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ABSTRACT
MOVING TO WHOLE LANGUAGE:

CHANGE STORIES IN ONE NEW ENGLAND
SCHOOL DISTRICT

By

Sue Frances Johnson

In the last twenty-five years public education has
seemed to be in a decline according to the many calls for
reform, restructure and change from the public, government
leaders, business leaders, and education leaders. Despite
all the rhetoric and attempts to create change in education,
we do not seem to be succeeding. During this time a
grassroots movement called whole language has risen which
could quell these outcries.

Perhaps the difficulty of successful educational change
may lie in the fact that those who will be expected to
implement and thus be most affected by change-the classroom
teachers-have not been clearly represented nor heard by
those proposing change.

The purpose of this study was to explore, through in-
depth interviews, three teachers’ perceptions of the process
and reality of change in becoming whole language teachers.
These teacher narratives reveal that a move to a whole
language classroom is a very complex process which occurs
gradually and involves the need for teacher commitment,
development of a community of teacher learners, teacher

autonomy and collaboration, time for reflection, principal



support, and parental support. Impediments to change are
often the system itself, standardized testing, and the

teachers themselves.
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Chapter One

THE SEARCH

"The search is what anyone would undertake if he were not
sunk in the everydayness of his own life. To become aware
of the possibility of the search is to be onto something.
Not to be onto something is to be in despair." Walker Percy,
from The Moviegoer.

As an English teacher for more than twenty years, in an
inner city middle school and in a high/middle school for
highly motivated and gifted kids, educational change has
never seemed to be problematic or unique for me. My
teaching colleagues would often tease me about what I was
going to do next. What new book was I going to use? Why
did I not use all the standardized tests? Why did I have
all that stuff hanging in my room, all those books?

They could never understand that I had to change; I had
to try something new. Often I changed because it was simply
boring for me to do the same things over and over. I was
always a different person as were my students different
people, and each class had a different personality and
different needs. How could I do the same things over and
over again?

I was always searching for something: something new
that would spark my students’ excitement about language;
something new that would involve everyone, including me.

Sometimes the changes I attempted to make evolved from my
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own learning in the classroom. For instance, I clearly
remember the day that fourteen-year-old Marcus asked me why
we had to do grammar books. As I looked at my classroom of
inner city kids, I realized that I did not have an answer
that would hold any meaning for them. So we stopped using
the grammar texts and began to explore, creating our own
texts to work from. No one told me that I could not do
this; it just felt right. When my principal would come in
to observe my class, he would simply praise me because my
students seemed to be involved in whatever we were doing.

I also discovered that my students responded with more
enthusiasm and excitement to paperbacks instead of our
reading books. So I searched garage sales and other
classrooms to bring as many trade books into my classroom as
possible and pitched the regular textbooks. Again no one
said that I could not do this. 1Instead, I was again praised
for the fact that my students were reading and their tests
scores were going up.

Sometimes I learned through teacher development. We
sporadically had a variety of workshops in our district
sponsored by the state. I always made an effort to go to
all of them in search of new ideas. But very often I was
left with more questions than answers. The workshops
presented cute ideas and new ways of doing things, but I was
not sure how to connect them, and I could not always see how
they would connect with my students.

It was finally through my formal education that my
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3
search gained meaning. I formed more questions and started
to think about the why of all these ideas and began to
collect my thoughts and discover what my own philosophy was.
In my masters program I learned more about what learning
was. I had decided to take my masters in elementary
education because I wanted to be certified K-12 so I would
always have a job. In that program I began to question how
what I was doing in the classroom connected with how I
believed students learned. I was briefly introduced to a
number of new ideas about reading and writing, and about
teaching math and science, but it was the learning theories
that got most of my attention. I began to realize that my
teaching practice and philosophy at the high school and
middle school levels were closely aligned with the
philosophy of some elementary teachers.

It was shortly after I finished my masters that I
joined a number of professional organizations (NCTE, ASCD,
ALAN) and began to follow the current trends and research in
the teaching of reading and writing. I began to read
journals and newsletters and found a forum where I could
seek out answers to my questions and where I found others
who had similar questions. I even discovered that I could
attend the meetings of the Michigan Council of Teachers of
English.

When I went back for my doctorate, my search led me to
read Louise Rosenblatt, Constance Weaver, Frank Smith, the

Goodmans, Steve Tchudi, Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Harste, Graves
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and Hanson, Atwell, Pearson and Tierney and others. They
spoke to me, and I responded. I found answers to some of my
questions and formed more questions. I had not been crazy
for wanting to do things that were meaningful to me and my
kids. It was okay for me to get off track with the students
if something interested us. I was not alone in my belief
that my students were at the heart of my teaching, not the
curriculum nor the text. My search broadened. I discovered
that I had been developing a whole language philosophy of
learning.

Some changes I attempted were accomplished easily, some
with great difficulty, and some were never fully realized
because of many external and internal forces encountered.
And some of those changes, I have discovered, were not
"real" changes at all.

Even though to me change had almost always seemed to be
an inevitable part of good teaching, a constant that some of
us come to expect if we are in the field long enough, change
is not and has not always been considered to be appropriate
and valuable to many others in education and outside
education. Also, as I have grown in my understanding of
education, of teaching and learning, I have learned that I
really did not understand the process of change, since my
own personal implementation of change came so easily and
naturally to me. Thus I began a new search.

Today as an assistant professor of English Education

and an inservice teacher of English language arts teachers
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5
and a classroom observer, understanding, implementing and
observing change is an even more important part of my
profession. Since I work with teachers to help them affect
changes in reading and writing classrooms, I keep up with
research and reports that suggest new and "better" ways of
doing English. So in many respects, I have become an agent
of change for language arts teachers. I have also come to
realize that my fully understanding how teachers define
change and most successfully accept and implement change
would make me a better teacher of teachers and would allow
me to more effectively affect change myself.

Along my own educational journey, I have evolved more
strongly into an advocate of whole language philosophy. For
me this was the most critical kind of change to make. It
involved not only making changes in classroom practices, but
making major changes in what I had been taught to believe
about what education was and who my students were and what
my real role as "teacher" meant. I had to come to terms
with my experiences, beliefs and practice.

Sometimes I see teachers making changes that are
successful, but at other times I see teachers who have no
interest in trying something different, which concerns me.
Sometimes I see teachers making changes which are not good
for them or their students. Although I tend to think change

is good, I know from my own teaching experiences that
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6
sometimes it is not,! and sometimes it costs too much in
other areas. But I still get frustrated when teachers
choose not to change or give up on a change attempt too soon
and then revert back to old ways after a few months. And I
continually ask the question, "Why does this happen? Why
was this teacher able to change successfully and not this
one?"

I have a vested interest now in how and why teachers
change in their language arts classrooms and a strong belief
that the principles underlying whole language, clearly
supported by an overwhelming amount of research (see Chapter
Three), are the philosophy that should support classroom
practice at every level. This interest in the questions
surrounding how change occurs and what impedes change,
especially as it relates to a whole language philosophy in
teaching, is the impetus for this new search.

Michael Fullan (1991) argues that "an understanding of
what reality is from the point of view of people within the
role is an essential starting point for constructing a
practical theory of the meaning and results of change

attempts" (144). In this study, then, I will explore the

lFullan (1991) states that "many decisions about the
kinds of educational innovations introduced in school
districts, are biased, poorly thought out, and unconnected
to the stated purposes of education.... Change is not
necessarily progress. Change must always be viewed in
relation to the particular values, goals, and outcomes it
serves (8).
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7
reality of change? from the point of view of three New
England school teachers who have successfully changed from
very traditional approaches and beliefs in the teaching of
language arts to a whole language philosophy of teaching.
In doing so these teachers have not only changed themselves
but have affected change in their entire school and have

touched others in their district.

2The term "change" will be defined by the teachers
themselves, as one of the purposes of this study is to
identify what their perception of change is.
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Chapter Two

THE PROBLEM

"It is teachers who, in the end, will change the world of
school by understanding it." Lawrence Stenhouse

Calls for Reform

As I began to review literature on educational change
and reform, some things became more clear to me. In the
last twenty-five years or so, public education has seemed to
be in decline according to the many calls for reform,
restructure and change. "Johnny can’t read or write,"
"Johnny can’t think," "Johnny can’t add" were the rallying
cries of many. In a 1983 sobering report, the National
Commission on Excellence in Education declared that we were
"a nation at risk." This report not only set the tone for
the educational reform that would mark the 1980’s and
1990’s, but it also brought a focus to education that had
never happened before (Nowell 1).

I discovered that the loudest voices heard for
educational reform have been raised by government, education
and business leaders (Carnegie Forum on Education and the
Economy, 1986) and a consortium of education deans ( The
Holms Group, 1986). In general the reform documents

produced by these leaders
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have envisioned a professional teaching environment in

which the teacher assumes a decision-making and

leadership role and has the opportunity for career
advancement.... Despite the abundance of literature
suggesting visions for school change, as we begin the

90’'s, Shanker asserts that public education is still at

the edge of disaster.’" (Dana 1)

Regardless of the rhetoric and the attempts to create
change in education, it does not ’‘seem’ that we are
succeeding. The reports of problems in education continue;
state and national scores are published regularly with cries
about what students don’t know; the government is taking
action with Education/America 2000; and states are revising
and creating new tests for teachers and students to force
change in education. Perhaps the difficulty may lie in the
fact that those who will be expected to implement and thus
be most affected by change--the classroom teachers--have not
been clearly represented or heard by those proposing reform
--government, business and education leaders.’®

For example, when we look at the representation on the
above commissions themselves, there are more business and
government representatives than classroom teachers; in fact,
classroom teachers are conspicuously absent. The National
Commission on Excellence in Education, which prepared A

Nation at Risk, gave only one slot out of thirty-three to a

classroom teacher. The Holmes and Carnegie Commissions,

’Ravitch (1985) asserts that "educational reform
movements have taken teachers for granted and treated them
as classroom furniture rather than as thinking, possibly
disputatious human beings" (19).
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10
which have pressed for an increased voice and status for
teachers, do not have any classroom teachers on their task
forces at all (Fosnot 12). Isn’t that like a parent telling

a child, "Do what I say, not what I do"?

What do we know about educational change?

At first, one might think that we do not know much
about educational change, but, in fact, we have an enormous
amount of research available about educational change.
Since the post-Sputnik crisis in the 1960s which produced
many curriculum innovations and fostered inquiry-based and
student-centered instruction, there have been hundreds of
studies on educational change.

Many of the changes that resulted from the wave of
reform in the 1960s and 1970s were funded directly by the
federal government and indirectly through state and local
reform projects spurred on by government support.?* Some of
the early studies simply looked at the purposes of the new
reform effort.

In one of the most prominent studies on federally
sponsored educational programs by Berman, McLaughlin and

Associates (1977), 293 change projects, including 29 field

‘Sputnik contributed directly to the passage of the
National Defense Act of 1958 and fostered scores of projects
at the national, state and local levels to strengthen
curricula, to upgrade the quality of teachers and teaching,
and to develop new instructional resources and materials.
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studies, were researched. Berman, et al. concluded that
school district decisions to engage in certain reforms were
of two types: those reflecting opportunism, in which
districts were motivated by the desire "to reap federal
funds," and those characterized by problem solving, in which
the main motivation emerged in response to locally
identified needs. As might be expected those which were
motivated by need were much more successful in achieving the
desired outcomes and in continuing the changes after the
funds ended.

Studies were also conducted on why change was or was
not successful. For example, some studies revealed that the
importance of relating need to change decisions is essential
for success.® Rosenblum and Louis found that "the degree
to which there was a formal recognition within the school
system of unmet needs" (12) was one of the four readiness
factors necessary for implementing change. Huberman and
Miles (1984) also suggested that the people involved in the
change efforts must perceive both that the needs being
addressed are significant and that they are making some
progress towards them.

The people most closely involved in educational change
are teachers. Regardless of who decides that there will be

a change, it is the teachers who must see it implemented and

Teachers frequently do not see the need for changes (NEA
report, 1979; Goodlad, 1984; Nias 1989). Those who do not see
a need for real change are generally satisfied with the system
as it is or are uncomfortable with trying to make changes that
require a fundamental alteration in their belief systems.
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provide results. Thus they should be involved in
identifying the need for change and seeing the progress.
However, Loucks and Hall’s (1979) research showed that "the
assumptions of introducers of change are out of [sync] with
the ’‘stages of concerns’ of teachers" (gtd in Fullan 35).
And, Sarason (1982) studying the experience of the "new
math" concluded that motivation for this change had not
involved teachers, students or parents. And as we all know,
the change to the "new math" lasted only briefly.
Silberman’s review of education (1970) concluded that the
reason for the failure of the educational reform movement
was "the fact that its prime movers were distinguished
university scholars"; what was assumed to be its greatest
strength turned out to be its greatest weakness (gtd in
Fullan 22). The scholars knew a great deal about theory and
research, but were too distant from the real, everyday
realities of school.

More recently directives for change from state
legislatures to increase teacher and school accountability
to improve student achievement may in reality be
contributing to a decline of teaching and curricula. For
example, McNeil (1987) found in a study of magnate schools
in one district that reforms meant to upgrade the quality of
instruction had an opposite effect: |

By applying standardized, reductive formulas to content

and pedagogy, (the reforms) undermine the integration

of teacher, student and subject; they intentionally set

in motion a de-skilling not present in the pre-reform
days of the magnet school... (6-7).
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Corbett and Wilson’s (1990) study of the impact of
statewide testing in Maryland and Pennsylvania also found
that new statewide testing mandates caused action at the
local level in ways that narrowed the curriculum and created
conditions adverse to reform:

Coping with the pressure to attain satisfactory results

in high-stakes tests caused educators to develop almost

a "crisis mentality" in their approach, in that they

jumped quickly into "solutions" to address a specific

issue. They narrowed the range of instructional
strategies from which they selected means to instruct
their students: they narrowed the content of the
material they chose to present to students; and they
narrowed the range of course offerings available to

students. (207)

Other research on educational change has found that
substantial change efforts that address multiple problems
are more likely to succeed and survive than small-scale,
easily trivialized innovations® and that important changes
can’'t be mandated because "they require skill, motivation,
commitment, and discretionary judgment on the part of those
who must change [schools and teachers]" (Fullan and Miles
746) .

Research on the change process also reveals three broad
stages. The first stage, initiation, consists of the
process that leads up to and includes a decision to adopt or
proceed with a change. Adoption decisions are most often
generated from administrative offices and usually have as

their focus district or school-wide change. Adoption

decisions are often related to needs, assessments, or

*Huberman and Miles, Innovation Up Close.
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recognized areas of weakness. Yet in most areas of life,
improvements build on strength, not weakness.

Stage two, implementation, (usually the first two or
three years of use) involves the attempt to put an idea or
reform into practice. It is the most difficult and complex
stage of the process, which is surprisingly taken for
granted by many policymakers. Implementation can be
positively influenced if previous change efforts have been
successful; if there has been careful consideration of the
decision involving the individuals who will be affected; if
enough time is allocated to implement the innovation; and if
there is strong support from district and school
administration.

Stage three, continuation or institutionalization,
refers to whether the change gets built in as an ongoing
part of the system or disappears. At this stage a shift
from the personal to organizational needs occurs. A change
is likely to take hold in a system if there is some strong
administrative pressure; if there is minimal local
resistance; if there are sufficient funds to continue; and
if there is leadership and staff stability.

The list of the research and reports goes on and on.
The point is that we do have a tremendous amount of
information about what makes successful educational change,

and yet we continually have unsuccessful change projects.’

"Educational change in many instances is good, but not
always. For me change is successful if its purpose, which
should always be about improving learning, is clearly
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One of the most comprehensive studies on educational
change is that of Michael Fullan. Supporting what much
research points out, Fullan states that "Educational change
depends on what teachers do and think--it’s as simple and
complex as that" (117). No matter what reforms, mandates or
new gimmicks are presented to teachers, no significant
change will occur unless it reflects what teachers believe
about teaching and learning. Teachers are the key to
successful change efforts.

Larry Cuban suggests that revising teacher practice is
a matter of changing teacher beliefs. Since "the crucible
of experience and the culture of teaching" (Lester and Onore
100) has been formed and perpetuated for over one hundred
years, teachers need to unlearn in order to learn. Genuine
learning and change come about from questioning or
reassessing our existing beliefs about the world.

As Stephen North (1987) explains, teacher knowledge, or
"practitioner’s lore"

is driven, first, by pragmatic logic: it is concerned

with what has worked, is working, or might work in

teaching, doing, or learning.... Second, its structure

is essentially experiential. That is, the traditions,

practices, and beliefs of which it is constituted are

best understood as being organized within an

experience-based framework: I will create my version of

lore [knowledge] out of what has worked or might work--

either in my own experience or in that of others--and I

will understand and order it in terms of the
circumstances under which it did so. (23)

identified; if it is supported by well researched theories
of learning; if teachers are involved in the planning as
well as the innovation stages; and if it is viewed in
relation to the values, goals, and outcomes it serves.
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In other words new experiences are always initially
reacted to in the context of some "familiar, reliable
construction of reality" which people (teachers) must be
able to attach personal meaning to, regardless of how
meaningful they might be to others. For teachers, that
meaning can take many forms depending upon what their
initial purposes or goals were in attempting the new
experience and their prior experiences and knowledge.

