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ABSTRACT 

This ethnographic, teacher research case study focuses upon Valerie 

Clarie's return to school after surgery from brain cancer, radiation therapy 

and chemotherapy. Situated in a whole language classroom, Valerie is 

entering her fifth year of school in a southwest public school system. Prior to 

this study, Valerie was placed in a traditional classroom setting receiving 

services on a pull-out basis from the special education resource teacher. 

This study was initiated during an attempt to mainstream Valerie into 

her whole language classroom on a full-time basis. It critically examines 

Valerie Clarie's special education and whole language classroom settings and 

curriculum. Utilizing work samples, journals, medical records, and school 

records, this study questions the appropriateness of each of these settings for 

Valerie, and seeks to discover which setting supports Valerie best in her 

academic and social pursuits. The study is additionally concerned with 

identifying Valerie's strengths as a learner. These strengths are documented 

and maintained using altemative assessments utilized in her whole language 

classrooms. 

Additional topics addressed in this study include issues of literacy, 

social structures of school, hegemony, special education curriculum, whole 

language curriculum, standardized testing, and brain cancer. 



Chapter 1 

LEARNING WITH VALERIE 

Valerie Clarie had a brain tumor. She was seven. 

Brain tumors are second only to lymphoreticular malignancies in 

incidence of all childhood cancers. Over the past twenty years there has been 

a slow but consistent increase in the rate of survival for children with brain 

tumors (Packer,"^ 1991). The long term prognosis for children with brain 

cancer has therefore improved dramatically (Noll, et al., 1991). 

Valerie is not alone. Over one million children in the United States 

sustain brain injury each year (Colorado Dept. of Ed., 1991; Mira, et al.. 

1991). Many of these injuries are severe enough to leave temporary or 

permanent damage. Our school systems are the primary, and sometimes 

exclusive, provider of long-term services for the brain injured child. 

In Valerie's school district, children with brain tumors are classified as 

suffering from "Traumatic Brain Injury". This medical qualification enables 

Valerie to secure and receive services and instruction from the district's 

special education staff, as well as resource people housed at Valerie's school. 

This ethnographic case study (Mirriam, 1988) was created and 

designed to provide an insiders look at Valerie Clarie the learner. It is a 

post-surgery case study of a child with brain cancer during her first full year 

of reentry to the public school system. 
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This study was initiated by Valerie Clarie herself. Placed in my whole 

language classroom (Goodman, K., 1986), Valerie received her special 

education instruction on a resource pull-out basis. Shortly into the new 

school year, she expressed and demonstrated disenchantment with her special 

education instruction, h was her expressed desire to remain in her regular 

classroom setting full-time. Although I supported her decision, 

administrators and special education teachers at Valerie's school disagreed. 

Efforts to mainstream her into the regular classroom created both tension and 

turmoil. 

Research Questions 

As Valerie's fifth grade classroom teacher at the time of her reentry to 

public school, I was spurred by the real-life need and concem to advocate for 

Valerie as both a child and a student. I investigated the following questions; 

1.What are Valerie's strengths as a language learner? 

2.How does Valerie's whole language classroom support Valerie as a 

leamer? 

3.How does Valerie's special education resource classes support 

Valerie as a leamer? 

One issue explored in this study is that not all special education programs 

and instruction are effective and/or applicable to all children deemed 

requiring more services from school beyond a regular classroom setting. 

While Valerie's whole language classroom appeared to support her in both 

her academic and social pursuits, her special education instruction seemed to 
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devalue and disenfranchise her in her learning. Much of the education that 

she received in her resource classes appeared irrelevant and academically 

unfounded based upon her demonstrated needs and style of learning in her 

whole language classroom. In fact, it is my concern that certain elements of 

her special education instruction may have contributed to the creation and 

formation of misconceptions that subsequently proved detrimental to her 

learning. 

Another issue I explore suggests that the standardized tests employed 

by special education to secure Valerie's placement and create her special 

education curriculum are both narrow and unreliable. They neglect to 

measure all aspects of Valerie's capabilities; therefore, they paint an 

incomplete and inaccurate picture of Valerie as a learner. 

Data Sources 

This case study is a detailed examination of Valerie Clarie the student. 

Although die case study is ongoing and now spans three years of research 

and documentation, this study will focus upon the crucial year of Valerie's 

reentry to school. 

Multiple sources of data were relevant to this case smdy. First I 

secured Valerie's classwork and chronicled it into portfolios and notebooks. 

It represents the disciplines of all content areas and includes coursework 

created in both her regular and special education classroom settings. These 

artifacts include reading logs, reading projects, literature digs, creative 

writing drafts and finished products, assigned writing drafts and fmished 
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products, photographs, content research reports and/or projects, artwork 

created for assignments, morning journals, math joumals, and accompanying 

coursevvork assessments of both a formal and informal nature. 

I also collected spontaneous social artifacts. These documents were 

derived and created by Valerie within her school and/or home setting. They 

take on the form of birthday cards, thank you cards, letters and/or pictures for 

both peers and teachers. 

I utilized and analyzed documentation in the form of field notes, 

personal joumals, anecdotal records, and personal and written interviews 

derived from both Valerie and her mother. 

All classroom data collected for this study were the result of actual 

classroom experiences and activities that Valerie participated in with her 

other fifth grade classmates. I never asked Valerie to create any additional 

artifacts or documents outside of her classroom work for the purposes of 

providing data for this study. 

I fastidiously collected Valerie's class work artifacts throughout her 

fifth grade school year. Assignments that I graded and retumed to the 

students were subsequently retumed to me by Valerie (after her mother 

viewed them) for the purpose of documenting her literacies with the school. 

At the end of Valerie's school year 1 secured and photocopied joumals and 

portfolios which document on-going school work. Both Valerie and I made 

a conscious effort to secure social documents throughout the school year. 

Valerie's mother, Mrs. Clarie, also aided in the data collection by providing 

written social artifacts from home and securing medical and school records. 
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[ used the medical and school records which documented Valerie's 

history to provide background information and perspective. Valerie's 

medical records provided detailed chronological data from the onset of 

Valerie's cancer detection up to her readmission to school. Medical 

documentation also included a summary of her medical testing, and the 

subsequent interpretations by her medical staff. 

Valerie's school records included her school history with regards to 

previous report cards, and district and state formal testing measures. Her 

special education records also include results of school testing pertinent to her 

special education career, the school's interpretation of those results, and 

copies of her Individual Educational Programs (lEPs) for her duration in 

special education services. 

Framework For Analysis 

For the purposes of data analysis, categories for coding data fall under 

two broad frameworks: 

1. Valerie's lEFs, and 

2. Attributes of reading and writing literacies evidenced within whole 

language philosophy. 

Valerie's lEP documents are legal texts that summarize and state 

special education's official picture and position of Valerie as a learner. 

Using these documents as one framework for analysis, I examine the 

relationship between Valerie's lEP statements which are based upon 

standardized test scores, and Valerie's demonstrated classroom performance. 
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Specifically, I will look for evidence within Valerie's work samples to 

support and/or contrast the lEP's picture of Valerie as a learner. Analysis 

primarily focuses upon the language arts. The data to be utilized include 

primary data sources such as Valerie's LEP's, classwork performed and 

completed in her special education resource classes, reading logs, reading 

projects, literature discussion group transcripts, field notes, and Valerie's 

writing workshop portfolio. Secondary sources include the writing of content 

area reports, and social artifacts or documents such as birthday cards and/or 

notes to friends. Categories for coding are based upon identified lEP content 

and criteria. These categories can be located in Appendix A and B, as well 

as Chapter 6. 

Whole language philosophy is utilized as the second framework for 

analysis and coding data. I situate and present Valerie's class work in the 

areas of the language arts within the context of a whole language philosophy. 

Situated in this paradigm I document and demonstrate how whole language 

theorists and theory inform me regarding Valerie's strengths and 

competencies as a learner. In the area of reading I examine the content and 

quality of Valerie's reading discussions and products with a primary focus on 

the processes she uses, as well as her ability to comprehend and interact with 

various texts. I document Valerie's fimctions for reading, along with 

identified strategies that she employs during reading. Literature read by 

Valerie is noted as to proposed age levels and the ease or difficulty of which 

Valerie handles certain text structures. 

In the area of writing I examine Valerie's strengths and competencies 

by examining her use of inventions as well as conventions. I identify and 
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discuss Valerie's functions for print as well as the strategies evidenced in her 

written texts. These strategies include such elements as story structure, 

sophistication of language, and sense of audience. 

Categories for analysis and coding data are based upon whole language 

attributes of the varying literacies evidenced predominately in the field of the 

language arts and the social aspects of whole language classroom 

environments. Whole language theory and perspective is further discussed in 

chapter 5. A list of the whole language categories used for analysis can be 

located in Appendix C and D, as well as in chapter 6. 

Primary data sources for analysis include Valerie's reading logs, 

morning journal, writing workshop portfolios, reading projects, literature 

discussion group transcripts, field notes, content research reports, and miscue 

analysis. Secondary data sources include social artifacts, a dialogue journal 

maintained between Valerie and myself, my personal journal, and content 

area reports. 

Beliefs And Assumptions 

I encountered and approached Valerie and her situation with certain 

preconceived attitudes and assumptions. The onset of these philosophical 

beliefs occurred during my first year of teaching. 

I was teaching first grade in a predominately low social economic, 

racially mixed (African American & Euro-American) school. The 

curriculum was mandated by the principal and not open to interpretation. 

Children were placed into ability groupings for Math and Reading prior to the 



beginning of the school year. These placements were based upon formal 

testing measures from their previous school year, which was kindergarten. 

The reading curriculum utilized a prominent basal program, and a 

separate isolated phonics program. Accompanying worksheets were 

mandated, and the reading assessments from the text were the official school 

record of the child as a reader. I knew very little about reading. The fact that 

materials and implementation were mandated comforted me in my 

inexperienced years. 1 was therefore concerned and curious when I noticed 

discrepancies between the classifications and abilities in the preordained 

reading groups. 

It became fairly obvious to me that the children were not performing 

as expected. Specifically, the children in my top reading group were very 

proficient at calling their sight words, completing the skill worksheets, and 

"mastering" the text assessments. But for the most part, many of these 

children were unable to pick up a book and read the text which included most 

of the words they knew in isolation. On the otherhand, many of my "lower" 

smdents who struggled over the skill sheets and isolated sight words were not 

only reading books consistently but chose to also read for recreation. I 

literally needed to slow down the "low" group's reading assignments because 

they were in danger of surpassing my "top" readers. This would have 

destroyed the integrity of the school's grouping procedures. It was at this 

point that my inquiries led me back to the university where I completed my 

masters in reading, and switched elementary schools. 



Based upon a holistic philosophy that I was building, I began to 

observe, question, create and implement my own curriculum stemming from 

my students' demonstrated needs, interests, and strengths. 

The year prior to meeting Valerie I piloted a mainstreamed multi-age 

combined fourth and fifth grade classroom in Florida. The class contained 

thirty-two children that ranged in ages from eight to twelve. Four of the 

children were tested as "gifted" and six of the children were identified as 

'leaming disabled". The "learning disabled" children were placed on a 

monitoring lEP and mainstreamed by parent request for the first time in dieir 

academic careers. The program, derived from a whole language perspective 

employed an integrated inquiry-based curriculum. The mainstreamed 

children were succeeding for the first time in their academic careers. The 

administration, the children, the parents, and myself were all pleased with the 

ftinctioning of the class and the richness of the individual successes and 

results. 

So, when I met Valerie in my own classroom, I brought with me a 

growing skepticism about: I.) the need to label and remove children to help 

them be successfiil, 2.) the accuracy of standard assessments and test results 

employed to portray a child's capabilities, and 3.) the soundness of the 

remedial instruction received by many children situated in a resource class 

curriculum. 
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Importance Of Study 

When this study began in 1993 I hoped the documentation that I would 

collect would help support and provide credibility for Valerie the student. 

Now, three years later, her story is told in the hopes of supporting and 

informing other caregivers that work with and advocate for children with 

special needs, particularly children of cancer. 

Case Study Overview 

In Chapter 2 I will present an overview of Valerie's story. This 

account highlights both the reasons for the documentation, advocacy, and 

systematic nature in which this case study began. All of the names of school 

personnel and students in both Valerie's Story, and this study, have been 

changed to an alias. 

To situate the reader further into the context of Valerie's case. Chapter 

3 expands upon the pertinent medical data. Chapter 4 provides a discussion 

and overview of learning and literacy from a special education perspective, 

and provides a look at Valerie in her special education setting. Chapter 5 

provides a look at whole language and literacy, and provides a look at Valerie 

in her whole language classroom. Chapter 6 analyzes and documents 

Valerie's strengths in the language arts; predominately focusing upon the 

areas of reading and writing. Documentation takes the form of journals, 

field notes, and actual classwork created by Valerie. Specifically, it is my 

intention to deconstruct Valerie's lEP statements by providing evidence of 

her strengths and capabilities as demonstrated in her acmal classwork and 
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alternative assessments. This case study closes with conclusions, a 

discussion (Chapter 7), and a message from myself, Valerie, and Mrs. Clarie 

(Chapter 8). 
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Chapter 2 

VALERIE'S STORY 

Figure 2.1; Valerie sharing her illustrations from The Witch Of Blackbird Pond 

Question: What makes you sad? 
Valerie: When I have a bad day, when people yell at me, and if someone dies. 

Question: What scares you? 
Valerie: That I will get cancer again; heights, and having to stay in fifth grade because I 

had cancer. 1 liked school last year but I wished I could have learned more. 
Question: What helps you learn more? 

Valerie: A kind, helping teacher has helped this year. Talking slowly, softly, and clearly. 
Explain [directions and misunderstandings] to me by myself - not in front of everybody. 

(Valerie Clarie, dialogue journal, 1994) 
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Background 

In June of 1993 my husband and I relocated to a new state. I was 

fortunate enough to secure a teaching position, and spent a great deal of time 

over the summer moving into my new classroom: organizing, planning - but 

mostly decorating. The classroom environment is extremely important to me. 

It is our classroom home, and it needs to reflect that. 

At six-thirty the evening before school began, I decided to call it quits. 

Packing one last bag of materials to take home and work on, I left my 

classroom - confident that all was finally in place and ready for our big day in 

the moming. 

The school was nearly deserted as I exited the grounds towards the 

parking lot. Crossing the courtyard, I ran into Sarah, one of the four teachers 

in our fifth grade pod. Sarah informed me that I was getting a new smdent 

added to my class list. Her name is Valerie Clarie. Valerie was originally 

scheduled to be in Sarah's classroom, but Sarah was not comfortable with the 

placement and asked that she be moved. Valerie had brain cancer, and 

Sarah had her own issues with cancer and did not feel up to dealing with it. 

"Besides," Sarah added, "her mother is supposed to be a real nuisance". 

1 had no problems with receiving an additional student. I tumed and 

went back to my classroom. After reorganizing the desks and pulling 

additional materials, I quickly made Valerie a name tag and left for the 

evening. I would have to remember to add Valerie's name to my checklists 

and attendance forms. 

I received official notification of Valerie's placement the next moming. 

It was in my mailbox, along with several articles from Mrs. Clarie, Valerie's 
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mother, regarding children with cancer. I also found a message to call 

Valerie's hearing specialist, Mrs. Sheraton, as soon as possible. 

Unfortunately, it would have to wait until lunch. The children would be 

arriving in fifteen minutes. 

Sarah stopped by just before the first bell to deliver a box of 

equipment assigned to Valerie Clarie. It had been given to Sarah by the 

special education resource teacher, Mrs. Dorsey. Sarah said that Valerie and 

I were supposed to wear it. I opened the box and looked inside. It was filled 

with wires, transmitters, attachments, and a battery pack charger. My 

confusion was interrupted by the first bell of school. Sarah hustled to her 

classroom and I closed the lid and placed Valerie's equipment with my other 

papers. Children and parents began wandering into the classroom. 1 walked 

out front to greet them. 

By the time the second bell rang, most of the children were sitting 

quietly and expectantly in their seats. I was just noticing that two of our 

seats were still empty when the back door of our pod opened. It was Mrs. 

Taylor. With her was a tiny, blue-eyed, blonde-haired little girl who looked 

very much on the verge of tears. It was Valerie. She had wandered into Mrs. 

Taylor's fifth grade by mistake. Now she was confiised and unsure where 

she was supposed to be. 

I welcomed Valerie warmly and showed her to her seat. I was turning 

to introduce myself to the children when we were abruptly interrupted by 

Mrs. Dorsey, the special education resource teacher, who came bustling into 

our classroom to see if I had received Valerie's equipment. I told her that a 

box had just arrived but that 1 had not had a chance to really look at it. It was 
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back in the pod area. Mrs. Dorsey informed me - and the class - that Valerie 

must wear this equipment right now or she would not be able to hear a word 1 

said. The children were now staring at Valerie quietly. Mrs. Dorsey quickly 

shuffled Valerie and me out of the classroom and into the central pod area to 

get Valerie's equipment. (My new class was now totally unattended.) 

Mrs. Dorsey opened the box and explained how the equipment 

worked. Valerie and I were both hooked up to transmitters. I wore a 

microphone, and Valerie wore earplugs. Valerie could adjust her transmitter 

as needed throughout the day. Both Valerie and I could tum our transmitters 

off when they were not needed. 

Once the transmitters were in place, Mrs. Dorsey herded us back into 

the classroom. She introduced herself and proceeded to tell the children 

about Valerie's hearing equipment. She suggested that the children all take 

mrns listening through Valerie's earplugs. Valerie, who had been very quiet 

through the entire ordeal, said, "No, it's not going to work." She still looked 

very much on the verge of tears. She sat very small and low in her seat, and 

1 believed her to be embarrassed. Mrs. Dorsey then suggested that we try this 

another time and said she would come back later in the day. (She never did.) 

After Mrs. Dorsey's ten minute interruption I finally began our first day. 

Throughout the day, Valerie helped me learn how to use the 

transmitter. My role was mostly to remember when to tum it on and off. 

Valerie's job was to adjust the volume and watch for feedback. She adjusted 

hers frequently. 

At lunch time I found two messages fi^om Mrs. Sheraton in my 

mailbox asking me to contact her at the end of the day. Another teacher saw 



my transmitter and commented about "Mom" being a pain. I decided to skip 

lunch and headed toward the playground. I still did not know my way 

around the school. 

As the day wound down, Valerie and I began to talk; mostly about 

Florida. Her mother had told her that I had just moved from Florida, and 

Valerie had been in Florida a year ago courtesy of the "Make A Wish" 

foundation. Valerie had photographs to show me of her trip to Disney 

World. Would 1 like to see them? Valerie pulled out her photographs and 

showed me a picture of her and her family (see Appendix E). In the posed 

shot they are huddled around Mickey Mouse. It looks like they are standing 

in Candy Land. Valerie explained the photo. Originally, she and her family 

were scheduled to reside in Cinderella's castle, "but somebody was supposed 

to die before I was, so we got to stay in the Gingerbread house instead." She 

is bald in all of her photos. The bell rings. It was die end of our first day. 

The Classroom 

The classroom contained twenty-seven students, all diverse, all with 

individual needs. Some needs were more obvious than others. Nadia had 

cerebral palsy, Greg was Samoan and had recently relocated from Hawaii, 

Nan was Cambodian and had spent time in a refugee camp. This was his 

third school in two and a half years. Jackson had a grandfather and uncle 

who disappeared during a vacation to Mexico the previous year. They were 

still searching for the bodies and some answers. Valerie had brain cancer. 

Although the tumor on her brain stem was discovered when she was in 



second grade, this would be her first fiill year back in the school system since 

being in remission. There were fourteen boys and thirteen girls. Our 

ethnic/racial breakdown included one first-generation Mexican, two 

Hispanics, one Samoan, one Cambodian, one African American, and twenty 

- one Euro-Americans. Three students were pulled out of the classroom for 

the "gifted" program, four for "learning disabled" instruction, one for a 

remedial reading program, five for band, and two for student council. 

The Curriculum 

1 am a whole language teacher (Goodman, K., 1986). Because of our 

diversity, the community created by a whole language environment allows us 

to remain united, yet each child is able to pursue their individual interests 

while working at their own academic pace and performance. 

I decided it best to start our literature discussion groups with Jon 

Scieszka's Time Warp Trio series. I could coordinate the novels with his 

beloved picture books. The novels are fairly short and very interesting. 

Most fifth graders can read them comfortably. Valerie chose Jon Scieszka's 

The Knights of the Kitchen Table (1991). 
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First Week Of School (August 23 - 27) 

Throughout the first week of school Valerie seems unsure as to the role 

and expectations of the morning personal journals. Although it is always 

"free writing", an opened-ended prompt for those children who either request 

more focus, or who believe they have absolutely nothing to say that day is 

provided. Valerie is not generating her own topics. She has thus far 

responded only to the prompts. Her responses are very short, typically just 

one or two sentences. She appears to like drawing, and she draws frequently. 

Many pictures are copied or traced directly from a text. She has also stated 

that she does not like to write very much in writing workshop. Her arm gets 

tired and she does not know what to say. 

Valerie has begun creating pictures for me at home. Some are 

crayon-colored drawings of flowers and rainbows. Others are collages of 

fabrics and textures. She has also created some stapled books containing 

drawings of scenes traced from The FGiights Of The Kitchen Table (see 

Appendix F). 

It is apparent that she loves the poetry and illustrations of Shel 

Silverstein. She has copied and illustrated three of his poems to share with 

our class. Her illustrated posterboards are hanging from the ceiling and on 

the walls of the classroom. 

In math, we are working in small groups with cooperative group 

problems from Equals (1988). Each child has an integral role to play in 

completing the groups' activity. Valerie not only participates ftilly, but 



quietly protests when her turn is skipped. She takes the group's directions 

and reminds them of the rules. The next day she is the group leader and 

shares her group's findings with the rest of the class. She is also working on 

completing our math chart of patterns. She is beginning to raise her hand to 

participate and guess at patterns during class instruction. 

Valerie has noticeable difficulty remembering directions and 

multi-stepped instructions. Thankfully she is not afraid to ask me to repeat 

four or five times, if necessary - what she needs to do or re-word instructions 

in a way that she can better understand. Frequently she will come up to me 

smiling and say, "What was that again?" 

In the afternoons when we return from lunch, we take afternoon 

attendance before I read to the children from our on-going novel. We don't 

begin reading until our attendance monitor returns so he or she does not miss 

any of the story. However, we've discovered that with her transmitter on, 

Valerie can walk to the office, deliver the attendance, and still hear our story. 

The kids think it's neat. The class has therefore appointed Valerie the official 

attendance monitor and is responsible for taking the afternoon attendance to 

the office every day. She has also taken it upon herself to make sure that our 

lunch box basket gets retumed to our classroom from the cafeteria. It 

apparently annoys her that everybody forgets. 

She hates recess and says she gets too hot. She cannot wear her 

transmitter during PE or music because of the noise. She has also begun to 

shut it off when she is writing, and I am working with other children. 
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Valerie finishes her first story in writing workshop this week. She 

shares it from the author's chair (Graves & Hansen, 1983). It is called The 

Nosy Pig let. 

August 24, 1993 
The Nosy Pig let 

(first draft) 
There once lived a pig let that was so nosy he did't have any time to do anvthing else, 
when he did his math he was done at the same time because he saw all of the answers, at 
reading time he wanted to read after his friends, his name is Charlie. But people call 
him nosy! He is sad sometimes because people don't relly like him even no they pretend 
to. His friend's pretend to like him to! One day a girl named Sue was skating she fell 
down and hert her leg she couldn't get up. There was nobody around when she fell. 
Good thing Charlie was walking to school. Charlie found her laying on the ground. He 
picked Sue up he took her to his house and told his parents and he called the hospitle. 
The hospitle took good care of her! They found that she broke her leg, and sprang her 
rist. After every body found out what he did! Every body thanked him! The parent's 
thanked him to. Every body was Charlie's friend now. But Sue was Charlie's best friend. 

The 
End 

She is the first student to share her work. She is becoming very social, 

although she is quiet. It is the end of our first full week and I am pleased at 

her adjustment and proud of all my students. 

Second Week Of School (August 30 - September 3) 

Special education services begin this week. Valerie is pulled-out for 

special education resource classes. She is gone frequently. She is no longer 

with us for literature discussion groups, although she has chosen to keep up 



her reading journal on her own. She compares her journal notes with her 

other group members, and she always shows me her responses to the text 

before she leaves for special ed. She is missing our morning picture books 

(we are reading Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith). Occasionally she is here for 

the latter part of writing workshop, but she leaves again prior to sustained 

reading. 

1 have twice been asked to leave my lunch to unlock our classroom 

door so that Valerie and Katie (classified as EMH: educable mentally 

handicapped) can get their lunch boxes. Both children attend the same 

resource classes and have gone over schedule. Valerie has also begun getting 

to PE about fifteen minutes late. She is no longer with us for science and 

social studies. I am told that this is noted on the EE? and tiiat 1 am not 

accountable. That really is not the issue. How can I integrate curriculum 

when the children themselves are not integrated? They have a right to this 

education. 

When Valerie returns to the classroom she attempts to join our 

classroom activities. She is always helped by both me and her peers, but she 

appears frustrated, often not understanding what to do. Being removed from 

the classroom is causing Valerie to loose the context for her learning. There 

are too many gaps we are unable to fill in. She does not perform confidently 

nor to her ability, when she is not participating and learning along with the 

other children. Oral directions and quick "catch-up" descriptions of what she 

has missed upset her. Twice, in frustration, she has cried. Although it is not 

required, she is insistent about wanting to do her regular class work. 

Currently she is working on making a geography book with a small group of 
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her friends. Her group is almost finished and Valerie considers herself 

behind. She appears very concerned about this. 

Because I do not teach specifically from the math text, my students 

are out of sync with the other fifth grades. For example, my class is not on 

page 16, problems 1-12. In fact, we are not in the text at all. This makes it 

difficult for Mrs. Dorsey to work with Valerie in her remedial math class. 

For the convenience of Mrs. Dorsey, all the learning disabled students in 

Valerie's fifth grade group need to be in the same place at the same time. 

Therefore, Mrs. Dorsey has decided that Valerie needs to go to Mr. Dale's 

fifth-grade class for math . 

Wednesday, September 1, is the first day Valerie goes to Mr. Dale's, 

for math. She leaves hesitantly. I don't think she likes changes. Although I 

assure her it will be fine, she has tears in her eyes when she leaves the room. 

