life support in troubled educational circumstances."

Politics is about the forming of constituencies and finding support and power in people of
like persuasions. The School Renewal Network is a powerful political tool. Participants at
Mynderse, Clinton, Aire Lire, and Ahuimanu reported sharing network papers with others within
and beyond their districts, as Connie stated, "to inspire them to go toward whole language.” Judy
stated, "The Network has made me aware that I am a small part of the whole change process," and

We like the security of knowing that others are affecting change."

Support. One of the primary effects of the network effort has been the suppért it provides
to participants and their colleagues. Even for those who teach in a firmly-established whole
language program, the Network provides a valuable valiéiation and encouragement to share their
expertise with others.

Clark: Our involvement with the network community has helped to affirm and

support our efforts and beliefs. We have been able to relate to frustrations and

share in success of others. We have felt good about the knowledge we have and

that someone can actually benefit from that knowledge.

Gursky (1991) wrote that whole language "is about empowerment . . .. In short; it's
about who controls what goes on in the classroom" {p. 27); yet, in reality, most teachers must
teach in situations in which substantial control is exercised externally. All teachers must answer to
a national reform consciousness which largely takes for granted the traditional theories of learning

on which our practices have been based. Nearly all must sustain standardized test comparisons.

Many are expected to incorporate district scope and sequence guidelines--almost always sequential
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and skills-based. All must answer to concemned parents and some to political and religious
conservatives who attack whole language with McCarthy-like tactics. Validation of beliefs and
practices is a significant support function for the Network, particularly among faculties who are
having to defend whole language against doubters and take risks by openly abandoning traditional

practices.

Connie: The network has been a great contribution to those teachers who may not -
have received local support for their ides, but they read and receive support that
way.

Judy: Whole language has had a major impact at all different levels [at Clinton].

This interactive community has been a great support since we have resistance

outside our building.

A curious but common belief in our culture is that expertise ruust be external. Another
manifestation of Network support is its provision of on-site credibility to the local innovator.

Mike: Personally, [the Network] has allowed me to achieve the new goals of

congruency within my building by giving me a needed credibility in discussing

instructional strategies with other faculty members.

As a prospective teacher, Lisa reported that her brief two-month connection with the
network has given her "new perspective on the field of education.” She suggested that network
papers be used as a resource to help undergraduates perceive larger educational issues and help
them better understand their coursework as it pertains to whole language.

Limitations. All members of the WL Group expressed frustration at finding the time to
participate in the network as fully as they would like. They cited previously documented issues of
time, access, comfort, skills (both technology- and communication-related), the small number of
active participants, software limitations, and technological glitchesS as inhibitors to maximizing the
potential of the network (Castle, et. al, 1990). Yet all felt strongly about its inherent value and the

need to continue.

5Technology works when it works! At the time of the writing of this paper, the systems at
three of the participants' sites are "down" and, at one site, “network" communicaticn has been
reduced to hurriedly-scratched notes through the U.S. mails.
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-- Question 4 --
How Can the Network Help You/Your Colleagues to Improve Literacy Instruction
and Experiences for Students?
In this Regard, How Could the Research/Practitioner Community Be

Strengthened? —

Over the course of the 2-day work session and in telephone interviews, the WL Group
members generated ideas about ways in which research could inform practice and in which on-
going dialogue among and between practitioners and researchers could move the aims o;f whole
language forward. To place their suggestions in perspective, we have integrated their major
recommendations for research with a brief review of the extant research literature on whole
language. We have organized this around three major issues in whole language which emerged
from our analysis of the Network papers: justification, documentation, and balance. These issues,
of concern both to researchers and practitioners, are obviously interconnected in practice, but are
broken down in this paper for the purpose of discussion: After examination of the three issues, we
provide a number of questions concerning development and change as it pertains to whole
language. The participants hope that these questions will help forge an expanded research agenda
that will bring greater clarity to the discussion of whole language issues and assist practitioners in
fostering a higher literacy among all students. We conclude the section with the WL Group
participants' specific recommendations for the development of research/practice community on the
School Renewal Network.