Often for many, the familiar equates with tradition.

The Influence of Tradition

Historically, a number of traditions have driven
education.® At the turn of the century as the United
States changed from a rural, agricultural society to an
industrialized, growing urban world, it became increasingly
evident that the traditions of literacy learning and the
current traditions of schooling could no longer serve
society to develop productive citizens for the twentieth
century (Shannon 1990 6), and change was necessary.

Shannon (1990) reports that according to Kliebard there
were four distinct groups vying for control of education at

the this time: the scientific managers;® the social

! See Shannon (1990, 1989) and Applebee (1974) for a
discussion of these traditions.

*The scientific managers sought to develop curriculum
which would use exact measurement and precise standards to
determine the most efficient ways to train children to
become useful citizens. Their central purpose was to use
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reconstructionists;!° the humanists;!' and the child-
centered proponents'?(7-14).

The most persuasive and powerful of these groups was
the scientific managers. As early as the turn of the
century Frederick Taylor’s scientific management system,
lauded as "the only means for raising productivity in both
industrial and social institutions," was adapted from
industry as the model for establishing a scientific
curriculum (11). Taylor and his followers insisted that it
was possible to scientifically analyze tasks performed by
individuals in order to discover those procedures that would
produce the maximum output with the minimum input of

energies and resources.

schools as the primary socializing agents for intellectual,
social and moral development to ensure that American
standards were upheld.

The social reconstructionists wanted to develop a
curriculum which would create an educational system that
would help solve the social problems created by rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. They
wanted a curriculum that would focus on the social issues of
the time: poverty, crime, political corruption,
unemployment, etc.

1The humanists wanted to maintain as much of the
status quo as possible by preserving many of the curricular
traditions of the past such as the focus on classical
languages and literature, development of reasoning power and
a sensitivity to beauty. The school curriculum would be
driven by college requirements.

12 For the child-centered advocates, curriculum was to
be formed around a child’s natural development and
interests. Through observation and systemic analyses, the
child-centered teacher would develop a curriculum which
would allow students to develop and use their literacy
skills through natural communicative and self-expressive
activities.
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By 1911, scientific management was so well accepted in
the United States that the National Society for the
Study of Education’s Department of Superintendents
appointed a Committee on the Economy of Time in
Education to make recommendations to eliminate
nonessentials from the elementary school curriculum, to

set minimum standards for each school subject, and to

improve teaching methods through scientific research.
(Shannon 1990 11)

Seeking the most effective methods and materials with
which to teach children, scientific managers, directed by
the report of the Committee on the Economy of Time in
Education, planned to develop the report into "a handbook
and guide for the use of teachers and supervisors who are
interested in planning classroom procedures with due regard
for both economy and efficiency in teaching and learning"
(gtd in Shannon 11). In the language arts curriculum these
materials translated into the commercially prepared basal
reading materials and the lessons they prescribed.

The central focus of the basal lessons is on the

systematic, even standard, delivery of instruction

along a fixed sequence of reading and language skills

with periodic use of standardized tests to monitor
student progress through the materials (14).

The continued use and influence of the basals has preserved
the scientific managers’ hold on the literacy lessons and
curriculum of the public schools.

Since the 1950s, educational tradition has been heavily
influenced and supported by the behaviorist movement,
inspired in large part by the work of B.F. Skinner. The

behaviorists added weight and strength to the scientific
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management program because they too promised clear and
immediate measurements of learning. The behaviorist
movement claimed that educators could break down all
learning into discrete, observable outcomes that could
become objectives of teaching. These concepts have had
enormous appeal to a society which still held the clear
pragmatic goals of industrialization and wanted a focus on
product and "quality control."

This traditional "factory" model of education has been
given a variety of names in education--"top-down, "
"transmission of knowledge" and "knowledge acquisition"
models are three. It promised that learning could be
measured accurately and that the public could know exactly
what and how much had been and could be learned. 1Its
emphasis on accountability has clearly undergirded and
driven educational programs for the last fifty years.

Any time that there has been a perceived crisis in
education, this scientific/behaviorist model and its
measures for "quality control" are summoned. Frank Smith
(1986), an opponent of this tradition, states in Insult to

Intelligence:

Tests are always required when administrations decide
to take charge of some aspect of education. There can
be no educational problems without tests. And
instructional programs are required to help children
take tests. The programs and tests are expected to
ensure "quality education" and to solve educational
problems. (238)

No part of education has been left untouched by this
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scientific/behaviorist tradition. For example, in her
unpublished dissertation Brinkley (1992) shows that from the
beginning of this country’s history, evaluation of English
language arts curricula and teaching practices has been
consistently linked to evaluation of student performance and
that "objective tests are the most frequent means by which
English language arts student performance assessment
occurs." Even in the field where creativity, the making of
meaning, is often seen as an outcome, behavioristic
principles govern. "English language arts professionals
[believe] that testing drives curriculum. Historical and
current data reveal that testing, to a greater or lesser
degree, has almost always driven curriculum" (Brinkley 215).

Roland Barth (1980) observed that

the lives of teachers and students in this country are

closely wedded to an implicit, persistent

’‘transmission-of-knowledge’ model of learning.... The

proper business of teachers is to transmit this

knowledge to students as efficiently as possible.

And the student is expected to assimilate this

knowledge as quickly as possible and to display it

upon demand. Students are evaluated according to how

much knowledge they have acquired and how fast and ably
they can demonstrate it. (8-9)

Scientific managers supported by behaviorists have been
able to dominate American education because of the American
public’s fascination with business, science, and behavioral
psychology and social, economic, and political circumstances
of the times. Clear behaviorist and scientific management
principles and practices, including the belief that

knowledge and learning can be broken down into manageable
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parts and accurately measured and controlled, have driven
and underpinned educational practice for a long time.
These traditional principles are the "familiar and
reliable construction of reality" that many have used to

judge the need for and effectiveness of educational change.

Educational Change and Behaviorism

Educational change itself has also been affected by the
behaviorist tradition. In answer to the question, "How can
it be that so much school reform has taken place over the
last century yet schooling appears pretty much the same as
it has always been?" Cuban defines two different types of
change: first-order change and second-order change. First-
order changes are those that improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of what is currently done "without disturbing
the basic organizational features, without substantially
altering the way that children and adults perform their
roles, [without substantially changing beliefs about
learning] " (gtd in Fullan 29). First order changes, that
is, change in curricula, approaches or textbooks that have
been implemented to improve the efficiency and effectiveness
of existing programs, have been somewhat successful because
they did not substantially alter the structure of the system
nor require real change in teacher/student roles or belief
systems. And most importantly they could be tested within

the conventional and familiar standard forms.
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For example, basal reading series have been changed to
a certain degree to reflect sexual equality and minority
representation, and "real" literature in the form of revised
basals and trade books has been introduced into the
classrooms. These two changes reflect a changing view about
society and an awareness of new theory about literature.
But these innovations in many cases are simply first-order
surface changes when they are used in a traditional way in
the classroom, when they are tied up with standardized
tests, objective questions and specific outcomes:

Most so called innovations in American education accept

and only tinker with the transmission-of-knowledge

model. The ’'new curriculum’ selects new details from

the accumulated wisdom; team teaching [only] changes

the transmission agents, as do instructional TV,

computers, programmed instruction. Non-grading, like

ability grouping, rearranges students so they can
become better knowledge receivers. (Barth 10)

The very philosophy of behaviorism itself is built upon
faith in first-order change, in changing external stimuli as
the basis for changing human behavior. It dictates an
insistence upon the use of these externally driven changes--
correcting visible structural flaws such as teacher
evaluation and reward systems, unclear goals, or decision
making authority, therefore overlooking more substantial and
stable cultural values and mindsets behind and beneath
everyday behavior.

Second-order changes, according to Cuban, seek to alter

the fundamental ways in which organizations are put
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together, including new goals, structures, and roles. This
view of change is not a view behaviorists would or could
believe. This concept of inner change is part of another
tradition, the child-centered proponents’ view.

Second-order changes, changes in classroom cultures, in
the roles of teachers and students, have not succeeded as
well because they require substantial changes in beliefs
about learning and teaching, establishing new goals, and in
the structure of education itself. Knowledge or learning
was not so easily tested and measured or failed to produce
the results required precisely because "objective
measurements" were not altered to reflect new goals.

The Experience Curriculum in English and the
"electives" curriculum are two examples of second-order
change that did not succeed. Most changes since the turn of
the century have been first-order changes, changes aimed at
improving the quality of what already exists to maintain the
status quo. Second-order changes essentially have failed.

One of the reasons it may be difficult for teachers to
make second-order changes is that many have never
articulated what their belief systems are. They simply
follow the directions for teaching given to them by mandated
curriculums, teachers manuals, etc. developed out of the
scientific management tradition. As Farrell (1991) points
out, teaching practice in this country tends to be
atheoretical, that is, oblivious to theory.

When change in classroom practice does occur, it comes
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about in two ways. Teachers will often try new techniques,
and if they work, they may then change beliefs. Sometimes
teachers will believe in an idea or strategy first and then
will attempt to put it into practice. However change is
begun, success is what will drive it, and a belief system
will support it. But teachers need more than just
successful experience. They need time to reflect on that
experience, support from administration, communication with
colleagues and ultimately the ability to make other changes
because change is multidimensional. 1If "real" change is to
occur, it seldom happens in isolation.

Studies also show another factor essential for second-
order change. This is the principal, who can be the most
powerful source of help or hinderance to the teacher who
wants to attempt "real" change (Weaver, Fullan, Connelly,
Onore and Lester). In order for any type of change to take
place in the classroom, administrators as well as teachers
must be involved. Teachers take their cues from their
administrators. The principal must create a supportive
environment so that teachers feel safe taking risks, making
mistakes, and experimenting. A principal, implicitly and
explicitly, reflects the philosophy of the school towards
learning and what teachers should be doing. Whether she or
he overemphasizes the district’s standardized testing
program or encourages and provides time for teachers to find
and refine the artistry of their own teaching, her or his

"actions serve to legitimate whether a change is to be taken
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seriously..." (Fullan 76).

Research on change is finding that significant
educational change [second-order change] consists of changes
in beliefs, teaching style, and materials, which can come
about only through the process of personal development in a
social context (Fullan 133). To implement educational
change successfully, teachers and those who promote change
or attempt change must recognize that innovations should not
be taken for granted or as ends in themselves. What values
are involved? Who will benefit from the change? How much
of a priority is it? Which areas of potential change are
being neglected? All are continuing important questions
about the sources and consequences of change.

Fullan concludes in his 1991 study by stating that for
significant educational innovation to occur, the cultures of
schools themselves must change.!’ Everyone involved must
work to create new values, norms, skills, practices and
structures. He quotes Goodlad:

Renewal - -whether of ponds, gardens, people, or

institutions--is an internal process, whatever the

external concerns and stimulants. It requires
motivation, dedication, systematic and systemic
evolution, and time. A second or third reform wave
calling on teachers as the prime actors will be no more
successful than a first wave pushed by policymakers if

the conditions necessary to renewal are not developed.
(352)

Bl,ieberman and Rosenholtz (1987) conclude that the
staff and the culture of a school are simultaneously both
the major barriers to reform and the major bridge to
improvement and change.
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But changing the cultures of schools will take time.
Schools are supported by and protect many cherished myths
and traditions. Schools will become different only when we
are willing and capable of challenging some of these myths
and traditions; when we stop correcting surface errors and
begin to look at all that we know about change and
education; and when we involve everyone who will be involved
in the process--especially teachers.

It is becoming more and more evident from research that
teachers must recognize and be recognized as the experts in
the process of change and education. Teachers must have the
opportunity to make the decisions necessary to promote
change and reflect on their beliefs about teaching and
learning. Teachers cannot wait for others--policymakers and
administrators--to become experts in the change process and
the educational process. Policymakers have organizational
power, but not educational power, and in schools things do
not get done through organizational power. As history has
shown, traditional decision-makers, scientific managers and
behaviorists, can make organizational and curriculum change,

but still not make progress toward real change.
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Chapter Three

THE SILENCE OF THE TEACHERS
"... until teachers can jointly recognize that curricular
control is their most important right and responsibility,
schools will continue to be run without substantial concern

for the educational processes which should be their only
real mission" (Mayher 20).

Recently a colleague and I had been developing our
teacher education program, and we wanted to develop new
experiences in the schools for our pre-teachers. We
intended our project to benefit both our students and the
teachers themselves. We asked a number of middle school
teachers if they would like to have a student from our
classes come in and tutor, read with students or in any
other way help out in the class. Almost all the teachers we
asked hesitated because they first needed to get
"permission" from their principal, who needed to get
permission from the superintendent before they, the
teachers, could decide. We were only successful in
initiating the project when we went through the
superintendent’s office and the principal first, who
eventually gave their permission.

Also, in the same system, the system in which I would
be doing my research, the reading curriculum for the
district is simply the scope and sequence guides from the

basal series publisher that that system had adopted.

27
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Teachers are expected to follow it to the letter. The
system supports the use of the basals and the guide by
demanding that basals and the accompanying materials are
used at least 40% of the time in the classrooms. Those
teachers who do not follow the guide or use all of the
materials often feel guilty that they aren’t teaching what
students need to know, and their colleagues who do use them
constantly point out what they are not doing.

In this system curriculum is also subtly dictated by
state and national testing. Last spring when teachers and
districts were notified that the state assessment tests were
going to be modified, we, the university, set up a meeting
for local educators with the State Department of Education
to answer questions. Over one hundred educators and
administrators showed up expressing a clear sense of panic
about how they were going to fit in teaching what was needed
for testing while still covering the material they needed to
cover in their texts.

All students in the system take some form of national
standardized test to make sure that teachers and students
are held accountable for their learning. Teachers are "said
to not have the distance and detachment necessary to make
these important judgments [about the learning of their
students] " (Harman 117). Although there is a tremendous
debate going on about the issue of testing, it is not
relevant for this study, so I won’t delve into it any

further. What does seem relevant about the issue of testing
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is that these tests are all published by the same companies
who develop the basals.!* The question becomes, where is
the supposedly necessary distance and detachment that sets
these tests apart from the decisions and classroom
observation of teachers?

Those outside the classroom, driven by the scientific
management advocates, have historically dictated the
curriculum, goals and materials for most schools. Teachers
are not heard by those proposing change because they are
often viewed as powerless, powerless against "the strength
of tradition, ignorance, and complacency" (Vinz 3) by both
those outside the system and those within the systenm,
including teachers themselves. Teachers frequently
perpetuate this sense of powerlessness by confessing that
"they won’'t let me do it," not recognizing that they are
often the "they."

Teachers are silenced by the belief that they
themselves need to be told what is good practice or bad
practice or what texts and curriculum they should use by
"higher ups," sustaining the belief that teachers are not
able to make these important decisions themselves.
Publishers, texts, teachers’ manuals, and curriculum

mandates all serve to perpetuate this belief that teachers

¥The California Achievement Tests, the Comprehensive
Test of Basic Skills and the S.R.A. are published by
Macmillan/McGraw-Hill; the Metropolitan Achievement Test and
the Stanford Achievement Test are published by Psych Corp,
which is owned by Harcourt Brace; and the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills is published by Riverside, which is owned by Houghton
Mifflin (Harman 118).
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need to be shown what and how to teach.

One of the most remarkable examples of this comes from
Shannon’s research (1983) on basal texts. Shannon
discovered that both teachers and administrators believed
that basals incorporated the best scientific knowledge on
teaching reading from research and that everything in the
basal materials is sequentially organized for scientific
reasons. Therefore basals and the teacher manuals and
student workbooks that accompany them should be carefully
and mechanically followed by all teachers and learners. The
basals’ prescribed skills, strategies, materials, and use of
time control teachers and classrooms. This control provides
not only teachers but administrators and parents with a
sense of confidence that literacy learning is occurring
effectively and consistently.

If teachers believe this, then they have little
incentive to develop their knowledge of reading, instruction
and students because others will do it for them. They need
only to be concerned with the management of surface skills
control. This giving up control into the hands of others,
of course, leads to a loss of real control over their work
of educating and further silencing.

Another example of teacher dependency can be observed
when a system decides to change time periods to either
shorter or longer blocks. Many teachers will complain
because the material or lessons they were supposed to cover

are either too long or too short for the new period. And
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because of their dependency on the manuals and texts, they
do not know what to do with the extra time.

The educational system is designed as a hierarchy based
on the ‘factory model’ in which those who make decisions,
states, districts, superintendents, and publishers, are at
the top and those who follow those decisions, the workers,
teachers and students, are at the bottom. When changes are
made in the state or districts, teachers are very seldom
part of the initial process except as implementers of
changes mandated by those outside the curriculum and
classroom. Romanish (1987) explains why this creates an
unhealthy forum for change:

the educational system...is paralyzed by structural

features that prevent policymakers from envisioning...

fundamental reforms. The policymakers’ reality
consists of schools as they are currently organized,
and the visions embody a very narrow gaze of teaching

itself (quoted in Fosnot 14-15).