She has so much to carry diat one of her classmates offers to help her with 

her books. On September 2, her second day going to Mr. Dale's for math, 

she begins to cry. She is obviously very upset, and asks not to go. I send a 

note to Mrs. Dorsey informing her of the situation, saying that I am more 

than willing to keep Valerie with us for the afternoon. I explain Valerie's 

mental state and ask Mrs. Dorsey what she would like me to do. Mrs. Dorsey 

agrees that Valerie can stay with us for the day. 

Valerie has also begun complaining about being tired and leaving for 

resource classes in general. She says that she is tired from all of the moving 

back and forth and would like to stay in one place. She is always lugging an 

armful of stuff (textbooks, notebooks, pencils, jacket, transmitters). She's 
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actually very good natured about the situation. Never have I observed her to 

be whiney or angry. She simply states her case and goes off on her rounds. 

Mrs. Clarie, Valerie's mother, calls me regarding this issue after school 

on September 2. (It is our first contact.) She is concerned because Valerie 

has so much to carry back and forth to resource classes. She wonders if it 

would be possible for Valerie simply to leave most of the materials in Mrs. 

Dorsey's room. Although Valerie is in remission, she still gets very tired. I 

assure her that 1 would speak to Mrs. Dorsey, but 1 am sure it will not be a 

problem. 

Mom's second concern is Valerie's emotional state. Valerie has also 

begun crying at home. Her mother believes it is because Valerie does not 

like going to resource classes. Valerie comments on how little she sees me. 

or is in class anymore. The friendships she has begun to establish in the 

classroom have had to be put on hold. 

Although it may not be the first priority to many families or educators, 

friends are a new commodity for Valerie. Mrs. Clarie alludes to Valerie's 

postcancer school years as miserable and unhappy. When Valerie has been 

able to be with other children, she has been shunned and ridiculed. She has 

found little support from the school or the teachers. In fact, it appears that 

mom considers the school's apathy as one of the biggest problems. I assure 

mom that I will work with Valerie whenever possible. I find Mrs. Clarie to 

be pleasant, reasonable, and concerned. 

For a child that dislikes resource classes, Valerie masks her dislike 

well. She is responsible for going back and forth to her classes on time. 

Often she reminds the other students when they are supposed to leave. She 
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has also taken responsibility for putting both of our transmitters on the 

charger at night and handing mine to me in the morning when she enters the 

classroom. 

In the aftemoon, I am reading Roald Dahl's Matilda (1988) to the 

children. Valerie laughs frequently. She especially likes the scenes that 

include Miss Trunchbull. She also enjoys our morning picture books. On 

the days that Valerie is with us she continuously joins in the discussion and 

predictions. She particularly likes Alexandra Day's Good Dog Carl (1985). 

She enjoys describing die scenes and creating the text for this wordless 

picture book with her classmates. 

I have been notified that Valerie has a routine lEP meeting scheduled 

for September 14. This meeting will be attended by Valerie's lEP 

committee; the principal, resource teacher, classroom teacher, speech 

pathologist, hearing specialist, and parents. It is my understanding that 

Valerie's parents are divorced and although there is joint-custody, Valerie 

resides with her mother. Dad is expected to attend the meeting too. The 

purpose of the meeting is to review Valerie's work with the intention of 

formatting and modifying a plan of education for this year. Her lEP meeting 

is unfortunately scheduled for the aftemoon that I have my first doctoral class 

of the semester at the university. 

Valerie has been very successful in the regular classroom. Her 

portfolio shows that she is beginning to write consistently in writing 

workshop (see Appendix G). She has participated in projects, group events, 

and presentations. Other than participating in literature discussion groups, 

which she is not present for, she has completed all of our regular class work. 
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including math. Her work is as thoughtful and well prepared as that of her 

classmates. It puzzles me why this child needs to be pulled out for special 

education classes. 

Socially, she has become one of the class favorites. She is usually one 

of the first children her classmates choose to sit by or work with in small 

groups. Many of the children inquire about the time of Valerie's return 

throughout the day. They have also become very protective of Valerie. In 

the classroom they have invented the "silent clap," a method of moving their 

hands so they can applaud their classmates' efforts without hurting Valerie's 

ears. On the playground they watch out for her. 

When I ask Valerie what she does in her special education class, she 

shows me some papers and tells me she is in spelling group C, which is not 

as good as spelling group B, and she also does vocabulary flash cards. After 

thinking about it, she states that she is pretty good with the flash cards: she 

knows all of her words, but if she stops going there would be nobody else to 

flip the flash cards for her partner because everybody works in pairs. 

Her pull-out instruction concems me. Her resource papers 

predominantly reflect isolated skill and drill in spelling and grammar (see 

Appendix H). Valerie is also unable to elaborate verbally about her readings 

other than that they are little short stories she does not remember. 

Considering the richness of her work in the regular classroom, I feel Valerie 

is being cheated. She is capable of doing so much more. 

When Mrs. Sheraton, the hearing specialist, arrives in the afternoon to 

work with Valerie I speak to her of my concems and observations. Since 

Mrs. Sheraton was Valerie's hearing specialist last year as well, I expect she 
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will be able to offer some perspective and insight into the growth and 

competence 1 have noticed. Her knowledge of the situation is certainly more 

extensive than mine, and I value her opinion. I would like to keep Valerie in 

the classroom full-time and I want her impressions. I believe Valerie's work 

is evidence of her ability. The classroom community provides her with 

support both socially and academically (Peterson, 1992; Dyson, 1989). 

Rather than working on isolated skills, [ prefer that we empower Valerie to 

formulate lifelong learning strategies she can employ every day. Mrs. 

Sheraton thinks it is a wonderful idea. She has noticed an extremely positive 

difference in Valerie's behavior this year, both socially and academically. I 

tell her that I will speak to the principal about it as soon as possible. 

The following morning, I speak to the principal about my observations, 

Valerie's demonstrated classwork, and her emotional well-being. The 

principal agrees with me 100 percent. She is pleased with my work so far, 

and has heard wonderful comments from both parents and their children. I 

point out that the lEP meeting has been scheduled for the afternoon I attend 

classes. Unless the date is changed, 1 will be unable to attend. 

Unfortunately, this is the best time for the majority of others. I assure the 

principal that I will document Valerie's class work and behavior to support 

my recommendations to the lEP committee. 1 leave her office encouraged 

and pleased by the support and reinforcement I am receiving from the school. 

Third Week Of School (September 5-9) 

On September 7,1 type a two-page letter documenting Valerie's 

demonstrated growth based on her classroom work and behavior thus far. As 
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accurately as possible, stating specifics, I portray Valerie as a conscientious 

learner and leader within our classroom community. In light of Valerie's 

excellent work and effort and her requests not to leave the classroom for 

resource instruction, I highly recommend that Valerie be placed on a 

monitoring lEP and mainstreamed into our regular classroom full-time. 

1 am more than willing and able to adhere to lEP guidelines. 

Individualization is built into my program, our classroom format and 

curriculum. I have an elementary education degree and a masters degree in 

reading. I have relocated in order to pursue a Ph. D. in language, reading, 

and culture. I am taking courses while I teach. According to the lEP, 

Valerie's biggest "weakness" is in the language arts, specifically reading. I 

feel more than confident that 1 will be able to help Valerie in this domain. I 

am certainly concerned about the type of special education instruction that 

Valerie is receiving compared to her demonstrated needs. 

I submit a copy of my recommendation to the principal and the special 

education teacher, Mrs. Dorsey. The principal states that she wishes more 

teachers felt the way I do about keeping special-needs children in the 

classroom. 1 receive no feedback from Mrs. Dorsey. However, 1 pass Ms. 

Tumer (Valerie's speech pathologist) in the courtyard. She mentions only 

that the principal had shown her a copy of my lEP letter. I also mention to 

Mrs. Sheraton that 1 have written a letter for the lEP committee and have 

submitted a copy to the principal and Mrs. Dorsey. I tell her that I am 

encouraged by the principal's support. 

In the meantime, Valerie is becoming increasingly more unhappy when 

she leaves the room. Her tears when she returns are escalating. 
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Fourth Week of School (September 12 -16) 

On the morning of the lEP meeting I stop by the principal's office to 

discuss the afternoon's agenda. I sincerely hope that all will go well. It is 

becoming more important and more necessary with each passing day that 

Valerie remain in the classroom. I hope that tomorrow we will have good 

news. The principal again praises my position and assures me that things 

should work out fine. I leave for the university class feeling extremely 

hopeful. 

I cannot wait to get to school the next morning. I am eager to find out 

what has transpired. Reaching my mailbox I am disappointed and 

concerned. There are no copies of an lEP document left for my signature or 

review. There are no memos nor messages. The principal and Mrs. Dorsey 

are not anywhere to be found. I have a previously scheduled meeting with 

the principal for ten thirty. Its purpose is to give me feedback from my recent 

classroom observation. I will have to wait until then. Valerie demonstrate no 

noticeable difference in her behavior or conversation when she enters the 

classroom on first bell. Neither of us broaches the subject, and she leaves for 

resource instruction at her usually scheduled time. 

At ten thirty (my scheduled break time) I go to see the principal. I find 

out that the EP committee has determined that Valerie can stay with me for 

madi but because she has missed so much school in the past, she still needs 

pull-out instruction in the language arts. I am extremely disappointed. 

Two days later, on September 16, Mrs. Sheraton arrives at her 

scheduled time to work with Valerie in the classroom. All of the children 

have left for the day and Valerie is sitting on the carpet, waiting. On entering 
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Mrs. Sheraton asks Valerie to please leave the room with her book for a few 

minutes because she wishes to speak with me privately. Mrs. Sheraton then 

asks me if I know what happened at Valerie's lEP meeting. 1 repeat what the 

principal told me. 

Mrs. Sheraton says that die principal's version is not quite accurate. 

According to Mrs. Sheraton, when she arrived at the lEP meeting at the 

scheduled time, the [EP was already filled out. After some pleasantries and 

introductions, Mrs. Dorsey went over the lEP document with Valerie's 

parents. She explained what Valerie's weaknesses were, what her 

educational program would look like for the school year, and how it would be 

measured. 

Mrs. Sheraton sat quietly, waiting for my letter to be distributed and 

discussed. Mrs. Dorsey finished explaining the lEP to Valerie's parents and 

asked them to sign it, thereby agreeing to the proposed plan. At diis point, 

Mrs. Sheraton quiedy turned to the speech pathologist and asked about my 

letter. The speech pathologist shrugged her shoulders. The lEP continued. 

Documents were signed. Mrs. Sheraton left the meeting believing tiiat either 

she had totally misunderstood me or that the school had intentionally buried 

my statement to the lEP committee and Valerie's parents. 

The latter was true. They have buried my letter. 

Fifth Week Of School (September 19 - 23) 

Over the weekend, I speak with many colleagues and professors about 

Valerie's situation. Everyone agrees that Mrs. Clarie had a right to full 
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disclosure of the information. This is more than just an ethical situation 

regarding Valerie. This has to do with trust between me and the principal. It 

will mean confronting my peers and supervisors about lies and deceit. It is 

about placing my loyalties on the line. I am not sure 1 am prepared to do that. 

Apparently, Mrs. Clarie is comfortable with the situation. Perhaps it is not 

my place to make waves. 

Our class has a field trip scheduled in two days that Mrs. Clarie would 

be chaperoning. 1 will be meeting her in person for the first time. I decide to 

keep an eye on Valerie and play it by ear. Valerie's persona and well-being 

will have to be the deciding factor. 

The day of the field trip arrives. Mrs. Clarie comes in to chaperone 

Valerie and Valerie's group. Other than some brief small talk when we are 

introduced, she hardly speaks to me. In fact, she appears a little perturbed. I 

am immediately relieved that I have not mentioned anything to her about 

Valerie and her lEP. 

The defining moment occurs the very next day. Valerie retums from 

resource instruction at the end of the day in tears. Mrs. Dorsey has told her 

that she needs to make-up all the work she missed when she went on the field 

trip, plus the work she has missed while participating in DARE (the school 

drug prevention program) and BAT (the school first aid program). How can 

she keep up with her regular class work with all of this make-up? The 

thought of falling behind her classmates scares her. 

On top of that, Ms. Turner, the speech pathologist has yelled at her. 

Valerie says that it was a mistake. She was confused and didn't mean to do 

anything wrong. Apparently they were playing a game in a small group. 
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Ms. Turner was asking questions, and each child was answering in turn. 

Valerie was not wearing her transmitter and could not hear well. The speech 

pathologist directed a question to Gina, and Valerie, mistakenly thinking it 

was her turn, answered the question. Valerie was yelled at for being mde 

and disrespectful. She was made to sit-out the remainder of the afternoon 

session. 

Valerie adds that Ms. Tumer is frequently rude to Gina, an EMH child. 

She hurts her feelings; and once she made Gina cry. Valerie says there is no 

way that she would intentionally do anything to hurt Gina's feelings. People 

pick on Gina, and it makes Valerie feel sad. Valerie is one of the children 

who frequently protects her. This is the final straw. Valerie has had it. She 

does not want to leave the classroom anymore. I ask Valerie for Mom's 

phone number and tell her that I will call her mother that evening. She leaves 

the classroom, still crying. 

I call Mrs. Clarie when I get home and leave a message on an 

answering machine. Mrs. Clarie promptly returns my call. Valerie has 

returned home in tears, the third time in less than a week. Mrs. Clarie is also 

concerned about Ms. Tumer's apparent lack of compassion. This is not the 

first instance Valerie has reported. Mrs. Clarie says she had been so 

encouraged at the beginning of the year. It was the first time in Valerie's 

postcancer school career that she was happy and excited about going to 

school, but as she continued to be pulled out for resource instruction her 

mood darkened. And, if the truth be known, Mrs. Clarie is a little 

disappointed in me as well as in Valerie's teachers before me. She had hoped 

that I would want to keep Valerie in the classroom. She can not understand a 
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teacher being unwilling to work with her child. "Isn't that what teachers are 

for?" 

I tell Mrs. Clarie the story behind the lEP. She knows nothing of my 

recommendation to keep Valerie in the classroom, nor had she been informed 

at the meeting about Valerie's progress. 

Mrs. Clarie adds that she is tired of fighting with people. She has to 

fight with doctors, agencies, and educators regarding the well-being of her 

daughter. This has not been her first run-in with the school. People are 

afraid of Valerie and her cancer. Last year, in an attempt to get services and 

support for her child, she became involved in a heated argument with the 

principal in which she had suggested that the principal look up the word 

educator in the dictionary. After our extended conversation I tell Mrs. Clarie 

that I still want to keep Valerie in die classroom full-time. If this is what 

Mrs. Clarie and Valerie want, dien I will support their position. I believe it to 

be in Valerie's best interest socially, mentally, and academically. We agree to 

sit down and meet the following morning in my classroom. 

Susan Clarie arrives at 8:30 A.M. I give her a copy of the IE? letter 

that I had written requesting that Valerie be placed in the regular classroom. 

Mrs. Clarie brings me copies of Valerie's medical records. I inform Mrs. 

Clarie that as the parent of this child, she has the final say regarding 

placement, regardless of the school's position. Mrs. Clarie says that the 

school has told her otherwise. She also says that she talked extensively with 

Valerie the evening before. Valerie is miserable. The child's life has been 

interrupted enough without this turmoil. It is their decision that Valerie 

remain in the regular classroom flill-time. She will request another lEP 
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meeting to discuss Valerie's placement immediately. 1 again assure her that I 

will support this decision. 

Mrs. Clarie leaves my classroom to inform the principal. At lunchtime 

I find a notice in my mailbox asking me to see the principal ASAP. She has 

talked with Susan Clarie and they have decided that it is in Valerie's best 

interest that she remain in pull-out resource classes. Mrs. Clarie has, 

however, voiced some concerns about Valerie's resource instruction. 

Therefore, I am to meet with Mrs. Dorsey so that I can assure Mrs. Clarie 

that Valerie's needs are being met. 

1 called Mrs. Clarie on my lunch break. She says that the principal 

made her feel confused and guilty. She was told that it is understandable that 

she is reacting as a concerned parent. However, the schools are the 

professionals. They are best qualified to determine what is in Valerie's best 

interest. Putting her in my classroom flill-time would be "pulling the rug out 

from under Valerie". She will certainly have problems next year when there 

would not be a sixth grade teacher to accommodate her. The lEP committee 

has made a sound decision. 

Although Mrs. Clarie still wants Valerie to remain in the classroom 

full-time, she no longer believes that she has the power or the education to 

make that decision. Perhaps she is so eager to have Valerie happy and 

"normal" that she is overlooking Valerie's other needs. We agree to meet at 

three-thirty to discuss the situation. 

Mrs. Sheraton is working in the classroom with Valerie when Mrs. 

Clarie arrives so she joins our meeting. I have pulled much of Valerie's work 

from the school year, and I show Mrs. Clarie Valerie's strengths and abilities. 
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Valerie is averaging all As and Bs in her course work. Although there are 

areas of concern, I feel confident that she will be successful in the classroom. 

Mrs. Clarie is amazed that Valerie is doing so well. Contrary to the school's 

position, it is quite obvious that Valerie's education is not being compromised 

for her happiness. She asks me if the school administrators are aware of 

Valerie's strengths. I tell her they have been informed; however, nobody has 

asked to see Valerie's work. 

Mrs. Sheraton assures Mrs. Clarie that the parent has the final say 

regarding the child's placement. She tells her that part of the hearing 

specialist's services are to provide support and strategies that Valerie can use 

in tackling her school work. Valerie and she can work on much of her school 

work together. It is her position that Valerie should stay where she is happy 

and thriving. 

Mrs. Clarie looks fhistrated. Although Valerie's education is a priority 

- it is not the number one priority. Her child has survived a one-in-five 

thousand chance of living. She cannot sit by and watch her child be 

miserable in school. It is Valerie's happiness and quality of life with which 

she is most concerned. She says she will send a letter to school with Valerie 

in the morning, again requesting that a new lEP be scheduled as soon as 

possible. She will also stipulate that Valerie is to remain in the regular 

classroom until placement is settled. 

Valerie arrives at school the next morning carrying two letters from her 

mother. One letter is addressed to me, the other is addressed to the principal. 

They both state that Valerie is to remain in the regular classroom until a new 
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lEP meeting is scheduled. The principal is out sick. The letter is left in her 

mailbox. 

Valerie stays with us in the classroom for the entire day. She is 

particularly exuberant and asks other children if they want to listen through 

her earphones. In writing workshop she reworks her piece on her trip to 

Disney World through the Make A Wish Foundation. She has been "done" 

with it for a couple of days, but in our conference I point out that there were 

several places in her story that I would like to know more about. What did 

Space Mountain feel like? How was the ride? Valerie says that she would 

rather tell the reader that in person if they ask. She does however think she 

should add some details about the castle. She leaves to rework her story. 

After reading her story to Mary and checking the spelling with Amy, she 

shows it to me. Her revisions are minor but encouraging. She has 

elaborated slightly on the appearance of the castle and corrected most 

grammatical and spelling errors. I am pleased that she has reworked this 

spot, even if she is just trying to humor me. She shares her story that 

aftemoon from the author's chair. It is the first time Valerie has addressed 

the issue of cancer openly among her classmates. It is no longer a taboo 

subject. 

During reading, Valerie chooses Maniac MageefSpinelli. 1990) as her 

new literature discussion book. I hear her telling Mrs. Sheraton that she has 

read four chapters during sustained reading and she thinks the book is ftinny. 

In math, the children are creating long-division jigsaw puzzles. 

Valerie completes hers and shares it with her neighbors. She is obviously 

becoming more social and outgoing. I find her to be less hesitant and 
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reserved. I believe that she is allowing herself to become integrated into the 

community. 

Sixth Week of School (September 26 - September 30) 

On Monday, September 26, the principal retums to school from her 

illness. I find it curious that staff members I hardly know are asking me 

questions about Valerie. 

My evaluations from the principal's classroom observations have all 

been excellent. She has gone out of her way to tell me how pleased she is 

that I have joined their staff 1 decide to approach the principal about this 

confusion with Valerie. Entering her office, I can't get a word in. I am 

pulling the rug out fi-om under her. Valerie's mother has little to say in this 

matter. This is an lEP decision and Mrs. Clarie could be found negligent for 

interfering in what is regarded as Valerie's best interest. Valerie's mother also 

resides out of the school district. It is Valerie's father who lives within the 

district, and they were divorced before Valerie entered school. Dad needs to 

be making the lEP decisions. Perhaps they need to look at the fact that Mom 

is not paying tuition. I am also told that if Valerie was mainstreamed into my 

classroom she will no longer be able to receive any of the other district 

services, such as Mrs. Sheraton and Ms. Turner. And Valerie will be out of 

luck next year, when they won't have a sixth-grade teacher to accommodate 

her and no services to help her. 

I try to tell the principal that Mrs. Clarie only wants Valerie happy. 

She replies that Valerie is fine and is not going to die in the next couple of 

years. We have a responsibility to provide her with the services she qualifies 
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for, or we'll be liable. She sarcastically dismisses Valerie's crying. She says 

the entire situation has been blown out of proportion. 

I feebly attempt to explain that I am being made to feel that I am doing 

something wrong. This is an extremely unhappy child that I can work with 

in the classroom. I cannot tell a parent or a child that 1 won't help; especially 

when it is not only feasible but educationally sound. "This is not about 

egos," die principal replies. I leave her office. I receive a memo later that 

day instructing me to contact Mrs. Dorsey and work this thing out. 

1 write a cordial letter to Mrs. Dorsey suggesting that we meet. 

Mrs. Dorsey returns my request to meet, stating that she has a full 

schedule until the following week. However, the decisions regarding what is 

best for Valerie have already been made by the EP committee at the lEP 

meeting I chose not to attend. The only productive thing 1 can do at this point 

is prepare for our next EP meeting and stay within the confines of my 

classroom. I focus on creating a systematic plan of action. 

In order to help Valerie, I need to know more about her. I need to 

know her school history and her medical history. 1 also need to find out how 

and when she qualified for special education resources. 

The second thing 1 need to do is to document Valerie as a learner. It's 

important that I be able to provide a thorough picture of Valerie as a learner 

in my classroom (Taylor, 1993). This includes documentation of all of 

Valerie's work, both in and out of the classroom - journals, portfolios, 

reading logs, photographs, literature digs, field notes, artwork, smdent -

teacher conferences, check lists, anecdotal records (Hubbard & Power, 

1993). Specifically, I must look to see what it is that special education says 
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experiences Valerie's ability to perform these designated tasks. I need to 

counter the standardized measures with authentic classroom data. 

I also need experienced help and feedback. Someone suggests that I 

read Learning Denied , by Denny Taylor (1991). None of my prior schooling 

or experiences have ever touched on the awkward situation I am now 

encountering. Taylor's book validates my experience. I pass a copy on to 

Mrs. Clarie. 

Valerie's new lEP meeting is scheduled for October 14th. That gives 

Mrs. Clarie and me two weeks to prepare. The first thing I want to do is 

view Valerie's school records. This is going to be awkward. All the 

children's records are kept in an office connecting with the teachers' lounge 

and the secretaries' working area. Student files may not be taken from this 

area, which is locked when school is over. So I have only short periods of 

time throughout the day to review Valerie's records, in full view of my 

superiors and colleagues. 

I contacted Mrs. Clarie. She agrees to request a copy of Valerie's 

school records the next day. She will pass the records on to me so that I can 

pour through them in hopes of piecing things together. I have many 

questions regarding Valerie's special education placement. She is such a 

strong student. How did ttiis come about? 1 decide to interview Mrs. Clarie. 

This is what 1 find out: Valerie was placed in special education at the 

end of March in 1993. This decision was made because Valerie was failing 

fourth grade. Mrs. Clarie was requesting services and help from Valerie's 

school. She had missed numerous days throughout the year because of 
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up with her classmates. 

On top of that, Valerie was being tormented in school. Children 

laughed at her and made fun of her. They would rip off her bandanna to 

expose her baldness and play "Monkey In The Middle" with it. Valerie 

would stand by crying. On several occasions she had been pushed into a 

bathroom stall and prevented from leaving. Mrs. Clarie demanded that 

something be done. As far as Mrs. Clarie knew, the situation with the 

children was never dealt with, although the principal assured Mrs. Clarie that 

the problem would be taken care of 

Academically the school posed only two solutions; either Valerie could 

repeat the fourth grade, or she could be placed in special education pull-out. 

This intervention would prevent her from failing and provide her with 

additional services. Mrs. Clarie approved the placement. 

However, none of Valerie's documentation regarding her special 

education placement is in her academic school folder. Where is it? I asked 

Mrs. Sheraton and Miss Turner about Valerie's placement. Neither has any 

recollection of how Valerie was qualified. Both reply that the test results 

should be in Valerie's folder. On further investigation neither educator can 

locate Valerie's documentation or tell me how Valerie's placement came 

about. Then Ms. Turner tells me about Mrs. Dorsey's personal file. Perhaps 

Valerie's test results are kept there. They are. I request copies. Valerie's lEP 

statements and scores for 1993 - 94 are based on tests that Mrs. Dorsey 

administered five months earlier, at the end of the previous school year. 

Valerie was officially tested for special education placement in May of 1993: 
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two months after she was already attending special education classes. The 

school placed her immediately into special education on the basis of 

"traumatic brain injury." Her educational program has been solely 

determined by, and based on statements made by the doctors in Valerie's 

medical records. 

While 1 am pouring through Valerie's school records, it becomes 

extremely evident that this child has missed an incredible amount of school. 

Valerie's cancer was detected in March of 1991, the fourth quarter of second 

grade. In that quarter Valerie missed 38.5 days of school, bringing her 

second-grade absences to 49.5 days total. In third grade Valerie missed 128 

days because of vomiting, weakness and nausea caused by chemotherapy. 

(She was down to twenty-two pounds.) In fourth grade Valerie missed 65 

days of school. Between the fourth quarter of second grade and the fourth 

quarter of fourth grade, approximately 405 days of school, Valerie had 

missed 231.5 days, to say nothing of the number of days she attended school 

incapacitated both before the tumor was detected and during and after 

treatment. 

How much "school learning" has actually taken place in this child's 

education? Second, third, and fourth grade are critical learning years for 

school material. Between being sick and being tormented, how much of 

Valerie's core strategies and curricula has she actually received and/or 

processed? There is no doubt that Valerie requires some individualized 

attention. However, pulling her out fiirther is not the answer. She has been 

out enough. This new information opens up a whole new set of questions. 

