Whole Language in the

Middle and Secondary School
Whole Language Is Not Just Reading!

he whole language

movement began as

a grass roots move-

ment' inelementary

schools during the

1980sand continues
growing in the 1990s. Since
the phenomenon spread so
rapidly and successfully in el-
ementary schools, interestin
whole language spread to the
middle and secondary level.
Teachers from other disci-
plinesalso became interested.
This article will seek to an-
swer three questions: (1)
Whatis and is not whole lan-
guage? (2) How is whole lan-
guage being used in middle
and secondary schools? and
(3) Howwould classrooms be
different if whole language
were implemented?

What Is Whole Language?

Whole language is a phi-
losophy or set of beliefs about how children and youth learn.
Freeman and Freeman have put these beliefs into a set of six
principles:

1. Lessons should proceed from whole to part.

2. Lessons should be learner-centered because learning
results from the active construction of knowledge by stu-
dents.

3. Lessons should have meaning and
purpose for the students now.

4. Lessons should engage groups of
students in social interactdon.
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5.Lessonsshould develop
both oral and written lan-
guage.

6. Lessons thatshow faith
inthelearnerexpandstudents’
potential.2

WhatWhole Language Is Not
Whole language is not a
specific teaching method or
strategy or a set of materials.?
There are many myths about
whole language. Inanarticle
in The Reading Teacher, Judith
Newman and Susan Church
list 19 myths of whole lan-
guage.* For the purposes of
this article we will consider
only three of these myths that
relate directly to middle and
secondary schools.

The firstmyth: Wholelan-
guage is for teaching English or
language arts and doesn’t apply
to other disciplines. In fact, the
“whole language philosophy
underlies the entire curriculum.” Teachers of science, social
studies, and mathematics can alsoimplement the basic beliefs
of whole language philosophy in their classrooms.

Thesecond myth: Thewholelanguage philosophy appliesonly
tobeginningreadersinthe primary grades.* Although mostwhole
language classrooms are in elementary schools, the basic
principlesofwholelanguageapply equally
well to high school, college, or graduate
courses.’

Another myth: Whole language
teachersnever teach skills.* Nothing could
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be further from the truth. Whole lan-
guage teachers teach skills when they are
needed. However, unlike more tradi-

tional teachers, they don’tuse worksheets
or workbooks to teach skills.

How Is Whole Language Being Used in
Middle and Secondary Schools?

Here are examples of whole language
in the middle and/or secondary school.

Freeman and Freeman describe ways
that whole language can be used in “Do-
ing’ Social Studies: Whole Language
Lessons to Promote Social Acton.” It
gives the following model for a whole-
language social-studies lesson:

1. Begin with the learners’ actual ex-
periences. Draw on the students’ back-
ground knowledge.

2. Develop background concept(s)
through actions, visual aids, and discus-
sion,

3. Begin critical observation using
pictures, books, personal storiesand expe-
riences, and community events.

4. Through comparisonand contrast,
help students to view concepts and under-
stand how those concepts relate to their
lives.

5. Research the concepts through
reading, writing, interviews, discussions,
films, and field trips.

6. Plan appropriate action(s) related

What is and is not
whole language?

to students’ lives that result in social
change.’

Mathematics

In “Whole Concept Mathematics: A
Whole Language Application,” Cheryl L.
Brown shows how whole language can be
used to make math interesting and mean-
ingful. In the whole concept math class-
room, the “focus.. . . is on the natural use
ofmathematics.”® Presently mostschools
teach separate math skills. In the whole-
language mathematics classroom, prob-
lems are presented and students assist in
choosing what problem to study. “Stu-
dents are involved and interested. They
actually use mathematics and understand
the practicality of what they are study-
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ing
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McWhirter,amiddleschool language
arts teacher, describes how she uses read-
ingworkshopin her classroom. Theread-
ing workshop has “three components: (a)

time to read; (b) ownership through self-
selection; and (c) opportunity to respond

to the reading”? through
dialogue journals. Instead of
English being a content
course, itisacoursein “ideas—
thinkingand learning through
writing, reading and talking—
and when students. .. pursue
their own ideas in the com-
pany of friends and their
teacher, the junior high En-
glish classroom has the po-
tential to become an interest-
ing place.”?

How Would Whole Lan-
guage Change Middle and
Secondary Classrooms?

Perhaps the best way to
showwhatwould be different
inawholelanguage classroom
istomake some comparisons.
At the secondary level:

® cooperation replaces
competition;

* heterogeneous group-
ing replaces homogeneous
grouping;

* peer conferences replace teacher
talk;

* collaboration replaces solo work;

* writing replaces worksheets and
workbooks;

* trade books supplement textbooks;

* self-selecton replaces teacher-se-
lection;

* present relevance replaces future
relevance;

* the class is learner-centered rather
than teacher-centered;

* emphasison thewhole replacesem-
phasis on the parts;

* trustinthelearnerreplacesdistrust

¢ belief that all students can learn
replaces the belief that only some students
can learn;

* student-made decisions replace
teacher-made decisions;

* studentsand teacherslearn together
rather than students learning alone;

¢ enthusiasm replaces boredom.!*

‘When an Adventist teacher examines
the philosophy and beliefs of whole lan-
guagein the lightof the educational coun-
sel given us by Ellen White, he or she will
be struck with their similarity. Here are
some Ellen White statements that match
the goals of the whole language method:

1. The belief that all students can learn.
“The good that a teacher will do his stu-
dents will be proportionate to his belief
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in them.”"

2. Trust. “Children and youth are
benefited by being trusted.”s

3. Cooperation. “Cooperation should
be the spirit of the schoolroom, the law of
its life.”"

4. Collaboration. “Let the older assist
the younger, the strong the weak.™®

5. Teachers as learners. “Teachers are
to learn as they teach.”"”
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How is whole language
being used in middle
and secondary schools?

6. Enthusiasm. “Teachers are needed
who . . . possess enthusiasm.”?
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How to Organize a Whole Language
Classroom

Awholelanguagesecondary classroom
might look like this: There would be a
large rack filled with paperback books that
relate to the subjects being taught in the
classroom. Students would spend at least
30 minutes per week in sustained silent
reading ofbooks they have selected. There
would not be any required accountability
for this reading. Writing of various sorts,
such as journal writing, learning logs, re-
sponse journals, etc., would take the place
of worksheets and/or workbooks. Trade
booksrelated to thissubjectwould be used
tosupplementthe textbooks and make the
subject more relevant. The classroom
would feature action bulletin boards cre-
ated by the students. There would be an
atmosphere of mutual respect and trust.
The classroom organization would pro-
mote collaboration and cooperative
learning.

Kenneth Goodman says, “the future
of whole language is the future of educa-
tion.”” When teachers see what students
can do when using whole language, they
will become evangelists for this technique.
IfK-12 Adventdst teachers implement the
whole language philosophy in their class-
rooms, the future of Adventist education
looks bright. &
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