The ‘back to basics’ and conservative movements of the
last few years and the local resistance to programs that the
public perceives as innovative and therefore somehow
threatening, because they do not fit into their "familiar
and reliable construction of ‘educational’ reality," also
demonstrate this continuing influence of non-professionals
on public education.

In one way or another, then, educational decisions are
and have been made from the top down and the outside in, and

teachers continue to present educational programs designed

and mandated for them by others. Two of the underlying
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assumptions of these outside groups is that teachers cannot
make informed decisions on their own, and that all children
and classrooms are alike. Roland Barth (1980) states it
this way:

The "from-the-top-down" model of school district

organization appears to be based upon certain

assumptions about school people: They [teachers and
students] have a limited capacity; they will behave

responsibly and productively only when objectives are
specified for them and when they are held accountable

by others for achieving these objectives (11).

In spite of the strength of this established model of
education, a new tradition has been gaining momentum in the
last few years. This new movement--whole language--views
teaching and learning in a very different way. 1In a
classroom based on a whole language philosophy, teachers and
students make decisions which reflect the context of their
situation at that particular moment in time. Teachers are
valued as experts in "kid watching" and learning in their
classrooms. Diversity, in classrooms and individuals, is
recognized and expected. But, misunderstandings about whole
language and the issues of control and tradition have made
it difficult for teachers to adopt the philosophy and
practices that evolve from it. To affect change towards

whole language philosophy and practice becomes an

increasingly complex issue.



Chapter Four

CHALLENGING THE TRADITIONS:
THE PLACE OF WHOLE LANGUAGE

"Whole Language is a professional theory, an explicit theory
in practice. That is, it is neither theory divorced from

practice nor practice that is blind to its own theory"
(Edelsky, Altwerger, Flores 7).

If you were to open almost any educational journal
today or even a newspaper you are likely to find an article,
pro or con, on whole language. At many of the local and
national teacher organization meetings, NCTE or CCCC for
example, you will find sessions devoted to whole language
debates, practices and discussions. Whole language is the
most recent and most potent challenge to the
scientific/behaviorist model of schools and learning.

Challenges to what has become a well entrenched
educational model of American schools are not new, but the
scientific/behaviorist movement has continued to have a
strong hold on American education. Chapter Two identifies
three other movements, the humanist, the social
reconstructionist and the child-centered, that vied for
control of the American schools. However, the child-
centered advocates have demonstrated the most persistent and
most vigorous push against this established model.

From the early efforts of Francis Parker in developing

33
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the Quincy Method in the 1870s,'® through the work of
Dewey’s Laboratory Schools at the turn of the century,
Kilpatrick’s child-centered project method of the 1920s, the
language experience programs of the 1950s, to the free
schools of the 1970s, these progressive educators and their
ideas have tugged at the scientific/behaviorist traditions
of American public schools.!® The progressive movement,
however, never really caught on until research began to
support what the early child-centered proponents had been

instinctively suggesting.
New Understandings about Language

In the mid-fifties researchers began to look at
language and language acquisition more closely. It had been
readily believed that children passively learned language by
imitating sounds and words in their environments. Educators
and parents assumed that they directed and supported this
imitative behavior through some form of "positive
reinforcement." We began to move away from this naive

explanation of oral language development through the work of

1>The tenets of the Quincy method reflected a child’s
right to be himself or herself, the primacy of natural
learning, a concern for democratic justice, and the
responsibility of the teacher to discover the balance
between teacher intervention, environment and student
motivation. (Shannon 1990 39-41)

®The predominant argument concerning literacy and
literacy learning has always been between the scientific
managers and the child-centered advocates. (Shannon 116)
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Noam Chomsky (1957) and other linguists. Chomsky
demonstrated that "language is based on a complex set of
syntactic, or grammatical, rules for relating sounds of
language and meaning" (Newman 1985 9). From his work,
researchers began to see children as actively engaged in
generating language, in creating rules for language use, and
researchers began to look for how children created these
rules.

The work of M.A.K. Halliday (1975) led to the
understanding that children create language through a
process of social engagement with other language users. His
work also led to the recognition of the complexity of
language in use, that every utterance serves several
functions at once, and that the context of the language
situation influences the meaning being created. Halliday
contends that at the same time learners are using language,
they are learning language, learning through language, and
learning about language. Not until we were able to
appreciate the complexity of children’s oral language
development did it become possible for us to consider young
children’s awareness of and interactions with written
language.

Detailed studies of young children’s behavior provided
compelling evidence that learning language and literacy is a
constructive, purposeful, active process (Bissex, 1980;
Clay, 1975, 1979; Y. M. Goodman, 1986; Harste, Woodward, and

Burke, 1984) and that many children engage in literacy
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learning well before they enter school. Clay concluded that
literate environments were associated with young children’s
later successes with school literacy. Bissex’s case study
of her son’s literacy learning showed that it shared many of
the characteristics of oral language development--it is
functional and communicative, and it follows certain stages
of development. Hartse, Burke and Woodward discovered that
the processes and strategies young children use to make
sense of written language are the same as those used by
adults--text intent, negotiability, risk-taking and fine-
tuning language with language.

Donald Graves’ work (1983) with writing found that
children learn to write and that their writing continues to
develop when they have opportunities to write in a
supportive environment. Graves(1983), Caulkins(1983,198¢6)
and Dyson(1984) discovered that creativity, risk taking, and
hypothesis testing frequent in other forms of language
development also occurred when children wrote. They also
determined that writing like reading was a social process.

We have come to understand reading as a
"psycholinguistic guessing game" based primarily on the work
of Kenneth Goodman, who coined the phrase, and Frank Smith.
Smith and Goodman, working separately, developed the theory
and research which validated the concept of a unified single

reading process as an interaction between the reader, the
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text, and language.!” These researchers and their research
challenged the behaviorists’ explanations concerning how
language was learned.

The psycholinguists accused the behaviorists of
ignoring basic linguistic principles in order to fit
language theory into learning theory. They proposed that
language learning and use, both oral and written, were based
on the creative and interpretive efforts of the user to
produce and comprehend meaning through his/her experiences
with language instead of being mechanical and imitative as
the behaviorists suggested.

Behaviorists relied on the concept that the surface
levels of language represented the user’s real meaning. But
the psycholinguists showed that not all significant features
of language had physical representation, that meaning is
more than just a linear summation of the words in a
sentence,® that the rules of language are too complicated
and numerous to be taught, and that humans learn language by
using it in purposeful, meaningful situations.

Echoing and supporting many of the early child-centered

"Much earlier Louise Rosenblatt had postulated the
transactional view of reading (1938/1976) whereby she was
the first to describe reading as a transaction between the
reader and the text, establishing the rights of readers to-
their own meanings.

®Noam Chomsky’s distinction between surface and deep
structure was of tremendous significance in paving the way
for the widespread recognition that meaning does not lie in
language itself but rather in the relationships that a user
of language intuitively knows (Weaver 1988 33-34).
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proponents, !’ research into language and learning showed
that children are capable, active learners under the right
conditions. Children learn language rules through
hypothesis testing, rather than through enforcement.
Language learning is dependent only on a meaningful
environment in which language learners can experiment with
language elements in order to determine which features are

necessary to communicate their needs and messages.

Basals and Reading Instruction

In essence the research leading to what has become
whole language philosophy has called into question many of
the beliefs and practices of teaching our children to read
and write in the traditional educational system. Nowhere is
this more evident than in the ’‘part-to-whole’ logic of
conventional educational wisdom in the teaching of reading
through the basal reading programs.

A part-to-whole logic has been the guiding principle in
the design of reading programs in American schools since

colonial days. With the publication of The New England

Primer in 1683, the prototype of the basal reader was born.

Shannon (1990) summarizes that "The idea that
children construct the rules of language and use it
creatively was essential to many early child-centered
progressives’, freeschoolers’, and open educators’
conceptions of how school should be organized to support
students’ learning. Language learning in many progressive
schools had long been a psycholinguistic experiment" (134-
35).
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In 1919 contributing to the principles of scientific
management, William Gray published the "Principles of Method
in Teaching Reading, as Derived from Scientific
Investigation" in the National Society for the Study of
Education’s yearbook. 1In his article Gray articulated the
key criteria®® on which basals are still constructed.
These principles, together with Thorndyke’s laws of
learning, have dominated reading instruction through the
basal reader ever since (Cuban 1984).

Basal series are based on behaviorists’ part-to-whole
logical notions of learning to read. Goodman (1986)
describes the predominance of part-to-whole instruction this
way:

It seems so logical to think that little children could

best learn simple little things. We took apart

language and turned it into words, syllables, and
isolated sounds. Unfortunately, we also postponed its
natural purpose--the communication of meaning--and
turned it into a set of abstractions, unrelated to the

needs and experiences of the children we sought to
help. (7)

Not only is language fragmented into little pieces for
instructional purposes, but the processes by which children
learn language have been cleaved into bits of behavior

called "skills" which are believed to occur in a

2%Gray outlined "forty-eight principles covering skill
knowledge norms for student progress throughout the grades,
suggestions for oral and silent reading,.... Gray stressed
the utility of skills and standardization of practice...the
use of standardized tests to determine students’ competence,
and the scientific development of curricular
materials... (Shannon 1990 12).
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hierarchial fashion. The purpose of the basal programs is
to teach the skills of reading through a comprehensive scope
and sequence scheme that includes provisions for readiness,
phonics, word identification, comprehension, and study
skills development through texts, workbooks, assessments and
teacher’s manuals. To learn to read, children must master
these skills in the stated hierarchial progression. This
belief does not take into account what research shows that
readers naturally do to comprehend texts or to develop

literate behavior.

A Grassroots Reform

Yetta Goodman (1989) tells us that in the late 1970s, a
number of educators?' began using the term whole language
to describe and talk about new ideas about language
(generated by the knowledge explosion surrounding oral and
written language development and the reading and writing
processes) and about teachers and learners, and what these
meant in terms of implementation. She stated that "We
needed language to express our new meanings" (115). Although
their intention was not to name a new belief system or start
a reform movement, that is exactly what happened.

When teachers began to develop new knowledge and

insights about language learning, they realized that

2lyarste and Burke(1977); Watson(1978); K. Goodman and
Y. Goodman(1979).
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"students needed to use language to solve problems that were
significant and meaningful to their daily lives in order to
take charge of their own learning" (K. Goodman, Smith,
Meredith, and Y. Goodman 1987). At the same time, the
teachers realized that they had to change their views about
how language was learned, and their roles as teachers of
language. A grassroots reform movement, called whole
language, began.

Although the scientific managers saw learning as a
mechanical, sequential, scientific process whereby the
learner is a passive receptacle which receives knowledge
which can be measured, whole language advocates base their
ideas on the current research which suggests that learning,
especially literacy learning, is an active, constructive,
integrative, social process.

Judith Newman(1985) defines whole language as a
philosophical stance:

It’s a description of how some teachers and researchers

have been exploring the practical applications of

recent theoretical arguments which have arisen from
research in linguistics, psycholinguistics, sociology,
anthropology, philosophy, child development,

curriculum, composition, literary theory, semiotics,
and other fields of study." (Theory 1)

The principles of teaching and learning derived from
the research that whole language teachers follow are
outlined by Constance Weaver (1990) :

1. Children grow and learn most readily when they

actively pursue their own learning.
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2. To foster emergent reading and writing in
particular, whole language teachers attempt to
replicate the strategies parents use successfully to
stimulate the acquisition of language and the "natural"

acquisition of literacy.

3. Whole language teaching is based upon the
observation that much of what children learn--such as
functional command of structure of their native
language--is learned with little, if any, direct

instruction.

4. Recognizing students’ incredible ability to learn
complex processes by engaging in those processes, whole
language teachers conceptualize direct teaching much

differently than traditional teachers.

5. Whole language learning--and the teaching that
stimulates it--proceeds more from the whole-to-part

than from the part-to-whole.

6. Knowing that language and literacy are best
developed through functional use, whole language
teachers thus engage students in reading and
writing, speaking and listening, for a variety of

authentic purposes.
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7. A whole language philosophy asserts that in order to
grow and learn, teachers and children must all be
learners, risk-takers, and decision makers, taking
significant responsibility for learning within the

classroom.

8. In whole language classrooms, learning is often

fostered through social interaction.

9. In whole language classrooms, children are treated
as capable and developing, not as incapable and

deficient.

10. In whole language classrooms, typically there are
few behavior problems, not only because students are
more actively involved in learning, but because
students are given the opportunity to develop self-

control rather than merely submit to teacher control.

11. In whole language classrooms, assessment is
intertwined with learning and teaching; though periodic
assessment may be preplanned and structured, daily
learning experiences also provide opportunities for
assessment--which in turn leads to modification of

teaching, as necessary.

12. A whole language philosophy reflects and encourages
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a far different concept of literacy than that reflected

in traditional classrooms.

13. Whole language classrooms foster the kinds of
attitudes and behaviors needed in a technologically

advanced, democratic society. (Understanding Whole

Language 22-26)

Whole language, Frank Smith (1992) says, is a way of
thinking about teaching, not any one method of teaching.
Whole language teachers have "respect for language" and
"respect for learners," and these teachers intend to
translate this respect into "meaningful and productive
activities" (440).

To that end Judith Lindfors (1984) suggests that what
and how we teach ought to be derived from what and how
students learn. Thus whole language teachers believe that
knowledge is the active creation of meaning by each learner.
They recognize that there is a distinct difference between
learning and teaching, that learning and teaching are not
mirror images of one another. Whole language teachers focus
on the learner’s processes of coming to know and derive
their teaching strategies from these observations. To that
end, whole language teachers must first see themselves as
learners. Then through the understanding of their own
learning, teachers are able to help students become active

learners.
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For the teacher who subscribes to this philosophy, the
impetus for change is great: they see literacy in a new
light, and they see new roles for themselves and their
students.

Whole language is often defined as many things to many
people which in itself can be problematic as Connie Weaver
(1992) suggests. Lee Gunderson (1989) writes, "There are as
many manifestations of whole language instruction as there
are whole language teachers" (41). This is because whole
language is not a specific approach or textbook series; it
is not one single method or particular practice; it is not a
pre-packaged program of specific learning activities. It is
a belief system--a belief system based on a plethora of
research about how children learn; a belief system that is
articulated by those who practice it. Rhodes and Shanklin
(1989) assert that

What whole language teachers have in common is a

theoretical underpinning about literacy learning and

instruction and a commitment to a continued exploration
of theory and practice. The classroom implementation

of whole language philosophy may be very different from
teacher to teacher and evolves as teachers continually

reflect on their evolving philosophies of learning and
teaching (gtd in Weaver 1990 8).

At the core of a whole language belief system is the
concept that decision making must be placed in the hands of
teachers and learners. This belief system "’challenges mahy
of the fundamental tenets of classrooms as we know them’"

(Fulwiler gtd in Weaver 1992 41), and it clearly challenges
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the traditional "factory model" of education. To embrace a
whole language philosophy requires what Larry Cuban calls a
"second-order change," a shift in authority: students as
primary makers of knowledge are listened to and teachers
serve as fellow learners. Students and teachers are
empowered to make day-to-day decisions based not on stated
curriculum or questions at the end of texts, but based on
their observations of what children are trying to
accomplish.

This whole language movement seems to have all the
elements needed to reform education--making teachers
decision makers and also creating reading/writing and
thinking classrooms. It is supported by teachers well aware
of the need for changes; who are not satisfied with current
curriculum and approaches; who have informed themselves
about research in language and learning; who are ready to
make changes; and who do not want to be silenced.?? The
difficulty is that this movement challenges the traditional
scientific/behaviorist model of education.

Movement or change towards a whole language philosophy

has often met with resistance and difficulties for three

2The force and power of this movement can be
demonstrated by the many TAWL (Teachers Applying Whole
Language) groups which have arisen since 1978 and numerous
publications such as Breaking Ground (Hansen, Graves,
Newkirk 1985), Whole Language: Theory and Use (Newman 1985),
The Whole Language Evaluation Book (Goodman, Goodman and

Hood 1989), In the Middle: Writing, Reading and Learning
with Adolescents (Atwell 1987) , Transitions:From Literature

to Literacy (Routman 1988), and many others.
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reasons. First, the nature of whole language assumes a
decision making role for teachers. It threatens those in
traditional decision making positions--government, school
boards, parents, administrators, textbook publishers and
others--by taking away the control that these groups have
had over classrooms. It challenges school and state
educational systems structured on the principles of
scientific management.

Secondly whole language teachers have the difficult
task of establishing an environment that will provide
support for all students’ whole language growth in
educational systems which are primarily based on principles
of behaviorism. Although there are many examples of
suggestions about how to accomplish this in books and
articles, "most of these efforts ignore the antagonistic
context in which teachers must conduct their child-centered
work" (Shannon 142) .2

Finally, few teachers today have experienced learning
in a whole language classroom and have the difficult task of
modifying and changing their "familiar and reliable
conceptions" of what the roles of students, teachers, and
schools are, and what they believe learning and teaching
are. Thus, even those teachers who wish to take control of

their classrooms framed by a whole language belief system

23gee for example Routman (1988), Hanson (1987), Vacca
and Rasinski (1992), Newman (1985) and Goodman (1986).



