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Implementing Whole Language: 
Bridging Children and Books

By encouraging innovation, teachers in a small,
rural school district in New Hampshire

have constructed a whole-language program
for their students.

A s a child, I hated to read The 
task was difficult and I couldn't 
excel. In 4th grade any hope that 

I might discover books a source of 
pleasure was lost We had returned 
from our weekly visit to the library, 
where I had discovered a thin pictorial 
book on ants. I knew my teacher 
would not appreciate the book, but I 
wanted to know more about ants. I 
concealed the book in my lap and 
peeked into its contents. The legs of 
the ant looked like lofty columns hold 
ing together a mighty fortress—simi 
lar, I thought, to the buildings of an 
cient Greece. Suddenly my teacher 
jerked the book from my hands and 
thrust it high into the air. Proudly she 
announced that she had "captured an 
inappropriate book selection—too 
small in size, too few pages, and too 
many pictures." I was demoralized. 
Books were not my friends.

If I were a child today in the Con- 
toocook Valley (ConVal) School Dis 
trict, I would love books. This rural 
district's eight elementary schools, 
scattered throughout the shadow of 
Mt. Monadnock, have achieved won 
ders with children and books. Every 
classroom is filled with exciting litera 
ture and children's books of all sizes 
and shapes. Teachers focus on what 
children can do as writers and read 

ers. Children read any and every book 
that interests them. Whole-language 
instruction and writing processes 
bridge each child's curiosity and life 
experiences to language and books.

Children as Readers 
and Writers
From the first day of school, children 
in ConVal believe themselves to be 
readers and writers They read from 
the books that interest them; they

Continuous support 
of both a personal 
and a technical 
nature is essential if 
teachers are to 
successfully meet 
the needs of each 
student in their 
classrooms.

write stories that excite them. On large 
paper, using crayons and whatever let 
tering ability they have, children draw 
and write about a favorite toy or ani 
mal or place they have been. As each 
child reads his or her story out loud, 
the teacher transcribes it onto a corner 
of the paper, preserving the story so it 
can be read again in the future. By the 
end of 1st grade all students have 
published at least one book of their 
own creation. At "authors' teas," stu 
dents read their books to parents and 
peers. They always include an expla 
nation about themselves and their rea 
sons for selecting their topic. By the 
end of 6th grade, students have pub 
lished as many as a dozen books. 
Children discover that books preserve 
their ideas, pictures, and conversa 
tions. They learn that authors use writ 
ten words to express feelings, tell sto 
ries, and provide information.

Reading and writing at ConVal are 
considered integrated processes. Writ 
ing generates an enthusiasm for read 
ing, and reading creates the impetus 
for writing. As children write stories, 
they organize their thoughts onto pa 
per and analyze them during peer 
conferences. During class sharing and 
response time, children listen for con 
textual meaning in stories written by 
their peers.
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Whole-language instruction teaches 
the value of the writing process during 
reading activities. While reading ."big 
books" and other children's literature, 
teachers demonstrate how different 
authors convey meaning through writ 
ten language and illustrations. Stu 
dents talk and write about their per 
ceptions of the author's purpose, 
meaning, and style of presentation. 
Sometimes they emulate a favorite au 
thor's style as they work to discover 
their own writing voices.

Children read from "real" books 
they select according to their own 
interest and reading levels. Basals- and 
worksheets are not used in any of the 
district elementary schools.

Ten years ago teachers in the Con- 
Val District began to bridge children 
and books, first through the writing 
process and then through whole-lan 
guage instruction. This movement was 
generated at the grass roots level by 
teachers who found a dramatic diffier-

Mariryn jagcr Yarns' forthcoming 
book, Bt^buUns "B Kfntf Tbtidting 
and Learning About Print, (sched 
uled to be reteased in Marcn by MIT 
Press In Cambridge, HOTiartnifffttlt). 
draws information from the fields 
of cognitive psychology, devdop- 
mened psychology, educational 
psychology, education, linquisdcs, 
computer science, and anthropol-
<*y. |

The Center for the Study of Read! 
ing (Untversky of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign) has prepared a sum 
mary of Adams' king and scholarly 
book, selecting from this extensive 
body of research information par- 
Dcubuy useful to teachers, school 
administrators, and parents. The 
summary is available for $500; 
make your check payable to Univer 
sity of Slmois—Summary. For fur 
ther information, contact:

Unhersity of Illinois
Summary
P.O. Box 2276, Station A
Champaign, 0.61825-2276
(217) 244-W83

ence in achievement when students 
applied the writing process. With sup 
port from the superintendent and ad 
ministration, writing process and 
whole-langage instruction became ma 
jor district goals. The results include:

• high scores in reading compre 
hension on the California Achieve 
ment Tests;

• an increase in the quantity and 
quality of books read and written by 
students;

• a dramatic drop in the number of 
students identified for special educa 
tion services;

• recognition by the National Coun 
cil of Teachers of English as a National 
Center of Excellence;

• the first ConVal Literacy Confer 
ence on Whole Language, which drew 
300 educators from six states.