What if Valerie's difficulties have more to do with her absences than actual 
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some trauma and loss of some spatial competency. And the long-term effects 

of massive radiation and chemotherapy are still unknown. These concerns 

are predominately evidenced in her handwriting, layout of math problems, 

and memory retention. However, these areas can be compensated for by 

providing Valerie with lifelong skills and strategies to help her continue to 

function successfully. Valerie also has a 40 percent hearing loss. 

It is thus quite possible that Valerie's academic performance is 

predominately a hearing issue and an attendance issue. It is certainly not a 

learning disability issue. The distinction is important. It addresses Valerie's 

competency and reinforces her right to be educated to her full potential. We 

cannot dismiss this as the "best she can do because she had cancer," 

Especially since she is showing progress. 

The second issue to address is the assessment. I need to provide 

assessment that will be validated by the LEP committee. Valerie's lEP is 

particularly concerned with her reading ability. The resource teacher is 

pulling Valerie out for the following subjects: "Reading," "Spelling," 

"Written Expression," and "Whole Language English." 

An lEP goal is to have Valerie reading at a mid-fourth-grade level. 

She has been reading and discussing Maniac Magee in literature discussion 

groups since she reentered our classroom. Although I don't believe in the 

validity or reliability of reading levels (Beck,etal., 1981; Pearson, 1974-75), 

the school does. Maniac Magee is marketed as suitable reading for children 

ages 9-12 (Tomplinson & Lynch - Brown, 1996). Valerie is ten. 
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Valerie's work with literature has been progressing nicely. In literature 

discussion groups she shares her journal entries and laughs with the other 

children about sections of the text. However, Mrs. Dorsey and the principal 

both state that because Valerie can read a fifth-grade literature book does not 

mean that she can read a fifth-grade basal and answer the questions at the 

end. In fact, Mrs. Dorsey comments that "some questions actually place 

Valerie at third grade comprehension." 

Unfortunately, accountability and test scores are what schools are 

about (Elkind, 1988). Yet caution needs to be exercised in the use and 

interpretation of these test scores (Lemer, 1971). The scores indicate only a 

small sample of the child's performance at one moment in time. Gardner 

(1993) states that schools should get away from tests and the correlation 

among tests. Educators need to look at more naturalistic sources of 

information about how children develop skills that are important to their way 

of life. And, as Taylor (1988) adds, "Thus, theory is balanced with practice 

to offer the beginnings of an alternative paradigm that can be used as a 

stepping stone to the development of more human evaluation procedures for 

use in school" (p. 12). 

It is also obvious that the school is not valuing my opinion or my 

diagnosis of the situation. I find it curious that we are in the midst of 

deciding what is best for a child and not one person from the school has 

asked to see what Valerie has done or is capable of doing in the regular 

classroom. Nobody has asked to see her work; and nobody has allowed me 

to explain her strengths and her competencies. The silencing of my voice is 

alarming. Michelle Fine (1987) writes; 
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If the process of education is to allow children, adolescents, and adults their 
voices - to read, write, create, critique, and transform - how can we justify the 
institutionalizing of silence at the level of policies which obscure systematic 
problems behind a rhetoric of "excellence" and "progress" 

Jerome Harste (1990) echoes these concerns. 
In the past, schools seem to have been better at silencing children and teachers 
than at hearing them. Silent classrooms have been more than unfortunate; they 
have been wrong. In a democracy, the role of the school is to hear people, not to 
silence them. 

It is obvious that [ need to provide additional assessment. Dr. Prisca 

Martens, a friend and colleague from the university, agrees to administer a 

Reading Miscue Inventory (Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987) to Valerie 

(see Appendix I). I hope that the RMI will not only provide me with 

information about the strengths and strategies Valerie uses to support her 

reading but that it may also refute the school's dim view of Valerie as a 

reader. The RMI proves helpful. The story Freddy Miller Scientist was 

from a fifth grade basal not used in the school district. Valerie's retelling of 

the story shows good comprehension, as well as an ability to recall and state 

details of the story and story elements. (In fact, Valerie does so well at 

recalling details that it appears to adversely affect her ability to piece the story 

together as a whole.) However, only subtle inferences and cause-and-effect 

scenarios appear not to have been detected. Dr. Martens states; 

Valerie's understanding that reading needs to make sense and sound like language 
is sometimes overridden by her focus on graphic features in the text and her use of 
phonics. She would benefit most from an understanding of the reading process and 
semantic and syntactic reading instruction. 
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Valerie is very tied to the surface features of the text. Meaning that she is 

very conscious of each and every word. Her only strategy for what to do 

when she comes to an unknown word is "look it up in the dictionary." It 

appears that contrary to the lEP statement, Valerie is too focused on details 

and parts of text. We need to work on how these parts come together to 

construct the whole. As I had suspected, her isolated resource instruction has 

actually been detrimental to Valerie's learning. She had spent so much time 

looking at text features and flash cards in isolation that she is having 

difficulty piecing it all together. These observations correspond to Valerie's 

medical records which I have just received. 

Medical Data 

In March 1991, after numerous headaches and bouts with clumsiness, 

a 3 cm tumor located in the region of the medulla was discovered. Valerie 

underwent a posterior fossa craniotomy with subtotal resection of a 

medulloblastoma from the fourth ventricle, hi odier words, she had surgery 

to remove the tumor and part of the brain. Subsequently, Valerie received six 

weeks of radical radiotherapy, which involved maximum radiation to the 

posterior fossa. Following completion of the radiotherapy, Valerie received 

chemotherapy until March 1992. 

Effects of the radiotherapy and chemotherapy on Valerie's learning are 

still unknown. However, Valerie's 40 percent hearing loss is directly 

attributed to her treatment of the cancer, not the tumor itself 
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The Colorado Department of Education (1991), states that brain injury 

results in extreme problems of organizing, generalizing, integrating, and 

structuring information. Instruction should therefore focus on how things fit 

together. Materials should be presented as a whole, not broken up into 

individual parts. This includes the constant need for associating new 

information with previously learned information (Colorado Dept. of Ed., 

1991). 

A student's language and communication skills may also be deceiving. 

A child may be able to communicate adequately on a surface level but be 

unable to provide details or complex explanations that indicate in-depth 

understanding. However, because a child does not demonstrate these 

competencies does not mean that these competencies do not exist 

(Chomsky, 1965; Akmajian, et al., 1993). 

Guidelines (Colorado Dept. of Ed., 1991) also include the optimum 

classroom environment as well as the classroom curriculum and child's 

preferred methods of learning. It has been determined that because of the 

effect that brain injury has on affective fimctioning, the curriculum is also 

needed to meet the emotional and social needs of the brain injured child, 

specifically in the areas of self-advocacy, acquiring and maintaining friends, 

and understanding one's current level of functioning. 

Valerie's tiny size is also a result of her cancer treatment. The amounts 

of radiation and chemotherapy that Valerie received stopped her physical 

growth processes. Her body can no longer produce the hormones that Valerie 

needs to grow. She is approximately the same size that she was in second 
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grade. Daily hormone injections could be given to promote Valerie's growth, 

however, the injections could cause leukemia or reinstate the cancer. 

Seventh Week of School (October 3 -10) 

The children are working on publishing their snapshot stories in class. 

Valerie has finished hers and volunteers to show Nari how to put his 

together. Valerie uses her book as a model to make sure that she shows Nari 

correctly. Valerie stays with him until he is finished, showing him where to 

get the publishing materials and making sure he does it correctly. Nari has 

missed most of our instruction because of his recent placement in resource 

instruction for "learning disabilities." (1 did question Nari's placement as 

perhaps being a language and/or cultural issue. I was told by the special 

education teacher that he is learning disabled in Cambodian also.) 

In class, Valerie "acts out". She chases Kara around the desks with a 

ruler. She is intentionally being very flinny and silly, making the other 

children laugh. Bobby and a couple of other children comment on how feisty 

Valerie's getting. "Boy, Valerie," Bobby said laughing, "you've changed!" 

I have again been summoned to a meeting after school with Mrs. 

Dorsey and the principal. Earlier this week I have been verbally accosted and 

"put in my place" by my podmate and school leader Sarah. She had heard 

about the RMI and cannot believe 1 have had the nerve to bring Dr. Martens 

into the school. She furiously states that 1 have absolutely no right to force 

this issue any further. I have already stepped over my bounds. "Who do you 

think you are anyway? She then storms away. 
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The afternoon meeting is more of the same. I am again informed of 

the error of my ways. Rebuttals are spewed before [ can finish statements. 

Things have been very well choreographed, and it became very obvious that I 

am here solely because they have been forced to deal with me. It apparently 

does not matter what Valerie is doing in my classroom. I have an 

"individualized program." hi their minds, that apparently negates all 

credibility for the "real" classroom. Accommodating children assumes that 

my classroom is easier or compromised. This is not only offensive to me as 

the teacher, but to my children as well. It appears we are beginning to negate 

everybody's teaming. 

Valerie's unhappiness is again dismissed as an isolated event that 

"Mom blew out of proportion". The principal states that mom continuously 

changes her mind regarding Valerie and that this was another such reaction. 

I am told that Mrs. Clarie runs hot and cold. What she says or insists on 

today may be different from what she says tomorrow. The school needs to 

protect itself fi'om her frequently changing points of view and decisions. 

Decisions that blow with the wind. The school has a legal responsibility that 

Mom does not care about or recognize. She is only thinking about her child 

long-term. What happens when Valerie gets sick again or enters sixth grade? 

The intent of the meeting is to assure that we will all enter the lEP 

meeting on the fourteenth united. It is evident that we are here to become 

"friends" and work this out. It is also evident that this is an attempt to 

appease me. Yet not once am I asked about my observations or evaluations 

regarding Valerie. I sit while I am told what Valerie's needs are and what 

they are going to do about them. 
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The school's profile is based on two sheets of standardized test results 

taken six months earlier under inopportune conditions. 1 have Valerie's 

actual work. It really concerns me that they do not want to hear about 

Valerie's academic or social progress. If they want to see Valerie as a learner 

diey need to look at Valerie's work from this semester or step into my 

classroom and see for themselves. 

It is again determined that Valerie will not be mainstreamed full-time. 

I can keep Valerie for "written expression" but she definitely needs isolated 

reading skills. However, the school will compromise. Valerie will go to 

Mrs. Dorsey two or three times a week. She will be pulled out in the 

afternoons, so she does not have to move back and forth between classrooms 

as much. 

There is nothing professional, respectful, or academically sound about 

this. It is patronizing. We have made some gains, but not for the right 

reasons. This still has nothing to do with Valerie's work or abilities. 

Unfortunately, I think that the compromise is the best we can do. I call Mrs. 

Clarie when I get home. 

Mrs. Clarie says that Valerie is like a different child. She is happy, she 

has friends, and she is sleeping nights. Valerie's psychologist has also noted 

the change, and will be writing a statement to the lEP committee requesting 

that Valerie remain in the classroom full-time. Both Valerie's doctors and her 

psychologist recommend diat Valerie's placement be the regular classroom. 

A normal situation, and normalcy in her life, are most important. 

I explained to Mrs. Clarie about the meeting with the principal and 

Mrs. Dorsey. Mrs. Clarie says she will agree to their stipulations if: 
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1. Valerie is pulled out only at the end of the day 

2. The pull out totals only one hour a week 

3. Valerie's work in the resource classroom is documented. 

4. Valerie's personality does not revert to unhappiness and withdrawal. 

5. This new placement is reevaluated in January to establish if it 

is still deemed necessary. 

Mrs. Clarie also tells me that the principal has again brought up the 

issue of tuition. The Claries live in an apartment complex near school. Their 

apartment is approximately fifty feet short of the district line. Mrs. Clarie has 

asked the other families in her complex whether they have been contacted 

about tuition. They have not. In the seven years that Mrs. Clarie has had 

children attending this school, tuition has never been an issue. 

We both surmise that this compromise is probably the best we can do. 

1 report Mrs. Clarie's reaction to the school. I am to meet again with school 

personnel on the thirteenth, the day before the LEP, to finalize times and plans 

regarding Valerie. 

Eighth Week Of School (October 13th) 

The meeting on the thirteenth is held after school in Mrs. Dorsey's 

room. Present are Mrs. Dorsey and Ms. Turner. Curiously, the principal 

does not attend. The meeting begins with the usual list of Valerie's deficits 

and needs. I again interrupt to question the validity of their data. I am 

stopped. Valerie is no longer going to be pulled out of the classroom. After 

reviewing the situation, they have determined that Valerie will remain in the 
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regular classroom full-time. She will be placed on a monitoring lEP and 

continue to receive the services of Ms. Turner (in the regular classroom) and 

Mrs. Sheraton (after school). She will be monitored by Mrs. Dorsey but 

receive no instruction from Mrs. Dorsey. In the spring, Valerie will begin to 

be pulled out for sixth grade strategies and detail comprehension. Valerie 

will also need to be drilled for literal comprehension, particularly of content 

text reading. End of meeting. 

Valerie was officially mainstreamed into our classroom on a 

monitoring lEP on October 14, 1993. 
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Chapter 3 

VALERIE, CANCER, AND POSTOPERATIVE TREATMENT 

-1 

Figure 3.1: Valerie poses for the camera during radiation therapy 

• Cancer is the second leading cause of death among children (Carpentieri, 1993). 
• Cancer is the primary cause of nonaccidental death among children (Zwartjes, et. al., 

1981). 
• / in 600 children develops a malignancy (Schwartz, et al., 1994). 
• 8,000 children fourteen years or younger are newly diagnosed each year as having 

some form of cancer (Morra & Potts, 1994). 
• Brain tumors are second only to leukemia in overall frequency during childhood 

(Pollack, 1994). 



• Each year, brain tumors develop in approximately 1,500 to 2.000 children in the 
United States {Pollack, 1994). 

• The probability of cure for the malignant diseases of childhood now stands at better 
than 65% (Schwartz, et al.,I994;). 

• By the turn of the century, / in 800 - 1,000 young adults will he a survivor of cancer 
(Bartel, 1992; Schwartz, et al.,l994; Morra & Potts, 1994). 

• Long-term survival rates among children with brain tumors are approaching 50% 
(Peckham, 1993). Ten years ago, the survival rate for children with brain tumors 
wa.s 20% (Moffitt, 1987). 

• Survival rates suggest that most schools have at least I cancer survivor in their 
student body {Bartel, 1992). 

One of my primary concerns regarding Valerie was the possibility of 

permanent impairments, and the extent of permanent impairments related to 

her cancer and its treatments. In order to provide an appropriate environment 

and learning situation, it was imperative that I had a realistic grasp of 

Valerie's capabilities and limitations resultant of her illness, and its treatment. 

It was also important that I understood enough about Valerie's cancer and 

those treatments so that I was able to communicate and ask questions of the 

medical commimity, as well as other school personnel. My research started 

at the very beginning. 

What Is Cancer? 

The human body is made up of some ten trillion cells. Cells are 

constantly dying off and being replaced with new cells. When cancer occurs, 

the cells escape from their normal routine and begin to behave in an 

uncontrolled fashion. They never stop reproducing themselves. Soon, there 

are more of the cancer cells than the healthy cells. When cells escape from 

regulatory control, they hand down their independence to their descendants 
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SO that each continues to reproduce at will. The cancer cells begin to clone 

an independent colony in rebel fashion. Cancer cells can damage nearby 

tissue and organs. They can also break away from the initial malignant 

tumor and spread to form new tumors in other parts of the body. There are 

over 100 different kinds of cancer. Each cancer has its own distinguishing 

characteristics. (All notes in this paragraph from Morra & Potts, 1994, pp. 

4 1 - 4 3 ) .  

Cancer Treatment: Radiation And Chemotherapy 

More than half of all cancer patients will receive radiation. 

Researchers have discovered that radium and x-rays did more damage to 

cancerous tissues than to normal healthy tissue. Through improved 

technology and research, radiotherapy became a major treatment in the cure 

for cancer. Radiation is used to kill the cancer cells and shrink tumors. It 

also staves off the cancer's potential to grow and/or divide. 

Physical side effects of radiation treatment, all of which Valerie 

experienced, include growth retardation, dry itchy skin, darkening of skin, 

hair loss, weakness and fatigue, loss of appetite, sluggish bowels, thick 

saliva, dry mouth, sore throat, loss or change of taste, problems with teeth 

and jaw, earaches, nausea, vomiting, cramping, and diarrhea. Patients need 

to avoid direct sunlight on the area radiated for at least one month after 

treatment. 

There is also grave concern regarding increase of illness and/or 

infection among cancer patients. Radiation treatment (also known as 
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radiotherapy, or irradiation) creates a low white blood cell count. This 

affects the bodies' ability to fight infection and prevent bleeding. 

Emotional side effects attributed to radiation treatment include 

depression, fear, anger, anxiety, frustration, loss of self-esteem, aloneness, 

and helplessness (All above radiation notes from Morra & Potts, 1994). 

Unlike radiation, chemotherapy comes in the form of a drug. It may 

be a pill, a capsule, a liquid, an injection, or applied to the skin. 

Chemotherapy is used to disrupt the cancer cell's ability to grow and 

multiply. It is predominately used after surgery to kill cancer cells that are 

left behind. Treatments may be given weekly, daily, or monthly. 

Chemotherapy is described as a systemic treatment. It goes through the 

entire body, unlike radiation or surgery that concentrates on one part. The 

chemotherapy drugs enter the blood stream where tumor cells may be 

growing or deposited in a different place from the primary tumor location; or 

may be circulating through the blood stream. 

Symptoms from chemotherapy can begin as early as an hour after the 

first treatment, or as late as twelve hours. Symptoms can last for as long as 

three to four days. Many of the symptoms of chemotherapy are similar to the 

symptoms of radiation; fatigue, weakness, hair loss, nausea. Chemotherapy 

also produces a low platelet count. Patients will bruise and bleed more 

readily. Patients need to avoid contact sports, blow their nose gently, use 

heavy gloves when gardening or using the oven, and be careftil with tools, 

knives, and scissors. Chemotherapy patients are also at a high risk of 

infection, particularly within the first ten days of treatment. A patient's white 

blood count will drop dramatically before going back up. No immunization 
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shots should be administered without checking with the patient's doctor (All 

above chemotherapy notes from Morra & Potts, 1994). 

Research on the long-term adverse effects of cancer treatment, such as 

radiation and chemotherapy, are lacking (Schwartz, et. al., 1994; Morra & 

Potts, 1994). Complications from cancer treatment are primarily dependent 

upon the age of the patient at onset of treatment, the type of cancer, and the 

amount of radiation and/or chemotherapy used to treat the cancer (Schwartz, 

et. al, 1994; Morra & Potts, 1994; Moffitt, 1987; Duffher, et. al., 1993; 

Allen, 1993; Allen, 1991 - 92; Dennis, et. al., 1992; Perry & Flanagan, 

1986) However, because no two cancer patients react the same, changes 

within individuals as well as cancer-typed groups needs to be addressed in 

the research as well (Susman & Hollenbeck, 1984; Kirten & Liverman, 

1977). 

Valerie's Treatment 

Valerie's malignant brain tumor, a 3 cm. medullaoblastoma, was 

located in the fourth ventricle in the region of the medulla. MeduUablastomas 

are fast growing and found exclusively in young children and young adults 

(Morra & Potts, 1994). They also have a tendency to spread to other parts of 

the nervous system (Morra & Potts, 1994). Therefore, after surgery, Valerie 

received the maximum amount of radiation allowed. She received 5,800 rads 

of radiation daily for six weeks. The back of Valerie's head maintains her 

radiation tattoos: permanent location markings for the radiation technician. 



70 

Radiation therapy was followed by a year of chemotherapy. Valerie 

received the drug Cytosine, followed by the drug Vincristin. Valerie received 

all of her drugs through her hickman, a plastic tube-like structure inserted 

into her chest. The hickman is approximately a foot long and extended out of 

Valerie's chest above the heart. The hickman is capped when not in use. To 

receive her medication, Valerie's hickman needed to follow a regimented 

routine for flushing, cleaning, and sterilizing; at least twice a day. Valerie's 

medication was in liquid form, and was to be treated as hazardous waste in 

case of spillage. Health and safety procedures were in place in case of such 

an accident. If an accident did occur, officials needed to be notified. Health 

officials, donned in protective clothing would assume responsibility for the 

clean-up. 

Valerie experienced a 40% hearing loss with her very first 

chemotherapy treatment. Her additional side effects were similar to the side 

effects she experienced during radiation: nausea, vomiting, hair loss, 

diarrhea, weakness, fatigue, jaw and joint pain, darkening of skin, distortion 

of facial features, and weight loss. These side effects continued throughout 

her year of chemotherapy. By the end of cancer treatment, at age 9, Valerie 

Clarie was bald and weighed twenty-two pounds. 

It was now Valerie's job to attempt to regain her health and stature. 

Unfortunately, not all of the treatments' side effects cease with treatment. 

Valerie suffered continuously with migraine headaches, nausea, and 

weakness for almost a year after treatment. She would drag herself to school 

ahnost daily, only to be sent home an hour or two later. Her appearance 

frightened many; and the children at school continuously tormented her. As 
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time passed, Valerie's headaches slowed in both onset and duration. Her 

weight and hair slowly began to reappear. By the time she entered the fifth 

grade, the following year, Valerie was approximately the same size she was 

when the cancer was detected in the latter half of second grade. Her 

headaches only resumed periodically, but were still severe enough to cause 

nausea, and keep her in bed. 

Cancer And School 

"Cure is not enough" is the official motto of pediatric oncology 

(Schwartz, et. al., 1994). Total care demands that we look at not only the 

length of survival, but the quality of the child's life after diagnosis and 

treatment (Caims, et. al., 1979). Changes in philosophy of treatment, and the 

increased numbers of long-term survivors require that pediatric patients be 

prepared to enter adulthood and the workplace (Ross, 1984). It ftirther 

suggests that the nonmedical obstacles to successftil school reentry be 

identified and resolved (Ross, 1984). 

It has generally been found that optimal development is facilitated by a 

retum to premorbid activity within the context of the patient's normal social 

and academic pursuits (Perry & Flanagan, 1986). Yet, while growth and 

knowledge for pediatricians have been remarkable, there remains a lack of 

application of this data to the school needs of children (Perry & Flanagan, 

1986). Despite this importance, there is only minimal data concerning the 

school experience of cancer patients (Caims, et. al., 1979). 
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School is the work of children; and it is the most important single 

indicator of successful rehabilitation for children with cancer (Cairns, et. al., 

1979). Serious illness threatens self-confidence, interrupts school attendance, 

disrupts learning, interferes with developing social and academic skills, and 

interrupts important relationships with classmates and adults (Ross, 1984). 

Children with brain tumors, and other forms of cancer exhibit an abnormally 

high prevalence of social and behavioral problems (Moffitt, 1987; Ross, 

1984). Returning to school becomes significant because it sends a symbolic 

message that the child is better (Ross, 1984). School is therefore encouraged 

as much as possible. 

A careful transition to school is important (Caldwell & Sirvis, 1991). 

A positive school experience can lessen a child's maladaptive emotional 

responses to his or her disease by helping him or her feel accomplished and 

socially accepted (Kagen-Goodheart, 1977). Academic success helps the 

child maintain a degree of control over his or her life (Ross, 1984). Above 

all, the child with cancer must be made to feel as normal as possible. This 

emphasizes the importance of the child with cancer to be treated in regular 

education like any other child (Kirten & Liverman, 1977). 

Frequent obstacles to school reentry include: prolonged hospitalization 

resulting in academic lags, school phobia, and separation anxieties (Mabe, et. 

al., 1987). Teacher's attitude towards the child is extremely important in 

helping classmates accept and reintegrate the child in the classroom and the 

school (Peckham, 1993). Much of this peer-acceptance can be accomplished 

before reentry by what is considered a proactive absence: class letters, notes. 



video and audio tapes from classmates, and homework routinely sent home 

(Zwartjes, et. al., 1981). 

Upon reentry, talks with the child's classmates and teachers should be 

utilized to explain the situation of the student, and prepare his or her 

classmates and teachers for the child's return. It is important to inform 

classmates of the child's diagnosis, associated treatments, and physical side 

effects (Mabe, et. al., 1987). Studies suggest that knowledge of cancer may 

be related to predisposed attitudes to accept and/or interact with children of 

cancer (Mabe, et. al., 1987). Often, this can be accomplished through a 

liaison with the hospital or the school district. Children should be informed 

accurately and honestly about the condition and health of their classmate. 

Teachers should treat the returning student normally and expect him or her to 

work up to their level of competency, which is often the same as it was 

before diagnosis (Zwartjes, et. al., 1981). 

Teachers have reported that children of cancer are easily embarrassed, 

express their emotions less frequently, are hesitant to take risks, do not 

initiate activity, demonstrate a lack of energy, and are found to be 

underactive (Moffitt, 1987). A survey of parents, all of whom have had 

children reenter school after cancer, stated that the three most prevalent 

problems of school reentry were teasing, missing school, and relations with 

teachers (Chesler, 1986). It is known that children with cancer often have an 

emotional impact on their teachers, however, it is mostly evidenced in 

teachers' withdrawal from the child (Caims, et. al., 1979). 
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Cancer And Cognition 

Bartel & Thurman (1992), state that the very treatment that saved their 

lives also reduced the quality of their lives. The increased rate of survival 

among cancer patients creates a new set of concerns regarding the integrity of 

cognitive function over a long period of time (Dennis, et. al., 1992; Bartel & 

Thurman, 1992; Duffher, et. al., 1993; Moffitt, 1987; Pollack, 1994; 

Schwartz, et. al., 1994). Studies provide convincing evidence that many 

children who survived cancer subsequently experience persistent cognitive 

deficits (Schwartz, et. al., 1994;). The incidence or magnitude of deficits are 

influenced by pretreatment, treatment, and post-treatment parameters 

(Schwartz, et. al., 1994). In fact, it is difficult to separate the effects of the 

tumors from the effects of the treatment (Bartel & Thurman, 1992). As a 

result of these concems, new questions are being asked about the effect of 

oncology treatment on neuropsychological function (Dennis, et. al., 1992). 

Radiation and chemotherapy are said to impair cognitive functions in 

survivors (Dennis, et. al., 1992; Schwartz, et. al., 1994; Allen, 1993). Brain 

tumor therapy requires much higher doses of radiation, thus placing the child 

at a greater risk for subsequent learning problems (Bartel & Thurman, 1992). 