48

find the change attempts to be very difficult.



Chapter Five

METHODOLOGY

"Because whole language teachers operate on the basis of
well-developed theory and use it to plan their teaching, one
cannot usefully study or evaluate whole language classrooms
outside of the theoretical context whole language derives
from. Reductionist, experimental paradigms are of limited
utility in studying whole language classrooms." (K. Goodman,
1989 211)

Theoretical Base

To investigate the problem I propose here, discovering
teachers’ perceptions of change towards a whole language
directed classroom, a quantitative experimental study would
not tell me what I really want to know: the realities of the
experience of teachers other than myself and how those
teachers think and feel about that experience. Knowing that
I can never "know"--in the same sense that I "know" my own
thoughts and feelings--what another person’s experience is
"really" like, I want, nevertheless, to get as close to that
knowing as possible. I have, therefore, chosen as my
principle research instrument in-depth interviewing.

A basic assumption in in-depth interviewing research,
according to Seidman, is that the meaning people make of
their experience affects the way they carry out that
experience. To observe a teacher, student, principal, or

counselor provides access to his or her behavior. But,

49



50
interviewing allows the researcher to go beyond, to put
behavior in context, and it also provides access to
understanding their actions.

Fullan’s perspective that "An understanding of what
reality is from the point of view of people within the role
is an essential starting point for constructing a practical
theory of the meaning of change attempts" (130) is especially
important with respect to whole language teachers.

A significant part of this study on teachers and change
is based on the assumption that it is possible to discover
motives and meanings of other persons through our
connections with them, through their own words as they
communicate with us, and through our knowledge of our own
words and actions as we see them reflected in others. As we
find support through our own experience and through hearing
the repeated experience of others, we come as close as
possible to knowledge about other human beings.

Gomez (1992) points out that research based on cognitive
psychology indicates that it is not only what is known that
is important for teacher learning, but how this knowledge is
processed, i.e., personally organized and mediated. There
is increasing evidence that the personal experience
individuals bring with them to teaching exerts a powerful
influence on how the professional knowledge is understood
and used. More importantly these personal perspectives
serve as a major driving force for pedagogical decisions in

a teaching career (Crow, 1988; Mayher, 1990; Vinz, 1991):
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...there is no doubt that our holistic ways of knowing

are best exemplified by and rooted in our personal

stories. They create the space with which we explore
our own place in the world. They not only help us
consolidate and frame our knowledge of the world, but
our own stories and those we hear from others are
particularly crucial in helping us understand human

motives and actions. (Mayher 99)

Not only must we hear others’ stories, but we must hear
them in their own words and in their own ways. To that end
I have chosen to allow the participants to tell their
stories in their own words and in their own way beginning
with Chapter Six, with minimal explication, saving the
majority of my comments until the final chapters, breaking
with some academic traditions. I want them to be heard.
Ruth Vinz (1992) responds to the same concern when she asks:

Where are the voices of those less powerful, including

the teachers, who are often silenced? If there is a

belief, as the rhetoric portrays in democracy in

education, those who research teachers’ work need to be

silent if they are to hear what teachers say. (177)

When we work with personal narratives, we must keep in
mind whose voice we want to hear and are hearing.?*® Too
often research has a way of also silencing those being
researched simply through the power of the voice of the
academic/scholar/critic who is choosing and organizing what
is to be heard and who comments so thoroughly and

conclusively on the meaning of what is being said.

The very virtue of the position of the academic can negate

24por a further discussion of "Whose voice?" see
Interpreting Women’s Lives: Feminist Theory and Personal
Narrativeg, edited by The Personal Narrative Group (1989)
and Narrative Analysis by Catherine Kohler Riessman (1993).
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the position/voice of the teacher/practitioner.?®

Patti Lather writes of this research/researcher
dichotomy, giving voice to the voiceless, heeding the
unheeded, committed to making a "space from which the
unvoiced/unheeded can be said/heard" (124). Lather is
concerned with the fact that in conducting narrative
inquiry, we literally turn a life into a text for our own
gain, not theirs. Lather suggests this new approach (which
she calls "praxis-oriented research") allows for the

knower and the known [to be] brought together in

representational form...that startle[s] complacent [cy]

comfort with older forms.... Disallowing claims to

certainty, totality, and archimedean standpoints

outside of flux and human interest is to tell a story

that retrieves inquiry as a ’‘way’ that is always

already beginning, always already ‘on the way,’ a

'‘different story that makes a critical difference’ not

only at the site of thought but also at the site of
sociopolitical praxis. (150-51)

Researcher Background

Although I was relatively new to this community, where
I would be conducting my research, information about my
holistic approach to learning travelled fast. The
university had not had an English education person for three
years. 1 had been hired in that position to not only
develop the university programs, but also to develop the

university’s connections with the schools.

25gee Brunner for further discussion of this issue,
especially Chapter Two.
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Although many of the schools and teachers weré
tentative about what I would be doing with them and for them
as the English Education Coordinator, some teachers were
pointed out to me as people I might want to connect with. I
was very excited to find so many people interested in
language and a holistic philosophy.

However, my past experience and practice had taught me
that interest and knowledge did not always compute into
practice. I spent a year visiting classrooms and leading
teacher workshops and listening with a critical eye and ear
to seek out classrooms which put a holistic philosophy into

practice.
Choice of Research Site

The local school system that I would most often be
working in had been initially identified through many
channels as an exceptional school system with respect to
variety of teaching styles, teacher expertise, parent
involvement, administrative support, class size, and
facilities. The teachers regularly are offered a variety of
staff development opportunities and are expected through
state and local mandates to make changes in their reading
and writing programs. Reading Recovery is expected to be
part of the program in the future. Whole language
approaches are being encouraged, and portfolio assessment is

taking hold in a number of the schools.
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At the same time that these positive forces are at
work, this state is experiencing extreme financial
difficulties, and school funding has been and is being
severely curtailed as new programs are expected to be
implemented. Resources are dwindling, and class sizes are
growing. Many outside forces were and are contributing and
forcing changes in this system.

As I explored classrooms and met with teachers, I did
discover a number of teachers who were actively pursuing
holistic education and practice. The system has been
involved with a number of whole language groups and has
actively sought out whole language summer workshops led by
New Zealand faculty and has supported teacher attendance.

I also discovered that although these opportunities for
change in teaching practice were readily offered and
teachers were encouraged to grow, there were limits. The
system, as most systems do, looked to local, state and
national standardized tests as evidence of successes.
Anything new was acceptable as long as the standard
curriculum was followed. It was mandated that basals were
to be used at least forty percent of the time, and
everything new had to be cleared by the superintendent.
Clearly there seemed to be a contradiction in language and
behavior. However, one school in this system did not follow
the norm.

North Park Elementary School sits up on a hill about

seven miles out from the city. It is a relatively new
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building (sixteen years old or so) compared to the other
elementary schools in the district. All the classrooms in
the school open onto a central area which has a small
amphitheater in the center and a lab area complete with
counters and sinks.

Basals are nowhere to be seen in this school. Instead,
every nook and cranny of the building is filled with books,
paperback and hardcover. Children’s artwork and writing are
on every wall. The teachers’ lounge is filled with
professional journals, and on the wall is a chart
identifying the characteristics of each teacher from a
Myers/Briggs test next to a calendar which identifies what
workshops teachers have gone to, which ones they will be
leading and what workshops are happening in the near future.

This school has a local and state reputation for being
innovative and independent. It has recently won a number of
awards statewide. This school piqued my curiosity because
of its uniqueness in a system that did not seem to value
diversity. It is in this school that the participants in

this project work.

Selection of Participants

Seven elementary teachers, K-5 from three different
schools in this district, were initially interviewed. These
teachers were identified through whole language teacher

workshops, conferences, and other informal channels. They
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have taught from three to twenty-seven years. However, as
the interview data was developed, it became obvious that
three of the teachers, located at North Park, were central
to the changes all were making. The newer teachers were
being motivated and guided by the experiences and practices
of these three. Because of the volume of data and the
leadership of the three, I determined to focus just on these

three main teachers for the purposes of this study.

Interview Process

The process of the in-depth phenomenological interviews
to be used in this study followed closely the methodology
developed by Seidman (1991). The process is generally
opened but focused. I did not use a specific interview
guide, but the interview was neither casual nor open to
infinite length. The sequence was for the participant to
review the constitutive factors of her life as a teacher
before coming to the decision to become a whole language
teacher, the details of her experiences as she has evolved
into a whole language teacher, and, finally, to reflect on
her past and present experiences and talk about the
meaning(s) that this experience has for her.

The purpose of this method of research is "meaning-
making." My task was to listen to each teacher as she
reflected aloud on past and present experiences and

considered them in relation to significance in her life as a
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teacher.

Each participant was interviewed three times, each time
for a length of a ninety-minute tape. Each interview was
spaced at least one week apart to allow for reflection but
no longer than three weeks. The interviews were held in a
place mutually agreeable to participant and interviewer.

The three interviews were held at the participants’
classrooms, offices or homes because of time constraints for
a number of the interviewees.

Prior to the interviews, contact was made by phone, a
confirmation letter sent, and a date set for the first
meeting. This initial first short contact was made to
explain the purpose and nature of the research and to have
the participant fill out a brief information form and
consent form. Dates were then set for the next three
meetings.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim (I shared the task
with a typist.) resulting in manuscripts of sixty to ninety
single spaced pages per participant. Because of the volume
of this work, some compromise with the totally verbatim
transcript has been made: for example, abbreviating or
eliminating interviewer statements and omitting management
details that are unrelated or unimportant to the focus of

the interview.
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Profiles

The interviews in transcription form which were strong
in all three sections (each section represented a taped
session), complete in the sense of not missing significant
material (so that there are no puzzling omissions in the
story), and compelling in the story-telling and meaning-
making, were selected for "profiles." A profile, as
developed by Seidman (1991), is composed from the transcript
of an interview series. The words of the interviewer are
omitted, and the participant’s story stands alone. The
words are entirely those of the participant unless it is
necessary, for reasons of clarity, to add a word or phrase,
which will then appear in brackets.

The profile was constructed in the following manner:

1) Read the transcript, underlining words and phrases

which should not be omitted from the story.

2) Retype, or cut and paste, the manuscript, which
should now be reduced by one-half to one-third the

original length.

3) Edit, punctuate, paragraph, and rearrange for
coherence and flow of the story, coding and otherwise
disguising identifiable material and proper names,

omitting repetitive passages and awkward expressions
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that might do damage to the dignity of the participant,

or that add nothing to the story.

4) Use ellipses to show breaks in time, speaker and

theme changes.

The interviews were also read (in transcription form)
to identify overlapping themes, phrases, and experiences of
the participants. Texts were annotated with respect to
these connections and collated accordingly for quick
reference. Annotations may appear after each profile. (The
mechanics of this process required more than one copy of
each transcript.) The total process is both analytical and
aesthetic; the words "construct" and "compose" are both
needed in the description of the profile-making process.

The important goal is that it is the participant’s voice we
are hearing.

Because of the importance of maintaining the integrity
of the participants and their voices, the transcripts of the
final profiles were returned to the participants to read to
make sure that their voices were clearly and correctly

represented.?®

%Laslett and Rapoport (1975) "urge ’'giving back’ to
respondents a picture of how data are viewed, both to return
something to research participants and to check descriptive
and interpretive/analytical wvalidity" (937).
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* A note about organization: A brief commentary is included
after Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 concerning each participant’s
early life stories. However, I do not comment on the
stories related in Chapters 10, 11 and 12 until Chapters 13
and 14 because the stories reflect each teacher’s version of
the events that occurred when they came together at North
Park School. For these teachers to accomplish what they did

required a collective effort.
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TEXTS



Chapter Six

VOICES OF TEACHERS
"Their story, yours, mine--it’s what we all carry with us on

this trip we take, and we owe it to each other to respect
our stories and learn from them" (Coles 30).

Not all teachers have been silenced. There are many
good teachers who actively engage in their own learning, who
observe students, who reflect on their own teaching and
classrooms, who read and consciously make efforts to create
better learning environments, and who attempt to grow in
their profession. These teachers are often praised for
their good teaching and innovations, but just as often they
are viewed as rebels or subversives because they do not
follow with tradition or the system or submit to outside
authorities easily. Often these teachers are whole language
teachers.

It seems incredibly important that we explore how some
teachers have made the move to whole language in that there
are no teachers today who were students in whole language
classrooms. As teachers move away from the traditional
scientific management classroom towards a holistic one, they
are moving into unexplored territory. This study will help
explore this move to new territory.

This story is about three of these teachers--Joyce,

61
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Marilyn, and Winnie.?” They work together at North Park
Elementary School in a small northern New England community.
All three have lived in this community for most of their
lives. They have grown and changed over many years of
teaching in a number of schools. Their candor, their sense
of humor and the love for their profession and their
students don’t necessarily make them different from other
teachers. But their struggle to create not only a
classroom, but a whole school based on whole language in a
system guided by traditional behavioristic/scientific
management principles, their unwavering tenacity against
many obstacles, and their successes and their devotion to

learning do.

* %k k k % k

Joyce

The first of the three that I met was Joyce. Joyce, a
tall dark-haired woman, has taught language arts for twenty-
four years at the fifth, seventh and eighth grade levels.
She has been involved in state and national activities and
has recently finished her masters degree. Currently she
teaches fifth grade in their school and has just been asked
to teach Children’s Literature at a nearby university. She
is often the spokesperson for the group. One of the

questions that I asked her was what she thought a good

7A]11 names of people and schools are pseudonyms.
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teacher was. She replied,

It is my goal as a teacher to know my students
well enough; to know the methods and the materials well
enough; and to know how and when to match those three
things together. I think that’s what teaching is...
knowing the approaches, knowing the resources, and
knowing the learner. What I think a teacher does is to
find the point at which that learner is ready to learn
that next thing.

I don’t think that somebody stands up and gives
all kinds of information. 1It’s the ability to assess
the students that they’re working with. 1I’ve thought
about this with my own coming to believe in whole
language. I worked through this process without ever
having a theory--without having a teaching/learning
theory because I don’t ever remember learning in
college, or anyone even discussing a teaching/learning
theory.

And the other thing is that they [teachers] see
themselves as learners too. They don’t have all the
answers. I think that’s a real critical piece. That
they [teachers] are life-long learners and they are not
afraid to say, ‘I don’'t know. Let’s figure out where
we are going to go to find that answer.’

I think about what I do. What was the theory

behind what I did? Why did I do it? What did I set
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out to accomplish? How does that fit into learning
process? How does that fit into how people learn? You
know, looking at it in a deeper way, not cursory, not
across the top of it. If something is not working,
then which of the conditions for learning am I not
putting in place?

% % % %k %k %

From Joyce’s answer several things are apparent. For
Joyce decision making is a critical part of being a teacher.
The decisions she deems most important reflect her ability
to choose resources appropriate for her students. She
suggests that she is not tied down to one approach, one
resource, but knows many approaches and resources, and the
ones she chooses to use are reflected by the needs of her
students. This decision in turn implies that she sees
students as individuals, with unique needs and abilities,
not as part of a larger group. And we also get a sense that
the decisions she makes for her students are based on her
observation of her students.

Theory also is something that she thinks is important.
But true to many teachers’ experiences, theory was not
central to her learning to become a teacher. Instead she
suggests that her theory developed out of her experiences as
a teacher. Her final focus on the fact that she believes
that teachers need to be learners supports her own theory

building.
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What appears central to Joyce is the fact that
reflection, ("I think about what I do. What was the theory
behind what I did? Why did I do it?") seems to be the way
she learns and builds her theory for teaching and learning.

For Joyce learning is inquiry, not answers.

*kkkkk*k

Marilyn

Marilyn has taught early elementary for sixteen years
and says she likes to look at classroom practices through
research. At present she has developed and is teaching in a
multi-age classroom, first through third. She radiates an
energy and excitement in every move and smile. She is well
read, and the others consider her to be a theorist. Marilyn

begins,

I just always need to be learning, I guess
because I am a reader. If you are a reader, you are
always learning.

It’s exciting to see the first graders get excited
about books, about writing, to watch them become
readers and writers. With the research I’'ve read in
the last few years, looking at your student, knowing
that they are developmentally going to go through
stages, I am able to point to that and say, ‘Aha,

when I see this happen, I know what’s going to happen
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next.'’

I go into my classroom and get it all set up and
it looks so nice, and then, [I ask myself] Why? 1It'’s
for the kids that are coming. You might someday feel
like, ’'Oocooch, it’s time to get up and go to school
today, but I don’t feel that well.’ But, by the time
you get there and these little kids come bouncing in,
then you know this is why I'm here. 1It’s because of

them!

%k k kkk

Marilyn, in her brief words, emanates an excitement
about learning for herself and her students. She teaches
because of her students and the excitement she feels when
they are learning. One could speculate that because she has
a sense of being a learner herself, she models that
excitement for her students.