When we reflect over the past dec 
ade, it is clear that five distinct, yet 
interdependent, factors have influ 
enced the widespread integration of 
writing and reading processes across 
the district. We believe these are our 
keys to success.

Innovation
At Conval, innovation is highly valued 
Teachers and administrators have cre 
ated an atmosphere of cooperation, 
collaboration, and trust, rich in risk- 
taking and idea sharing. Teachers are 
encouraged to initiate instructional 
improvements and auricular adapta 
tions. As Tom Peters (1984) said, "In 
novation does not spawn from plan 
ning. It sparks from an idea."

And so it happened in ConVal. The 
writing process began as an idea: to 
find a way to make written language as 
meaningful as spoken language. This 
idea sparked one teacher, Paula Flem- 
ming, to integrate the writing process 
into her remedial reading program for 
elementary students. The dramatic 
jump in her students' reading scores 
gained districtwide attention.

Other teachers initiated instruc 
tional innovations connecting writing 
and reading. Amidst a growing belief 
that curriculum should be fully inte 
grated and relevant to each child, early 
risk-takers discarded their basal read 
ers. They developed theme-based, in 
tegrated units using trade books and

children's literature, creating lessons 
relevant to the lives of the children in 
their classes. They gave children time 
to read and write and the right to 
choose their books and topics.

Administrators supported these 
early risk-takers by budgeting for trade 
books and instructional materials. 
They provided time for teachers to

In ConVal, both the 
writing process and 
whole language ate 
defined into usable 
frameworks that can 
be referred to 
during the stages 
involved in 
implementation, 
assessment, and 
teacher inservice.
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work together, to share their ideas 
with other teachers, to attend work 
shops, and id visit other schools that 
practice writing process and a whole- 
language philosophy.

A Common Mission
As writing process and whole lan 
guage gained wider interest across the 
district, a common mission emerged: 
the belief that all students can love to 
read and write. Love of language is 
fostered through teacher modeling, by 
focusing on what students can do as 
readers and writers, by building skills 
through relevant and meaningful 
child-centered experiences, and by 
connecting skills, concepts, and con 
tent through integrated, theme-based 
learning activities.

In support of this mission, three 
years ago the district made a commit 
ment to maximize class size at 20 
students and to minimize pull-out pro 
grams. By lowering class sizes and by 
keeping children in the classrooms, 
teachers can focus on creating an at 
mosphere of excitement about read 
ing and writing that meets the needs of 
all students, including the handi 
capped and the academically gifted.

Teacher Support
Teacher support is essential to the 
success of a writing process and 
whole-language curriculum Efforts to 
implement whole language and writ 
ing process will fail if teachers do not 
have consultants readily available to 
assist them. Teachers simply cannot be 
expected to implement, on their own 
after a few workshops, complex in 
structional processes embedded in an 
unfamiliar philosophy

ConVal uses a teacher-consultant 
model to provide support and inser- 
vice training to teachers across the 
district. The model was piloted seven 
years ago in one of the elementary 
schools. For three years Paula Flem- 
ming served as full-time writing coor 
dinator to train teachers in the writing 
process. Once again, her success 
gained districtwide attention.

The teacher-consultant model cre 
ated by Flemming has since been im 
plemented across the district By re 
allocating staff and redefining job

Teachers must read 
and write when 
children read and 
write; they must 
share when children 
share; they must 
openly experience 
the process along 
with their students.

descriptions, ConVal administrators 
created four language arts teacher 
consultants who are full-time teacher 
trainers in writing process and whole- 
language instruction. They receive the 
same contract, salary, and benefits as 
other ConVal teachers

Just as teachers identify the 
strengths of individual children in or 
der to create successful reading and 
writing experiences, the consultants 
work with the strengths of individual 
teachers to create successful teaching 
experiences Their services to teachers 
include individual confidential consul 
tation, demonstration and team teach 
ing, group presentations (including 
faculty meetings), mini-workshops, 
courses, and grade-level sharing ses 
sions. They conduct response groups 
where teachers share their own writ 

ing, employing the same techniques 
used with students. The consultants 
help teachers diagnose and assess stu 
dent achievement in order to design 
instructional strategies to meet the 
needs of each child.