Survival of infants and very young children with brain tumors is significantly 

worse than that of older children both for overall and specific types of 

cancers (Duffher, et. al., 1993). These children are also at a higher risk for 

substantial treatment-related neurotoxicity which could include mental 

retardation and growth failure. Due to the poor outcomes, and late treatment 

effects, there is a reluctance to treat young children with brain tumors; 

especially with radiation dierapy (Duffher, et. al., 1993). 
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Declines of cognitive function are predominately measured by IQ 

scores. Children with leukemia whose central nervous system treatment 

included radiation therapy had lower IQ scores than did non-radiated patients 

whose central nervous system treatment involved only chemotherapy 

(Dennis, et. al., 1992). 

Age at time of treatment has been identified as a significant variable 

for determining the risk of cognitive deficit as measured by IQ scores. 

Children treated at die age of five to six, and especially before age three, are 

at greater risk for cognitive impairments than those treated after the age of 

eight to ten years (Schwartz, et. al., 1994). Among elementary students, 

studies show a relationship between central nervous system irradiation and 

reading; and to a lesser extent, math. For older elementary children (grades 3 

or higher), competence in reading and math seems to increase as time since 

diagnosis increases. For kindergarten children, the longer the time from 

diagnosis, the lower the math scores (Caims, et. al., 1979). Studies suggest 

that the greater the radiation, and the lower the age of the child at the time of 

irradiation, the greater the decline in IQ scores (Schwartz, et. al., 1994; Bartel 

& Thurman, 1992). 

What is interesting, is that in most studies, cognitive decline was not 

apparent until at least three years after treatment (Bartel & Thurman, 1992; 

Moffitt, 1987) In a 1984 study by Meadows, 63% of the children 

demonstrated a decrease of 10 or more points in their ftill IQ scores between 

initial test after remission and tests administered at least three years later 

(Moffit, 1987). Declines of 25 points are common, and the school 

achievement of children who survive brain tumors is markedly below diat of 



76 

the general population (Bartel & Thurman, 1992). Girls who received 

radiation treatment demonstrated a lower IQ performance on language-based 

academic skills than did the boys (Schwartz, et. al. 1994). 

Neuropsychological function noted to be impaired included; general 

memory, psychomotor problem solving, visual motor integration, memory for 

auditory sequencing, abstract reasoning ability, attention problems, and 

specific reading and math disabilities (Moffitt, 1987; Schwartz, et. al., 1994). 

Teachers report that children of cancer take longer to complete tasks, have 

difficulty following multiple commands, learn more slowly, are less active, 

are less expressive, and are less able to concentrate than children without 

cancer (Bartel & Thurman, 1992). Impaired attention and memory have been 

described in children after radiation and/or chemotherapy. Other studies 

have found these abilities to be unaffected (Dennis, et. al., 1992). 

It is important to note, that the high rate of absenteeism and the 

frequency of significant problems in die school records of children with 

cancer is alarming (Cairns, et. al., 1979). It is difficult to comprehend how a 

child who misses a month or more of school within a nine month period can 

maintain an academic achievement (Cairns, et. al., 1979). Educational 

opportunities that are lost deprive kids emotionally and intellectually, and lost 

opportunities can pay a permanent price in the wiring of the brain. A child's 

developing years is a chance to physically form the brain, not just educate. If 

missed, it may be missed forever. 

Neuropsychological assessment of pediatric head injury involves 

identification of manifest disabilities as well as a relationship between these 

disabilities and a set of core skills (Ewing-Cobbs & Fletcher, 1987). In 
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studies reported by Ewing-Cobbs & Fletcher during initial stages of recovery, 

arithmetic skills appear to be the most vulnerable to disruption. A significant 

reduction in arithmetic scores was evidenced six months after injury. Two 

years after injury, 55% of the children were reading one or more years below 

their chronological age level. Even mild injury evidenced a reduced 

performance on measures of naming, expressive and written language 

fiinctions, writing to dictation, writing to copy, and visual naming. 

Twenty-six percent of the children less than nine years of age at injury had 

either failed a grade or were placed in resource classes. Twenty-one of the 

older children received special placements. Ewing-Cobb & Fletcher state: 

'• The wide range of neuropsychological sequelae following head 
injury in children underscores the need for broad-based assessment 

of abilities. Neuropsychological assessment is crucial for maximizing 
adjustments to academic envirormients since even subtle changes in 
cognitive processing abilities may reflect changes in skills involving 
abstract reasoning, psychomotor speed, language usage, or sequencing. 
Difficulties in visual motor, and visual motor functions may lead to 
educational problems involving graphomotor activities such as writing 
and copying. Moreover, such difficulties often provide highly visible 
evidence to children of changes in their abilities. Attention and 
memory deficits clearly have major implications for the child's 
adjustment to the classroom. Although previously acquired 
information is frequently unaffected, learning and retaining new 
information may be quite disrupted. This often necessitates 
significant changes in the curriculum as well as modifications 
of child and family expectations for performance. Additionally, 
difficulties in higher order processing, such as generalizing from 
one situation to another, independently organizing work, and 
reduced rate of information processing, may also affect academic 
adjustments. Since changes in emotional and behavioral functioning 
interact with alterations in cognitive flmctioning, family issues and 
the child's adjustment must be addressed. Assessments of these 
factors and provision of appropriate cognitive and behavioral 
interventions at home and at school may markedly facilitate the 
head injured child" (p.528). 
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In fact, changes in core grade point average occur in the third and 

fourth year after diagnosis (Cairns, et. al., 1979). This time-frame 

corresponds to the research that demonstrates a drop in IQ points after three 

to four years into remission. 

According to the research, we should expect to see a drop in Valerie's 

overall IQ score by at least ten points three to four years after Valerie's 

treatment. Not having the benefit of pre and post IQ scores at this time, this 

would be difficult to ascertain. However, based upon what I have learned 

from Valerie, I don't find the information to be pertinent. 

I caution the readers of this research to not mix apples with oranges. 

The decline in IQ scores does not necessitate a decline in cognitive abilities; 

as premised by the research stance. The score on an IQ test does not tell us 

anything about Valerie as a learner, or her competencies. IQ scores 

flucmate. They are but one artificial measure of one type of intelligence. In 

other words, it's interesting, but it doesn't help me as her teacher. In fact, I 

dismiss the information as being misleading, and in some cases harmful. If 

taken at face value, it sets in motion a circle of self-fulfilled prophecy (Rist, 

1970), for the school, the teacher, and the child. 

I have seen the school's portrait of Valerie as a learner. It is all based 

upon standardized measures; and it is incomplete and inaccurate. The use of 

standardized tests for the purposes of discussing competency with children 

who underwent cancer treatment is inappropriate. The research readily 

attests to the fact that standardized measures are not within a cancer 

survivor's mode of organizing, processing, or competencies. Given the 

circumstances, we should expect the test scores to be lower. 
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I understand that the use of an IQ score over a period of time would 

inform researchers of what is happening with that child on this particular 

measure. And, as a baseline for comparison, the data offers something to 

talk about within this context. But, we must be careful not to confuse an 

artificial measure with competence or ability. As a scientist, I would like to 

investigate the scenario further. As a teacher, it only offers me a red herring. 

Cancer And Special Education 

It may be appropriate for the school to provide services under the 

category of the law that applies to children with chronic illness (Peckham, 

1993). Under Public Law 101 - 476, Individuals with Disabilities Act, 

children treated for cancer are entitled to special education services 

(Schwartz, et. al., 1994). Such services might include intermittent 

homebound instruction or resource support with a "watch and see" 

individualized education program (Peckham, 1993). Recommendations 

fi*equently include: compensatory strategies that utilize the students' learning 

and performance strengths to circumvent weakness, modifications in the 

mode of presenting information or in the manner of response, alternate 

testing arrangements to include separate administrations or extended time, 

special recall aides or cues, technologic devices such as spell check or 

calculators, experimental teaching which measures performance across 

different instructional conditions, curricular modifications, the teaching of 

organizational skills and time management, and other means of 
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accommodating the individual's learning process in the school setting 

(Schwartz, et. al., 1994). 

The US Office of Education defines a specific learning disability as 

those children who have a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 

processes involved in understanding or in using spoken or written language 

(Tamapol & Tamapol, 1977). The disorder may manifest itself in an 

imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 

calculations (Tamopol & Tamapol, 1977). In a study where none of the 

cancer children were previously in special education, 50% of the children 

under the age of six, and 11% over the age of six, were placed in special 

classes after treatment (Bartel & Thurman, 1992). 

However, due to the individualized nature of cancer treatment effects, 

an educator cannot make generalized conclusions regarding the special 

educational needs of cancer children (Kirten & Liverman, 1977). Each child 

must be treated according to his or her individual demonstrated needs 

(Schwartz, 1994; Kirten & Liverman, 1977). 

The IQ research previously cited stated that many of the children 

studied were in special education placements. If we assume that the special 

education services that the children received in the studies were similar to 

Valerie's experiences in special education and also do not meet the needs of 

die children, dien it stands to reason that learning will not take place and gaps 

in their education will continue to increase. And, if you believe that 

educational experience transfers into intelligence, then again you should 

expect to see a drop in IQ scores of these children. 
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To recreate the IQ studies with the intent of informing educators, one 

must remove some of the variables. My first concem is why these children 

were all initially and routinely placed in special education programs when the 

research states that the child's competencies prior to treatment are not 

impaired. I believe through Valerie's experiences that school administrators 

and educators feel like they need to do something. By the very existence of 

special education, regular classroom teachers are made to feel that any child 

with special needs is beyond their expertise and competency. As it stands, 

our only solution for kids who need more from school is to place them in 

special education. 

As an educator, I need to see longitudinal data, in the form of actual 

work samples, that portray the strengths, competencies, and difficulties of 

cancer survivors under varying situations, for the research to be helpful. 

Rather than choosing just a sample of special education students who 

survived cancer, 1 would like studies to focus on survivors who remain in the 

regular classroom as well. The regular classroom setting needs to be 

thoroughly described so that the educator can use their own knowledge to 

make determinations regarding the researcher's conclusions. Just placing a 

child in a regular classroom setting does not mean that the curriculum is 

structured to accommodate the child's needs. These studies also need to be 

categorized by type of cancer as well as amount and types of treatment. Age 

at onset is also necessary. 
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Issues Facing Cancer Treatment In Children 

It is apparent that the field of oncology is struggling with the questions 

and concerns regarding the long-term effects of cancer treatment in survivors. 

In fact, with cancer containing so many variables, such as age at onset of 

treatment, extent of treatment, and location of treatment, it is difficult to get a 

base-line on even the short-term results of cancer treatment, except for die 

known complications and physical side-effects created during treatment. As 

Valerie's mother has continuously informed me, "Valerie's needs are always 

changing." It is so very important then that we treat each child as an 

individual when it pertains to their academic needs and status, and that these 

needs be continuously monitored to adapt to newly expressed needs at any 

given time. What Valerie needs today, she may not need tomorrow. 

A summary of the research tells me tiiat: 

• Nobody knows the extent of complications from radiation and 
chemotherapy, especially over long-term periods in cancer survivors. 

• Competency in children of cancer appears to be the same; however, 
performance appears to be effected in the areas of memory, speed of 
processing, and the ability to "put things together" cognitively. 

• Due to observed abilities, modifications to the classroom may be needed 
in the areas of allowing more time for classwork and/or testing situations, 
modifying the manner in which a test is given, repeated and/or written 
directions, assessing the child across domains utilizing various assessment 
measures, aid in organizing work and materials. 

• The child should be made to feel as normal as possible. 
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There is little research information regarding the nature of cancer 

complications and how they apply academically. The academic aspects I was 

able to glean were from observing and working with Valerie in the 

classroom. And, in all honesty, much of what 1 learned was from simply 

asking Valerie what we needed to do to support her. 

I am pleased that much of the cancer research confirms most of my 

intuition and observations regarding the holistic nature in which Valerie 

learns with regards to transferring, organizing, and retaining content 

information. The modifications suggested in the research appeared on 

Valerie's monitoring lEP prior to graduating from our classroom; and remain 

on her LEP today. These modifications were based upon my classroom 

observations and interactions with Valerie throughout the school year. 

The research on the school situations and competencies of cancer 

survivors is slim. Up until recently it has not been necessary. Now it cannot 

be ignored. Because of the increasing numbers of children surviving cancer, 

the long-term academic success of a child may be determined by a classroom 

teacher. It is imperative that further studies such as this not only be 

conducted, but that they focus upon real-life assessments that allow teachers 

to make informed decisions and create brain compatible curriculum and 

learning conditions for the cancer survivor. 
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Chapter 4 

SPECIAL EDUCATION AND VALERIE 
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Figure 4.1; A work sample from Valerie's special education classroom 

Reading and writing are language (K. Goodman, 1994). Teachers of 

reading and writing therefore need to understand how children develop 

language, what it is that children learn as their language develops, and how 

children use what they know about language to transact meaning (Rhodes & 

Dudley-Marling, 1988). 
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[n order to discuss how Valerie's special education classroom supported her 

as a learner, we need to view learning and literacy from a special education 

perspective, and we need to view Valerie in her special education setting. 

I have several philosophical differences with the dominant theoretical 

orientation of special education. I believe that die field's definitions and 

perceptions of learning and literacy tend to be problematic in that they have 

great potential for creating curriculum and programs that are actually 

educationally unsound based upon the students' demonstrated needs. My 

first concern deals primarily with the field of learning disabilities, its many 

definitions, diagnoses, and treatments. My second concern is in the area of 

special education resource pullout, it's placement criteria, disfranchisement 

of community, and separation of curriculum. My third concern is political. 

It is based upon cultural and social issues of democracy, hegemony and die 

hidden curriculum. These concerns are addressed below. 

Learning Disabilities 

Taylor (1991) states that there are serious questions regarding the 

accuracy of the labels we ascribe to children. Given the widely ranging 

characteristics employed in classifying learning disabilities, more than 80% 

of all school-age children could be classified as learning disabled by one or 

more definitions currently employed by the field of special education 

(Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; Biklen & ZoUers, 1986). Furthermore, based upon 

the documentation of those children already classified as learning disabled 

and those not, experienced educators could not tell the difference (Algozzine, 
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1985; Ysseldyke, et al., 1982; Gartner & Lipsky, 1987). Through this lack of 

definitional integrity, the learning disabled classification becomes so vague 

that it can be used for learning difficulties caused by motivation, constitution, 

and/or environment (Biklen & ZoUers, 1986; Sapon-Shevin, 1995). 

Dyer and Binkney (1995) state that educators have no reliable way to 

distinguish between children with organic leaming problems and children 

that simply need more and better instruction. One of the problems is that once 

children are labeled as leaming disabled, few ever obtain academic 

achievement comparable to their peers (Dyer & Binkney, 1995). In fact, the 

available evidence suggests that LD students continue to fall further behind 

their peers even after participating in special education programs (Walmsley 

&Allington, 1995). 

In the I980's children labeled as leaming disabled had grown by 135% 

from the previous decade (Fomess, 1988). Recent reports by the U.S. 

Department of Education note that almost two million children today are 

classified as leaming disabled (Dyer & Binkney, 1995). Some researchers 

believe that this disproportionate number is due to schools scrambling to 

improve their effectiveness ratings, and receive additional funding (Biklin & 

Zollers, 1986). The Intemational Reading Association "is convinced that 

millions of children are intentionally being mislabeled as 'leaming disabled' in 

an attempt to gain some support for extra services for these children" (1995, 

p.2). The educational paradigm embraced by most of special education is 

becoming not only suspect, but appears to self-perpetuate the field. 

Sarason and Doris refer to this as the "search for pathology" (Wixson 

& Lipson, 1986). For example: When an able reader fails to complete a task 
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we often see it as a result of the task. When a less-able reader fails, we 

assume the failure reflects some internal neurological disorder and initiate the 

"search for pathology". Wixson and Lipson point out that "although we 

accept variability in able readers we rarely allow for this possibility in 

evaluating the performance of less-able readers" (1986, p. 131). The authors 

argue that reading disability, like reading ability, is interactive and therefore 

subject to variability. However, "when reading disability is viewed from the 

same perspective as reading ability the necessity for identifying the disability 

is eliminated and our attention is refocused on how each child performs 

under different conditions and which set of conditions is likely to facilitate 

learning" (Wixson & Lipson, 1986, p. 136). 

From its inception, die notion of learning disabilities implied die 

presence of a neurological disorder (McKnight, 1986). Yet, in one blind 

study in which LD students were compared with students who were deemed 

academically successful no differences were found in the neurological status 

between groups (McKnight, 1986). 

The concept of perceptional disorders, such as auditory and visual, are 

predominately used in working definitions of children labeled as LD. Yet 

results of numerous studies aimed at determining the relationship between 

learning difficulties and "percepmal" measures have not yielded promising 

data (McKnight, 1986). 

Lyons (1989), found that many children classified as learning disabled 

were not really organically disabled at all. They were only having difficulty 

learning to read. When these students were placed in a learning situation 

where they developed various reading strategies (Reading Recovery) they 
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were reading at the average level of their peers within thirteen weeks. Lyons 

discovered that most of the LD students were placed in programs that offered 

limited reading strategies and slowed down instruction that offered no 

educational value. And, as AUington states, "Slowing down the pace of 

instruction ensures that children will always remain behind other children 

whose instruction proceeds at a normal pace" (1995, p.8). 

AUington also believes that we as educators "need to think of 

individual differences less as indicators of how much or how little children 

might learn, and instead think of them as indicating how much intensive 

instruction will be needed to accelerate their literacy development and move 

them alongside their peers" (1995, p.6). And, there is good evidence that 

children with low reading scores can learn to read right along with their 

classmates; providing that they receive substantially more quality instruction 

than is normally accessible (Ailington, 1995). 

Reading and language difficulties are perceived to be the most 

widespread and persistent problems experienced by children labeled as 

learning disabled (Kuder, 1991). The answer then as to who is LD and who 

is not may very well depend upon the conceptual framework that is used to 

define reading and reading disability (Wixson & Lipson, 1986). 

Furthermore, special education teachers are trained to be adept at knowing 

how to respond to a child with processing difficulties. Reading teachers are 

trained to teach children with reading difficulties. In most cases, special 

education teachers are not qualified to handle a student who is having 

difficulties in core content areas (International Reading Association, 1995), 

specifically reading (Biklin & Zollers, 1986). 
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Yet, this prevailing emphasis on looking for physical dysfunctions 

continues to ignore us the educators and places the blame upon the child 

(Biklin & Zollers, 1986; Skrtic, 1991). Johnston suggests that current 

assessments in special education are solely concerned with explaining the 

variability between individual's performance in terms of relatively fixed traits 

inside the learner. They do not explain within-individual variability in terms 

of specific interactions among reader, text, and context (Wixson & Lipson, 

1986). Recent suggestions that assessment be focused on the instruction in 

contrast to the learner are a step in the right direction (Wixson & Lipson, 

1986). 

Tomlinson (1982) argued that school's ineffectiveness has spawned a 

profession of special education. The Handbook of Research on Teaching 

(Wittrock, 1986) suggests that regardless of what we call them, or where we 

place them, schools have simply not been successful in teaching the mildly 

handicapped. The growth of the learning disability field can therefore be 

seen as a predictable outcome of teachers noticing children in trouble and 

wanting to provide something. The result is diat all kinds of kids who need 

something more from school are being classified (Ysseldyke, et al., 1982; 

Biklin & Zollers, 1986). 

Moats & Lyon (1993) report some disturbing facts: 

• 50% of all special education is learning disabled (p.282). 

• 5% of all school enrollment is classified as learning disabled (p.284). 

• Each state is left to determine its operational definition of learning 
disabilities; therefore a child may be LD in one state and not in another 
(p.284). 
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• Teachers refer children for special education assistance based upon 
teachers' need for additional help with that student; rather than on any 
objective characteristic of the child (p.284). 

• Modifications are made, laws are mandated - and all in the absence of a 
clear definition as to who is LD in the first place (p. 285). 

• Many diagnostic decisions about LD are based on technically inadequate 
tests and measures (p. 285). 

• The Intemational Reading Association (1995) reports that on the national 
level, students who are labeled as learning disabled drop-out of school at a 
rate of one out of every five students. 

Biklin and Zollers refer to learning disabilities as an "enigma". The 

word "enigma" stems from a Greek root word meaning "to speak in riddles", 

difficult to understand. This word, they believe, "captures both the current 

bewilderment and ill-defined term. The overall results are that we have a 

field [of education] that manifests an extraordinary growth rate and an 

extraordinary crisis" (1986, p. 580). Based upon research and current 

literature, many professionals are dismissing the existence of learning 

disabilities (Ross, 1976; Bicklin & Zollers, 1986; McKnight, 1986). 

Special Education Placement 

"Special education is trying to force the innately predictable into the predictable, 
the unmeasureable into the measurable, and the wholeness into fragmentation" 
(Heshusius, 1982, p.l 1). 
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The Texas Education Agency (1989), looked at children who were 

considered "at risk" in the hopes of finding information that could lead to 

better education and also decrease the dropout rate. The children identified 

as "at risk" were also termed "slower leamers", and have traditionally met 

with school failure. The studied children all have IQ's between 70-89, and 

are said to make-up about 20-23% of the population of our students. They 

are approximately 1.5 to 2 years academically behind their peers in both 

observed and tested achievement, and have more than likely been retained at 

least once. 

Although usually referred for special education services, slower 

leamers do not qualify based upon their recorded IQ score. Typically, a 

student qualifies for special education services under die classification of a 

leaming disability if the student demonstrates a ten point difference between 

their tested achievement and tested ability. Slower leamers do not qualify 

for services because they are said to be working up to their potential, there is 

no demonstrated discrepancy between ability and achievement. 

I bring this up because of the arbitrary nature in which placement of 

our children is decided. The use of the IQ test as a fixed valid method of 

determining a child's ability is suspect (Clay, 1987; Kavale, 1990; Siegel, 

1990; Lightfoot, 1972). To use the measure as a criteria for placement 

appears both unprofessional and negligent. It is reported that Binet first 

developed the intelligence test as a result of seeking an objective procedure as 

a reaction to the subjective placement of children into institutions. Ironically, 

the labeling we have been trying to eliminate results in part from Binet's 

concem and response to another such problem (Takanishi, 1978). 
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In the field of special education educators predominantly base their 

decision to place or not place children not only upon the measured IQ score, 

but also die ten point discrepancy between IQ and achievement. The ten 

point discrepancy is in itself a random number chosen for the purposes of 

identifying a cut-off point (Texas Education Agency, 1989). There is 

nothing magical or educationally sound or relevant about the cut-off margin. 

It was arbitrarily determined solely for establishing learning disability criteria. 

This learning disability definition also assumes that there is a one-to-one 

linear relationship between intelligence test scores and scores on achievement 

tests; which is not accurate (McKnight, 1986). 

The standardized tests that are utilized to determine achievement and 

placement are also highly suspect. They have been criticized for lack of 

reliability as well as validity (Stowell & Tiemey, 1995; Withers & Lee, 1988; 

McKnight, 1986; Beers & Beers, 1980; Shepard, 1994; McLaren, 1994; 

Coles, 1978). 

Gibbs (1995), lists some commonly held testing assumptions that 

research has proven differently: 

• Tests actually measure ability 

• Test takers are assumed to have underlying mental abilities 

• Correct answers to a test signify abilities/incorrect answers do not 

• The meaning of test items is shared by tester and recipient - common 
culture 

• The testing situation assumed to be minimal 

• The tester plays a passive role 
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It is Gibb's contention that we need to redefine our notion of "smart" as 

measured by IQ and standardized achievement tests. These measures may 

actually matter less than the qualities of mind once referred to as "character". 

Pull Out Services 

Once children are identified as having a learning disability most LD 

students are pulled out from the regular classroom to obtain resource services 

from a special education teacher (Biklin & Zollers, 1986). Manysmdents 

themselves question why they need to be labeled in order to find security and 

acceptance in their schools. Why are they accepted in one room and not the 

other (Biklin & Zollers, 1986)? 

In Valerie's situation she was labeled as "traumatic head injury", not 

"learning disabled". However, these are merely names of classifications. It 

doesn't matter what educators call a label if the results are that the instruction 

remains the same. Regardless of whether Valerie was classified as traumatic 

head injury or learning disabled, she received the same pull-out special 

education instruction, and sat in the same classroom, as her labeled teaming 

disabled and EMH peers. Pullout classes continue to be the most utilized 

remedial arrangements for LD students. And according to Biklin and 

Zollers, pullout education simply does not work (1986). 

Pull out education has been found to result in disjointed and 

interrupted school days (Reynolds & Wang, 1983). This inconsistency is 

created by lack of curricular coordination, different institutional approaches 

and paradigms, different objectives, different behavior expectations, and 
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contrasting teaching styles that tend to confuse rather than compliment. Dual 

responsibility for special education students usually result in administrative 

loss and shifting responsibility. This results in a system where no one is 

accountable for the child (Biklin & Zollers, 1986). Biklin and Zollers 

identify other problematic areas with pullout instruction (1986, p. 582): 

• Special class placement does not address the immediate cause of the 
referral. Instead it removes the child from die experience and training 
necessary to teach them how to perform in a regular classroom. 

• Given that troublesome behavior precipitates a high proportion of 
LD referrals, it is not surprising that pullout does little to alter the original 
difficulties. 

• Negative effects of segregation, stereotyping, alienation, and 
discrimination are reported among pullout students. 

• Pullout reinforces a perception of students as failing, which affects 
teacher expectations. 

• Efficiency studies fi:om the I930's to present have consistently 
found special education classes to be less effective or show no advantage. 

• Pupils who do not fit in, perform poorly, are imlikeable, or 
problematic become handicapped pupils and are pulled out for special 
education classes. 

• Pullout education does not provide the type of quality schooling 
these students need. Many of diese students need more instruction. 
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Special Education Curricuium 

"Recent analysis show that students are far more proficient in regurgitating facts 
and performing at lower levels of cognition than in solving problems. Many can 
give short, written answers to questions but have difficulty writing a coherent 
paragraph. Some who have no difficulty recalling important dates and individuals 
caimot relate two events occurring in different places at different times... There is 
no need to go beyond simpler levels of knowing if these are the ones preferred" 
(Goodlad, 1984, p.299). 

"In special education we have practically made a religion of the parts, as 
easy-to-implement means, and confused them with the ends" (Heshusius, 1982, p. 10). 

In Goodlad's study of schools (1984), the two classroom activities 

observed the most were lecturing and working in workbooks or on 

worksheets. Students were neither engaged nor utilizing their fiill intellectual 

abilities. Teachers controlled what, when, where, and how students were 

going to learn. Fifty-five percent of the elementary children studied reported 

not participating in their education. The meaningfulness of this repetitive, 

droll instruction has often been criticized (Smith, 1986; Bigelow, 1994; 

Brown, et al., 1989). 