She also exudes a confidence in her ability to observe
her students and know what they are about and where they are
going. She implies that being a teacher requires keen
observation of her students and an expectation that they all
are learners. Her confidence, she tells us, is based on the
research she reads.

For Marilyn learning seems to be based both on her

reading research and experiential.

* % %k % k %k
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Winnie

Winnie has taught for thirty years primarily at the
first grade level. She loves teaching, and she defines
herself, as do the others, as the practitioner. She says,
"Probably I am an uncommon teacher. I forget the
[theoretical] vocabulary and carry the meaning. I won’t use
it with my first graders anyway. I would rather see on my
tombstone ’‘She was a good practical teacher rather than she
could sling the lingo’." On my first visit to her classroom
she was twirling a soup can on the end of a long string with
all her might to demonstrate sound to her students. She is
a grandmotherly woman with a gentle smile and a twinkle in

her eye. Winnie states,

I want to go into my classroom everyday with a
positive attitude and help a child along the way. I
want to try to have every child not work to my
expectations, but to be able to do the best that he or
she can. I will accept them if I feel that they are
working to the best that they can. It irritates me
to have a child sit back and say ‘I can’t’ when they
don’t try. I think we need expectations for our
children, and this is part of becoming a kid watcher,
knowing what a child is capable of and trying to help
them achieve as much as they can. I am here to help

them. To help them through life’s terrible moments
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like leaving their mother for the first time, to give
him understanding, to cuddle her and mother her if it'’s
needed, and to teach. Compassion is a big part of
being a teacher.

I don‘t feel that I am a giver of knowledge. I
want to instill in children where they can go find that
knowledge and that nobody is going to give it to them.
They need to know where to find it themselves.

We affect children in different ways. I thought
it was mandatory when I grew up that a teacher kept her
hanky in her bra. There were a lot of facts my
teachers gave me, but I have forgotten most of them,
but I do remember every one of them that kept her hanky
in her bra. Things that children remember are very
eye-opening sometimes. Teaching is definitely not
routine. You do not know what is going to happen from

one minute to the next.

* kk k k%

For Winnie the student also is at the core of her
teaching. She sees her role as guiding and encouraging
students to go as far as they can. Although she says she
ignores theory on the surface, we see much theory in what
she says. Harste tells us that whole language is a
"practical theory" of learning, and Winnie seems to reflect
and accept this concept.

In Winnie’s definition she also gives us a glimpse of
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how a past experience has helped her develop her ideas about
how a teacher influences students manifesting Janet Emig’s
(1983) summary of the teaching-learning relationship:
That teachers teach and children learn no one will
deny. But to believe that children learn because

teachers teach and only what teachers explicitly teach
is to engage in magical thinking (135).

% % %k % %k k

When these three teachers came together about sixteen
years ago, some very exciting things began to happen in
their school.

In the next chapters we will hear the stories of these
three New England educators who have not been silenced, who
have gained decision making positions, who have transformed
their classrooms into whole language classrooms. With the
weaving together in their own voices their memories of their
own schooling, their first years of teaching and their
changing perspectives on teaching and learning, their
stories will illuminate the realities of one group of

educators’ transition to whole language.

* %k k% k*k

Voices from the Past

"Learning from the past, finding who and what helped us is a
medium for change." Ruth Vinz

Little research exists to show that teachers draw on

personal experiences to form their pedagogical and
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ideological theories about teaching, although
autobiographical inquiry, as a source of knowledge for
teachers, has recently gained the attention of educational
researchers. For example, in Stories Lives Tell(1991)
Witherell and Nodding present a series of research inquiries
into teachers’ experiences. Also in Ruth Vinz’s recent
dissertation she explores how "the stories we tell of our
formative learning experiences may offer insights into the
roots of our current beliefs and practices" (52,53). John
Mayher (1990) suggests that

...the processes of stories provide a powerful way to

understand how we think and feel, how we develop and

sustain our identities, how we come to understand

others as individuals and as part of our culture, and
how we come to know the world (100).

And Jerome Bruner (1986) suggests that
We know the world in different ways, from different
stances and each of these ways in which we know it

produces different structures or representations, or,
indeed, realities" (105).

Their stories, the realities, which Winnie, Marilyn and
Joyce share reach back to their early lives in school and
family. Their experiences and reflections on these times
set the stage for how they would perceive their roles as
teacher and student in later life and how they would
approach the process of change and specifically change
toward whole language.

Thus they begin at the beginning with their memories of

their early lives, their families and their schooling.
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Their stories and their reflections bring to light some of
the reasons for their perceptions of their roles as teachers

today.

% %k k k k k

The implications of their stories for teachers and
policymakers and change agents will be the possibility for
new connections, insights, and understandings for other
teachers and administrators who are considering a change
toward whole language and what a change toward whole

language means.



Chapter Seven

THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION

Joyce
"...getting an education was the most important thing.
We were totally surrounded by it, and we grew up in a

community where there were very few people who had a
college education.”

My interviews with Joyce took place in her comfortable
living room filled with books and pictures of her daughter
over cozy cups of tea. She was the most difficult of the
three to pin down for our talks as she had just taken a new
position as a literacy consultant for a whole language
publishing company and had been travelling in all her spare
time to take and give workshops. Her energy and excitement
about learning and teaching kept the conversation moving at

breakneck speed.

* k% %k k k

I've written this story about fifteen times, I think,
for different things that I’'ve had to do. I started school
in Allagash, Maine, in a one room schoolhouse. My
grandmother was the teacher, and my mother was teaching
about five miles up the road in another school.

When I went to school the first day, I hid under the

bed and my father took me out from under the bed and carried

72
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me about half a mile up to school and put me in my desk in
my grandmother’s classroom. Then he left and drove thirty-
two miles to go to high school. From that very first moment
when I knew I was afraid of it, I realized the absolute
importance of education because here was my father who was
thirty-years-old and going back to get his education. He
worked nights and drove thirty miles one way to go to high
school.

My dad had started out working for the forestry
service. He had quit school when he was in the sixth or
seventh grade. His father was killed, and he had four or
five brothers and sisters, so he went to work and then he
went into the Navy and came back and went to Allagash to get
his eighth grade diploma. Then he went nights for his
freshman and sophomore classes, and then traveled to another
district to graduate. After he had gotten his diploma, he
went to work for a land company. He was a land manager. It
was a good job; it was a good promotion for him.

But I remember him telling me that if he had his life
to live over again, he would become a teacher because it was
the most important job in the world. He did not need more
education for his profession. He just went back to school
because he thought it was important.

Two years ago my daughter did an interview with my
father--just taking records of his life and things like
that. When she asked him why he had moved us, he said that

we had moved because they [my parents] wanted us to have a
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better education. They chose to leave that area because
they wanted us to be closer to a college and to a bigger
school system; and they felt that we would be more apt to go
on to college and get a better education if we were in a
larger school system.

When I heard that on the tape, it was so indicative of
the way we grew up because getting an education was the most
important thing. We were totally surrounded by it, and we
grew up in a community where there were very few people who
had a college education. As a matter of fact, my mother’'s

family, obviously, was the one who had the education.

*kkkkk

I stayed in that one room schoolhouse for about three
months because they were building a new school. My father
was the chairman of the school board at that time and had
spent a lot of time trying to get the state to build a
school where all the kids could come together. I moved from
the one room schoolhouse where my grandmother was the
teacher into the consolidated school. When I moved, my
mother became the principal, and my grandmother was the
kindergarten teacher. I had an aunt who taught sixth grade
and another aunt who taught third grade, and my mother also
taught eighth grade. I was surrounded by teachers.

When I graduated from kindergarten, my father
graduated from high school. He was thirty-two. I remember

going to his high school graduation. I also remember my
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mother’s college graduation because she had gone to the
Normal School when they gave you your certificate to teach
after two years of college. She went back weekends and
summers to get her four-year degree. My sister and I
started college when we were five and three when Mom went to
school because everything she did, we did with her.

I remember going to college with her. Once she took a
nature course where she had to go out and collect specimens
and things like that. We went with her. It was a whole
family project; everybody went and collected and learned.
That’s where I got to learn about identifying different
kinds of trees and flowers and things through that course

that she took.

* %k kkkk

A Sense of Community

It was 1952. I was five, and I remember sitting in
that one room schoolhouse before I was in the consolidated
one and just being overwhelmed by all those students and
trying to listen and learn everything that was going on
around me. I can still picture it in my mind, exactly what
the set-up of that classroom was, even though I was five. I
think it has real implications of why I believe in multi-age
classrooms today because I really have good memories of it.

I also remember moving into the separate classroom and

feeling isolated, losing that sense of community. I had
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thought I was more mature when I was with those older
students. I somehow viewed myself as more a part of that
community. I think that has something to do with why I tend
to look at multi-age classrooms and think that their
philosophy can work.

It was crowded. There were probably fifty or sixty
kids. It was just one room. There was a well where we got
the water, and there was a coat closet--all those things
they talk about, we had them.

I remember more math than I do reading which is
interesting because I don’t really care that much about
math, to be perfectly honest. I remember seeing math
problems on the blackboard, and that the kindergarten kids
were sort of in the middle of the class. I was surrounded
by kids who were learning different things; I was
fascinated by what was going on around me. But I don’t
remember any subject matter. And I remember the hustle and
the bustle of trying to move from that school into the other
classroom and the excitement of having a large school.

It was a brick building. It was really exciting. I
also remember peg boards. We did a lot of things with
geoboards and stuff like that, which is kind of interesting
because we’re into math manipulatives now, but I remember
doing a lot of that and really enjoying making designs with
pegboards.

In the consolidated school, we had tables and we sat

together at tables. I remember sitting at my table, which
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was by the window, and having those Dick and Jane books and
continuing to work on the pegboards. For some reason, that
really sticks out in my mind. I don’t remember coloring or
cutting out or things like that. It was more academic than

it was developmental and very work oriented.

% %k %k %k k %k

Marking Time by Books

I learned to read in my grandmother’s classroom, but I
think I already knew how. I had a Sally, Dick, and Jane
book, and when I was ready, my grandmother sent someone up
to my mother’s office to get her, and I read outloud to her.

My grandmother was just an incredible reader. She had
eight children of her own. She had three sisters who were
teachers too. One of her sisters died, and she adopted the
children, so there were four more--so she had twelve. They
were very, very poor, but they were always in books. As a
matter of fact, I still have a lot of my grandmother’s
books. I have a first edition of The Five Little Peppers
that was hers.

As a child, I remember visiting her and going into the
bedroom where those books were and sitting on the floor and
reading. So, when I got to her kindergarten class, I
already knew reading was really important to her. She read
to us a lot, although she’s not the teacher that I remember

reading to me.
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It was my second grade teacher whom I can remember
reading Hiawatha. I can remember it just as plain as
anything. As I came up through the grades I remembered
teachers by the books they read to me, not by the kinds of
things that they did with me.

My third grade teacher, who was my aunt, read a Roy
Rogers book, and I couldn’t figure out what was going on. I

remember reading Little Women and The Bobbsey Twins and Call

of the Wild. But, I especially remember that Roy Rogers

book. It was such a stupid book. 1I’'ve looked for it
because I’'d like to own it. Roy was chasing a bandit and
there was a tunnel under the Rio Grande River. I could
never figure out how the bandit got to the other side and
everyday I would just wait; I was so curious to figure out
how that happened. I remember that book most vividly. I
think about that today. When I read to my students, I try
to end a story some place where it’s a real cliffhanger
because I remember how excited I would be for her to read
the next day.

The only basal reader I remember using was in first
grade. We had gotten new basal readers, and when you opened
up the book, there were two white pages. I drew a snowman
on one. It was such a perfect snowman; it had three great
big circles. But, the teacher got very angry with me. She
said I had defaced that book, and she said, "How could you
do that? Your mother is the principal, and your father is

the chairman of the school board, and you’re wasting tax
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payers’ money."

I couldn’t understand it because all I thought I had
done was to draw this beautiful picture. That wasn’t a very
good memory, and that’s the only memory I have of that first
grade class. I guess it points out how careful you have to
be. You don’'t really know what kids will remember. I’'m
sure she wasn’t aware that she was traumatizing me.

I left there when I was in the fifth grade. One of the
first things I had to do in my new school was take an IQ
test and an achievement test. I got my first B in science,
and it was very traumatic.

We hadn’t wanted to move, but it didn’t take very long
to adjust. My mother, who had always taught, didn’t teach
that first year. It was kind of nice to have her at home
for a change. Then she got a job and started teaching in
the same school where I had been. I went to the junior
high, and my sister went to the school where my mother was

teaching.

* k k Kk kk

One of the first sets of books that we got was a set of
Childcraft. My father was gone during the week to work at
the lumber camps, and he would come home on weekends. When
he would come home, my sister and I would immediately want
him to read; she would ask him to read a story called Johnny
and His Mule and The Little Engine that Could, and I would

have him read one about a Russian girl who had a hen, and
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she wanted that hen to lay eggs so she fed it all kinds of
vegetables that were different colors. It was just a stupid
little story, but I loved it.
The other set of books I remember is the complete set
of The Wizard of Oz. The principal and his wife in Allagash

came from Alaska, and they had a complete set of The Wizard

of 0z books. They were the big ones with the original

drawings on the front, and I remember going to their house
and looking at them. Finally, my mother bought us that set
of books. We were probably in third or fourth grade then.
My parents read them to us outloud. It was wonderful. The
best thing, though, I remember about moving was the library.

I'd never been to a library. It was upstairs over the
fire station. It had two rooms. It was summer time when we
moved, and I would go to that library and get three or four
books and take them home and read all day. 1I’'d take them
back the next day and get more books to read. It was

wonderful to have access to all those books.

* Kk k k k%

Books were always the most important things to me. I
mean, reading was the thing that I really enjoyed the most.
I had a young man for a teacher in high school, and he made
us do Shakespeare. I really liked the challenge of what we
had to do. I remember--I'1l1l never forget this--he gave us
book reports to do, and one of the books that I read was

Ivanhoe because it was my dad’s book. I still have it too.
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He gave us a set of questions and one of the questions from
the book report was, "What is the essence of the struggle
inherent in the plot?" This is ninth grade. I don't
remember anything about Ivanhoe, but I do remember that
question; I knew that was a pretty stupid question. 1Isn’t
that incredible? What is the essence of the struggle
inherent in the plot? It doesn’t make sense, does it?

We did Merchant of Venice with him, and as a sophomore
I did Julius Caesar. We had to do a term paper. Even
though I didn’t have a clue how to do a term paper, I did
one on Reconstruction after the Civil War. All I remember
is that I stayed home from school the day before it was due
to write it. I basically copied it out of the encyclopedia,
and I misspelled the word "separate" about seven times. I
had to write it 200 times because I had misspelled it.

Since then I have learned that there is a rat in the root of
"separate," and that’s how I learned it--not from the 200
times. I teach all of my students there’s a rat in the
middle of "separate."

When I got to be a junior in high school, I had a
teacher who really made a big difference in my life. His
name was Mr. Peltbender, and he was Jewish. His whole
family had been killed at Auschwitz, and he had scrapbooks.
He formed a book club, and we met after school. We read
books, and he would assign specific things for us to
analyze, and he would pit one student against the other--not

in a bad way, but, you know, this is your opinion: you
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interpret this way and you interpret this way and you defend
it.

We read books by Leon Uris that had to do with the
holocaust like Mila 18 and Exodus. We also read Catcher in
the Rye, and many more. I couldn’t wait to get to his
class. It was really, really exciting. We read books in
class and in the book club afterward, and we did a lot of
writing, analyses and stuff like that. It was wonderful!

If I could go through my life and mark it, I mark it by
the books that I read, by the different books. Learning
came very easily for me. I had really good grades in high

school and in elementary school.

% %k % %k k %k

Becoming a Teacher

Right after high school I went to college. I didn’t
want to be a teacher, and I didn’t want to go away from home
either. I was very stuck at home. But, I just went to
college to go to college, I guess. There was never any
question that I wouldn’t go. But from the minute I got
there, I loved it. I remember I cried for days before I
left. When it was time to go, I didn’t want to go, and then
when I got there, I didn’t want to go home. It was so
wonderful; I loved it so much! I didn’t like the academics,
but it was the first time I'd been free.

Oh God, I didn’t do any work. The only work I did was
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in English classes. My parents were horrified. I had
graduated at the top of my class in high school. I think I
got a 2.7 the first semester in college, and I got a 1.9 the
second. I never opened a book. I had a great time, and I
wouldn’t take it back. It was wonderful.

I have very little memory of learning anything that
freshman year other than in English class reading "The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock." I loved that. It was such a
wonderful poem. I don’t even remember who the teacher was.

One of my most vivid memories in another English class

was reading Winesburg, Ohio. I told the teacher that I

didn’t 1like it. He said, "Well, why don’t you like it?" I
said, "I don’‘t know, I just don‘t like it." He told me that
I couldn’t come back to class if I didn’t give him a reason
for not liking it. He said, "You may as well leave, if you
can‘t think and tell me why you don’t like it." I was so
horrified! But I came back and said this book is depressing
and that’s why I don’t like it, and he was happy. I did a
term paper about it based on the symbolic use of hands in
Winesburg, Ohio, and I ended up really liking the book and

learning a lot from the work.