Justification

Early in the December conference session the question of whether we had to justify a whole

language approach or whether we could take for granted that it was a worthy approach was

broached. Because the meeting participants’ preference was clearly the latter position, they decided
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to use their time to explore other issues. However, as the Network papers reveal, not all
participants on the Network (or their colleagues) are as clear. The Edelsky - McKenna (1991)
debate aside, much of the research on whole language indicates that the approach works as well as
basal approaches on measures that reflect and are relatively restricted to goals and objectives of
basal programs. The exception is at the first grade level, but there is some question as to whether
the data collected in the studies are adequate to resolve this issue (McGee & Lomax, 1990,
Schickendanz, 1990).

The question of justification looms large in the Network communication in the WHOLE
LANGUAGE session. There are two qualitatively different aspects to the question. One type
reflects a sharing and seeking of assurance for the efficacy of whole language practices, generally
presented by practitioners who are in the process of constructing an understanding of what whole
language means. The second type of justification reflects a search for ways to help others see the
validity of whole language and child-centered practices; centributors to this type of justification are
generally those who have come to own, at a deep personal level, the philosophical principles of
whole language. Paper 2 in Appendix B is ciearly an example of the second type of justificdtion.
Both types reflect concern with the impact of external assessment and policy on their whole
language efforts.

Both of these justification types are legitimate; the first type puts responsibility on the part
of both researchers and practitioners who have internalized the theory to help them think through
their concerns and think more deeply about the reasons embedded in the whole language
philosophy. Those who are further committed are also in a position to help inform research in
terms of the questions and data sources that should be used in evaluating the effectiveness of whole
language and the form 12 which it is communicated to practitioners, policymakers, and the public.

Assessment and testing is a major issue among participants in the Whole Language session.
WL Group members expressed frustration that whole language research has not adequately

examined the outcomes of whole language. For example, what many of the evaluations of skill-

N
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oriented versus meaning-oriented programs fail to reflect is the fact that whole language, in its
idealized form, embodies many more goals than word recognition and comprehension measured in
its traditional form--scores on word recognition and comprehension in standardized test formats.
Traditional (Basal) instruction reflects what Resnick (1987) calls low literacy: the inculcation of
basic literacy skills to the mass of the population. Whole Language reflects the intent to extend
Resnick's notion of "high literacy skill" to the masses. High literacy moves beyond the skill of
being able to recognize and decode words and decode the literal meaning of simple written
messages to critical use of these basic skills to perform tasks of creative and critical thinking. In
traditional programs and program evaluation, basic skills are an end in themselves. Programs
with high literacy goals see basic skills as a means to these higher o}der goals.

QUESTION: What are the intended outcomes of whole language in their full breadth?

Justification and proper evaluation must reflect (and adequately measure) the broad based
goals inherent in the whole language philosophy. Justification, assessment, and program
evaluations must also reflect different concepts of acquisition in the two approaches. Traditional
approaches assume that learning is linear and hierarchically organized. Whole language on the
other hand entertains the idea that there may be no tight hierarchy of skills, that learners vary in
their "developmental agenda" based on what has already been acquired and personal interest.

QUESTION: What should be the additional indicators by which whole language

learning/program success is assessed?
This conception of learning begs longitudinal evaluation and student assessment that reflect
individual growth (measurement of progress against a student’s own baseline) rather than
measurement against a group norm.

QUESTION: How can we systematically gather longitudinal data on the broader aims of

whole language instruction?
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In order to interpret studies of the successes of whole language and those which compare
whole language with traditional approaches, there needs to be greater definitional clarity about what
people mean when they use the term “whole language.” This leads to the issue of documentation.
Documentation

Practitioners from the Network sites represent a wide range of "whole language" practices,
from literature-based textbook reading programs with explicit skill sequences, to interdisciplinary
programs using children's trade books in instruction (sometimes with explicit strategy and skill
instruction), to highly individualized and child-centered (not curriculum-driven) language
experiences--to name but a few variants. Equally apparent in Network papers is the fact that
participants vary in their understanding of the translation of whole language philosophy into
classroom practice. Resources are sought and shared. Many of the questions posed over the
Network ask, "How do you ...?" Those just finding their way in whole language often ask very
global questions or questions reflecting an undifferentiated notion of effective practice. Papers 3
and 4 in appendix B illustrate such requests. Rich documentation of whole language practice is
essential to respond to these very sincere and legitimate requests. Paper 5 in appendix B is a
response that reflects a deep understanding of whole language and is a sophisticated exemplar of
documienting practice.