Dewey argued that participating in school and society is crucial to 

leaming and to democracy (1963). He defines a slave as one who carries out 

the intentions of another person, but who is prevented from creating his or 

her own intentions. This type of rote instruction, predominately called "skill 

& drill", does more than bore and miseducate children; it inhibits their civic 

and emotional developments (Shor, 1992). 

Jackson (1985) refers to this type of instruction as mimetic. Mimetic 

principles do not begin to cover all of the teaching situations that exist. 
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Research shows that even very young children engage in complex reasoning 

tasks (Rothman, 1991; Smith, 1986) once thought beyond their ability. 

When schools force children to master basic skills or long lists of isolated 

subskills before they can be exposed to richer analytical processes, leaming is 

hampered (Rothman, 1991). In addition, routine practices such as multiple 

choice and filling in the blanks often mask the persistence of children's 

misconceptions. The decontextualized nature of instruction reduced to 

isolated components for skill & drill exercises may actually make it harder for 

students to see connections. These rote drills often lead to inert knowledge; 

knowledge which is stored in the head, but never used. In fact, knowledge 

and skills taught in isolation with little experience provided for application 

are unlikely to be used outside the classroom (Rothman, 1991). 

A majority of teachers hold the empiricist view that knowledge is 

reducible to objective facts; teaching is the transmission of those facts; and 

leaming is the accumulation of those facts (Shapiro & FCilbey, 1990). In this 

modernistic view of literacy there is only one right answer. Teachers operate 

only in the mode of direct instruction, and "mastery" is easily measured 

(Kincheloe, 1993). Goodlad believes that "the emphasis on facts, and the 

recall of information suggests a probability that teachers do not know how to 

teach for higher levels of thinking" (1984, p. 137). 

And yet, with all of our research regarding situated cognition, reader 

response theory, whole language philosophy, multiple intelligence, 

transactional sociopsycholinguistic models of reading (Goodman, K., 1994), 

and writing processes evidenced through writing workshop formats, the field 

of special education continues to predominantly fimction within a 
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modernistic reductionist paradigm (Smith-Burke, et al., 1991; Heshusius, 

1982). Everything Valerie did in her pull-out classes was isolated, 

decontextualized, pre-determined, and capable of being "statistically" 

measured in one aspect or another. 

Heshusius states that die dominant paradigm under which we work 

with and think about children reflects a set of assumptions about behavior, 

teaching, and learning - and not teaming (1982). It is this difference in 

paradigms that began the conflict at Valerie's school. 

In a descriptive study showing how the mechanistic assumptions 

dictate the field of special education, the most recurring theme was the 

prescribed rigidity of the teaching - learning process (Heshusius, 1982). 

Teaching and leaming were reduced to rules and instrumentality. Due to the 

required quantification and measurement, it was noted that teaching and 

leaming did not operate at levels that would be meaningful to the child, nor 

that which is worthwhile. Special Education educators appeared to perceive 

the required quantifications and rules as ends in themselves - rather than the 

children. 

Many special education teachers believe that curriculum areas as well 

as psychological, emotional, and other aspects of human behavior, can be 

broken down into discrete, observable, and measurable steps (Heshusius, 

1982). According to this view of leaming, these steps can be arranged 

sequentially, taught, and quantitatively measured as outcome. This 

perspective dictates that the time needed for teaching can be predicted, the 

best way to teach can be determined, and such pre-planning can cover a 

period as long as one year without revision. The student is seen as a 
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"reactive/passive organism" (Heshusius, 1982) similar to Pavlov's dog. In 

this view, expected outcomes can be stated and accountability appears real. 

If learning disability is a diagnosis, then the lEP is certainly the 

prescription. The EE? (Individualized Education Program), predominately 

written prior to the special education teacher ever actually working with the 

child, is again based upon a mechanistic behavioral model. The [EP infers 

that psychological abilities exist, they are measured by valid tests, they are 

causally related to academic skills, they should be taught in isolation, and 

direct explicit teaching will remedy the weak abilities (Heshusius, 1982). 

In a comprehensive review of remedial programs, remediation 

primarily involved individual worksheet tasks, and children were rarely 

required to read more than one or two sentences at a time (Allington & 

McGill-Franzen, 1989). Allington (1995), noticed that the resource subskill 

curricula contain so many isolated skill activities that the children spent very 

little time actually reading and/or writing. And, the time spent in skill and 

drill instruction did not increase reading achievement. Resource techniques, 

and materials utilized, are commonly mere imitations of regular skill oriented 

classroom techniques that have been slowed down and adapted to smaller 

classrooms (Kelly, 1971). While researchers in the field of learning 

disabilities have been devoted almost exclusively to smdying the products of 

learning, very little attention has been given to the processes that brought 

about those products. 

Although some theorists suggest that the field of special education has 

no paradigmatic grounding; Poplin (1988) argues that the field is firmly 
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theory. 

The mechanistic model has decidedly been left behind by the field of 

physics; the field responsible for its origin (Newtonian Physics). As stated 

by Bohm, the theoretical physicist, "The notion that the fragmentations are 

really separate has led to destructive results" (1980, p.2). 

Non-mechanistic (holistic) paradigms acknowledge reality as a 

complexity; both more and different from the totality of its parts. The parts 

can be understood only in their relationship to the whole (Heshusius, 1982). 

Non-mechanistic teachers see the child as an open system interacting with 

their environment in nonlinear, unpredictable and complex pattems 

(Heshusius, 1982). Goals may be reached from different initial conditions 

and in unpredictable ways. 

Whole language philosophy emphasizes that language should be kept 

whole. It stresses the interaction of social, conceptual and linguistic 

processes which result in a meaning-centered literacy program. As evidenced 

by Valerie, there is an underlying match between the principles of whole 

language and the demonstrated academic and social needs of many of those 

children labeled as learning disabled students (Keefe & Keefe, 1993). 

It has become apparent from both my teaching experiences and current 

literature (Keefe & Keefe, 1993; Moore, 1990; Weaver, 1991; Bloome, et al., 

1991; Shanklin, 1991; Smith-Burke, etal., 1991; Westby & Costlow, 1991; 

Rhodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988), that a non-mechanistic model of teaching 

based upon whole language philosophy would benefit children not only in 
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"regular" classrooms, but also those classrooms where children are labeled "at 

risk" or "learning disabled". 

Special Education, Critical Pedagogy, And Hegemony 

Acting critically "requires a painful process of radically examining our current 
positions and asking pointed questions about the relationship that exists between 
these positions and the social structures from which they arise. It also 
necessitates a serious in-depth search for alternatives to these almost 
unconscious lenses we employ and an ability to cope with an ambiguous 
situation for which answers can now only be dimly seen and will not be easy to 
come by" (Apple, 1975, p. 127). 

Teachers need to become more political (Routeman, 1996; Liston & 

Zeichner, 1988; Smyth, 1987). It is an educator's moral obligation as a 

reflective practitioner to actually shape the intent and conditions of schools 

(Giroux, 1985). McLaren (1994), refers to critical pedagogy as providing " 

historical, cultural, political, and ethical direction for those in education who 

still dare to hope". The major task of a critical pedagogist is to disclose and 

challenge the role that schools play in our cultural and political life 

(McLaren, 1994, p. 168). 

As educators we need to move away from "how" questions towards an 

analysis stance of "what" and "why" questions (Smyth, 1987). We need to 

ask why we subscribe to standard values and notions reinforced by schools 

and non-critical educators. Unexamined notions are a plethora in the 

classroom: good kids are quiet kids, workbook skills are equated with 

reading, children and curriculum are divisible by grade levels, demonstrated 
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achievement reflects ability, et cetera. Not until teachers are encouraged to 

take the kind of critical stance where moral issues cannot be separated from 

educational issues, will they become capable of advocating successfully for 

children (Smyth, 1987). 

Teachers need to take control of their teaching. They should be more 

than passive participants in a curriculum (Smyth, 1989). They should reflect 

upon their practice (Smyth, 1987; Smyth, 1989), and put the decision making 

back with the teacher (Smyth, 1989). Kohl (1983), states that if teachers do 

not actively assume responsibility for theory making and testing, these 

decisions will be made for them. Michael Apple refers to this as the 

"deskilling" of teachers. Teachers are released from pedagogical decision 

making, thus transferring dieir professional control back to the "authorities" 

(Simon, 1992). 

It is a commonly held belief that teachers don't employ theory in their 

practice (Smyth, 1987). They are not able to describe their practices; nor are 

they informed by what theories affect their practice. Educators should 

confront the causes and effects of their practice, as well as assume a 

restructuring stance that allows the educator to question how they themself 

can change (Smyth, 1989). If teachers do not think critically they will be 

unable to broaden the minds of their students (Greene, 1995). 

Kohl warns that there are always movements afoot that are committed 

to usurping power away from teachers and placing it in the hands of special 

interest groups (1983). In fact, if teachers continue to negotiate away their 

educational power by giving up their responsibility as intellectuals then it will 

be inevitable (Kohl, 1983). 
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Teachers, like any group of oppressed people, have become 

"domesticated". They have become "passive recipients of action by others. 

As domesticated individuals, they are not invited to participate actively or 

creatively in the world in which they operate. The structures which 

perpetuate the status quo are never discussed, or more often they are obscured 

by alternative forms of debate and discussion" (Freire, 1974, p. 12). 

Teachers are reduced to what Giroux calls "clerks of the empire" (McLaren, 

1994). Their dreams, desires, and voices are frequently silenced in order to 

remove distractions to industry's call for a more complacent, compliant, and 

devoted work force. 

Apple stated that, "What counts as legitimate knowledge in our 

educational institutions has always had close connections both to those 

groups who have economic, political, and cultural power and to conflicts 

over altering these relations of power" (Willinsky, p. ix). Schools are not 

neutral. They are socially constructed realities; yet most educators are not 

critical pedagogists. They do not question how or why reality becomes 

constructed in certain ways. 

The knowledge that gets into schools is akeady a choice filtered 

through ideological and economic commitments. It is a form of cultural 

capital tfiat often reflects die perspectives and beliefs of powerftil segments of 

our social collectively (Apple, 1981). Pedagogy often appears to be based 

upon the reproduction of the dominant ideology. To examine this we only 

need to look at the knowledge that is made available and not available 

(Apple, 1981). 
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Anyon (1981), refers to this as the "hidden curriculum". In her one 

year ethnographic study of different social classes in school settings, Anyon 

found that the curriculum differed dependent upon the social economic stahis 

of the students and their families. In the woridng class school, work was 

defined as following procedures. The curriculum was controlling, 

mechanical, involved rote instruction, and involved little decision making or 

choice on the part of the child. In the middle class school, work tasks were 

also usually mimetic in nature and did not require creative thought. Answers 

were usually found in books or by listening to the teacher. They were rarely 

generated by the student. As the status of the students went up, so did the 

expectation and request for increased analytical, creative, and individual 

thought. The children in the "executive elite" schools were seen to be given 

something that none of the other schools provided; they were not only 

acquiring symbolic capital (such as those children in "professional" schools), 

but were obtaining practice in the manipulation of diese "socially legitimated 

tools". Anyon concluded that "these differences may not only contribute to 

the development in the children in each social class of certain types of 

economically significant relationships and not others but would thereby help 

to reproduce this system of relations in society. In the contribution to the 

reproduction of unequal social relations lies a theoretical meaning and social 

consequence of classroom practice" (p.339). 

In Rist's report (1970) on student social class and teacher expectations 

he found that our system of public education actually perpetuates what it is 

ideologically supposed to eradicate - "class barriers which result in inequality 

in the social and economic life of the citizenry" (p.449). Not only did Rist's 
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report help illuminate the concept of the self-fulfilled prophecy, but he also 

highlighted the insidious nature in which social class is taught and 

maintained. Children subliminally learn how to treat, and what to expect, 

from peoples in varying caste systems. 

Hegemony refers to the maintenance of domination by the dominant 

culture over subordinate classes or groups of people (McLaren, 1994). 

Domination is not achieved by active force, but rather by a structuring of the 

culture and experiences of the subordinate class. It is domination primarily 

through consensual social practices, social forms, and social structures 

produced in specific sites such as the church, schools, mass media, political 

systems, and the family. Hegemony thus becomes the consent of the 

dominated. The dominant class secures hegemony by "supplying the 

symbols, representations, and practices of social life in such a way that the 

basis of social authority and unequal relations of power and privilege remain 

hidden" (McLaren, 1994, p. 182). In schools, certain pedagogical practices 

become so habitual that teachers accept them as sound, normal practice. 

These expectations are particularly problematic in the field of special 

education. 

Six out of ten special education placements of white students are in the 

gifted and talented programs (McLaren, 1994); whereas only one in ten black 

students qualify for such placement. Black children are three times as likely 

as white children to be placed in classes for the educable mentally retarded. 

And todays special education classes predominately consist of children living 

in low economic situations who are members of a racial minority. Most of 

these children are also male. 
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Most special education placements result in pull-out services that are in 

itself a form of ability grouping widiin the tracking of special education. 

Pull-out services are not the same as individualized instruction, and they need 

to be abolished (Goodlad, 1984). Low track classes not only devote a large 

portion of instructional time to rote learning (our lowest cognitive level of 

knowing), but they are understood by all as being the "dumb class" (Bigelow, 

1994). Bigelow refers to this as classic victim-blaming; penalizing kids for 

their inability to turn human beings into abstractions, for their failure to recall 

disconnected factoids. Although tracking is usually advocated with good 

intentions its only justification derives from schools' persistence in teaching 

in ways that children do not learn. Tracking delivers inferior instruction, 

lowers self-esteem, reinforces negative stereotypes, and reproduces social 

hierarchies (Bigelow, 1994; McLaren, 1994; Goodlad, 1984; Shor, 1992). 

Children in these classrooms are already being treated as the underclass of 

society (Shor, 1992). These children have silent lives (LeCompte, 1993) due 

to their inferior status. "The very fact diat these silent lives must be named 

implies that those that live them may lack consciousness of their own 

oppression" (Le Compte, 1993, p. 10). It is these voices that we need to raise 

in order to critique our existing social structure. 

The curriculum utilized by special education resource classes is 

educationally unsound and hegemonic. The rote instruction evidenced in 

special education classes reflects that of the instruction Anyon (1981) found 

in the working class schools. This "hidden curriculum" prepares children for 

jobs that are routine and mechanical in nature. By teaching through the 

mimetic instruction of "one correct answer" we are disempowering children's 
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own common sense and intuitive knowledge. We are not providing children 

with opportunities to use their own common sense or form strategies for 

problem solving (Lampert, 1984; Rothman, 1991). Instead, children are told 

what they need to know and how tiiey need to learn it. As "empty slates" 

they quickly learn that they have absolutely nothing to offer in regards to their 

own education. 

Special education often neglects the child's social or cultural lives that 

he or she brings to the task. A perfect example is die intensive use of 

noncontextualized phonic skills evidenced in remediation classes. This 

continuous practice of presenting phonic skills in isolation is insensitive to 

the particular dialects of our children. Whose dialect are we teaching? 

Testing measures utilized by special education are more than unreliable 

and lack validity; they too are culturally biased and reflect whose knowledge 

is important. They are of litde educational value except to label and classify 

children into maintaining the status quo. These testing measures assure that 

our academic barriers will be kept in place (McLaren, 1994). 

Everybody in special education seems to lose. Both teachers and 

children are taught that they are not capable of thinking for themselves. The 

rigid programs and measures actually disempower the teacher to think 

professionally or in an intellectual manner (VonBertalanffy, 1967). And the 

child, who has his (or her) future imposed on them through test scores, is 

taught their role in society. The hidden curriculum prevails. 
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Valerie's Special Education Classroom 

Valerie was assigned per her lEP to attend special education resource 

classes with Mrs. Dorsey, the special education teacher. All of the children 

who received special education services for learning disabilities at Valerie's 

school received services on a pull-out basis from Mrs. Dorsey. There are no 

facilities for a self-contained special education classroom except for the 

children with multiple physical handicaps. The school principal and Mrs. 

Dorsey have determined that due to the number of children to be serviced in 

special education, it would be impossible for Mrs. Dorsey to remediate in 

each child's regular classroom setting. Mrs. Dorsey's schedule could not 

accommodate this. Pull-out special education instruction is the only option if 

services are to be received. Valerie's EP stipulated that Valerie attend Mrs. 

Dorsey's class for the subjects of reading, phonics, English, written 

expression, math, spelling, and handwriting. 

The School Day 

Valerie enters our classroom by second bell and organizes her 

classroom materials for the day while she visits with her friends. As our 

school day begins Valerie responds in her morning journal and accompanies 

her classmates to the reading carpet for our morning picture book. Shortly 

after the story begins Valerie leaves the carpet and gathers her materials to 

take to her special education classroom. 

In her special education room Valerie is grouped by ability. She works 

at the same pace and deemed academic level as the other resource students. 



1U8 

They receive instruction in spelling, handwriting, English, and written 

expression. Valerie's spelling words are derived from a discontinued spelling 

text and Valerie proceeds through her lessons chronologically. She is placed 

in a third grade spelling level and is in Spelling Mastery Group C. She 

completes the given spelling page assignment and copies her spelling words 

three times each. 

For English Valerie works out of an old English text no longer used or 

adopted by the school district. Her English is coupled with written 

expression instruction and Valerie's brief writing assignments are based upon 

the skill she is covering in the English book. If her instruction for the day is 

adverbs then her written expression would be two or three sentences that 

reflect her accurate use of adverbs. Valerie also works out of an outdated 

handwriting book for the purposes of forming letters correctly. These 

exercises consisted of copying rows of letters or words from the text. 

At the conclusion of this instruction Valerie gathers her belongings and 

rushes to meet her classmates at PE or library which is usually already in 

progress. At the conclusion of this elective activity Valerie retums to our 

classroom where she remains for approximately twenty minutes. During this 

time she usually works in her writing workshop portfolio. If she is able to be 

in our room during a literature group discussion Valerie will join die group. 

Valerie again leaves our room at 11:40 to attend her special education math 

class. This time she also takes her lunchbox so that she can rejoin her 

classmates already in the process of eating lunch at 12; 10. 

In math, Valerie works out of a math textbook. She works at the same 

pace and level as the other students in the room with her. Work usually 



reflects the copying and answering of many algorithms. The format of the 

math paper assignments are deemed as important as the content knowledge 

they contain. Her work samples show that errors in format are frequently 

noted and corrected in colored ink with regards to illegal spacing, improper 

heading, and layout of problems. 

After lunch Valerie joins her classmates for recess and comes back 

into the classroom with them at 12:45. She stays with us for the reading of 

our chapter book, and our math lessons. During math Valerie joins her 

classmates in solving and discussing a word problem placed on the overhead. 

Her responses and solutions are recorded in her math joumal. She then 

proceeds to participate in her cooperative group math activity or whole class 

instruction and interaction. At 2:00 Valerie gathers all of her school 

belongings, lunch box, backpack, and coat. She says goodbye to me and her 

classmates and leaves our classroom for the day to attend her resource class 

for reading and phonics. In resource reading Valerie reads and answers 

questions from a basal reader. She also participates in SRA reading 

activities. Valerie is dismissed for the day from her resource classroom at 

3:00. This is Valerie's schedule: 

9:00 - 9:25 Joumal, Beginning of 
Picture book 

9:25 - 10:15 Resource spelling, 
Coughlin 
Dorsey 

English, written 
expression, 
handwriting 

10:15- 11:00 PE, library 
11:00 - 11:40 Writing workshop 
11:40 -12:10 Resource math 
12:10 - 12:45 Lunch & Recess 
12:45 - 1:45 Chapter book & Coughlin 

Coughlin 
Dorsey 
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Math 
1 ;45 - 2:00 Fifth grade recess 
2:00 - 3:00 Resource reading Dorsey 

& phonics 
3:00 Dismissal 

It is noted on her EP that Valerie misses Social Studies and Science 

instruction Monday through Friday between the hours of 2:00 and 3:00; and 

she misses 15 minutes of PE on Wednesdays. It is not noted that Valerie's 

social studies curriculum is integrated with the reading curriculum, of which 

Valerie does not attend due to resource classes. 

The Setting And Instruction 

The following field notes from Mrs. Dorsey's special education 

resource room are taken from an observation dated January 24, 1994 

conducted by Dr. Pat Rigg. Dr. Rigg, an educational consultant, spent much 

of the 1993-94 school year conducting research in my classroom and working 

with children in the school. 
I 24 94 Mrs. Dorsey's Lesson ~ 10:30 - /1:00 

Mrs. Dorsey's special education resource room is situated in a small meeting 
room inside the school library. To enter her classroom one must first enter the library 
and walk to the back of the room. Mrs. Dorsey's classroom is located against the back 
wall. There are no windows to the outside, except for a small picture window that looks 
in from the library. The room is small and dark. There is no student work on any walls, 
nor any art. Along the walls to one's left upon entering is a floor-to-ceiling bookcase 
filled with boxes labeled SRA, Reading Level 3A, et cetera. Along the other half of the 
wall are desks facing the walL A schedule above those desks reads: 

9:05 - 9:25 Spelling B 
9:25 - 9:55 Expressive Writing 
9:55 -10:15 Spelling C 
10:25 -10:50 Reading II 
10:50 -11:10 Reading 
11:10-11:40 Spelling A 



1 1 1  

11:40-12:05 .Ualh 3 
DUTY TWF 12:10- 12:30 
1:00 - 1:30 Reading 5 
1:30 - 2:00 Math 1-2 
2:05 - 3:00 Reading 

The wall facing the door has a green chalkboard across most of it. In chalk and on 
manila flipchart paper are various schedules and instructions. One of these reads: 

10:00 After Recess 
1 Do reading 
2 Write spelling words 
3 Do "letter " with theraputty 
4 Read a hook! 

There are a few student desks and chairs in the room. Two boys were working in 
isolation at these when I entered. One boy had done some multiplication and divisum 
problems. Mrs. Dorsey sits with her back to the chalkboardfacing a half circle of 
student desks. She was holding up an SRA Teacher's page with the following words in 
boldface, and having the 8 kids repeat after her: 

WADE 
WADING 
OR 
SHAKE 
LAKE 

Mrs. Dorsey asked what two words rhymed When a student answered "shake lake she 
asked why. A phone call interrupted her and she had a student take over while she 
attended to the call. 

Mrs. Dorsey made constant references to "earning a minute ", and she wears a 
stop watch around her neck. When she returned to the group, Mrs. Dorsey directed a 
traditional Round Robin skills lesson. Each student was asked to read one to two lines, 
with Mrs. Dorsey saying, "Stop! Hold your finger there. " Then she would ask a 
question, such as, "What will the story be about? Look at the title. " The teacher stops 
the reading about every other sentence (in addition to stopping to correct all errors). 

Line by line, sentence by sentence, word by word, the material is read aloud, with 
correction by the teacher of any deviation from print. Teacher's advice: Go back [to the 
text], "What does a good reader do if it doesn V make sense? Go back. What does a 
good reader do if it starts to soundfunny? Go back. " After the 2-3 page material has 
been read aloud, the entire material is read orally again, faster this time. A student 
self-corrects a couple of times, and Mrs. Dorsey commends him. After this the student 
moves to a separate desk to work on an SRA workbook assignment. 



The schedule, the timepiece around the teacher's neck, the constant references by 
teacher to "earning a minute " make it clear that time is very important in this room. 

- End of field notes -

I am grateful to Dr. Rigg for her observations. As a classroom teacher 

it is nearly impossible to leave your classroom throughout the day to observe 

in another setting. And, the situation between myself and Mrs. Dorsey had 

escalated to the point where any observations on my part would have been at 

the very least, both threatening and awkward. It was also important to my 

study that an observation be conducted by a person with experience in the 

field, yet without a vested interest in the on-going conflict with Valerie. 

Valerie's Resource Classwork 

The classwork in which Valerie was participating in her special 

education class appears to correspond with elements of Dr. Rigg's 

observation (see Appendix H). Valerie's work samples reflect assignments 

resultant of a traditional classroom setting. Her assignment page for the 

week of August 30, 1993 is separated by subject areas and each square is 

filled in as to the lesson number and page number in the text that she is to 

complete for the day. Math, English, a reading basal, spelling, and 

handwriting textbooks are used by Valerie in special education. Her 

assignment sheet reflects that the lessons in each subject area were assigned 

sequentially. 

The papers which Valerie completed in her special education 

classroom reflect lines of repeated spelling words and an English assignment 



that is copied from the book. Her assignment paper for English is neatly 

organized and Valerie included the word "skip" on lines that she was to leave 

blank for formatting purposes. In one spot Valerie skipped a line where she 

wasn't supposed to and Mrs. Dorsey corrected this error in red ink. There are 

no other comments from Mrs. Dorsey on this paper. 

Valerie completed a short story based upon Lesson 32 Part D of her 

English series. This story received a grade of 95% and is corrected 

throughout in red pen for spelling errors and errors in indenting and spacing. 

Another story based upon Lesson 33 Part D receives no grade and is copied 

identically twice on the same piece of notebook paper. Valerie's story 

reflects language and sentence structure utilized in basal readers; 

The Children Played Baseball 

Tom threw the ball to Alice. She missed the ball. The ball went under the house. 
Their dog crawled under the house. The dog gave them the ball. They patted the 
dog on the back. 

In another story entitled "The Messy Little Girl" there are corrections 

made in three different colors of ink. In black ink, Mrs. Dorsey changed the 

language and wording of Valerie's sentences; crossing out areas of Valerie's 

text that Mrs. Dorsey reworded. In pink ink, Mrs. Dorsey wrote in details 

that were missing from Valerie's text. Pink ink was also used to correct 

spelling and errors of convention such as the use of possessives. In turquoise 

ink Mrs. Dorsey drew an arrow to an area of the text that requires more 

information and wrote, "You need a sentence about how she wrote on the 

wall!" Next to this arrow, Valerie's handwriting appears. Squeezed into a 



small area of space, Valerie obliged her teacher and wrote in pencil over her 

text: "She wrote on the wall." 

Valerie has one math paper as a work sample. It is from page 29 of 

the fourth grade math book. The assignment shows Valerie copying and 

completing one digit multiplication, division, addition, and subtraction 

problems numbered 1-14. At the bottom of her paper Valerie copies and 

completes math problems 26 - 29 which deal with the concepts of greater 

than and less than. These are the only work samples that Valerie has from 

her special education classes this school year. 