%* %k k k %k k

I was in an English program, but after my freshman
Year, my mother died, and then I decided it was time for me
to settle in and smarten up and stop fooling around. I

decided to go into teaching. I think I realized after her



84
death, when people came to her funeral, what an impact she’d
made on people’s lives. I sort of fell into education then.
It made sense. I went back to getting good grades again. I
actually graduated in three years. I took 18 hours and 21
hours and went summers, so all I had left was my student
teaching in that fourth year. I ended up with a major in

junior high English and a minor in history.

* k k kkk

Steppingstones, Transitions and Decisions

"I had no idea what I was doing. But, I knew it was
right and I knew the kids wanted it and I knew that was
right."

I did my student teaching in a ninth grade English
classroom. While I was there, the special ed teacher was
transferred. So I did five weeks of student teaching, and
then they moved me into that special ed class for two weeks,
and then I finished. Teaching in that special ed classroom
was hellish. It was tough, especially for somebody who
hadn’t really finished student teaching, and I had had no
courses in special education.

I had gotten married at the end of my junior year, and
my husband was a teacher too. We went for five job
interviews and got five contracts, and took the one that
made the most money, which ironically was back home. I went

back home to teach in the place that I had graduated from.
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I taught junior high English for two years.

% %k k % Kk %k

I taught seventh and eighth grade English. It was
ability grouped. When I went there to teach, the principal
said to me, "This is the textbook you’re going to use." It
was the Roberts’ Linguistics Series. "My wife looked at
this series and she really likes it. This is what you're
going to use." The series was never finished. Roberts
died, and nobody else could figure it out. Anyway, it was
interesting because it had the literature and the grammar
kinds of things in it.

But I wasn’t going to teach with that book. I chose
novels. I got multiple copies of texts. We read. We did
Evangeline; we did To Kill a Mockingbird. Nobody had ever
told me, but I just knew that that Roberts’ book wasn’t the
thing to use.

I didn’t have a clue that I couldn’t do that. One of
my groups of eighth graders, who were really smart, were
angry because they didn’t have any basketball or anything
like that at the school. So we spent one whole nine-week
ranking period in which they contacted all the coaches in
the county, did statistical analyses of schools that had
basketball teams, did bulletin boards, interviewed our
principal, did all kinds of writing, and ended up presenting
a proposal to the school board and got basketball back in!

I had no idea what I was doing. But, I knew it was
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right and the kids wanted it and I knew that was right. I
did not get any flak. But I had gone back into a situation
where my mother had been, and people thought she had walked
on water because she was such a wonderful teacher. Those
would be the kinds of things that she would have done, and
so I went in on her coattails, and people just expected that
what I did would be good whether it was or not. They didn’t
really measure me, I don’t think, by what I was doing. It
was more by her. I really didn’t have my own identity. I

was somebody’s daughter.

% %k k k k k

To me, the classroom was always an extension of my
home. It wasn’'t a different place. It wasn’t foreign to
me, and I don’t remember struggling that first year. I'm
sure I must have. Now I listen to my daughter who is
teaching this year, and she’s fretting and fuming. I didn‘t
think there was anything I didn’t know. I didn’t think
there was anything I couldn’t do. Teaching today is a lot
more complicated. I mean, new teachers have so many more
things that they have to teach.

One of the things that I remember so vividly that first
year of teaching was that we had to have planbooks, and we
had to have them set up in a certain way--TRA, teach,
review, and assign. Teach, review, and assign, and the
teach and review were written in blue, and the assign was

written in red so you could pick them out just like that.



87
And that’s how you set up your planbook. I could do
wonderful planbooks.

The principal was always coming up with something. He
came in one day and said, "These are some records that I’ve
gotten on study skills, and you'’re going to do those." They
were horrible! So, what I did was at the top of the
planbook, I wrote in the first fifteen minutes of class
these records or whatever it was, and then I did the rest of
my assignments. So, when the principal came in to observe,
I handed in my planbook and my class list, and he went to
the back of the room. He sat down and looked through the
class list to make sure it was right, and he went through
the planbook.

When he gave me back my planbook at the end of the day,
he said, "These are nice plans. Why aren’t you teaching
them?" Oh, I was so angry with him because I had taught
them. He had only come in for fifteen minutes when I was
doing the records. So, I took the planbook and went down
and said, "I want you to write down here that this is where
it is, and I want you to correct it in my planbook. I want
you to change what you’ve written in here because I don’t
want this kind of evaluation."

I just can’t imagine asking teachers to do that today,
although there are systems that do. 1I’ve had student
teachers who have come to me with that stuff. 1It’s
frightening.

I had my daughter at the end of that first year, so I
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decided that I was going to be a good mother and stay home
and take care of her for a year. But, I just couldn’t do
it. I mean I loved being home with her, but what I found
was that the quality of the time wasn’t any better. It was
just quantity and I was not very happy, so I started subbing
again, and then I looked for a job and went to North Park,
and I've been there ever since.

* k kkkk

That was 1973 in the fifth grade. There was only one
f£i fth grade at that time, and I had a self-contained fifth
gxrade classroom in the old building. I had twenty-nine
Students my first year. We were at this stage of open
€ducation. We had a superintendent who was very much into
Progressive education. He wanted projects and kids doing
their own thing. There was educational renewal and all this
kind of stuff under him. I felt comfortable doing that. It
wasn’t foreign to me. It was foreign to a lot of people,
but I enjoyed it. I remember doing plays with my students
and we had the Scott Foresman Reading series.

I'm still marking my time by books--by reading books.
The third grade teacher was getting her masters in reading
At that time, and she was very much into reading outloud,
and there was the fourth grade teacher who did a lot of
reading outloud, and both of them talked to me about how
important it was to read outloud. So, I started doing it

because I remembered what it was like.
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I was in that building for two or three years before we
moved into the new building, but I only taught self-
contained for one year. Then they had two fifth grades, and
Jim and I started switching. He did math and science, and I

did the language arts.

* Kk kkkk

During that period of time Sesame Street was just

beginning, and I had four students who could hardly read at

all. I had a television in my classroom, and they watched

Sesame Street and Electric Company. I had it up on a file

Ccabinet in the corner so they could watch, just the four of
them, and they just loved it. They really learned a lot
from it, too. They just hadn’t gotten to read.

One of them had a real severe speech impediment, and
another was a little Indian boy who was so sweet. I must
have been working with him on nouns. Come to think of it, I
know I was, and I was asking him to give me proper nouns; we
had talked about common nouns and proper nouns. I said,
"Could you give me a proper noun?"

He said, "Yes, Mic Mac."

"Oh, what a great word, Evan. Is that the tribe you
belong to?"

He said, "No, no, Mrs. Thatcher. Mic Mac, like you get
at McDonalds."

It was so cute! He was such a sweet little fellow. I

rYemember I brought him home with me and took him to
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McDonalds. He had never been to McDonalds before, and he
brought home his napkin and the container that had had his
french fries in it. He saved all the paper because he

hadn’t ever been there.

* dk ok k k Kk

Give Them Wings and Let Them Fly

Then I got a new student from Washington D.C. We had
this Slosson word list that was one of the things we had to
use to identify a student’s reading level. I gave this kid
this Slosson Word Test. He was a fifth grader, and he came
out at about third grade or something on that test. He
couldn’t sound out anything. But when it came time to read,
he could read everything.

At that point I decided there must be something wrong
with the way I’'m looking at how kids read--if here’s this
kid who has taken this basic phonics test, and he can’‘t do
anything, but he’s still this brilliant kid. He was
brilliant too. He graduated at the top of his class and
went to one of the Ivy League schools. But at first I
thought he couldn’t read because he couldn’t do that Slosson
Word Test. That was when I really started looking at what
reading was and started the kinds of things that had to do

with comprehension rather than just attacking skills.
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When I began to figure out that I didn’t know
everything there was to know about reading, I thought that
I'd better get on the ball because maybe I might want to
teach high school English. I went back and got certified in
high school. I took some courses in linguistics and things
just so I’'d have a better background.

I went back and took Teaching of Reading, Developmental
Reading, and Remedial Reading on my own. When I look back
on it now, they were just wasted courses, but I did start
reading because of them. The courses were just making
little cards and word games and those kinds of things. That
was basically what the Remedial Reading course was. But
then I took Teaching English in the High School, and I took
that from Dr. Smith. He had gone away to get his doctorate.
I can’'t remember where he went, but in the process of going
away, he came back a whole new man. He had a new hairstyle
and he had sandals and he wasn’t half as conservative as he
had been when I had first had him in college; and he came
back with new ideas.

He came back with thematic units. I thought, "Well, if
you can do that with high school kids, why can’t you do it
with fifth grade kids?" The first thing I did in my
classroom was to take our reading book and take the units
and make charts. If there was a unit on adventure and there
were five stories, I would put adventure and five stories on
the chart and put the kids’ names down, and as they read

them, they just checked them off. I just let them work
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through it on their own, and at the end of the unit we had
roundtable discussions. I didn’t know why I was doing it or
whatever was happening, but I knew that these kids weren'’t
reading books and that seemed to get them reading. That was
the first step to get away from that basal reader.

Then in 1975 The International Reading Association was
held in Fredrickton, New Brunswick, and our district sent
four teachers. I was one of the four people. The Goodmans
were there. Can you imagine? John Poeton was there. The
people who were beginning in whole language were there. I
don’t even remember the word "whole language" used, but I do
remember that John Poeton gave a workshop that was entitled
"Give Them Wings and Let them Fly." It was based on
children’s literature. That really was what made the
difference for me.

What he said made sense. I was able to relate it to my
life and how much I had cared about books and reading.

Then John Poeton came to our university and spoke to a
migrant convention--a Chapter One convention. I was so
excited when I heard him that other people started going. I
think I heard him talk three or four times, and then Jim
Trelease came and others. That was how it started. It
really was out of how I learned rather than what somebody

else said to me.
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Coming to Know

I haven’t had my masters that long. I got it through
the outreach program. Actually, I was about halfway through
when I had my daughter, Kelly, and I couldn’t do it. I was
taking the curriculum course and Adolescent Lit and things
like that, and it was just too much. I didn’‘t finish it up
until after she had graduated from high school. Then I went
back and did it.

The first time around in the program, I don’t remember
being really excited, but the second time the program for my
masters was really wonderful. It was excellent. The first
course I took was a statistics course and I thought, "Oh my
God, I must be crazy. What a terrible thing to start with."
But you know, it ended up being one of the best courses that
I had.

Not because of the content, but because by that time I
had already taken some whole language courses. I had taken
Reading Process and Writing Process, and I looked at it as
how a student would come to reading something they didn’t
know. All the time I was taking it, I was able to relate it
to what was happening in my classroom. Look, I have to
learn this vocabulary; look, I have to learn this this way.
By making that correlation between the kinds of things my
students were doing and what I was doing, I really learned a
lot about how kids learn.

I had done a lot of work on the state assessment test
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by then--I had worked on designing the reading section, and
we had done a lot of work with mean and mode and the whole
bit, and I knew what P scores were and things, so I had some
prior knowledge to bring to it. I was actually better off
than most of the students who were in there because I had
practical knowledge. I mean in designing the test and
figuring out which questions were appropriate, and I knew
about reliability and stuff like that. But it was still
terrifying!

I finished my masters in 1990. I started just on a
whim in January. Everything I had taken before, I threw
out. Kelly had gone to college, and I had just gotten a
divorce, and I was somewhat bored so I took two courses, and
I finished it in less than two years. But I went during the
summer. I went down, and I took some of those integrative
curriculum courses also.

That first year, I think there were nine teachers who
went from here. They weren’t all from our building. It was
just a week long course, but we got so much done. You know,
to go there as a team and work like that was just
incredible--just amazing! That is how we created all of our
environmental units. We did all the planning that week. We
worked all day and all night. The district got their
money’s worth.

I guess that’s the thing that I got out of my master’s.
First of all, I took some great courses. They made sense as

far as education was going, and there were four or five of
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us who started at the same time and who were all teaching,
and so we had a study group. We met one night a week just
going from home to home; we studied and did our group work
or whatever it was that we were doing; we really formed a
close group of people.

I had a hard time when I was done because those people
were really interested in education issues, and I had
somebody to talk to, so when I finished up I was lost for a
while. I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I had that in
North Park, but it wasn’t the same level as it was when we
were delving into curriculum change and models of teaching.

It was very hard for me when I was done.

%k kkkkk

I am hoping my new job will help. I’m going to be a
literacy consultant for a publishing company and basically
what it means is training teachers in the New Zealand model
of literacy. I know that I will get challenged because a
major part of this now is teacher development for the
facilitators. We have to decide on our own action plan.
One of the things that I have to do, which I didn’t do in
the school years, is a video of me working with kids, and
then after we’ve done our facilitating or whatever, the
facilitators meet with the leader. We actually look at our
videos, and we work through the kinds of things that we’re
doing, and come up with an action plan on how we’re going to

change our teaching. It really focuses not only on
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teachers, but on growth for the facilitators too.

I have some reservations about the idea of trying to
commercialize it [the New Zealand model]. In order to do
that, you have to somewhat limit what’s happening. All I
can think of is an oral workbook, you know, the program part
of it. I don’t know if that makes any sense, but obviously
the company is out to make money and they have the
distributorship for it.

But I think in order to get it here, you have to do
that. You have to be realistic. Obviously I’'m going to get
a lot from doing it because the concept of teaching in that
way, I really believe in. But I still believe you have to
adapt it--there’s a different culture; there’s different
students.

I think the model’s just incredible, but it’s like
anything else, you need that contact with it to maintain it.
It’s real easy to slip back into the old model of teaching
if you don’t have someone for support.

The thing that I like about this model--and those
things that I like about it are in other models: it’s not
just The New Zealand Model that’s child centered; it’s not
just The New Zealand Model which sees assessment as
something you do all the time, not something you do at the
end of things. Those are the things that make The New
Zealand Model work--that continuous assessment; knowing your
learner; knowing your resources; and knowing how to put them

together. To me there’s no way that you can argue with
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those kinds of things. However, you can argue with the
materials. I don’'t believe you have to use The Ready to
Read Books to do it or, well, we have to do it this way.

For example, I think The Ready to Read Books are
wonderful, but I think that the school journals that they
use in New Zealand are not very wonderful. I ordered them
and tried to use them in my classroom, and my students were
just up in arms. They complained about the quality of the
artwork; they complained about the quality of the paper;
they’re just not going to accept that. I mean, anyway you
look at it, picture books--good trade books--are superior to
those journals, and my kids weren’t willing to accept them.
So in New Zealand, where they don’t have access evidently to
the same kinds of tradebooks that we have, maybe the kids
look at those and say, "OK, this is fine." But from an
aesthetic point of view, my kids didn’t want those books.

They know better, and the other thing is that many of
the stories have cultural connotations in them. When you’'re
talking about the tribal people, or you’re talking about
animals, you’ve got to do so much work with prior knowledge
to teach those kinds of things. That is fine, but if you
have only so much time, it isn’t practical. That’s not
necessarily the best way to do it. 1In order to do that,
you’re teaching all kinds of geography, history, and things
that have to do with New Zealand, and you don’t need to do
that for five years in our school system. I could be wrong.

The things that I do like about it are that they give
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kids time to be comfortable at their level. They don’t push
kids on. What we [Americans] do is based on that basal
model--going through things quick, quick, quick, and when a
kid learns to read at a particular level, you push them to a
higher level and never give them time to read comfortably at
that level where they are. So they’re constantly working
and struggling to read rather than it being pleasurable or
being able to practice it enough to do it well. I think
that’s a problem.

* %k kkk

Commentary

Moving towards a holistic philosophy seems to be a
natural evolution for Joyce. Several of the basic
principles supporting whole language appear in her early
experiences. Joyce recounts in her story events which she
believes to be important and significant to her, events that
have left an imprint on her life and drive many of her
beliefs today.

One of the most interesting things she says is that she
saw school as being "no different than home." At home books
and learning were valued as well as cooperation and
collaboration. Her parents modeled the importance of
education through their actions and careers and shared their
learning experiences. She delighted in her early learning
experiences with her mother, who took her to college when

she was only five.
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She was totally involved with books both for enjoyment
and information. She focuses her early experiences both at
home and school on books. She could not get enough of them.
As a teacher books are fundamental to what she remembers in
her classroom. It seems to be no coincidence that they
would become central to her later teaching life.

Her first formal school experience was in a one room
school house which mirrored her home experiences. She was
fascinated by all the learning that was going on around her,
and she felt a strong sense of community--a learning
community. When she moved to the consolidated school, that
loss of community was what she felt most: "I remember moving
into the separate classroom and feeling isolation and losing
that sense of community." She also notes that besides the
loss of community, she somehow felt disenfranchised,
demoted, because being with older kids had made her feel
more mature.

She relates very few negative school experiences as a
student. She tells of her feeling of isolation when she
moved away from the one room school; when she was
reprimanded for drawing in a new basal; and when things did
not make sense to her. She expresses the same complaints in
her college years.