The consultants have credibility 
with teachers because of their own 
successes as classroom teachers, their 
willingness to take risks, and their 
ability to listen and respond in a con 
fidential manner to the needs of all 
teachers. As teachers interact with the 
consultants, trust builds between 
them, trust that is the foundation for 
growth and change

This spring, two consultants spent 
three weeks in New Zealand observing 
and studying whole-language instruc 
tion. As a result of this exchange, an 
"early intervention" paralleling New 
Zealand's Reading Recovery program 
was implemented to remedy reading 
difficulties of first-year 1st grade stu 
dents (ConVal has no public kindergar 
ten program). In this program, two 
Chapter I teachers use writing process 
and whole-language techniques during 
daily individualized tutoring sessions to 
help students focus on their reading 
strengths, not on their deficiencies

Another new project involves 13 
high school teachers who developed a 
school-within-a-school called the "Pyr 
amid Program " The writing process is 
the main vehicle for integrating core 
content areas (English, social studies, 
math, and science) for a heteroge 
neous group of 140 students in grades 
9 to 12.

Ftg.1. The Writing Pr.

Rehearsal: sensory experience, thought,
reading, writing that is previous 
to the piece of writing

Drafting: putting ideas into writing in a 
tentative form

Revision: re-seeing the piece and making 
changes to it

Editing: fixing the writing mechanics, 
spelling, grammar, handwriting

Publishing: presenting the writing to others 
in its final form

Response: receiving feedback from others 
about the piece of writing

52 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP



lfc.2. ***

Hauling K> children—the teacher rtadi quality literature IB children to encourage them to 
read.

Snared book cxpctmiKt a cooperative language activity bated on the bedtime story ***  
Mon; the teacher mack and rereads apoealing rhymes, longs, poems, and stories.

Sustained alent reading everyone, including the teacher, reads for an extended perioA of

Guided nmHog the teacher auigra books to group of 8 to 10 children to read Indepen 
dently followed by reading conference*; books are selected to keep the chMdran on the cut 
ting edge of their reading ability.

Individualized reading—an organized alternative to guided reading; grows out of guided 
reading; careful monitoring of individual progress is done by both child and teacher.

Language experience oral language is recorded by a scribe or audio cassette and 
available to children in written format; firsthand or vicarious experience is Irimlitud into 
written language.

Children's writing—ConVal uses the writing proem described in Fig, I (similar to that 
described by Butler).

Modeled writing—the teacher models writing process and behavior; children tee and hear an 
'expert* writer in action.

Opportunities lor sharing—a finish*! piece is pi Merited to an Mdtonce; ConVW uses  uatapr'i 
teas and published books as two methods.

Content area reading and writing—«tuden* tee demonstrations of each type of text (by sub 
ject content) and learn about varying reading speed and looking far context dues.

 adapted to, use In the ConVal District from Andm Butler, 1 9V

Initially the consultants were as 
signed to specific schools with a pre 
determined schedule that evenly dis 
tributed their time across all 11 
schools in the district. This approach 
was not very effective because the con 
sultant schedules took precedence 
over the needs of the teachers.

To remedy this situation, the con 
sultants developed a new strategy, 
which they refer to as "intensified 
service." Essentially, this means that 
they flex their schedules to meet the 
needs and services requested by 
teachers and administrators. For ex 
ample, Antrim Elementary's principal 
and faculty of 10 teachers decided to 
focus on guided reading as an alterna 
tive to traditional reading groups. The 
principal, the teachers, and a consult 
ant brainstormed different ways to 
proceed. As a result, three consultants 
devoted the majority of their time over 
a six-week period to meet with indi 
vidual teachers, model specific tech 
niques, and conduct inservice training 
during faculty meetings.

The consultants make an effort to 
demonstrate their sensitivity and re- 
sponsiveness to the needs of teachers 
through personal gestures. They pick up 
books at the bookstore and deliver them 
to teachers, write notes of encourage 
ment, extend personal invitations to at 

tend workshops, and highlight teachers' 
successes in newsletters Continuous 
support of both a personal and a tech 
nical nature is essential if teachers are to 
successfully meet the needs of each 
student in their classrooms. And student 
success is the greatest motivator of 
teacher giXjwUi,

Structure Within the 
Philosophy
In ConVal, both the writing process and 
whole language are defined as usable 
frameworks that can be referred to dur 
ing the stages involved in implementa 
tion, assessment, and teacher inservice 
This provides a concrete structure and a 
common language within a philosophy 
mat can appear nebulous without close 
investigation.

The writing process is denned by 
these six phases: rehearsal, drafting, re 
vision, editing, publishing, and re 
sponse. They are described in Figure l

As children apply the writing pro 
cess, the phases are explained and 
modeled. Publication of books written 
by students is managed by parent vol 
unteers, who operate publishing 
houses in each elementary and middle 
school. Parents type children's stories 
into book form, laminate the covers, 
and bind and distribute them to chil 
dren, classrooms, and school and 
town libraries.