On Valerie's lEP it lists her classroom materials as being the basal 

reading series, reading workbooks, flash cards, behavior charts, reading 

program mastery tests, reading program checkouts, spelling mastery tests, 

math textbook, spelling textbook, handwriting textbook, and spelling games. 



Valerie In Her Special Education Classroom 

[n Valerie's special education classroom she appears to be a passive 

recipient of knowledge. She arrives and sits in her given spot on time. In her 

seat she quietly copies text, flips cards, fills in blanks, or generates 

cookie-cutter sentences to piece together as a story and turn in for a grade. 

The children are grouped by ability and neither instruction nor classwork 

appears to be individualized. Valerie is a dutiful child and performs well. 

She does not create, generate, or construct any learning or knowledge of her 

own design. Creativity is not standardized; and in this setting, it is frequently 

punished. It appears that Valerie is learning to stay between the lines and 

follow directions. 

The picture of Valerie as a learner is therefore one of respondent. 

There is something hollow in the products of her work. There is no Valerie. 

The simplistic sameness of her work means that it is correct. Yet, she pales 

on these papers. Her capabilities extend only as far as the data samples 

allow. She is hindered by their format and seems stifled by their structure. 

The shallow criteria for correctness dulls the imagination and reinforces 

Valerie's hidden beliefs: that she carmot generate anything of value towards 

her own learning. Everything Valerie needs to know is extemal and will be 

provided to her extrinisically through her mastery instruction. If she can 

learn to replicate documents then she will be both praised and promoted. It 

is this diinking that inhibits children in the regular classroom setting. Many 

children will not create or produce original work because they fear that they 

have nothing of value to offer; or that it's not correct. It takes months for a 

child to trust, accept risks, and feel confident with their own creations. 
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Valerie does academically well in her special education setting, but she 

is not happy. It is reported that she sits low in her seat. She does not joke, 

laugh, or smile. Her stance becomes withdrawn and frail. She is no longer 

outgoing; and in contrast, appears easily intimidated. Occasionally her voice 

wavers and she frequently looks apprehensive and unsure. She reminds me 

of the first day I saw her; frightened, small, ready to cry. Her "voice" is not 

evident in any of her assignments, and she appears to lose the ability to 

discuss and question simple directives she does not understand. She no 

longer appears proactive in her leaming. Instead, she seems quite hesitant 

and incapable of standing up for herself or making educational decisions 

regarding her leaming. She is transposed from leader to mute follower by a 

quick change in environment. 

Valerie's special education work samples follow her new persona. 

They are common and lack luster. As a classroom teacher, the one thing I 

can glean from Valerie's assignments is that she is neat, follows directions, 

and is obedient. I cannot use her samples to plan instruction nor evaluate. I 

am not informed by work copied to perfection; except to attest that Valerie 

copies well. But 1 have no information about Valerie's thoughts, writing 

ability, reading comprehension, interpretation of text, or her ability to use 

print in authentic relevant life situations. I can only state that if you ask 

Valerie to copy a row of words she will more than likely copy them correctly. 

The portrait of her as a leamer is severely marginalized by the 

paradigm of her education. There is little way to appear strong and 

competent in a spoon-fed curriculum that does not accept deviation. The 

special education curriculum, the employed style of behavioristic 
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transmission teaching, and the devaluing of its students silences them as 

learners; perhaps by design. In this setting, Valerie performs and looks like a 

special education student. She has no choice. It's the only work she's given. 
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Chapter 5 

WHOLE LANGUAGE AND VALERIE 

Figure 5.1: Valerie shares her notes with a classmate 

Our class has been invited to present a program on how to write and create 
family stories. The program will be presented at one of the area elementary schools 
outside of our school district. Both Valerie and Michael (a student in the gifted 
program) have been chosen by their peers to co-lead their group's presentation. Valerie 
is concerned that the notes Michael created for their presentation outline are not 
thorough. She believes that they need to include more specific information so that the 
audience can better understand what they 're discussing. It is her suggestion to 
reorganize their outline to include actual family stories to use as examples. I watch as 
Valerie leaves her desk and carries her revised outline over to Michael to explain her 
position. She is competent, confident, and empowered. 
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I am a whole language teacher (Goodman, K., 1986). Whole language 

is a philosophy and a belief system about the nature of learning and how it 

can be fostered in the classroom (Goodman, K., 1986; Weaver, 1990: Lemer, 

et. al., 1992). It encompasses a theory of learning, a theory of language, a 

language-centered view of curriculum, and a view of teaching and the role 

teachers play (Goodman, BC., 1986). 

Whole language is an evolving philosophy of learning and literacy that 

is sensitive to new insights and knowledge (Weaver, 1990). It is based upon 

the research from a variety of perspectives and disciplines such as linguistics, 

language development, sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, neurology, 

anthropology, and education (Goodman, K., 1986; Weaver, 1990). 

Kenneth Goodman, leading researcher and advocate for whole 

language, worldwide, outlines the learning theory supported by whole 

language and whole language research (1986, p. 26): 

• Language learning is easy when it's whole, real, and relevant; when it makes 
sense and is functional; when it's encountered in the context of it's use; when the 
learner chooses to use it. 

• Language is both personal and social. It's driven from inside by the need to 
communicate and shaped from the outside toward the norms of society. 

• Language is learned as pupils learn through language and about language, all 
simultaneously in the context of authentic speech and literacy events. There is no 
sequence of skills in language development. Teaching kids about language will 
not facilitate their use of language. The notion that "first you learn to read and 
then read to learn" is wrong. Both happen at the same time to support each other. 

• Language development is empowering; the learner "owns" the process, makes 
the decisions about when to use it, what for and with what results. Literacy is 
empowering too, if the learner is in control of what's done with it. 
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• Language learning is learning how to mean: how to make sense of the world in 
the context of how our parents, families, and cultures make sense of it. Cognitive 
and linguistic development are totally interdependent; thought depends on 
language and language depends on thought. 

• In a word, language development is a holistic personal-social achievement. 

Whole Language Teoets 

Whole language educators operate with a set of assumptions about 

written and oral language learning (Camboume, 1988; Goodman, K., 1986; 

Jaggar, 1985). A holistic perspective assumes that learning proceeds from 

whole to part. Heshusius contends that: 

"Holistic assumptions reverse the reductionist/mechanistic position: it is not the 
case that the dynamics of the whole can be understood from the properties of the parts, 
but rather, that the properties of the parts can only be understood from the dynamics of 
the whole. The whole is both different from and more than the sum of its parts" 
(pp.411-412). 

In terms of literacy and language learning this means diat children learn the 

meanings, functions, and forms of oral and written language through their 

use - not in isolation (Smith-Burke, et al.; 1991; Weaver, 1990; Goodman, 

K., 1986). Reading, writing, listening and speaking develop simultaneously 

with one another; each contributing to the development of the other (Rhodes 

& Dudley-Marling, 1988). "As in other areas of learning, children develop 

literacy by beginning with function and gradually developing control over 

form, by starting with gross features and gradually learning finer distinctions, 

by more and more closely approximating the complex behavior of adults 



rather than trying to master that behavior skill by isolated skill" (Weaver, 

1990, p. 24). 

Another tenet is that language learning is functional and 

integrative. "Children do not learn language and then learn to use it. They 

acquire language (and literacy) and learn to communicate with it 

simultaneously, and in the process also learn how to use language to think 

and learn" (Jaggar, 1985, p.4). What a child learns from reading a book or 

listening to a conversation becomes part of a child's linguistic data pool 

(Harste, Burke & Woodward, 1981). This data contributes to the continued 

development of other language expressions such as speaking or writing. 

According to Halliday (1982), children learn language, learn through 

language, and learn about language concurrently. 

Language and literacy learning are constructive, self-generated, 

creative processes (Goodman, Y., 1985). Children construct meaning and 

learn how to accomplish their goals through written and oral expression. 

Environments should provide multiple opportunities for children to become 

fluent, competent language users. All language learning involves 

experimentation, approximation, and discovery (Camboume, 1988; 

Camboume & Turbill, 1987; Jaggar, 1985). 

Language learning is social and collaborative. Children must 

construct their own understanding of the world. Interactions with teachers 

and peers are essential to children constructing their own understanding of 

language and how it is used (Smith-Burke, et al.; 1991; Weaver, 1990; 

Goodman, K., 1986). 



Language and language use is inherentiy variable (Smith-Burke, et 

ai.; 1991). Children's language and their meanings, uses, and forms will vary 

depending upon their social and cultural backgrounds. The differences in 

linguistic forai and functions found among children are viewed as literacy 

strengths: appropriate and useftil for the social and cultural context within 

which they were constructed (Smith-Burke, et al.; 1991). Differences are not 

viewed as deficits. 

Whole language teachers believe that much of what children learn 

is learned with little, if any, direct instruction. Whole language teachers 

believe that children learn best when they are engaged in reading, writing, 

listening, speaking, and thinking for a variety of authentic functional 

purposes (Weaver, 1990; Goodman, K., 1986). Children leam complex 

processes by engaging in these processes. Although whole language teachers 

utilize direct instructional formats, direct instruction looks different in whole 

language classrooms because whole language teachers conceptualize direct 

instruction differently than traditional teachers (Weaver, 1990). In whole 

language classrooms direct instruction is employed as a teachable moment 

either incidentally or in response to a demonstrated need from an authentic 

event in a whole group, small group, or one-to-one setting. 

Whole language teachers believe that all children come to school 

with a strong language base. All children have language and the ability 

to learn language (Goodman, K., 1986). "A whole language philosophy 

reflects and encourages a far different concept of literacy than that reflected 

in traditional classrooms" (Weaver, 1990, p. 26). Children in whole language 

classrooms are viewed as competent, capable, and developing. Whole 



language teachers build upon children's strengths. They do not ferret out or 

criticize children's weaknesses (Weaver, 1990). Rather, they create relevant, 

caring environments which foster risk-taking and responsibility for learning. 

In short, whole language teachers know that learning language is easy 

when (list from Goodman, K., 1986, p.8): 

It's real and natural. 
It's whole. 
It's sensible. 
It's interesting. 
It's relevant. 
It belongs to the leamer. 
It's part of a real event. 
It has social utility. 
It has purpose for the learning. 
The leamer chooses to use it. 
It's accessible to the leamer. 
The leamer has power to learn it. 

Language As A Process 

Reading and writing are transactive processes (Rosenblatt, 1978). 

They are always used and understood in a context that contributes to their 

meaning (Rhodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988). We do not experience 

language in isolation - "but always in relation to a scenario, some background 

of persons and actions and events from which the things are said to derive 

their meaning" (Halliday, 1978, p. 28). 
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Reading and writing require that the language user process 

graphophonic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic cues simultaneously 

(Goodman, K., 1994). As readers and writers we use a variety of 

problem-solving strategies to make decisions about print and construct 

meaning for ourselves. We predict what will happen next in a story, what 

letters are likely to be in the rest of the word, or how the author will use 

language in the rest of the sentence (Goodman, K., 1994; Rhodes & 

Dudley-Marling, 1988; Goodman, Y., et al., 1987). Proficient readers 

monitor their reading by confirming these predictions to see if they are 

making sense of the author's cues (Goodman, K., 1994; Rhodes & 

Dudley-Marling, 1988; Goodman,Y., et al., 1987). When a text doesn't 

make sense the reader has several options. The reader could read on in hopes 

that the remaining text clarifies the confusion, or reread the text in hopes of 

finding more text cues. The reader could ask for help from an outside source, 

or simply decide to stop reading. Strategies of predicting and confirming 

help readers and writers monitor their own comprehension or composition 

(Rhodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988). 

A third strategy Is integration (Goodman, K., 1994; Rhodes & 

Dudley-Marling, 1988; Goodman, Y., et al., 1987). As we read we integrate 

what we already know, believe and feel. Piaget referred to this as 

assimilation and accommodation. According to Rhodes and Dudley-Marling, 

1988: 

"We choose which information will be remembered or integrated on the basis of 
whether the information is important for the reading purposes we have established and on 
the basis of the relationship between our schema and the author's schema. Because all of 



us approach a text with different backgrounds, beh'efs, and feelings, the strategy of 
integrating renders the reading transaction unique each time a text is read." (p.31). 

Sampling Of Whole Language Research Pertinent To Study 

Gunderson and Shapiro (1987) conducted a study in Canada where 

the researchers cataloged everything written by 52 students in two first grade 

literature-based whole language classrooms. The smdents generated 18 times 

as many words as they would have had they been exposed to a basal 

program. The low frequency words that they generated reflected more 

current topics than the words from the basal readers. The study also 

challenged criticism of whole language programs failure to teach phonics. 

Analysis of spelling patterns used indicated that phonetic generalizations had 

been learned. 

In another study (Ribowsky, 1986), two kindergartens in a middle 

class all girl parochial school were used to compare a whole language 

approach to a code emphasis approach predominately evidenced in special 

education classrooms. These children all came from homes in which Hebrew 

and Yiddish were the predominant languages. There was littie exposure to 

literacy tasks in English. Students in the whole language classroom 

performed statistically significantly better on all tasks than did their 

counterparts. 

Stice, Bertrand, Thompson, and Bertrand conducted a four year smdy 

of at-risk learners. Fifty first and second graders from ten different 

classrooms (five traditional and five whole language) were matched and their 

progress was monitored over a two year period. Students in the whole 
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language classroom demonstrated reading progress on the Stanford 

Achievement Test equal or superior to their counterparts in traditional 

settings. Informal reading measures showed that the miscues of the whole 

language group were significally more semantically acceptable and that they 

used a variety of strategies to correct their miscues. The whole language 

retellings were significally higher than the other group, and the whole 

language students did not differ significandy from the other students in 

conventional spelling. 

For a more extensive overview of whole language research see 

Research On Whole Language: Support For A New Curriculum by Diane 

Stephens (1991). 

In order to see how diese theories and concepts are applied into 

practice I will describe them through the lens of what whole language looks 

like in Valerie's classroom. 

Valerie's Day 

Valerie enters the classroom and removes our transmitters from the 

battery charger and places mine on my desk. She roams around the room 

visiting with myself and classmates as she organizes her materials for the 

day. At second bell she goes to her seat and joins her friends by writing in 

her morning journal. 

When we move to the carpet for story, Valerie sits up front 

crossed-legged and eager to share. She discusses elements of the text with 

her classmates and participates in the morning poem. Valerie and her 
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classmates proceed to writing workshop where they create and generate print 

of their choice. 

While in writing workshop, Valerie and her literature discussion group 

are called to one of the reading areas to discuss and share their literature book 

with me and their peers. Valerie participates in a conversation about the text 

and proceeds to share her individual responses from the reading journal she 

maintains at home. After all of the children have had a chance to discuss and 

share their thoughts Valerie and her literature group return to writing 

workshop and continue writing and collaborating for the bulk of the morning. 

Shortly before lunch we all gather our books for DEAR (Drop 

Everything And Read) time and sit either outside on the grassy knoll near our 

classroom or inside at any of the available places in the room to read. Valerie 

often chooses to sit against a wall or under a tree and read with her friends. 

During these times she usually reads magazines, big books, poetry books, or 

picture books. If Valerie is reading her chapter book for literature discussion 

groups she tends to sit close to me. Usually these moments digress into 

conversations about the book. At the appropriate time, Valerie rushes to the 

lunch line with her classmates and after eating accompanies them to the 

playground for recess. The children enter the classroom at second bell and 

Valerie takes die afternoon roll and brings the attendance sheet to die office. 

She is wearing her transmitter so she listens to me read our afternoon chapter 

book as she walks across campus. Math follows our chapter book and 

Valerie joins her classmates in solving and discussing a math word problem 

placed on the overhead. Her responses and solutions are recorded in her 
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math journal. She then proceeds to participate in her cooperative group math 

activity or whole class instruction and interaction. 

The remainder of the afternoon is set aside for other content area 

research and inquiry. Valerie joins her peers in choosing topics of study for 

which she will explore, record, publish, and present back to the class. At 

dismissal Valerie grabs her belongings and races her friends across the 

playground where she meets her mother at the back gate. 

The Setting 

Upon entering my classroom, one is probably first struck by the walls 

and ceiling covered predominately with die children's work. Charts, stories, 

poems, projects, and art work line the shelves and hang from the ceiling. 

Bookcases are filled with books which are labeled as to genres, authors, and 

topics of interest. Plants and country crafts are scattered among the shelves 

with stuffed storybook characters and artifacts from topics studied. Music 

plays lightly in the background. 

The children's desks are in groups of six. One comer of the room is 

designated as the group reading area and contains a large throw-rug and 

rocking chair. Beanbags and pillows are scattered among the room for 

independent reading. 

The writing workshop table is situated along a back wall and contains 

a variety of paper for writing and publishing as well as markers, folders, 

address books, carbon paper, transparencies and markers, chalk boards, dry 

erase boards, envelopes, date stamps, postage stamps, chart paper, graph 
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paper, crayons, colored pens and pencils, water colors, staplers, hole 

reinforcements, tape, staple removers, rulers, brads, hole punchers, and 

assorted craft items. Lap boards and clipboards are stacked in nearby crates 

so children may write wherever they are comfortable. Their writing 

workshop portfolios are kept in stacking baskets around the classroom. 

Big books hang from pocketed bigbook holders scattered around the 

room. Books authored by children are found lining the entire perimeter of 

the classroom floor. These books are contained in small colored tubs, and are 

intermingled with store-bought published books. Magazines, newspapers, 

programs from plays, comic books, cookbooks, and atlases are found 

scattered throughout the room. 

An area of the room is designated for math manipulatives and games. 

These shelves are lined with such things as base-ten blocks, Cuisennaire rods, 

restaurant guest checks and menus, calculators, place value charts, pattern 

beads, Escher books and prints, geoboards, and math related literature and 

poetry. 

The science table is situated in the back of the room and contains such 

items as microscopes, animal bones and skulls, nests from birds and homets, 

volcano ash, shredded money, cotton plants, magnets, optical illusions, 

physic toys, a slinky, mounted insects, a bathroom scale, science magazines, 

books and poems (fiction and nonfiction), snakes and a shark fetus in a 

bottle, rocks, sea shells, an ant farm, and hand and finger puppets. 

Depending upon the activity the children are involved with, you may 

find children working at their desks either independendy or in cooperative 

groups. However, most of the day the children can be located under their 
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desks writing, or on the floor, outside on the grass, sitting in a bucket with a 

clipboard, on their desks reading, in the rocking chair, at the teacher's desk, 

or working in the shared teacher pod area. There are times when the learning 

in the room becomes extremely noisy; and there are times when the room is 

extremely quiet. 

The Curriculum 

The children spend a great deal of time reading and writing in an 

integrated workshop setting for authentic purposes. Rarely are prepared 

materials utilized. The curriculum 1 create is initially based upon my past 

experiences, professional readings, the grade level I am teaching, district 

mandates, and any known information regarding my students and their 

interests. It is usually negotiable, and always flexible. 

[n planning our curriculum, my main objectives are; to be accountable 

for the school and district mandates, provide experiences and materials that 

accommodate each child's needs, start each child where he or she is ready to 

begin, and to assist each child in taking them as far as they are academically 

wishing to go. As the children begin their classroom inquiries and 

explorations the curriculum becomes created and generated predominantly by 

the student (Short & Burke, 1991). 

My curriculum is individualized (Dell, 1972). I can usually 

accommodate any "level", interest, or circumstance. The social studies 

content is integrated primarily with the language arts and is presented 

through a literature-based instructional format (Short, 1994). 



Each school day begins with the children writing in their morning 

joumal while I perform my secretarial duties of attendance, lunch count, and 

the collection of miscellaneous signed forms and absentee excuses. The 

children are encouraged to freewrite in their moming joumal. A topic for 

discussion is provided on die blackboard for those children which desire a 

little more support and structure. After a brief sharing time of our joumal 

responses we relocate to the reading area on die mg. 

I begin each day with a picture book. The picturebook is usually part 

of an author or a topic study. The main purpose of the picture book is to 

acquaint the children with various authors, illustrators, and genres while 

fostering the love for story and books. Before reading the picturebook we 

discuss elements of the author's and/or illustrator's literary style that we 

recognize. We look at the title, cover, and endpaper to see if we can make 

predictions about the text. 

Frequently the picture book is also used to model elements of reading 

and writing that the children encounter and/or employ in their own reading 

and writing. We view the text from the perspective of both readers and 

writers. For example: one day I may choose to read a picture book while 

withholding the illustrations from the children. At the end of the text we may 

discuss what we perceived the setting of the book to look like based upon the 

author's use of colorful and descriptive language. Some picturebooks may be 

utilized to provide writing formats and storylines that the children can copy, 

extend, or expand upon in their own writing. 

The picture book is followed by the moming poem. The class helper 

for the day is responsible for choosing our poem. It is the child's job to pick 
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a poem, copy it, and illustrate it onto chart paper so that we can read it 

together in class. Occasionally a child will present an original poem, but 

more than likely, the poem for the day has been previously published. The 

child will read the poem through once, followed by a choral reading from the 

class. After discussing our thoughts and interpretations of the poem we look 

for "things we notice". "Things we notice" are elements of text, usually 

written, that the children identify in the poem. These elements could include 

use of dialect, slang, quotation marks, contractions, compound words, base 

words, spelling patterns, punctuation, capitalization of proper nouns, 

graphophonics (If 1 changed the "m" in the word my to a "b" it would be the 

word by). The poem discussion is always generated and led by the children. 

At the close of our story time we begin our reading and writing 

workshop (Atwell, 1987; Graves, 1983). The children write daily in writing 

workshop. Prior to writing, I take a status check. This status check serves as 

a daily agreement between myself and the child. It allows me to keep abreast 

of what each child is working on in their writing, and provides the child with 

a self-determined focus for the writing period. At least twice a week, the 

status check is preceded by a mini-lesson (also called a focus lesson) which 

highlights an area of demonstrated need among the children. Some 

mini-lessons focus upon elements of writing such as developing characters, 

or on elements of grammar such as tense structure. Many of the skill strands 

that the district's require can be handled nicely in mini-lessons; if most of the 

children in the class are demonstrating a need for this information. If a 

majority of the class is not demonstrating a need for a particular skill or 
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Strategy, the mini-lesson can be used in either a small group or one-on-one 

setting. 

Once writing workshop begins, the children gather their three-ringed 

notebooks that serve as their working portfolios. All of the children's 

writings and drafts throughout the year are maintained chronologically in 

their working portfolio. Published pieces that require more space are kept in 

the child's portfolio of finished pieces. 

The children are required to freewrite during writing workshop. Any 

genre for print is acceptable: letters, narratives, research, lists, comics, 

poems, songs, secret codes, et cetera. The children's only requirements are 

that they write daily, save everything, and date everything. The children have 

approximately an hour to an hour and a half daily to compose their pieces. 

The child's grade is based upon fulfilling these requirements, plus 

demonstrated growth and risk-taking in their writing. Spelling is addressed 

as an editing issue, right along with the other writing and grammatical 

conventions that make a piece of writing easier for the reader to read. 

On Tuesdays and Thursdays I wander throughout the room aiding with 

ideas, editing, and conferencing. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, I 

am usually occupied with literature discussion groups (Peterson & Eeds, 

1990; Harste, Short & Burke, 1988; Short & Pierce, 1990). 

The children are pulled from writing workshop for their literature 

discussion groups. Because our social studies content is integrated with the 

language arts we are primarily reading historical fiction and nonfiction set 

during the Colonial to the Civil War periods. Each child has a bound copy of 

a study guide that contains maps, timelines, background information and 
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pertinent events of the time period that [ created to help provide and support 

schema as well as use as a resource and reference throughout the year. This 

study guide corresponds to many of the landmarks, events, and discussions 

found in the literature the children will be reading. The study guide, 

supported by videos, picture books, and artifacts from the time period are 

used before, during, and after our reading. 

Each three week period, book sets are separated by their topics and 

placed where the children can browse through them. After a short book talk, 

the children fill out a form requesting their first three choices of books they 

would like to read. Usually, we have four or five different books going at die 

same time. The children are placed in their literature discussion groups based 

upon the book that they chose to read. 

Each child is given their chosen literature book, a gallon size baggy, a 

set of post-it notes, and a reading contract. The child's book, reading journal, 

post-it notes, journal questions, and reading contract are kept in the plastic 

baggy. Everytime we meet, die children bring their baggy to group. 

The reading contract spans a three-week period and takes on the form 

of a calendar. Each reading group day is noted and highlighted as to where 

the children are to be in their reading on that given day. For example: if it is 

Wednesday, April 3rd then all children in die group should be prepared to 

discuss up to chapter 6. The children read their literature books at home as 

part of their homework responsibilities. After reading, they are required to 

discuss their reading in their reading joumals. Over forty open-ended journal 

questions are provided for the children to respond to if they so desire. If not 

the child generates a discussion of his/her own. The post-it notes are used to 
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mark places or vocabulary in the book that the child would like to read, share, 

and/or discuss. 

When the children are called to group they sit in a circle where they 

can see each other and discuss their readings. The group is led by one of the 

group's members. I participate and share along with the rest of the students 

in our literature circle. When the group has completed their discussion the 

children return to writing workshop. 

At the end of the three week period, each child completes a project of 

their design that reflects some element or concept of the story. Some children 

dress like characters, bake, do art projects, create songs and dances, rewrite 

aspects of the text, design new book covers, make models of the setting, 

research text areas, create maps, research the author, et cetera. Reading 

journals are collected and graded for content, and die children are given some 

type of an open-ended "test". It could be a group "test" where the children 

may possibly be asked to pick a scene to read and act out. Or, it could be an 

individual "test" that may ask the child to discuss a question such as why or 

why not they would like the main character as their best friend. They would 

then need to support their answer with excerpts from the literature book. 

At the end of the diree week period, children have accumulated 

grades for their reading and sharing, their reading journals, their reading 

project, and their reading test. 

Our writing and reading workshop is followed by an author sharing 

and a twenty minute DEAR (Drop Everything And Read) period and then the 

children proceed to lunch. 
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After lunch, I read to the children from a chapter book. Some children 

draw pictures of the text or follow along as I read. Occasionally we create art 
t 

and writing projects generated from our afternoon chapter book. This was 

especially true when we read The BFG by Roald Dahl (1989). The children 

each created their own giants designed from their very own traced body 

shapes. Because the BFG distributed dreams which he kept in jars in his 

cave, the children began filling our shelves with jars they created that 

contained elements of made-up dreams and nightmares. 

The remainder of the aftemoon is set aside for individual and group 

inquiry primarily in the field of math and science. 