Whole language has repeatedly been called a philosophy rather than a method. While
philosophies may exist in a pure and hypothetical form, the way they are carried out is as varied as
the individual who embraces the philosophy. For example, Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd
(1991) found that teachers could easily be positioned on a definitions-of-reading continuum that
moved from word/skill to literature approach. As Vacca & Rasinski (1992) point out, whole
language practices are theory driven, but teachers who join the movement come with their own
implicit theories. Part of the process of becoming a whole language teacher is one of coming to
understand the formal theory behind whole language, confronting one’s own intuitive theories and

moving toward alignment of the implicit and the formal. The very nature of whole language means
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that there will be variability in practice from one classroom to the next. That does not, however,
preclude a core of common concepts that can be used to classify classrooms as examples of whole
language application.

QUESTION: What is the distinction between whole language instruction and the use of

activities with only surface resemblance to whole language?

An important role for the research/practice community is to provide documentation which richly
describes the characteristics of whole language in individual classrooms and enables differentiation
of whole language and traditional instruction.

Basals provide a script for reading lessons. Whole language, however, is more loosely
structured, guided by a set of principles, frameworks and enabling instructional procedures (e.g.
mini-lessons, authors chair, buddy reading etc.) that allow for much more variation in practice.
While the “curriculum - in - use" will vary from the prescribed curriculum in both cases, the
potential for variance is much greater in whole language. We feel the notion of curriculum-in-use
is a largely-neglected aspect in literacy evaluation and no better illustrated than in the Stahl and
Miller metz.i-analysis of language experience and whole language approaches (1989). In’their
response to Stahl and Miller, McGee and Lomax (1990) point out that only two of the studies for
which size effects were calculated actually examined the effect of application of whole language
theory in the classrooms under study. Documentation in the form of explicit description of whole
language-in-practice is essential to move beyond either/or comparisons and ensure meaningful
interpretation by practitioners. This is especially critical as the whole language "debate," fueled by
calls for education reform, moves into the arena of policy.

One purpose the Network can serve is a means of facilitating deeper thought about the
reasons behind practices and therefore facilitating the process of coming to more deeply understand
whole language as a philosophy rather than as a set of techniques. Frank Lyman, a colleague of
ours from the University of Maryland, helps the preservice and inservice teachers with whom he

collaborates to realize that "there is nothing as practical as a good theory,” and models "idea to
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example" thinking and “example to idea” thinking. (Paper 6 in Appendix B contains an example of
the former.) Explicit linkage of concepts from theory and research with documented practical
examples is an essential task for the research/practice community.

The testimony of the WL Group members reflects the complex relationship between whole
language practice and the change process in their classrooms and schools. Whole language exists
within a context, yet few of the studies to date have considered and the ecology of whole language
practice. This also must be documented.

QUESTION: What are the characteristics of classrooml/school culture where whole

language teaching is the norm? What is the nature of the roles of teachers, specialists,

principals, students, and parents?

QUESTION: What is the relationship of whole language to curriculum in-practice in other

subject areas?
Balance

Much of the controversy around whole language centers on this notion of balance and the
role played by explicit instruction. This is an issue which characterized much of the Network
conversation. It characterized the conversation of both justification types in qualitatively different
ways. Participants who are working on their understandings of whole language legitimately
recognize the need for students to master skills but are afraid to give up the invariant sequence and
isolated focus of basic-skill-oriented practices and replace them with practices more compatible
with whole language philosophy, or they haven't resolved the issue of balance. The following
excerpt from a Network paper exemplifies their dilemma:

Are you using any phonics materials . . . ? (I think we've talked about this before,

but it still keeps cropping up.) To READ one has to DECODE and to

UNDERSTAND. Whole language is an UMBRELLA that motivates and attracts
learning styles. Is part of WHOLE language PHONICS?