Interestingly, when the teacher reprimanded her for
drawing in a book, the reasons the teacher gave reflected
the teacher’s fear of crossing those in power--Joyce’s

mother the principal, her father the head of the school
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board, and the community. The teacher may have thought that
because they were her parents, it would strike fear in her.
Indirectly, this power that her parents had in the community
may have influenced Joyce’s sense of her own power in the
classroom as a student and teacher. 1In making her own
decisions she says that the choices she made reflected the
"kinds of things my mother would have done."

Her earliest teaching experiences show a strong sense
of personal efficacy and confidence. She exhibits
confidence about what she should do in the classroom and
surprisingly little fear of not following the authorities
when it felt right for her and her students. Risking and
making decisions on her own based on her beliefs about what
was right for her students seemed to come easily and
naturally to her. When she succeeded once, she became
stronger and continued resisting authority without any
hesitation.

She found it easy to resist the basal and use
literature. She knew the profound and wonderful affect
literature had had for her. She rejected the basal model
for pushing kids too fast and not allowing them to enjoy
reading, echoing Rosenblatt. She was skeptical of the
standardized test for reading she was supposed to use when
she observed her student reading well despite his score.
Many choices were made on her instinctive ability to allow
her observations of her students direct her thinking and

teaching.
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Giving up control of the curriculum was one of the
first things that she did in her first year of teaching. It
seemed so easy, when in most cases it is the last thing that
many first year teachers would dare to do. Giving students
choice was natural. She observed the concern that her
students had about basketball and turned their frustration
into an action curriculum, allowing their learning to become
authentic.

Her observations led her to be cautious about believing
standard assessments when her own observations suggested
something different: her strong sense of herself as a
learner. In the one room school she says, "I was surrounded
by kids who were learning different things; I was
fascinated...." When she wanted to learn, she did.

Her observations and questions led her to go beyond the
method and discover the why, the theory behind the method.
Her approach to her masters program reveals her need to
understand her students. She says that it wasn’t the
content that was important, but the how and why. She
learned and reflected on what she had learned as to how it
applied to how her students learned.

Reflecting on her first year at North Park, she says
that she felt comfortable with the new progressive reforms
occurring in her school. Her own progressive ideas had been
developing all along. Joyce seems to be one of those
teachers who has always had an intuitive feel for teaching

in a way that connects with whole language.
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In reflecting on the events that Joyce relates, I can’'t
help thinking of something that Mary Catherine Bateson
(1990) writes,
Those who move beyond discouragement are those who
start out with a core of confidence and strength and
who are lucky enough to continue to grow through

environments that do not exploit the residual
vulnerabilities everyone brings from childhood. (37)

A love for literature and reading encompass all of
Joyce’s memories as well as a belief in the importance of
education and teaching. Joyce’s belief system is clearly
centered in her earliest memories of school, family, the
books she loves, and a sense of and understanding of
community.

One wonders why she at first did not want to become a

teacher. Was it adolescent angst?
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Chapter Eight

COMPASSION AND QUESTIONS

Winnie

"To be theoretical is to be down to earth, utterly
practical, and fully in touch with reality" (Ruddell 18).

When Winnie first talked to me in her classroom, we sat
on the tiny first grade chairs. She was concerned that she
would not be able to tell me anything, that she was not a
storyteller. But as she began to talk, her sense of humor
and that twinkle that betrays her to her students emerged.
Later she would finish her story situated in her comfortable
living room with a majestic view of the countryside and a

story about a moose.

* dk k% k k

This is my thirtieth year of teaching. I was an
elementary education major in college. I ended up with some
minors, but it was classified differently then--elementary
education majors, junior high education majors and physical
education majors. Those were about the only three
categories that Milliken State Teachers College offered at
that time.

All through my normal schooling, I leaned towards

liking children. But I didn’t know I wanted to be a
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teacher. I had other thoughts. I had a sister who was an
RN, and I thought I wanted to be a nurse like my big sister
until I discovered the truth about nursing.... It involved
blood. So, actually, I think I went through school not
really knowing what I wanted to do and went through most of
high school, and then maybe in my junior year I finally
realized what I was going to do with my life. We [women]
didn’t have very many options--there was nursing or
teaching.

We didn’t have the options that kids have now, and so I
started thinking about teaching. Previously I had worked
with children at a summer camp for underprivileged children,
and all along without realizing it, I think my tendencies
were leading in that direction, but I wasn’t sure until my
junior year. During college for summers, I worked at a
girls’ camp in Vermont for very rich spoiled children from
New York.

I discovered there that I had some leadership
characteristics because I worked up to head director of
Junior Row which was an honor at that time. So then, I just

evolved into teaching.
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It was an unusual event for me to go to college. My
parents were not educated people. My father had to leave
school when he was eight years old to help support the

family. 1If you think about it, he’d be ninety-five today,
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so it was another era. My mother did go to the eighth grade
and quit before graduation and didn’t have the opportunity
to go through high school. My sister is the oldest, and
she went through nurses’ training. I have a brother who is
inbetween us who didn’t like school at all and left high
school and joined the Air Force. Now he has a very, very
successful business because he was self-made, and then there
was me. I was the first to go to a four-year college.
That was a big step in our family and one that probably made
my parents very proud.

I had an aunt who would have been my father’s sister-
in-law. She was a very loving person and a good teacher,
but she didn’t quite fit into the family. She was very
reserved. My uncle had a very good job, and they had a
little bit of money which no one else in the family had. I
always respected her, but I couldn’t say I was very close to
her, and I don’t think that she was an influence on my

deciding to teach. I was a little bit afraid of her really.
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Bad Beginnings

I'm from downstate originally. My first year I went to
a Catholic School. All my friends were going. My parents
didn’'t want me to go, although we were Catholics and we were
in that parish. I wanted to go, so they said okay. It was

an awful year, just a terrible, terrible year. The nuns and
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I didn’'t agree in philosophies even at that age.

They were so very strict. Lunchrooms were segregated.
There was a boys’ lunchroom and a girls’ lunchroom, and, of
course, we had to bring our own lunches as there was no hot
lunch program. The punishment for anybody was to eat in the
opposite dining room, and I ended up eating with the boys
quite a bit. Now I wouldn’t mind, but back then as a six-
year old it was traumatic.

And then there was this other thing. We were poor back
then, and a dime or a quarter was a lot of money. Everyday
my mother would give me a dime to buy an apple or a snack at
recess time. That was one of my mother’s priorities. I was
sickly, and my mother thought that if she could put some fat
on my bones, I would be healthier.

The nuns had a system that just before recess you were
allowed to go to the bathroom. They would assign someone to
be bathroom monitor, and after everybody had gone to the
bathroom, the monitor had to go in and flush all the
toilets. It was my week to be bathroom monitor. I hurried
to flush all the bathrooms because I was going to do my
duty, and I was in a hurry to go buy a snack. On my way out
a nun caught me by the nape of the neck and accused me of
stealing somebody’s dime. Somebody had lost their dime.

She didn’t know that I had money everyday, and she would not
listen to me. She was not very compassionate. The nuns
really gave me a terrible, terrible time that year. I was

much happier at public school, much happier.
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Feeling Important

The next year I was put into public school in the inner
city. I call it inner city because the town is not a very,
very large city compared to New York or Boston--but it was a
city school. We lived on the outskirts of the city, and so
we were bussed to school. I remember all of the teachers I
had.

My first grade teacher was Ms. Banks, and even though
she retained me...well, actually, she didn’t retain me. I
was retained from Catholic School, but it wasn’t because I
was not able to do the work. I had missed a lot of
schooling that year due to illness. Possibly, I had made
myself sick because I didn’t like the nuns.

Mrs. Banks was quite a contrast to the nuns. She was
kind and compassionate and made me feel important. It’s
funny because I just had a thought that the next teacher
that I remember the most was my fifth grade teacher. I was
just making a contrast. I teach first grade, Joyce teaches
fifth grade, and of course, my opinion is that those are the
two most important grades in the world. Those were the two
people, I guess, that understood me the most.

The superintendent’s office was probably a mile away
from the school, and every Friday there were monies to be

delivered to the superintendent’s office. They used to give
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me the money and off I trotted. I was just a first grader,
but off I trotted to the superintendent’s office to deliver
the money. My mother was quite concerned about that, and
she called the principal and asked him. The principal said,
"Well, nobody would suspect a little kid going down the
street with a paper bag under her arm." So my mother let me
do it.

There was a bar and grill down the street from the
school. At lunchtime the teachers ordered their lunches
from the bar and grill, and they used to send me to go get
them. I used to go into the bar and sit on the stool and
wait for their lunches to be ready. I guess I must have
been more mature than some of the other kids. Maybe some
leadership qualities were showing, or else I was such a
hellion that they wanted to get rid of me. You know, find a
way to get me out of my classroom. Maybe that was it.

My fifth grade teacher was also the assistant
principal, and she had a phone in the room. I was thought
responsible enough to answer the phone when she was out of
the room.

In middle school I was involved in athletics and band.
I had a good time. It has good memories. Academically, I
don’'t remember much. I must have done everything I had to
do because I don’'t remember ever being chastised for getting

poor grades. So I must have been on the right track.
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Questions

I was a pretty good student, but I was a lazy student.
I was a procrastinator, and I didn’t understand the reason
for doing a lot of things that were assigned. I wanted to
know why, and I questioned a lot and saw that some of the
things were asinine, and I wasn’'t going to put much effort
into them. I think that carried me all the way through
college because I wasn’t the greatest student in college,
not at all.

No one [teachers] wanted to answer my questions. If it
was in the curriculum, you had to do it. I also found out
too that if I asked too many questions about why we were
doing such a thing, that probably I wasn’t getting the
highest rank I deserved. 1If I'd shut my mouth and not
questioned, I would have done better. I probably was
labeled a rabble rouser.

Especially in college, I didn’t put the effort in that
I could have. I was there to have a good time, and I had a
good time, although things kept surfacing. I became
president of what was called The Student in Education
Association, and I was even asked to organize a field day
through the Physical Education Department, and I wasn’t even

a physical education major.
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I have difficulty taking tests, even today--written
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tests or any kind of a test; although I appear to be a very
calm person, my insides shake like an old washing machine at
times. So I really had difficulty taking tests. Sometimes
I didn’t test the way that I responded in class or even
equivalent to the work that I did.

I had an English teacher in high school, I think it was
my junior year. She was very compassionate and concerned
about her students, and she helped me a great deal. I think
she’s probably the one that really gave me the encouragement
that I could go to college because I think, basically,
college was something I felt was not in my future.

I was very, very strong in chemistry. I really enjoyed
that subject. Don’t ask me anything now because when you
don’t use it, you lose it. But I was very, very interested
in chemistry. At the time, although he wasn’'t very strong
in his influence, the chemistry teacher thought I should
investigate that field. But then again, opportunities
weren’'t out there for women. And I wish, probably, they had
been because I probably would have investigated that

further.
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Secrets and Acts of Wisdom

My father was a construction worker and did everything
you could imagine from working with dynamite to.... Even

though my father did not have the education, when he was
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working on construction, they often made him foreman of the
crew. He had an innate ability to lead. Part of his duties
were to keep his peoples’ time and to keep track of
materials that they used on the job.

However, my father had a secret. He couldn’t write.

He could read the newspaper, but he couldn’t write.
Instead, he would carry this information in his head all
day. When he got home, he would dictate it to my mother,
and my mother would write it in his notebook. He kept that
hidden.

All through his life, I don’t know if it was actually
hidden, but his bosses never revealed that that’s what he
was doing. So he had that innate leadership quality, I
think, without education. He knew how to get things done,
and he did them.

My mother went to the eighth grade. My grandmother,
had begun work in the woolen mills at age nine. When my
mother was young, her mother owned a boarding house for the
people who worked in the woolen mills. My mother would help
serve breakfast to the boarders before leaving for school in
the morning. Then she would come home at noontime and help
serve lunch and then be home for dinner. My mother was a

worker all through her life.
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When I was growing up, my mother worked in a shoe shop

stitching shoes. After I had gotten my driver’s license in
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high school, she would have me take my father to work and
then keep the car. 1I’d say to her, "Well, what time are you
getting out of work?" and she’d say, "Three or four." So
I'd go to the shoe shop at 3:00.

She wasn’t ever ready to leave until 4:00. She’d say,
"Sit down here," and the noise in the shoe shop was
absolutely terrible. The whole work area was not a good
place. She would say, "Now you sit here and you watch what
I have to do day after day after day. You’ll do something
better." My parents believed that what we wanted to be we
could be, but they weren’t going to influence our direction.
My mother was really wise. That was her way of saying, "Do
you want to do this all your life?"

My mother--and I'm still amazed at this--my mother
would spell words that she had no meaning for, but she was
able to spell them. We used to play a game with her. We’'d
get the dictionary and try to trick her. When I was home
from college, and I'd be writing papers, I’'d say, "Mom, how
do you spell this?" She would spell the word, and then
she’d say, "Well, what does that mean?" My philosophy about
spelling is I think that you’re born to be a good speller or

you’'re not. But that was my background.

* ok kkkk

Limitations
We had limited books around the house because of

economics. I was born during the war--at the end of WWII,
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not WWI, WWII. I was seven months old during Pearl Harbor.
Moneywise, there wasn’t any money to buy books. I grew up
reading comic books and trading comic books in the
neighborhood. I spent a lot of time reading comic books at
a very young age. I loved the Classic comics, especially
during junior high when we had to do book reports. We
didn’t have Cliff Notes then.

I was always very worried about going into the library,
and I still don’t have much of a knowledge about libraries
for that reason. I think I still have a fear of them. The
library in my home town was a great big ornate thing--
cement, very, very high ceilings. When you went in, it was
a Shhhh! absolutely! You had to tiptoe across the floor,
and that would echo. It was so loud. I was just in
complete awe, and the discoveries that I made at the library
were entirely on my own because my parents were not ones to
go to the library. They didn’t have time.

My school didn’t have many books or even a library.
There were Nancy Drew mysteries in the room, but I don’‘t
remember being surrounded by a whole lot of books, and the
teachers never brought us to the town library. Part of my
philosophy now is to just show kids what books are and
really show them that there’s information out there and that
they can go and find it somewhere themselves.

Fourth grade was my first adventure with books. I read
a lot of biographies and the Nancy Drew mysteries. The

biographies were the most interesting. I read every one
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that I could get my hands on. Those were the type of books
that were in the school. 1In junior high we did have a
library. I am an avid reader today, but probably because we

weren’t influenced by television.

% % %k %k %k %k

I don't ever remember writing in school except the
first day of school. You know, what did you do this summer?
And doing the outlines and doing the reports, the book
reports, but I don’'t remember ever doing any free writing.
Teachers just said here’s what you’re going to write. It
seemed to me that there was always some evil purpose in
writing, meaning a book report or that type of thing. To
me there was an evil purpose because I didn’t like doing it,
and I still don’t like doing it.

In college I only remember writing in one class--The
Writing of Short Stories. That’s the only place that I can
ever remember writing and writing something that was my own

choice. Freshman writing was only grammar.

% % % % % Kk

Purposes and Connections

I had to take a lot of methods courses in college,
Health Teaching Social Studies, Teaching Science, Teaching
This, Teaching That...all very textbook-oriented things.

They thought they were giving us great formulas. You know,
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we had to read this, this, and this, and then we’d become
great teachers.

I don’t really have a lot of recollections of what I
learned about teaching in college because I saw no purpose
in what they were doing. They just gave you formulas. This
is going to make you a good teacher, but there was nothing
that we could put our hands on--no hands-on experience. It
was all out of the textbook. They showed us how to make
great schedules and great lesson plans, but they didn’t tell
us that a child might vomit and ruin our schedule because we
had to tend to that. Or they didn’t tell us that the child
might come to school very upset because Mommy and Daddy had
had a fight, and we would have to spend half an hour
cuddling that child while trying to keep the rest of the
class going, and the rest of the day that we would have this
child clutching at us. They didn’t tell us those things.

They didn’t tell us that there are a lot of things that
can go wrong and how to use common sense to get out of those
situations. It was all very textbook-oriented, and the
people who were there teaching I don’t think had been in the
classroom themselves for umpteen years.

It just didn’t make sense to the true life situation.

I had worked with children at camp, and that was kind of in
a teaching capacity because we had athletics and arts and
crafts, and we did some tutoring and that type of thing. I
had already worked with children one-to-one or in a group,

and here I was trying to listen to them [professors] tell me
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how to do it by the textbook method, and it just didn’t make
sense. And, again, when you’d say, "What happens when...?"
and they’d fluff you off because that wasn’t on their
agenda. Oh, they had an agenda to meet for that particular

class, and it wasn’t practical.

* ok kkkk

The very first day of student teaching was the first
time I went into a classroom. That’s when I almost didn’t
become a teacher. Yes, my first experience in the
elementary school was my first day of student teaching. I
hadn’t met the cooperating teacher beforehand. That was not
necessary because the college told us where we were going.

I hadn’t been in a school until that first day.

The first day, my boyfriend let me use his car. My
roommate and I were both going to the same school. When I
got to the school, I froze. I still have the same thought
whenever I go to Hillside, and I go to open that front door.
I absolutely froze, and my roommate said, "What’s the
matter?" and I said, "I can’t do this."