A separate time is allotted for math each day. I have not yet figured 

out how to integrate math ftiUy into the curriculum. The math text book is 

used as our main resource, but it is not used in sequence and is often 

supplemented or replaced with more relevant materials when possible. The 

children maintain a math joumal and each class period begins with a word 

problem on the overhead. I often create the word problem based upon a real 

life experience from the classroom. However, when this is not possible, a 

word problem from the text is used. We also subscribe to Dynamath, a 

weekly reader type format that is published by Scholastic (1993) and focuses 

upon the mathematics. Manipulatives are used frequently. Graph paper is 

utilized for most of the children's numerical computations. I have found that 

this aides the children with spacial difficulties in lining up their number 

problems. 

The science content that is not able to be integrated naturally into the 

curriculum is treated as inquiries by the children. I provide the framework 
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based upon concepts the children are mandated to leam by the district. I 

expose my children to the topic broadly and we explore the concepts and 

brainstorm our questions together. Resources of books, videos, and materials 

are supplied to generate interest and fill in schema. After a period of 

immersion into an area, each child generates their own questions and area of 

interest. This becomes their project of inquiry for which to research and 

report. Each child becomes an expert on their topic and reports back to the 

class. 

Because I wish my children to be experienced with different types of 

writing, and the ability to write to a given topic, I usually require that the 

report be in a written format and include all drafts. Research strategies such 

as the use of guidewords, outlining, and identifying relevant information in a 

text are also introduced at these times. Importance is placed more on the 

process of researching and reporting the inquiries than the finished product. 

It is more important that the children know how to go about researching a 

topic before I concern myself with the information they discovered from their 

research. Areas of the language arts such as speaking and listening are 

further supported by this format when each child reports his or her findings 

to the class. 

Skills and strategies that the children are responsible for which are not 

covered by this curriculum format are taught on an as needed basis. For 

example; the state I'm in requires both district and state assessment tests. 

These tests utilize standardized test formats that are foreign to many of my 

children. It is therefore in the children's best interest that we spend some 

time as a class on the various test forms so that they have experience with 
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bubbling in numbers and following test directions. This provides the children 

with the prior test taking knowledge they require to be successful on diis 

measure. If they are required to write an essay that is based upon a grading 

rubric, we would look at writing samples that span the rubric scale and 

discuss why each sample was graded accordingly. This way the child can see 

and internalize what a "3" essay looks like according to the test graders. 

Concrete information that I can provide my students with so that we remove 

variables from their learning are frequently employed. The more the children 

are in control of their learning, the better. It's my job to create the situations 

that allow this to occur. 

Student assessment and evaluation is ongoing. It is based primarily 

upon teacher observation, portfolios, journals, presentations, participation, 

essays, informal tests, and some formal tests. My main criteria with the 

children is that we see demonstrated growth, effort, and risk-taking 

evidenced in their work throughout the school year. Anyone who tries, let 

alone tries their best, will have a personally and academically successful 

school year. 

Besides the addition of an occasional recess and her special activity 

classes of physical education, library, and computer, this encompasses an 

overview of Valerie's typical day in our fifth grade classroom. 

Based upon my teaching style and the manner in which I intemalize 

whole language philosophy, the preceding description reveals how I have 

made whole language my own in my classroom. However, whole language 

does not always look like this. There is never just one method or one correct 

way to apply whole language theories. This is how whole language 



philosophy informed my teaching for this particular school year with this 

particular group of students. 

Each year, the elements of whole language that I employ, and the 

manner in which they're applied, look different depending upon the 

population I am teaching. You cannot do whole language. However, there 

are things that I do in my classroom that are based directly upon whole 

language research and philosophy. Literature discussion groups are based 

upon Rosenblatt's work with reader response theory (1938). Curriculum 

based upon how children leam language is grounded in the works of Halliday 

(1975). Definitions and perspectives of reading are based upon Ken 

Goodman's research of the transactional socio-psycholinguistic model of 

reading (1994). Writing workshop formats and the processes of writing, as 

well as writing for authentic purposes, stems from the work of Donald 

Graves (1983). The classroom community, a studio-workshop format, 

cooperative learning, and a student-centered curriculum is grounded in 

research from Dewey (1963) to Graves (1983) to Peterson (1992). Starting 

each child where they are - rather than where the school and textbooks says 

they are - is grounded in the works of Vygotsky (1978). All of these 

theoretical orientations can be interpreted and applied differently in the 

classroom. What does remain constant among whole language teachers in 

contrast to traditional teaching is the attitude in which teachers view literacy 

and interact with their students. 



14U 

Valerie In Her Whole Language Classroom 

[n Valerie's regular whole language classroom she is an energetic 

competent learner and classroom leader. She spends most of her morning 

discussing, interpreting, and creating text. Valerie actively participates in all 

class literature discussions and author studies revolving around the moming 

picture book and poem. She creates stories, poems, illustrations, cards, and 

letters in writing workshop. Many of these stories she publishes and either 

shares in author chair or hangs on die wall. During her literature discussion 

groups Valerie creates text and/or projects to portray her thinking and 

responses to the literature. Valerie is self-regulated, autonomous, and in 

charge of her learning. She is aware of the classroom assignments, 

guidelines, and expectations and manages her time accordingly. Her control 

of the curriculum empowers her to feel successful and take additional risks 

both personally and academically. 

Valerie is also in charge for much of her assessment and evaluation. 

She chronicles her daily writing and keeps it organized for evidence of 

accountability, growth, and development. She participates in teacher and 

peer conferences in writing workshop and completes self-evaluation forms 

for her literature book discussions. Valerie also conferences with me at 

grading periods to negotiate and substantiate her language arts grades. 

She makes content choices about her learning. Based on her 

observations and utilization of text she helps determine which genres she 

needs to explore, what elements of text we should be working on in her 

writing, and what topics she would like to explore for inquiries. She then 
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makes curricular decisions regarding her method of exploration, the format 

she will utilize, and the materials she needs to complete her task. 

Valerie's competencies encouraged her and allowed her to assist other 

classmates in their learning. Frequently Valerie was either the leader of her 

study group, or the constant companion to some of the other children who 

had difficulty with their learning. She was their partaer during DEAR time 

and took it upon herself to see that they had assignments to share with the 

rest of the class. Often Valerie used her work as a model to help others. 

Valerie also assisted one of the kindergarten teachers with the younger 

children's reading and writing during our class music time each week. 

In her regular classroom setting Valerie is capable, competent, strong, 

humorous, engaged, and empowered; a vast contrast from her special 

education classroom. 
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Chapter 6 

DECONSTRUCTING CLASSROOM ARTIFACTS 

Figure 6.1; Valerie dresses as Jonathan from The Fighring Ground 

Valerie dresses as Jonathan a character from Avi's (1984) Revolutionary War fiction The 

Fighting Ground for her literature discussion group. She also shares a three-D model of 

Jonathan that she made. 
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When I began looking at Valerie as a learner, it became quite obvious 

to me that the whole language paradigm I employed was more than contrary 

to the behaviorist transmission model supported by special education. My 

perspective was and is different. And in special education whether children 

or paradigms are being discussed - different appears to mean deficient. 

As a regular classroom teacher I was treated as a valued competent 

member of our school community. Yet, whenever I entered the special 

education arena I was dismissed. I felt that my perspectives on teaching, 

learning, and assessment were treated as subordinate and invalid by the 

administrators and special education personnel at our school and in our 

school district. My observations, documentation, opinions, and assessments 

pertaining to Valerie were not requested nor considered. Valerie's actual 

classwork was never viewed nor seen as valid documentation. They carried 

no weight or relevancy in this forum. The documents of value were the 

special education EEP papers which established Valerie's goals and 

curriculum based upon the results of her standardized testing and medical 

reports. 

Because of different paradigms, these two sets of documents - the 

official special education documents and my holistic documentation - paint a 

totally different picture of Valerie as a learner. Because we view Valerie 

differently, the goals and expectations we assign to Valerie also differ. Our 

beliefs drive our curriculum and instruction. Let's look at two portraits of 

Valerie. 

Table 1 reflects the official special education profile of Valerie as a 

leamer. This profile was the result of her standardized test scores derived 
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from testing in May 1993, while Valerie was still in the fourth grade. Based 

upon die special education measurements we see that Valerie reads at a third 

grade level, spells at a third grade level, writes sentences at a fifth grade level, 

and is performing around a late fourth grade level in madi. Considering that 

Valerie is in the fourth grade during this testing it is the special education 

position that Valerie is one year below grade level in spelling and reading, 

right on grade level for math, and one year above grade level for writing 

sentences. 

Special education criteria'. Reading, writing, math Table 1 

69994 MPQH th9; It was determined that: Annual aoals were: 

Brigance Reading Test sight vocabulary 100% @ 3rd grade improve reading to mid 

Brigance Reading Test sight vocabulary 50% @ 4th grade 4th grade level 

Brigance Reading Test reading comprehension 70% @ 3rd grade 

Stanford Diagnostic Test auditory vocabulary 2.7 

Stanford Diagnostic Test reading comprehension 3.7 

Brigance Math Test computation mid 4th grade Improve math to 4tti 

Brigance Math Test word problems beginning 4th grade level 

Stanford Diagnostic MathTest number systems 4.6 

Stanford Diagnostic MathTest computation 4.7 

Stanford Diagnostic MathTest math application 4.8 

Stanford Diagnostic MathTest spelfing @ 3rd grade level improve spelling to 

Brigance Writing Test writing sentences 5th grade level 4th grade level 

Yet, according to her EEP Valerie needs to bring her math application 

up to a mid-fourth grade level. I find diis confiising and contradictory 

because her math application on the testing was 4.8 which exceeds a mid 

fourth grade level. 
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It is also important to note the discrepancy of test scores on math 

application (word problems). Valerie scored at a beginning fourth grade level 

on the Brigance and a 4.8 on the Stanford Diagnostic Test. This difference is 

almost one school year or grade level. Mrs. Dorsey notes this discrepancy on 

the testing measures themself, but does not document this information on 

Valerie's EEP. 

Examination of Valerie's test score in writing sentences shows that 

the Brigance writing test places Valerie at a fifth grade level. This is one 

grade level above her then current grade placement. Yet her [HP states that 

she needs to see Mrs. Dorsey for written expression because her "written 

expression is at a 4th grade level..." which is Valerie's current grade level at 

the time of this test. Her EEP then sets a writing goal for Valerie to achieve a 

fourth grade level; which is the same level it just ascertained she obtained. 

Continuing down the EEP it later states that the Brigance Test for writing 

sentences is at a fifth grade level and her paragraph writing is "OK" but 

"needs more specific instruction to bring up to grade level". This is 

inconsistent and I am unsure how these EEP statements were derived based 

upon the test scores given. There is no other testing or documents to support 

any of these inconsistent comments. 

In overview, Valerie's test scores reveal Utde to concern or alarm an 

assessor. They resemble the test scores of many fifth graders who are 

deemed to be of average ability. A special education placement based upon 

these test scores alone seems questionable. In fact, Valerie was not placed in 

special education based upon these test scores at all. She was placed in 

special education three months prior to this testing under the medical heading 
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of "Traumatic Head Injury". Valerie's initial placement was based upon her 

failing school grades, her medical condition and statements pulled at random 

from her medical narratives. At the bottom of Valerie's testing report written 

in Mrs. Dorsey's handwriting, is a phrase compiled from several different 

statements in Valerie's medical documents. The phrase appears to be used as 

a supplement to the test results. The phrase reads: "Surgical, radiation, & 

chemical interventions have resulted in specific cognitive deficits". Valerie's 

medical documents placed her in special education. The interpretation of the 

special education documents which were constructed based upon the medical 

statements kept her there. 

The special education documents justify Valerie's current placement 

according to those specific standardized testing measures and special 

education criteria. They do not however, provide a picture of Valerie as a 

learner. By viewing these official documents, I still do not know what 

Valerie is capable of doing in the classroom nor do I have any insight 

regarding how to structure curriculum to support her as a learner. I only 

know what she has supposedly attained based upon two standardized testing 

measures. That information doesn't help me plan curriculum in the 

classroom. 

The lEP documents set goals for Valerie to attain during the school 

year. But, they do not explain how Valerie is going to obtain these goals by 

any other means than more standardized testing measures. She will be 

judged to have attained her goals in reading when she receives a placement of 

a mid-fourth grade reading level and a minimum of 80% mastery on reading 
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tests. The EP does not say how the mastery is to be accomplished nor what 

areas in reading Valerie should receive more specific instruction. 

In writing, Valerie needs to edit, punctuate, and capitalize sentences 

with 80% accuracy. Her "writing skills" need to be at a fourth grade level 

and she needs to receive writing grades of 80% or better. Valerie's spelling 

skills need to be measured at a mid-third grade level or better. There is no 

national standard for what mid-third grade spelling words are. They vary 

from textbook to textbook, region to region. This criteria solely depends 

upon the third grade spelling words utilized in this one testing measure, at 

one particular place and time. 

I have the same difficulty with establishing a fourth grade level in 

writing or an 80% grade on a story. I am uncertain as to the criteria 

established that quantifies these goals. I don't know what an 80% story looks 

like. There are no guidelines for her teachers (special education or regular 

classroom teacher) and it simply appears that all of the responsibility is 

placed upon Valerie to raise test scores and master these goals, which seem 

arbitrary at best. 

The language of the EEP criteria removes me further from Valerie's 

education because I can't create or assess curriculum based upon the 

established quantitative measures. She has to go to special education classes. 

There is nothing in her EP to include or accommodate a regular classroom 

setting or regular classroom teacher. 

Compare this with a whole language perspective. Tables 2 and 3 

reflect my criteria and goals for Valerie in the areas of reading and writing 
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Whole language criteria: Reading Table 2 

S«s«d aoon: w«f Aflftujil A cntena 

TtacnoroOMfvaoon Va<«o« was a eomcMttnt consoucts mMTung 

Va<«n«'s cUssvwonc itam«r turns to t««t bB ctanfv confirm t«oior« 

Whoi« Lanquag* Phitotoony uMMWu scpty to porsonai txot«Mnca 

connoces story co om«r taxB 

ravistsfaxttnos irtarDrocaoons 

US4S pnor know(Mg« 

matcos oredicbons about ttxi 

us«s cemtxt for unfunritar Moros 

diseussiorts 90 boyor̂  a litarai inttrprtatjon 

SMS rtiaoortsluos ba twain cnaraaars 

dofWffts enaractars 

sustvns comoronortston trrou^nout cfiaptaf ok 

discusaos tone or mood 

summanzes/sioms 

fatalts 

soauoncas 

eompranofids venous dialects 

asks for cunficaoon 

undarstands causa & afftct 

undafsands tact & opinior\ 

undarstands raalitytfaneasy. factrffcoon 

uses oictures cuas 

idanofies saong 

higfilighs difficult or new woros 

uses Dhonaoc cues 

maMs notes, diagrams 

cnboues vanous taxB 

>aisons vanous autnor's woncs 

selecti books indeoendemiy 

mittHas iitaratura discussion 

eonstoers diffarances of oomtons 

snares thmking wf8i oirters 

•40S others 9itnk through questions 

revoea intarpretAons tftar discussions 

feraatts for meervng 

self corrects 

reads sdencfy 

;hws pieasura in readmg 

saitipiei a vanecy of gtnres 

reads orally with fluerwy 

reeds orstty witrt eipresiion 

chooses to reed 

reads for a vanety of Durposes 
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Whole language criteria: Writing Table 3 

d«t*nntn«d itut: Annual aoal A ctrmn» 
Tucn«rooMfV90on Vai^cMwtstcomottiRCltamcr chooM» m • wmnQ tope 
Vaicrw s ctMs«tonc a sens* of audMoc* 
WhoM Ljnguag* Phtlosoony uMsttttcutsmwnongicftarts. gram ttc 

VIMS winiiiy 
SIMMS 0rowtn m stocy (aogffi and d«v«<oonT«nt 
rtvisM. Miti. rawntas ika 
puOUahM 
stonas nava a baginninq. middla. and and 
ua«s eotract punciuaoon 
usaa otftar pnmad maeanals as modatt 
Ibrms iaOan convanoonaily 
wneasnaatfy 
usas rafiaranca soureas 
mas pfwmeng stratagias 

spailings mova from mvanoon to convantton 
cnoosas to wnta 
spacmg of (aOars and xrards a aoproonata 
indaflS pangrapns 
consmant usa of tansa 
tait IS conasiva 
vvntas m a vanafy of ganras 
usaa aga aoproonata sarmca struoura 
usaa aga aopropnaia vocabutary 
dauMtiHiraa a sansaof voica m nar wrong 
usas eotofful tanguaga <n wntrr>g 
Utcasnslcs 
•aaettahas a tona or mood m wrmng 
uQlizas onm for a vanac\r of purDosas 

respectively. This criteria is based upon whole language theory and research. 

It is this sampling of criteria that drives my instruction and my assessment. 

As the teacher, I play an active role in assisting Valerie with her goals. 

There is a core foundation of skills and strategies based on my beliefs of how 

children leam to become independent confident readers and writers. These 

beliefs are applied in my expectations for my children. It is my responsibility 

to create situations in which this foundation can be built. Therefore, rather 

than be product oriented, the whole language criteria are instead, process 
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driven. In whole language, although both are important, the journey is valued 

as much, if not more, than the destination. 

The criteria I established serve to plan my instruction as well as a 

checklist for documentation and assessment. These criteria also serve to 

analyze, discuss, and document Valerie's classwork. I will be referring to 

these goals and her special education goals as I deconstruct and discuss 

Valerie's classwork. 

Valerie's Classwork 

Beginning Of The School Year (August - October, 1993) 

One of my most important jobs as teacher is to observe and assess 

what the children are doing naturally in their coursework and build upon 

these strengths in and through the curriculum. Yetta Goodman refers to this 

as kidwatching (1985). Our class day starts with die daily moming joumal. 

As die children enter the classroom for the day they find a prompt on 

the blackboard to aid them in their moming joumal writing. The prompt is 

always followed by the phrase: "or freewriting". At the beginning of the 

school year most of the children in the classroom were responding solely to 

the given prompt. Valerie was no exception. 

There is no evidence of Valerie "freewriting" in the early stages of her 

moming joumal. All of her early joumal writing reflects responses to the 

prompt given. Her responses are very short, typically one or two sentences. 

On August 27th, 1993 Valerie responds to a prompt about her goals. 



"My goals are to go to school and to leam math. Science, Salshol 

Studies, Reading, and wrighting!". 

(Note: All excerpts from Valerie's work are transcribedfor this study in their 
original form. There have been no attempts to correct spelling, punctuation, or 
grammar.) 

Valerie's responses continue in a similar form: 

September 13, 1993: "Yes I would like to live in till I am a hundred 

years old because I would like a very long and happy life. And because it is 

kind of famace to be one hundred years old." 

October 4, /993: "Useing a calculator because it gives you all the 

correct answers." 

October 13, 1993:" The nices thing my friend has done was come to 

my birthday party and the meanest thing she did was move to Utah!" 

Although Valerie's journal responses are brief I see a sense of voice 

and self She is honest and vulnerable about her desire to be famous, and 

strong enough to voice her anger over her friend's relocation. It appears that 

Valerie recognizes that the main function of print is to communicate. Here, 

Valerie uses print to communicate her feelings, desires, and concerns. 

Her responses allow a greater opportunity for me to get to know her 

better. The information I glean from my students enables me to respond 

more appropriately to their behaviors and forms of communication. It also 

allows me to see what strengths they bring to this writing forum. Valerie 

does something in her journal responses that I don't usually see when 

children respond directly to questions. In fact, it is a skill that I usually have 
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to teach. Valerie rewords the question in her response so that the reader 

knows to what Valerie is responding. Some typical student responses to 

direct varied questions tend to look like: "Yes, I liked it too", "Bring up my 

grades, play football, have a neat car", "No, I don't think so". 

Valerie also is developing a sense of voice. My goal was for Valerie to 

work towards expanding her journal responses to include more information. 

Valerie needs to transact with print to the extent that a journal prompt spurs 

other dioughts in Valerie and she feels comfortable responding to her own 

extrapolations and/or thinking. My ultimate goal would be for Valerie to 

respond to the freewriting suggestion. Generating her own text demonstrates 

that Valerie is also seeing herself as a student competent in the area of 

writing. It would demonstrate risk-taking, trust in both me and the 

curriculum, and her growth in this one area of response. Autonomy for each 

student is my ultimate goal in every academic area. 

Many children are apprehensive in generating their own writing topics. 

They are not sure that they have anything of school value to discuss. At the 

expense of creativity and self-worth teachers have been providing children 

with writing topics for which they were responsible to respond. Student's 

thoughts or creativity are not valued nor expressed in this forum. As is the 

case in Valerie's special education classroom, some teachers control the 

content of the writing as well. This contributes even further to the 

dependency of the novice writer. 

After the morning journal the children move to the reading area for our 

moming picture book and poem. Valerie usually sits right up front. She 

always looks at the teacher and the text. She sits crossed - legged and gets a 
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little annoyed at those children who interrupt the story or dawdle coming to 

group. She enjoys discussing the picture books and participates frequently. 

Her favorite books during this time period are the wordless picture books by 

Alexandra Day. Valerie Ukes to verbally create text with her peers for the 

wordless pictures. She also enjoys the illustrations. 

Our morning picture book is followed by the morning poem. Valerie 

likes the poems of Shel Silverstein. During the first week of school Valerie 

copied the text and illustrations to three of his poems without being required 

to do so. She likes to share her work and her poems are printed on large 

chart paper so they can be hung around the classroom for her classmates to 

view. 

From the reading area we move into writing workshop and literature 

discussion groups. In literature discussion groups all of the children are 

reading books from the Time Warp Trio series. Valerie is reading The 

Knights of the Kitchen Table (Scieszka, 1991). The Knights of the Kitchen 

Table has been voted a School Library Journal Best Book Of The Year for 

children's books in 1991, and one of the Best Kid's Books of 1991 by Parent 

Magazine. The Time Warp Trio Series is advertised by the publisher to be 

for children around ages 8-10. The print is large and the text utilizes 

language that is natural to the children. Illustrations in the text are abundant 

and die book is short (55 pages). We are reading this easier novel over a ten 

day period to model the literature discussion group process and expectations. 

After reading a chapter or two in their literature book the children are 

required to write an entry in their reading log or reading journal. I use the 

terms interchangeably. Their journal entry may focus upon any topic of their 
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choice. [ only ask for a response to their reading. I provide the children with 

a sampling of journal questions containing at least thirty different ways to 

respond to a text. I also encourage the children the option of generating a 

response not listed on their own. 

At the beginning of die school year Valerie does not respond with 

written language in her reading journal. Her journal contains illustrations 

from the book The Knights of The Kitchen Table traced directly from the text 

onto her notebook paper. Some of these illustrations are colored. She has 

also created supplemental stapled picture books of the illustrations she has 

copied (see Appendix F). 

When she shares her reading log in group she does not expand upon 

nor discuss die text. Valerie merely states that she drew the picture from the 

chapter she read. When 1 asked Valerie why she drew that particular picture 

her usual response would be because she liked it or that it was funny. 

She likes to draw and she draws frequentiy. I notice that most of her 

drawings associated with school work are traced directly from the original 

texts. However, she also draws at home for pleasure. These drawings are 

usually bestowed upon me as gifts and are original works of art created by 

Valerie. They are not copied or traced from any other source. Some are 

elaborate crayon drawings of flowers and rainbows. Other pictures are more 

time consuming and resemble collage work such as that utilized by Eric 

Carle; one of Valerie's favorite authors and illustrators. Her pictures contain 

fabrics, colors, and textures in a pasted design. 

From literature groups the children move to writing workshop. In 

writing workshop Valerie does not like to write a lot. She says that her arm 
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gets tired and she doesn't know what to say. Her first two days of writing 

workshop are mostly spent copying poems and illustrations of Shel 

Silverstein. She does attempt some free writing. These first attempts at 

creative writing resemble the genre of a journal: 

jVj) 

Figure 6.2; Valerie's reading journal entry 8/23/93 

In her first entry Valerie circles the words she believes are misspelled. 

She does not catch the homonym "there", and I notice one irregular 

capitalization. I am interested to see what Valerie would do with this piece if 

it were a final copy, or if she chose to work on it ftirther. 

During the writing of her second entry I noticed Valerie using her 

crayons to aid in her writing. She was using the words off of her crayon 

wrappers as a resource as she wrote. 
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Figure 6.3; Valerie's reading journal entry 8/24/93 

Upon completing her second entry she immediately began a new draft 

for another writing piece. This newer writing resembles more of a story than 

a journal entry. She finished this story during our first week of school and 

asked to share it in author's chair. She is the first student to share her work. 

It is called The Nosy Pig let. 

August 24, 1993 
The Nosy Pig let 

(first draft) 
There once lived a pig let that was so nosy he did't have any time to do anything else, 
when he did his math he was done at the same time because he saw all of the answers, at 
reading time he wanted to read after his friends, his name is Charlie. But people call 
him nosy! He is sad sometimes because people don't relly like him even no they pretend 
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to. His friend's pretend to like him to! One day a girl named Sue was skating she fell 
down and hert her leg she couldn't get up. There was nobody around when she fell. 
Good thing Charlie was walking to school. Charlie found her laying on the ground. He 
picked Sue up he took her to his house and told his parents and he called the hospitle. 
The hospitle took good care of her! They found that she broke her leg, and sprang her 
rist. After every body found out what he did! Every body thanked him! The parent's 
thanked him to. Every body was Charlie's friend now. But Sue was Charlie's best friend. 

The 
End 

Note: Unless otherwise stated, all of the stories analyzed are drafts: not final copies. 

Valerie started special education services during our second week of 

school. It was Valerie's request to continue in literature discussion groups 

and maintain her writing workshop portfolio in our regular classroom. 

Although I did not require Valerie to do this, she was always prepared with 

her reading and her reading journal. If she missed her literature group 

because of special education she would make a point of sharing her work 

with me and some of her friends when she returned. 

The furst book Valerie independently chose to read for a literature 

group was Maniac Magee (Spinelli, 1990). Maniac Magee is a Newbery 

award wiimer and marketed for children ages 9-12 (Tomlinson & 

Lynch-Brown, 1996). While Valerie was attending special education classes 

and being remediated at a late third grade level in reading, she was returning 

to our classroom to discuss and share her responses to authentic, 

age-appropriate literature. Valerie comprehends the text and carries 

elements of plot and relationships between chapters and throughout a novel 
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as compared to a short story. The following excerpts are from her reading 

journal: 
" I would most want to be Maniac Magee because I would like to be able to get a 

big knot out, and because I would like to read as good as him because I like reading." 