3
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Those whole language practitioners who have resolved the issue of the role of direct instruction are
raising the dialogue to near philosophical level. Again, paper 2 in Appendix B is an exemplar. It
links research findings with practical examples and the passion of ethical commitment.
ﬁecently, a series of three articles were published in the Journal of Educational Psychology
that are being touted by some, as evidence against whole language. This either-or stance is
reminiscent of the paradigm wars (Stanovich, 1990) that have long characterized the reading field
and do little to clarify the instructional implications of research on reading. The three articles are
accompanied by a thoughtful introduction by Vellutino in which he points out that the findings
taken together support the importance of learning the alphabetic principle but are not incompatible
with whole language and meaning-centered approaches. Yet, when “results" are translated for
dissemination, these interpretations and caveats are too often lost and conclusions reduced to
dichotomies of whole language versus phonics. For example, a recent Network paper citing these

studies began:

The January 8th issue of Education Week had an article reporting three studies
recently published which cast doubt on benefits of using "only" whole language to
teach reading. '

Perhaps part of the problem lies in the use of "red herring” language: use of words like "code
oriented" and "phonic" approaches, which are associated with specific instructional practices that
are at odds with some of the whole language philosophy.

To a large degree the current debate on meaning-centered versus code-centered approaches
is focused on the role of code learning, with most of the negative evidence being centered on the
first grade year and "at risk" populations. From the philosophical perspective of whole language
much of the evidence is narrowly contextualized (looking at a particular time frame in children's
literacy growth) and narrowly focused (looking at code acquisition apart from broader definitions
of what is involved in deriving meaning from text and what it means to be literate).

Recently Fisher and Heibert (1990) the broadened the argument. In an observational study

of contrasting classrooms, they found that literacy tasks in literature-based programs were longer
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and more complex than in skill-oriented classes and provided more opportunity for students to
engage in behaviors that are important for the development of problem solving and higher order
thinking. They also found, however, that the "literature-based" teachers in their study did not
provide specific guidance in writing and reading using specific texts. This study raises the
question of balance in opportunity to gain access to the way written language works.

The implicit/explicit debate is an important one and it centers on two assumptions at the
heart of whole language philosophy: that learning to read is as natural as learning to talk and that
spoken and written language are parallel processes. At the opposite end is the assumption that
written language is a secondary system mapped on to a primary system (Mattingiy and Kavenaugh,
1972) and is therefore less accessible (Downing, 1984) and may, therefore require explicit
instruction (Liberman & Liberman, 1990). Can these conflicting positions be reconciled within a
whole language perspective? Whole language is about learning and creating environments for
learning. (Part of what makes whole language attractive to many educators is that it embraces
complexities.) We propose that three factors have bearing on this issue: opportunity, accessibility
and individual difference.

Regardless of the epistemological position one takes about the written language system, it
is in keeping with whole language philosophy to argue that, given the same opportunity, written
language can be learned as naturally as spoken language. The problem is that there are vast
differences in the opportunities to learn about written language. All children, unless they are bom
deaf, have access to a spoken code, although form (Lebov 1970) and funciion (Delpit, 1988;
Heath, 1983) may vary. Access to the written code varies widely in quantity and quality before
formal schooling. Network participants have posed questions about the nature and efficacy of
whole language with at-risk students and students of differing "achievement" levels.

Stron, evidence for whole language is in its effectiveness at the kindergarten level ghen
children are discovering foundational knowledge about the purposes and functions of written

language and being exposed to the language of books. Middle class children have access to this
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foundational knowledge long before they enter kindergarten. This long apprenticeship is a major
factor that sets one type of at-risk child (socio-economically disadvantaged) apart from the
mainstream. Evaluations that focus on grade level norms may mask the achievements of these
students in whole language classrooms, since what is measured on first grade tests may not be
what is being learned or what is developmentally appropriate for these students from disadvantaged
life conditions. Since they miss the long apprenticeship enjoyed by more advantaged students, it
seems reasonable to assume that they will take longer to acquire literacy-based knowledge.