Teachers draw on The Elements of 
Whole Language (Butler 1967) for a 
meaningful structure to whote-

to the
Canto! School Dbtrfct:

Cochrane, O., et *i. (1984) folding. M«*» and Caring. New Yortc Rfchafd C 
Owen Publishers, Inc.

Goodman, K. (1966). What's Mflofr in MAofc L»ngu*gff rVmwnouft, Hit: 
Hetnemann Educational Soaks, Inc.

Craves, O. (1978). Balance the Basics: Let Hiem MMc\ New Yoric tad Foundation.

Holdaway, O. (I960). Independence m HsxSng. Exeter, NX.: 
tional Books, Inc., 1980.

Newman, I. (1985). Whole Ltngutge: Theory* US*. PtMHnoutS, HJH-: 
Educational Books.

New Zealand Department of Education. (1986). HemSog in Junior Ghost. New 
York: Richard C Owen Pubfehrrs, toe.
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CuitetltMdTngorlhdMdu^iJKj 
foot**

Langnaefcvtrfence

Matting Process

Mmi-team 
(Modeled WHSng)

Oppoflunitie* far Stating

Content AIM 
Kertnf and Writing

Daily 
20-45 min.

3-5/VWwk 
10-20 mm.

0»Hy 
T3-30min.

Only 
5-10 min.

DaHy 
1O-2O mm.

Dally 
3O-45min.

only occasionally

0«Hy 
XMOmin.

5-10 min.
Daily 
1O-2O min.

Daily 
«p«Xtedforthes¥>ecmc<

Dally 
3O-40min.
3-5/Wfeefc 
S-IOmln.

Daily 
1O-20 min.

Daily

language instruction. Based on Brian 
Cambourne's (1987) theories on the 
conditions of language development, 
each of 10 elements identifies specific 
instructional strategies. A brief over 
view is shown in Figure 2 .

To help teachers effectively imple 
ment the 10 elements of whole lan 
guage and the writing process, the 
consultants have developed a teacher 
handbook that provides definitions, 
methods for managing a whole-lan 
guage classroom, time allocation 
guidelines (see fig. 3), book lists, sug 
gestions for assessment and evalua 
tion, and methods of communicating 
student achievement to parents. The 
handbook is intended for use during 
inservice programs as a reference and 
resource guide.

Discussions and debates have oc 
curred among the ConVal teachers 
and administrators regarding the 
what's and when's of phonics, gram 
mar, and spelling. Although they do 
not underestimate the importance of 
these language tools, they agree that 
they should be integrated within a 
meaningful context.

Writing and reading are defined 
into separate instructional processes, 
but they are considered interrelated 
and inseparable. Student achievement 
is strongly affected when reading and 
writing are taught as integral and con 

nected processes (Flemming 1988) 
Writing, which creates a personal rela 
tionship between the child and the 
printed word, builds reading skills, 
and generates enthusiasm for reading 
and books, cannot be taught well in 
exclusion of reading.

Perhaps the most important, and yet 
most difficult, aspect of the writing 
process and whole-language program 
is teacher modeling. Teachers must 
read and write when children read 
and write; they must share when chil 
dren share; they must openly experi 
ence the process along with their stu 
dents. Through modeling, teachers 
not only encourage children to imitate 
their actions, but they also help their 
students feel that they are sharing in 
an interesting process rather than hav 
ing it imposed on them

Voluntary Involvement
Teachers are more willing to become 
involved with new instructional tech 
niques when they feel they have a 
choice. ConVal teachers have always 
had this choice, and their participation 
in district inservice programs on the 
writing process and whole language 
has increased dramatically over the 
past f.ve years. This year the consult 
ants and other ConVal teachers have 
scheduled 22 different courses and 
workshops to enhance instruction in

the reading and writing processes. Al 
though teachers do not receive extra 
pay for their involvement in these 
programs, which are conducted after 
school, they can apply inservice hours 
toward their certification and move 
ment on the salary schedule

Bridging Children to Books
Bridging children to books is critical if 
children are to become literate citi 
zens in the complex world that lies 
ahead of them. Using whole language 
and the writing process connects a 
child's life experiences to the learning 
activities of the classroom Teachers 
are empowered to make curricular 
decisions in order to address the 
needs of their children: the curricu 
lum conforms to the child, not the 
child to the curriculum.

When teachers are empowered, stu 
dents are empowered. The result in 
ConVal is a powerful bridge of love for 
books—one that connects a child's cu 
riosity and life experiences to the world 
of books and language through the writ 
ing process and whole language.

In ConVal, there are no books that 
are "too small," with "too few pages 
and too many pictures," like my selec 
tion made in 4th grade But there are 
many children in our district who have 
discovered books and who excel at 
reading and writing D
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