I was ready to go back to the dorm and pack my
suitcases and leave. It was a good thing she was there to
push me because I did go through...and, of course, it was a
great experience. I think I’d come to where I wanted to be,
working with children, and that’s a long time ago and I'm
sure that I didn’t do anything right and I’'m sure that my

cooperating classroom teacher probably had long discussions
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about things that I needed to improve in, etc., etc. But I

worked very hard at student teaching.

* k% k kk

That was the first time that I ever did [work hard at
school], really--I burned a lot of midnight oil that year.
I did work very hard at student teaching and stayed up many,
many hours doing lesson plans and trying to be creative--to
bring in things that were different into the classroom.
That was the first time. There’s actually a picture in my
yearbook of me in the library. They [teachers and friends]
were shocked that I was in the library studying.

Then the second part of student teaching was at what
they called The Taylor School. I was in the third grade,
and I had a little cooperating teacher. She was about four
feet tall, but she was full of energy.

The first day she didn’t tell me very much. She just
said, "Follow me." I went around all day right at her
heels, and she dug her heels in and ran everywhere, and I
was right behind her. I thought, "Oh my God, what am I
doing?" But they were good experiences. Those were my
first introductions to the classroom because even though we
had all these methods courses, we did not observe in any
classrooms as the kids do now. So we really didn’t know
until that final student teaching if we really wanted to

teach.

% % % %k %k &k



118

I guess the thing I remember the most about Taylor was
the day that Kennedy got shot. That’s the big thing in
everybody’s life at our age. I hadn’t had control of the
classroom very much at that point, and the principal came in
and whispered something to the teacher and she left. She
didn’t even say, "Take over" or anything. She just left and
she didn’t come back for an hour. I had to jump in and
become very creative, right then and there, and handle the
situation. Your common sense plays an important part. I
figured that the classroom would function very well with my
direction at that point. When she finally came back, it was
announced that all the children were being sent home early.

Everybody thought that the Russians were coming.

%* %k %k %k %k %k

When I’'ve had student observers, I’'ve always asked them
to circulate with the children and talk to the children
because they have a tendency to come and sit and not do
anything, and that’s not useful. But I still maintain that
college doesn’t do enough to direct people who have no
aptitude for teaching in another direction, and that’s a
shame, especially now when there aren’t very many jobs out
there. People can’t be choosing the very best with so many
people getting hired when they should have been told a long
time ago that maybe they should put their energies in
another direction. And that’s too bad.

If you can’t associate with the children, if you can’t
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get down to their level, then there’s no point in going into
the classroom. And that is not easy for everybody to do.

I was also assistant house mother at the dorm when I
was student teaching. Think of this--I'm a poor student,
gradewise, but our housemother had had a heart attack, and
they needed somebody to do her chores. Ms. Fredel
recommended that they make me assistant housemother. Here I
am a senior, probably a hellraiser and that’s most likely
why they did it because I knew what the kids were all up to.
I managed to get along well with the kids. I mean,
obviously, I wasn’t a dictator and I kept them in line, but

I wasn’t a dictator.

*kkk*kk

Confusions

I had to go to summer school one summer because I
wasn’'t going to be invited back to college. The day before
graduation about eighteen of us were called one at a time
into the President’s office and told that we were not going
to graduate, and we would not get our degrees. Imagine--the
day before graduation.

For various reasons some of the courses that should
have been offered weren’t offered, and some of us did not
get the quality points that we needed. An "A" offered four
quality points besides four credits. We also had to have a

grade point average, but it involved quality points too. and
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you had to have so many quality points. Well, I didn’t have
enough quality points. That was really upsetting. Parents,
family, and everybody were coming to graduation, and their
[the university] timing was not very good.

They told us that they could even stop us from walking
down the aisle and participating in commencement, but they
were going to be kind. They would give us a blank folder
with no degree in it. That was even more upsetting.

When I was in the President’s office, he said, "Do you
have a job?"

And I said, "Yes, I do have a job."

And he said, "Well, you know, they won’t want you
unless you come to summer school here this summer."

And I said, "I can’'t come to summer school this summer.
I have a contract at camp--Head Counselor."

He said, "Well, you’ll just have to break it."

I said, "Wait a minute. 1I've sat here for four years
in college, and you people have advocated that we should be
professional, and it would be very unprofessional for me to
break this contract at this time."

"Well, then you won’t be able to teach next year. The
Superintendent down there won’t want you."

I said, "Well, I'm just going to have to take that
chance." And I strutted out of there.

I didn’t tell my parents. They came and my sisteXx came
from Massachusetts and my brother came, everybody came - 1

didn’t show my diploma to them when we got outside. MY
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fiance knew about it, but he was the only one. I had an
awful time that weekend. I didn’t tell my parents until two
weeks later, after I had done some investigating.

To tell you truthfully, there must have been a great
need for teachers. I don’t know how I got hired. My
college ranks didn’t speak for me very well, but I had been
hired by this school system to teach in China, Maine.

After I got home, I went right away and talked to the
superintendent. The President had also said that "If the
superintendent takes you, you will have to take a drastic
drop in pay because you’re not degreed." Pay? My pay was
$4,100.

Anyway, I went to the superintendent right away and
told him the situation. He kind of fluffed it off and
laughed and said, "That’s no problem. You’ll just teach
your first year on a provisional certificate and take a
course during the year and everything will be resolved."

I also told him that I was told that I would probably
take a drop in pay. He laughed and said, "Drop in pay?
You’re not making much money to begin with." It was
traumatic, and it was an awful way to go through graduation
weekend and think your whole career was on the line, but I

took a course, and it was resolved and there was no problem.

*kkkkk
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Disaster!

My first years of teaching were a disaster. At the
time I thought I was an excellent teacher, but when I look
back at my first three years of teaching, I think, "My God,
what did I do?" I was in a rural school in China, Maine,
which is a farming area. My assignment was first grade.
There were two first-grade rooms. The rest of the faculty
were older ladies, nice ladies, but a little older.

They had grown up in that area, and their families had
grown up in that area, and everybody knew about the area
except me. They took me under their wings. But the new
teacher gets a lot of stuff dumped on her. I was asked to
do girls’ softball, and I said, "OK," and I was asked to do
a girl scout troop, and I said "OK." I did not know that I
could say no. We had a principal who was a nice man. He
was younger. His name was Mr. Johnson, and actually he
helped me out of a lot of scrapes. It was a nice, friendly

little school. I was going to do my very best.

* k k% kK

One day we were doing a farm unit, and I thought it
would be a good idea to make butter. I got all the
ingredients and had the kids shake the jar and shake the jar
and shake the jar, and it turned into butter, but it was
white. I couldn’t understand why it was white. So I went

down to the other first grade teacher and asked, "How come
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this butter is white?" Well, she laughed and she laughed!
She went next door and got her sister, and they laughed.
She said, "Winnie wants to know how come the butter isn’t
yellow, " and they laughed and laughed. It was really funny.
I didn’t know that you had to put a little dye in it. I was
this naive little girl. Another time the teachers were
talking about somebody who was cutting the lambs’ tails.
"Why did they do that?" I asked. They thought that was a
funny question--a very humorous question. I didn’t know
that the lambs get their tails all messy so they cut them
off.

They thought that was very funny. But, I managed to
get through the year. I only stayed there a year because I
found out that if I came to the Air Force Base, I could get
$1,000 more. I brought this up to the principal and he
said, "I don’t blame you." I could get a $1,000 raise, so I
applied at the base.

I have another confession to make about that first year
of teaching. We had to do permanent record cards, but
nobody told me I had to do permanent record cards. The last
day of school we had a gathering. Everybody was all done
with end of the year records. I thought I was done too.

We were having a little party, and somebody said to
somebody else, "Well, did you finally get your permanent
record cards done for this year?" He laughed and said,
"Yes, I got them done. I don’t have to come back and do

them later." You know, I left without doing them because I
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didn’t dare ask what they were. I thought it was something
that was going to take me three weeks to do. So, somewhere
out there there’s a group of people who would be about
thirty-six years old who never have had first grade entry
level permanent record cards. I apologize for that. They
never called me back, and they never caught it probably

until the next year, and it was too late.

*kkkkk

The next year I started at the air base. It was the
Hampton school system, but it was on the base. There were
two schools there then. The school I was in has been closed
for a number of years now. I taught first grade.

When I had made the application, I was living down
state and expected to be called for an interview. One
Sunday afternoon I was doing lesson plans for the next week.
My living room coffee table was full of textbooks. I had on
an old sweatshirt and jeans. There was a knock on the door,
and I went to answer it. It was the superintendent of
schools from Hampton. He explained, "I just happened to be
in the area, and it would save setting up an interview time
and you wouldn’t have to travel up there."

All I could think of was I’'m not dressed properly.
You don’t dress like this for an interview. So he came in,
and there was that glass of beer standing there, so I said,
"Can I offer you some refreshment?"

He said, "I'd like a beer." So that was easier.
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I taught at Hampton for two years and then transferred
to North Park because I was living in North Park. The last
year that I was at Hampton, I had a child so it was easier
to be in North Park. I had gotten married during my third

year.

%* % %k %k % %k

Independence

My husband and I were engaged when I was in college. I
had had a student loan. I had borrowed money, and at that
time it was a lot of money in comparison to the salary I was
making.

But I broke the engagement two weeks after I graduated
because I wanted some independence. I didn’t want to get
married having bills over our heads, and I wanted some
freedom. So I broke the engagement, and we did not
communicate at all for two years, and I guess he waited for
me. He kept the engagement ring in his coffee pot the whole
time.

I was teaching at Hampton, and a friend and I happened
to be in North Park one day. I had been very careful when I
did come to North Park. I didn’t want to run into him. I
was chicken. We were shopping, and I saw him drive by, and
it bothered me. About six months later I wrote him a letter
because I was too chicken to talk to him. I wrote him a

note and said if you’d like to talk to me, meet me at the
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coffee shop at 1:00 Sunday afternoon or something like that.
I got there at 12:00, and he was waiting for me. Within two
weeks we were engaged, and then we were married in

September.

* %k kk k*k

Teaching at Hampton on the base was interesting. The
population of the base was much larger then, and the school
that I was in had just first and second grades. There was
no kindergarten at that time. First and second grades and a
few third grades and there were ten first-grade rooms, and
they were big classes. There were 250-300 first graders.
There were very few civilian teachers.

We [teachers] were separated because one principal
couldn’t have a faculty meeting with twenty-eight teachers,
so we always had our faculty meetings with just the first
grade teachers. Therefore, we didn’t get to know the second
grade teachers. It was like a little first grade school
almost. We all had the same things in common including a
very dictatorial principal.

Back then there were very few women principals, and
when they did achieve that level, they would be very, very
dictatorial. Ours was no different. And she did some funny
things. She would run around and peek in the door window.
She’d just peek with one eye to see what you were doing, or
she’d listen in on the intercom system. It had a click to

it, and she would click it on and listen to what was
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happening in the classroom and say nothing, and then you’d
hear it click off.

I had a system going with my little first graders that
when they heard the intercom go click, they’d all point to
it and none of us would say a word until we heard the click
off again. She was quite sneaky, but we were sneakier.

Most of the teachers were base personnel. Their
husbands were in the service, and so they came and went
quite often. I did form some nice friendships. We seemed

to work together well.

% % % %k &k %k

Lessons

But, again, at Hampton and at China my first year, it
was a learning process for me. We were very, very textbook-
oriented. It was more important to fill out your planbook
than to actually teach. That was the most important thing.
You followed your planbook to the "T," and you followed your
schedule to the "T." It didn’'t always matter that some
child needed your personal attention. I mean, it was time
to go on to something else, and you did. And I floundered a
lot, I'm sure, especially one year at Hampton.

I had thirty-three first graders, and that was a
nightmare. It was absolutely a nightmare! I don’t think I
taught anything to those children that year. I played

policeman all year long, and I look back and I think, "Oh my
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God, how many real lives did I ruin those first few years?"
I haven’t dared go back to China. I’m afraid somebody might
remember that I haven’t done those permanent record cards.
I'm sure it must have been sufficient because I was rehired.
I couldn’t have made too many drastic errors, but I

don’t remember getting much help either. The help that I
did get was from my fellow teachers. I went and questioned
as to what was their idea about something, their method; I
don’t remember the principals as being very supportive and
observing very much. Their idea of observing was to walk by
your door, and if everything looked under control, then it

was OK.

* %k k k% Kk

I went back to the Taylor School to another woman
principal. First grade. Yes, I experienced first grade
until probably 1969 or 1970, but then they were going to
bring in learning problems classes, classes for children who
had learning problems. This was a completely new thing in
the system. There wasn’t even anyone who was trained.

They did hire a psychologist to set up the program and do
some training, and they needed some teachers to do it, and I
was asked if I would consider it.

At that time I thought maybe that would be good, and -
I'm sure it was probably because of my successes with
students in my class that they thought that I could do this.

So I said yes, I would try it out for a year, but I wanted
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assurance that I could go back into the classroom if I
didn’t like it, and I got that in writing. I was smart
enough for that. I did that for a year. I enjoyed working
with the children, but quickly lost track of what was
normal. I worked with children all through the school. They
were a special class, but they called it learning problems
class, and I worked with K-5 students.

I worked one-to-one basis for a half an hour with each
student. I enjoyed working with the kids and maybe giving
these children a chance to relate to someone because that
was part of the problem back then. They didn’t get enough
of it. But I missed the classroom.

I would stand in the hall in the morning, and the
children were coming in, and I greeted them, and they all
went to their rooms, and the room doors closed, and I stood
out in the hall until I started getting children twenty-
forty-five minutes later. During Christmas parties or other
eventful times, I had no class to call my own. So, I said
no, this is not for me. I had taken nine credits that year
in special ed and went into it wholeheartedly thinking that
maybe, yes, this would be a career change for me, but I
didn’t like it.

It wasn’t for me. I still had my letter from the
superintendent promising me that I could go back into the
classroom, and so that was when I made my move to North
Park. There was a teacher retiring in the second grade

there, and in the meantime we had purchased a house here, so
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it was my opportunity to come closer to home.

I taught two years in second grade in what we called
the old building. It was a wooden structure. Some of the
teachers were here then are still here. I think it was
1972, maybe, somewhere in that area--1971-72. I taught
second grade in the old building, and then this building was

built.

* %k k k Kk k

When we made the building transfer, a first-grade
position opened again. I thought, "Oh, here’s my chance,"
and I came back into the first grade and have been here
since then, and that was about nineteen or twenty years ago.
So, I've been in this room for about nineteen years. 1In
thirty years of teaching, I taught twenty-seven in the first
grade and two in the second grade and one in special ed. So
I've been in the first grade twenty-seven years.

The physical structure of my room has changed over the
years. The first year we were here the desks were in
straight rows facing the blackboard because we did a lot of
writing on the blackboard--the children did. There was no
carpeting. It was very structured at that point, still.
That was still the way, although at Taylor, before I did
move here, I had played with the open classroom concept a
little bit and had probably been "avant garde" in that
building.

A lot of teachers scratched their heads and said, "What
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is she doing?" Yet, I didn’t jump into it fully. When I
came to North Park, it was very structured, and I didn’'t
dare do the other things in this room for a good many years.
It was a very structured atmosphere, but through the process
of change, you change. You pick out the good things, and

you throw out the bad things.

* % %k k %k %k

Changes

I did not do a lot of changing initially. I don’'t
think that I did because administration dictated what you
did. You didn’t stray too far because you were always
afraid that you would not be doing your job, and you could
lose your job. I did always try to make things more
interesting and try to move away from or enhance the
curriculum. I was a rebel in a lot of ways in that respect.

Over to Hampton I had instigated a fun day for the ten
first-grade classrooms, and that was the first time that
they had ever done anything that was outside the curriculum
the last week of school. I mean there was no fun about it.
You worked right up to the last day of school. I had gone
to the principal and said we could have a fun day and color
code children from each room so that they ended up on teams,
but not with their particular class, and they could go from
activity to activity, you know, that kind of thing. But

that was a big step for them to go through and for me to
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have the courage to say "Let’s do this" because it was
really new. I was also still a new teacher.

And of course the last twenty years here, many of us in
this building have been labeled "rebels." I found the right
place for myself. With experience you grow more secure, and
you can go to your principal or you can not go to your
principal and say I'm doing this whether they like it or not

because it’s what I believe in.

* k Kk k kk

Commentary

Winnie is a concerned, caring and competent teacher.
Unlike Joyce, as a student Winnie was confronted with a
model of teaching and learning that did not seem to value
the student, a model based on scientific management.
Curriculum, school agendas, rules and texts always seemed
more important than the student. She never seemed to feel
valued as a learner. She blames herself for not doing well
describing herself as a lazy student, a procrastinator. The
reason she gives is that she wanted things to make sense.

If they didn’t, she would not do them.

From the very beginning, she was obviously not
satisfied with the status quo. She wanted to learn and she
asked questions. Her persistence in asking questions served
only to irritate her teachers. Students are not to ask

questions in this model, only take in what the teacher and
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