A second type of "at-risk” student is the child who has more difficulty detecting the
regularities or structure that characterizes things to be learned. Nicholson (1989, 1991) has
reported that 15% of the New Zealand chiidren do not make much progress in code acquisition at
the end of the first year and require "individual reading tutelage in their second year of schooling".
These students may need more assistance than others, but the type of assistance does not have to
be incompatible with the whole language philosophy. In fact, Reading Recovery is a program that
emerged out of whole language to assist children of this second type. '

At least two factors seem to be involved'in abstracting structure: degree of redundancy and
degree to which acquisition can occur independent of -€xplicit instruction. Following Downing
(1984), Taylor (1986) has suggested that some aspects of written language may be less accessible

and therefore require teachers to provide more explicit feedback and more structured experience.
Maxine Haun expressed the practitioner's quandary:

¢
How to put in instructional skills is the hardest thing--it's real hard. . . . Some
people “teach for the moment," but the moment may not arrive! Maybe something

needs to be written down. . . . Here is where we could use Network and
researcher help.

QUESTION: How does the whole language teacher diagnose the need for structured
experiences and expiicit instruction?
QUESTION: Which aspects of written language are less accessible and require more

structured experience and explicit feedback in instruction?

w
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QUESTION: How do teachers make explicit 1o students knowledgelskills about literacy in
. ways compatible with the whole language philosophy?

QUESTION: Whole language offers opportunities for students with difficulties to engage

in more meaningful types of activities as well as high level learners. How does whole

language instruction meet different learning needs? What does a teacher have to knowldo?

An entirely different way of viewing the issue of balance is in the realin of school ethos and
concerns the practical reality of attempting to reconcile or cope with radically different
philosophical and/or pedagogical persuasions among faculty. This is a common situation in many
schools, where teacher isolation and individualism has been the norm. This issue of balance poses
very real dilemmas; for example:

QUESTION:. In schools where whole language teachers co-exist with teachers who teach a

skills-based basal-driven curriculum, what is the effect on students moving between the

different approaches from year to year?
Creating the Conditions for Whole Language

Many of the questions generated by the WL Group concerned the facilitation of changé and
development--teacher preparation and ongoing support, administrative climate and policy, and
building understanding of whole language among parents and community. (The balance question
listed above is relevant to school change.) These questions urge a collaboration among researchers
in the areas of learning and literacy with those who study school change and professional
development.

QUESTION: "Oustanding” teachers of whole language have a deep sense of process.

How do you develop that? Diagnose it?

QUESTION: Whole language curriculum is integrated; much instruction is not "frontal.”

It is difficult for the novice observer to "dissect” it into discrete elements and subjects.

Some whole language teachers are reluctant to take on interns and student teachers because
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of the complexity of their classrooms. What types of preservice teacher education
experiences would best prepare new teachers for whole language instruction?

QUESTION: What types of inservice/mentoring exgeriences are needed to acculturate new
teachers into an already functioning whole language school?

QUESTION: Grass roots change was a characteristic of each of the sites in WL Group.
Can whole language instruction be "mandated” or even "encouraged” by central planning?
Must it evolve from the grass roots?

QUESTION: Is a whole language "culture” best achieved through a "bottom-up” change
process or through a combination of "top-down” and "bottom-up” change? In either case,

what type of administrative support is needed to nurture the development of whole

language?

QUESTION: What are effective ways to involve parents and community and build an

understanding of whole language instruction?

QUESTION: How do the issues of controversy and censorship around children’s literature

affect whole language instruction? How can whole language educaiors address the beliefs

and perceptions of the conservarive right-wing and religious fundamentalist opposition?

ngthening the Researc ctice Community on the Network

In the preceding section, we outlined recommendations for strengthening the larger
research/practice community through more focused investigation of whole language issues. In
addition to those suggestions, the WL Group made some specific recommendations for the
Network community.

WL Group members agreed that the Network should maintain a balance of theory, practical
application, and information--that blend, indeed, was the School Renewal Network's raison d'etre.
The members believed that exploration of issues (such as assessment) that are extending the

bounds of current practice are ideal for Network dialogue.
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As whole language and its look-alikes have become more popular, resources and "experts”
have proliferated. WL Group members called for more sophisticated evaluations of these
resources in Network papers. In particular, they suggested a critically-annotated data base of
conferences and speakers in which practitioners could share candid evaluations of the focus and
impact of these resources as compared to their needs.

The Network could serve a critical function in improving practice, sharing insights, and
counteracting faddism by supporting action research around whole language issues--helping to
define areas of focus, critical variables, criteria, and so on. The Network might also serve to
facilitate production and sharing of affordable documentation including videotapes for teachers and
parents, especially of whole language practices at upper elementary, middle school, and secondary
levels.

Network participants who have more sophisticated information and discussion needs
sometimes feel frustration at the level of dialogue. Time is precious. One WL Group member
reported that their participation declined when "we gave more than we got." At a recent Center
symposium, Network representatives discussed Gvays to reduce paper clutter on the Network and
enhance the substantive content. They designed configurations for special interest groups to
dialogue through messages or temporary sessions and, when finished, to report back through
papers in the regular conferences and sessions. The WL group endorsed this suggestion as a
means to better tailor Network communication to the needs of specific sites and increase the
sophistication of the dialogue. The use of such "synergy" groups with students is another area for
exploration. The problem solving or topical focus of the groups would move student usé of the
Network beyond the "penpal” stage and engage them in creative and critical thinking and
purposeful writing with their peers across the nation.

Because new Network sites are being added cortinuously as the NEA Center for
Innovation expands the participants in its programs of restructuring, not all session participaunts are

experienced with whole language or with using the Network system: The unavoidable "Network

L
o




36

learning curve" places some limits on the sophistication of papers, particularly requests for help, so
it is essential ‘that Network moderators (both "official" and informal) help new users find access to
previously-transmitted papers which may address their concemns.

Finally, to increase the impact of the Network on practice across the nation, participants

(researchers and practitioners) need to find and share ways to increase participation in the dialogue

within each site.
Conclusion

As whole langnage becomes more prominent in educational discussions, it is essential that
information be available to guide decisions and practice--information from scholarly research,
insights from action research, descriptions of exemplary practice, and analyses of books and
materials--and that the information, questions, and issues be collaboratively and critically reflected
upon. The School Renewal Network is one means for that exchange.

Increasing research/practice dialogue, over the Network and in other venues, is critical to
improved schools. As many others have noted, the task is not a simple one. Part of the dilemma
is that, in responding to questions that are complex (and that is what the good ones are), one has to
transform theoretical understanding into propositions that can be easily understood by those who
don't have the same theoretical background. That is a very difficult and time consuming task. As
one of us noted, "Frequently when Lisa would wave a Network question at me and ask me to
respond, the magnitude of the task was overwhelming and I just didn't have the time or energy to
respond.” This is not only true for the researcher responding to the practitioner, but to the
experienced practitioner attempting to codify practical knowiedge--i.e., convey the embedded
theory of expert practice. The difficulty of the task is compounded by the ambiguities of

responding to a decontextualized question.
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Time is an issue, in part, because this type of activity is not a sanctioned component of
either the researcher’s or the practitioner's job--though it ought to be. For researchers, the careful
thought and abstracting of relevant literature in order to respond to problems of practice can be
every bit as time consuming and intense as writing for a scholarly journal; its impact on others may
be even greater. Yet, such writing is not acknowledged. Current research on school change and
improvement is clear on the importance of a "learning culture" among adults as well as children in
schools (e.g., Joyce, 1990; Fullan, 1991; Miller, in press), yet Network participation is an "extra"
task for practitioners also. Despite these difficulties, the Network has demonstrated the positive
impact of the interactive community. There is a clear and natural relationship between the Network
and whole language. The task, then, is to work to reduce the barriers.

Whole language has brought about positive collaborative efforts among staff

members who have typically worked in isolation. As they discovered children

learned better collaboratively, they sought out the collegiality which supported their
efforts, as well. And now with the Network, they see themselves as part of
something even larger and more powerful; and they see themselves as key
participants of this Network. . . . By participating in the Network we are
experiencing and modeling whole language learning ourselves. By reading,
writing, reflecting, and sharing through the Network we become part of a learning

community which supports, affirms, and values us as learners.  (Clarke Reinke,
December 1991)
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Table 1

Content Analysis of Network Papers in WHOLE LANGUAGE Session through 2/12/92

41

First Half Second Half

(47 papers) (46 papers)
Category n % n %
Requests and
questions 6 13 10 22
Information about
resources 30 64 17 37
Description of
practices; idea sharing 11 23 16 35
Reflections; defending
stances 5 11 17 37
Other (including process
facilitation) 5 11 1 2

Note. Total n =93 papers. Column totals may exceed 93 because some papers have multiple

categorizations.
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APPENDIX A
WHOLE LANGUAGE AND NETWORKING

ISSUES:

WHOLE LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION
NETWORK AS "COMMUNITY"
RESEARCH/PRACTICE INTERACTION RE WHOLE LANGUAGE

FOCUS QUESTIONS:

1. What has happened thus far in regard to whole language Instruction in your
school and how has the network community contributed?

2. How has your thinking and practice (and that of your colleagues) changed
regarding reading and language instruction for students? How has your
participation in the network’s community affected your thinking and practice?

3. What has been the effect on your school (or institution) and your colleagues in
regard to whole language and participation in this Interactive community?

4, How can the network help youlyour colleagues to improve literacy instruction and
experiences for students? In this regard, how could the research/practitioner
community be strengthened?
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Th to their seats for writing time. 1 cail this

¥ hers may use this tise as their journal writing

t en keep sonthly foldersiconstruction paper folded in

h g we have 3 calendar and weather graph that

i the chiloren engage in free or structured

¥ri they write whatever they wish using invented

spe I iry to transcribe for pach student at least

e ¢ writing I give t pecific things to write:
=23

S
a
1

worgs, sentences, etc. A tew children share their
# g eag of 2ach zonth I save 2 few things froe their
f oritelio to docusent growth znd progress. The

ne sharet book experience is probably the easiest and aost effective whole
N s
i

£
language fechnicue to implesent in the primary classroom. The idea is
based on the ressarch of Don Holdaway frok New Iealand. I°11 share sore
with
you zhoui Holdemay and his research in my next writing., 1 have sy children
sit around &e on 2 cerpet area in front of the big book easel. We read
guatity children's iiterature trade books, big books, and poess and songs
printed on large chart paper. Thic is when I teach any whole group lessons
pertaining t i 1 suage strategies, skills, etc. This is
o goteling process 1 sentioned kefore within the

a7 books, poegs and songs. Are you

ig
tratecies? 1f not, let me know and maybe

experience, we break into reading groups and
rezding groups we read literature trade books
e seterials {Sunshine Series-The Wrinkt Broup) as
ir the basal. Others in the rcoom are working in

the &
¢ stories with sother volunteers, and output.
& extensicr atiivity we say be doing related to art,

iosophy 1S neat because it allows every child to function
cen tevei. The shered book experience gives good readers
i g act . white at the case tise it allows
:1en reaters to 35 n in when they feel ready or
p roent worx tise allows for sore trzditional reading
s are addresseﬁ, but through the use of quality children’s
: 1

Many chiidren stiil experience trouble with letters and scunds at the
first grade level. Whole languege doesn't say one shouldn't teach phonics,
but rather that it should be taught as one sirategy for gaining eeaning and
that it should be taught in context. That can happer alot when the
z - t L p
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= rme= Ln = ir ore=43 1
1t «3iCORE LD jusp inoon thiz cenversaticn!
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APPENDIX B--PAPER 6
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