" I think this story is sad because Maniac's parents died on a trolly that crashed on 
a bridge, and Grayson was getting to be a good friend to Maniac Magee and died." 

" If my character could be an animal it would be a cheata because he can run fast 
and because he likes to run." 

Valerie demonstrates that her comprehension of this novel goes beyond 

a literal interpretation of the text and that she extends interpretations of the 

text. She is gaining insight into herself through books. She is thinking about 

literature, constructing her own personal meaning, and sharing her 

constructions in a social arena with her peers. She reflects that she enjoys 

reading and demonstrates that she is able to ascertain the tone or mood from 

a book. 

In literature group she sits quietly and speaks little. In my personal 

joumal I document Valerie's Uterature group behavior. 

9/29/93 " V joined her first reading group since her pull-out with the book 
Maniac Magee. She sat quietly and listened to everybody discuss. When asked what she 
thought about Maniac she responded by reading her joumal response which talked about 
why she would like to be Maniac. She read it word for word with no added conversation. 
Nor did she join in with the other conversations. The children began sharing their joumal 
entries around the circle. Because she had shared her entry previously we skipped over 
her to the next member of the group and she said," Hey you skipped me!" I apologized 
and explained our wrong assumptions and asked her to proceed. She reread exactly what 
she read five minutes earlier and stated that although it was the same, it was her turn to 
share." 
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10/5/93 "In reading group Valerie has been sharing her journal entries. She 
laughs with the other children but has yet to participate further in the discussions." 
"Valerie also said she should have known what the term "pepper" meant in the Frank & 
Ernst book (Day, 1988) because here it was in Maniac Magee. She then found me the 
place in both books." 

10/13/93 "She is still not talking much in group but today she led the group." 

These transactions reveal more about the importance of belonging to 

the class community and the reading groups than it speaks to any 

demonstrated reading ability. Learning is social; and all learning takes place 

in a social context. Valerie respects the nature of the reading groups and 

values her participation in these groups. Because Valerie is a quiet child in 

nature I am not concemed with her lack of participation as she leams the 

format and becomes comfortable with the other children. Based upon her 

joumal responses I don't believe that her lack of participation is based upon a 

lack of comprehension. Her comments on 10/5/93 regarding the term 

"pepper", a baseball term, confirms the fact that Valerie uses intertextuality, 

meaning diat she connects the story to other texts and turns to text to verify or 

clarify ideas. 

While Valerie was reading Maniac Magee she was also independently 

reading the book Charlotte's Web (White, 1952). She chose to joumal her 

responses to this book as well. The following excerpt is a response from 

Valerie discussing why the book was sad: 

" One reason why the book was [sad was] because Fern's father was going to kill 
Wilbur with an axe because he was too little. Another reason is because Charlotte died. 
Charlotte and Wilbur were real good friends. It was sad when she died. That is how I 
would feel. I liked Charlotte. Charlotte could sew all the names into her web and she 
was nice. She said nice things and she helped Wilbur by making him famous and making 
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words in the spider web. Another sad part is she died before seeing her babies. Wilbur 
was sad because nobody wanted to play with him." 

Here, Valerie sees relationships between characters and demonstrates 

the ability to identify characters. She uses information from the book to form 

opinions and it appears that through her discussion of Wilbur being nearly 

murdered by Fern's father that she understands basic cause & effect 

relationships. Her comprehension of the story is reflected in her empathy and 

fondness for Charlotte. The format of the entry, its sentence structure, 

capitalization, puncmation, and spellings are conventional. Valerie also 

discusses the story in terms of her own emotions which is a true sign that she 

interacts with and relates to print; all characteristics of a "good" reader. 

In my personal journal dated 10/19/93 I wrote: 

V came in this morning and said that she read all of Charlotte's Web. She had 
journal questions done and dated according to an old contract. Journal questions were 
short. Today after school we worked on thoroughly answering journal questions and 
rewrote one of hers. Her retelling of parts was very good. We discussed how to improve 
the answer by adding more details from the book. V condensed the whole thing by 
saying, "Oh - I need to make it longer." We then looked for a new book. I picked out a 
couple and asked her to see if she wanted to read one of them. She said, "Let me see" 
and began reading the first page. When I asked her what she thought she informed me 
she was not done yet. The page she was reading turned out to be an author's introduction 
page to the story and she said, "Oh, I hate that! It takes too long. Why don't they just get 
to the story?" And she then began to read page I. She took the books home with her to 
decide." 

Later on this same day the children also attended library. The media 

specialist required all of the children to complete library skills which included 

locating information from the card catalog, alphabetizing 40 words, and 

using guide words. 
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I am curious to see how the children fare on this assessment. In formal 

testing situations all of my students are required to learn how to take their 

holistic learning and transfer it to a skills format. They need to know that 

this is what their knowledge looks like out of context on a traditional test. 

Unless 1 also teach my children test formats I am doing them a disservice. 

Unfortunately, their academic future will be predominately measured through 

standardized formats. It is my assumption based solely upon my awareness 

of the school personnel and their set curriculum that many of my children are 

both familiar and competent in these exercises. With Valerie's special 

education experiences she should be no exception. I was correct. 

"...the media specialist had the kids do library skills. One paper asked for 
alphabetizing of words (about 40) and to state silent letters in words from looking them 
up in the dictionary. Valerie alphabetized them quickly. She never bothered to look 
them up in the dictionary for silent sounds. She said the word to me and matter of factly 
stated the silent letter. When I told her she could look them up she stated this was easy 
'Listen... kite - e, night - g, knife - k...' " 

It appears that we do not need to work on alphabetizing or silent letters 

with Valerie for the state assessments. She handles these isolated skills 

nicely. 
In writing workshop Valerie is continuing to draft. 

''She finished her snapshot story so she said she was going to record a new story 
on the WW Iwriting workshop] status check. At end of WW she asked if she could 
share. She had written a new story based upon Jon Scieszka's book The True Story of 
the Three Little Pigs. She shared after lunch. She was mentally revising as she read. 
She made pencil notations when she sat down. She also read story to IMs. Sheraton], 
IMs. Sheraton] mentioned that IV] got a pencil and made revisions as she read it to her. 

This is Valerie's draft: 
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The three pigs and the fox who lived across the street. 

Once upon a time there live three pigs. And the three pigs hated foxes. And thats 
how the whole thing happen. A cross the street live four pigs. There house was getting to 
small so they had to move. The three little pigs where sad because they where there best 
friends. But once they found out there was some body else moving in. The three pigs 
where excited, and cureuse who was moving in. A cuple of weeks late the person 
wouldn't come out. So the three pigs went over to the house to see how moved in. It 
was a fox. But the three pigs didn't now that. When they nocked on the door the door 
opened slowly. The three pigs found out the person who moved in was a fox. But the 
three pigs weren't sckared of the fox. The fox said can I help you. Yes we just wanted to 
see who lived here because you have not come out yet, and we were cureuse who moved 
in. The three pigs wheren't scared of the fox because he is kind, and nicer then every 
other fox. Would you like to come in yes. Thank you! But first tell me your name. The 
fox said my name is Jonithin. What is yours. Well my name is albert, mines Alex, mines 
erik. And then the three pigs, and the fox lived happily ever after. 

Here, Valerie chooses and develops a story based upon other published 

materials. She utilized Scieszka's (1989) book The True Story of the Three 

Little Pigs as a structure and model for her own writing. We have been 

reading his books in class and Valerie uses one of his sentences in her story; 

(And that's how the whole thing happen[ed]). She is writing in a fairy tale 

genre as evidenced by her beginning and concluding sentences. Her spellings 

in this first draft that aren't conventional show her knowledge of 

graphophonics. AU of her sentences begin with capital letters and she 

demonstrates control over appropriate sentence structure. Her story has a 

beginning, a middle, and an end. She is also beginning to use dialogue in her 

story. As Valerie's writing becomes more complex she is faced with new 

kinds of writing that suggest consideration of new kinds of punctuation. 

Two circumstances are noted of Valerie revising her reading as she 

read. Once, mentally when she shared in author's chair, and once with a 
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pencil in hand when she shared with Mrs. Sheraton. Valerie not only shows 

monitoring of her own comprehension while she reads, but through the social 

context of our whole language classroom Valerie stumbles upon an 

immediate need to revise her text. She wants to make her message clear to 

her audience. Revision becomes a problem solving strategy for constructing 

meaning. 

[n class, many of the boys have turned their conversations and 

thoughts to football. Football magazines, newspaper clippings, football 

clothing, footballs, and football sport cards are evidenced throughout the 

classroom. Valerie attempts this genre. 

"Today V showed evidence of writing for an audience. She wrote a football 
story. She read it in author's chair today along with another story she wrote." 

This is Valerie's story: 

The children played football 

Albert threw the ball to his sisster Ellen. She jumped up and caught the football. Jim 
tried to tackle her, but she threw the football back to her brother. Then Jim tried to 
tackle him, but he threw the football back to his sisster. She caught the ball again but 
this time she ran as fast as her little legs can to make a tutch down. At the end of the 
game it was 20, to 10. The team names are the rogers and the coolers. The rogers won! 
The end 

Valerie is very much aware of her audience. I cannot remember 

another instance when Valerie ever discussed football. She is using print to 

be accepted and to belong. Again, all sentences are capitalized and 

punctuated correctly. With the exception of the word "sisster", all spellings 
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are conventional. I am also beginning to see a little of Valerie's voice in this 

story ("...as fast as her little legs can..."). 

Her voice is again evidenced in her second story written on the same 

day. This story is dedicated to me. 

The children save a baby bird 

Once apon a time a girl, and a boy went walking throught a forest. The girls name was 
sue, and the boys name was Jonithian. When they where walking throught the forest they 
saw a nest. Out of the nest fell a baby bird. The little girl climped up the tree, and the 
boy jently, slowly, picked up the baby bird. And he handed up the baby bird to the little 
girl. She slowly reached and put the baby bird back in its nest. Just then the mama bird 
was comeing. The baby bird talked in the way birds talk. He explained what happened 
and what the children did. After the mama bird found out what happened she thanked 
them. The end. 

Both The Children Played Football and The Children Save A Baby 

Bird were published, illustrated, and placed in our reading area. Valerie 

appears to be developing a repertoire for generating ideas. She is using 

written language to think and create. The sentence "The baby bird talked in 

die way birds talk" sounds like a sentence from a book. It is both lovely and 

charming. We are hearing more of Valerie's voice; particularly in her choice 

of adverbs. The use of the adverbs "gently" and "slowly" suggest that she is 

attempting to create a mood or tone for tiiis piece. 

Valerie's continues to write cohesive text. Her stories have a 

beginning, a middle, and an end. Her vocabulary and sentence structure 

appear to be age appropriate. All of her sentences begin with capital letters 

and with the exception of the name Jonathan, her spellings are all 

conventional. As with her reading, Valerie demonstrates control of the 
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syntactic system of language. Her sentences all contain subjects and 

predicates, and her word order suggests that she is competent using the 

various parts of speech accurately. Her story contains adverbs and pronouns 

which she handles nicely. She does not change tenses in her piece. 

In the following two drafts, Valerie tries her hand at creating 

Halloween stories. Both stories are based on the fact that she goes to her 

aunt's for Halloween, but Valerie treats each story differently. In her first 

draft she appears to have her audience in mind. 

On Halloween 

On Halloween we go to are aunts. It is very cold, and spoky. Becuase their is a gost who 
lived down the street. Who makes pumpkins so spoky people are scared to nock on the 
door and say trick or treat. The gosts pumpkins where slimmy, creamy, sogy, greasy, and 
can move its self But if someone would have relly nocked on the door an old lady would 
have been what the kids thoiught was a gost. And the pumpkins weren't relly slimmy, 
c r e a m y ,  s o g y ,  g r e a s y !  T h e y  j u s t  l o o k  l i k e  t h a t .  T h e  

n 
d 

It's evident that Valerie is playing with colorfiil language to create a 

Halloween mood. Valerie's use of adjectives show she is still mindfiil of her 

audience. The one thing the children liked in stories better than sports was 

gore. This draft isn't as developed as some of her others, and the sentence 

structure needs work. However, we know that this is quite natural. I am 

pleased to see this. Children move back and forth through the writing 

process depending upon their familiarity with the elements of the text and the 

genre they're writing. 
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Writing performance, like reading performance, does not remain 

constant over time. This does not infer that previous competencies are 

sacrificed or lost. They are merely not as important or evident while the child 

is learning something new. It all comes back together with repeated practice. 

Valerie is interested here in creating a mood and playing with the language. 

This is her focus in this piece. This is what her brain is attending to. This 

demonstrates risk-taking and growth in her writing. She is not remaining 

stagnant. Valerie's social arena coupled with her desire to belong to a group 

and share with her peers is providing a forum for her experimentation into 

various writing topics. 

For the first time, I see her capitalizing all of die words in her title. 

However, she knows that Halloween is a proper noun and she may have 

capitalized it in the tide for that reason only. Her draft also shows that she 

worked on revising the end of her story. She draws lines through some 

unwanted words and inserts new text. Her colorful language shows that she 

has a sense of adjectives and uses them correctly. Even in a sloppy copy she 

uses commas appropriately separating items of a series. She spells the word 

"who" correctiy. In previous drafts "who" was spelled as "how". 

hi the second draft of her Halloween story, Valerie revises and edits 

her story for content. Up until this point, Valerie predominately edited her 

work for missing words or spelling only. Here I see her taking risks in her 

writing. She is, to my knowledge, creating totally original text. She also 

appears not to be as concemed with accuracy and neatness as she is with 

getting her story to sound the way that she desires. She is choosing meaning 

over mechanics. She uses commas to separate lists of items (the animals). 
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and capitalizes the holiday HaUoween and the city Sonita. (For a typed 

translation see Appendix M.) 
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Figure 6.4; Valerie's Halloween story 10/21/93 
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Valerie continuously experiments with her writings and invents 

spellings when necessary. Here she plays with letter/sound relationships as 

she attempts to recognize the conventional spelling of the word "dolphin". 

This page is from Valerie's writing workshop portfolio. 

r 
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Figure 6.5; Valerie experiments with the spelling of the word "dolphin" 

I have previously observed that Valerie frequently uses the dictionary 

to aid her in her spelling and reading. Therefore, I am pleased that she is 

experimenting with her letter/sound relationships. Valerie continues to add 

more strategies to her arsenal of competencies. 

I determine from Valerie's first interactions with print in our classroom 

tiiat she brings many strengdis and abilities to her literacy tasks. Her 

morning journal responses are brief but reflect thought and voice. The novels 

she chooses for literature discussion groups are written for children her age or 

older, and she responds to her reading on a regular basis in her reading log. 
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Although her reading responses are also brief, Valerie interacts with the text 

and extrapolates her reading beyond a literal interpretation. 

In writing workshop she writes daily. Her writings are cohesive, 

contain appropriate story and sentence structure and are predominantly 

correct with regards to mechanics. Her spellings are mostly conventional. 

Her non-conventional spellings are phonetic. Valerie is using published 

works as models for her own writing, and she experiments with various 

genres. 

In the short time we have been in school Valerie is showing growth in 

her choice of writing topics. She is moving from writing in first person 

joumal entries to creating narrative creative text. She incorporates voice and 

is begiiming to focus upon her audience and creating a tone or mood for her 

stories. 

Valerie appears to thrive in our classroom. Sharing and belonging 

appear to be her motivation for participating, creating, and taking risks. 

Although she is quiet, her pleasure is obvious. 

Her classwork resembles the quality and ability of many of her peers, 

and in several cases, her work is comparatively better. I have several 

children far needier of one-on-one instruction and time than Valerie. 

Her work is always turned in early or on time and presented in an 

appropriate completed manner. It is almost always correct, neat and legible. 

She assumes responsibility for her learning and takes this job seriously. 

Valerie maintains a notebook for recording her assigimients and asks many 

questions to make sure she fully understands exactly what is expected. She 

appears to want everything she completes to be perfect. 
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I find it interesting that Valerie chooses to trace or copy illustrations 

for classwork but generates original art for social documents such as cards or 

letters that have not been assigned. Her written journal responses are brief 

and succinct while her oral renditions of parts of text, outside of literature 

group discussions, can occasionally be quite animated and humorous. In 

academic settings she creates stifled exact work or models of other works. In 

her social arena she generates her own print. She appears uncomfortable 

with her school ability but is confident with herself outside of school. 

She is a quiet obedient child who follows all class rules and gets 

aggravated with children who do not. Through her behaviors she 

demonstrates that education is important. It is obvious to me early in the 

school year that Valerie's classroom behaviors and attitude will be an asset to 

her continued development. 

The format of our whole language classroom appears to accommodate 

her coming and going to special education classes with more flexibility than a 

curriculum with a single structure. A whole language classroom has many 

structures to accommodate children's needs. This allows Valerie 

independence and flexibility in which to practice literacy acts and complete 

work at her own pace and time frame. Other than the literature discussion 

groups which she misses due to resource classes, Valerie is able to remain an 

active participant in the classroom. 
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Middle Of The School Year (January - March, 1994) 

Towards the middle of the school year Valerie returned from winter 

break with a morning journal, reading joumal, and writing workshop 

notebook that she chose to maintain over her vacation. Everything was dated 

and organized chronologically. She asked herself reading and morning 

joumal questions to which she responded. In writing workshop she 

composed lists, poems, songs, diary entries, illustrated story pictures, and 

various games. The entries that Valerie conscientiously maintained over our 

winter break are reflections of a child who enjoys her school work, and/or 

takes it seriously enough to "do school" at home and on her winter vacation. 

Valerie has been totally mainstreamed into our classroom for two 

months now. I again reminded Valerie to keep all of her work for me and 

asked to copy her reading joumal and writing workshop portfolio. While 

copying her reading joumal I found an entry I had never seen before. It was 

a comparison between the book Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH (O'Brien, 

1971) and the movie The Secret of NTMH (1982). 

1. Right away timmy was sick 
2. they didn't say anything about him being sick before she went to see 

mr. ages. 
3. it didn't tell that misses frisby saved the crow. 
4. They didn't say how the crow got away. 
5. they never talked about the powder and how mis frisby saw them using 

it on the cat the other way. 
6. they didn't show the rose 

The following notation appears in my personal joumal dated January 18th, 
1994: 

"I told V I'd like to keep records of all her work I could and asked for reading 
joumal and WW portfolio. She gave me all her work to copy. One of the papers was a 
comparison of the book The Rats of NIMH to the movie the secret of NIMH. I 
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commented on the notes. She said, "Who's Mrs. Frisby?" She couldn't remember the 
story I had read to the class a couple of months ago. (Her notes were great.) I reminded 
her about the mouse Mrs. Frisby's whose little boy Timothy was sick and she went to 
help the rats under the rosebush. She said, "Oh yeah... that's how her husband died." 

I mention this interaction because this is a classic example of 

Valerie's memory interfering with her ability to look competent. This is one 

example of the difference between competency and performance. This is 

what I believe Mrs. Dorsey was referring to when she stated that Valerie is 

unable to later go back and answer questions about her reading. 

Valerie appeared to not know who Mrs. Frisby was. And, after 

reading a book out loud, I would certainly have been concemed about a child 

who was unable to identify or recognize the name of the title character. But 

the issue here is not comprehension. The issue here is time between tasks 

and how those tasks are reinforced or leamed by Valerie. Valerie 

comprehends text well. Her journal demonstrates that. However, Valerie 

doesn't always remember what she comprehends and therefore does not 

appear to perform well in certain areas. If it were not for the format 

employed by our whole language curriculum I may have also misinterpreted 

Valerie's responses as a lack of comprehension. But through our whole 

language format Valerie is allowed and encouraged to demonstrate her 

competencies through several media and processes. 

Her reading is supported by her peers through literature discussion 

groups that not only help Valerie (and the other members) clarify and expand 

their ideas, but aids in reinforcing and grounding those ideas and concepts. 

Valerie needs to respond to the text. She writes those responses in her 

reading journal. She writes so that she can have her homework and share 
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with her classmates; but the act of writing and thinking about the book in 

order to construct her thoughts and comments actually help Valerie remember 

more because she is interacting with the text. Later, her written journal 

responses serve Valerie as her memory. 

My joumal entry concludes with comments and observations regarding 

the status of Valerie's content work outside of reading and writing workshop. 

'"She showed me ail of the work and notes she had done over the long break. She 
had all of her science notes and asked me to help her edit her spelling. V is in her 3rd 
science draft and turned in her DARE essay due Thursday. She also has her SS notes 
completed for the up-coming test - and recopied them. With expository writing [V] 
appears to use structure as a strategy for her writing. Her writing is brief, it is a mild 
expansion of her outline form." 

I am having difficulty explaining to Valerie that she does not have to 

work this hard. Her mother explained to me that Valerie is spending hours 

upon hours on her homework; most of which is not due for days, weeks, or in 

some cases, a month. I don't think Valerie feels secure without closure. It 

appears to be part of her organization and remembering strategy: Do it now. 

Valerie says she likes the work and she knows she doesn't have to complete 

these now. Besides, she's not really spending all night on this - but is it 

good? 

I note in my joumal that 1 am hoping to find a way to relax Valerie a 

little with regards to her academics. I only wish that one or two of my other 

children were cursed with the same obsession. 

The first book that Valerie chose to read after winter break was The 

Witch of Blackbird Pond fSpeare. 1958). The Witch of Blackbird Pond is a 
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Newbery award winner which has been marketed for both intermediate 

elementary school children and young adults. It is predominately suitable for 

children ages 10 and up. Its dialect and subject matter tends to make the 

book slightly difficult to work through for some readers. 

However, at this stage in the school year we are reading texts in 

literature discussion groups that are continuously introducing new leaming in 

both reading subject and language complexity. Our literature is integrated 

with our social studies curriculum involving the Colonial and Revolutionary 

War periods and many of the children now have enough background 

knowledge and interest to enjoy, appreciate, and leam from the book. The 

following excerpts are from Valerie's reading journal entries: 

" No I wouldn't want to be the main carecter because I would not like the name 
Kit but I would like to have a mind of my own." 

"I do agree with what the charactor is doing But I would probly act diffrent 
because I am not use to be alone or walking around without a parent, friend, and 
teacher." 

I can determine from Valerie's responses that she is able to identify the 

main character Kit. But more importantly, Valerie is relating and responding 

to literature book characters and their actions based upon her own prior 

experiences. She is thinking critically about text and constructing meaning 

with the text by placing the story and characters into the context of her own 

life. This is an important reading strategy and skill. It shows sophistication 

and growth in her reading responses. She is going beyond literal storylines 

and transacting with the text. I also believe that the more Valerie is able to 
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find the connections between the text and her real life experiences, then the 

more she will be able to make sense and remember of the story and its events. 

The following excerpt from my personal journal dated 1/19/96 is 

another such example of Valerie's efforts to relate her life to the books she is 

reading, and her desire to interact and share with her peers. 

" In honor of Kit, V brought in hand carved wooden dolphins from Mexico to 
share with the class. [Note; The name of the ship Kit sailed on was called the Dolphin ] 
She bought the dolphins in Mexico. She explained to the class how to dicker to buy the 
dolphins if you go there yourself; You ask the price and the man says, "$10.00". And 
then you say," How much?" You do that about three or four times while you walk to the 
door and then you buy them for $4.00." 

The preceding description demonstrates Valerie's social knowledge, as 

well as her consistent efforts to apply the texts that she reads to her own 

personal experiences. Furthermore, it allows Valerie an opportunity to shine 

and present new knowledge to her classmates. Her search for meaning 

coupled with her initiative and effort help establish Valerie as one of our 

classroom leaders. The classroom format empowers and supports Valerie in 

both her academic and social pursuits. 

At the end of The Witch Of Blackbird Pond I collected the children's 

reading journals and discovered this page in Valerie's: 

"Kit - a brave girl from barbadous. She lived with her grand father. She came to 
America when he died. She had a mind of her own. 
Mercy - She is Kit's cousin. She was crippled. She was very kind and unselfish. She 
was also a teacher for other children. 

Prudence - a little girl who dropped her doll in the ocean that her grand father made. Kit 
rescued the doll and people thought she was a witch because she could swim. She was 
also a friend of Harmahs. 
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Hannah - The old Quaker woman who lived in the medow. She was friends with Kit, nat, 
and prudence. Some people thought she was a witch. 

Judith - is Kits cousin and mercys sister. She was boy crazzy and wanted to get memed 
and live in a new home. 

Nat Eaton - was the captains son of the Dolphin. He was a friend of Hannah and watched 
out for her. He was in love with Kit. 

Rachel and Matthew - Rachel is Kits Aunt. And Matthew is her Uncle, they where 
Mercy and Judith's parents. They were respected people of the town. 

William - is the boy who is building a new house and wanted to marry Kit. He still 
believes in the Kings rules. 

John - came to study medicine and religion. He got captured by the Indians. He fell in 
love with Mercy." 

Here, Valerie shows more than initiative. She demonstrates her ability 

to organize and structure text by the use of note taking or diagrams. She 

demonstrates her abihty to skim, extract details from text, synthesize or 

summarize these details, identify characters and see relationships between 

these characters. The words Valerie chose, especially with regards to 

Hannah, demonstrates the ability to detect the difference between fact and 

opinion. It is an opinion, not a fact, that some people thought Harmah was a 

witch. It appears that she is understanding the text well. 

I am further pleased to see this page in her journal because it shows me 

tiiat Valerie is independently taking it upon herself to create strategies that aid 

her in her comprehension and memory of text. Nobody asked Valerie to 

create this glossary of characters. When I later asked Valerie about the page, 

she stated that she sometimes forgets who people are as she is reading; 

especially if they have "funny" names. So, she created the page to help her 
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remember and save time from having to go back and reread sections of the 

book. Valerie not only monitors her reading, but is cognizant of where she 

is having difficulties with her reading. She herself has diagnosed and 

provided the remedy for her situation. I am learning from her daily. She is 

teaching me how to fiirther support her, and the other children with similar 

difficulties, in their learning. 

The second book that Valerie chose to read was War Comes To Willy 

Freeman (Collier, 1983). The following excerpts are from her reading 

joumal dated January 24th - February 9th, 1994: 

" My first impressions of the book was a little sad I thought! I like the charectors 
in the book and I like the way they talk. My fellings in the book is the solders should 
leve the parents and Willy Freeman alone. I think the predictions of the book are that the 
soldiers are going to leve and come back and take the mom. I would like to share the 
cover of the book, it never really shows anything about a horse but if there is a book 
about soldiers there probly would be horses!" 

"Willy's freedom is now threatened because the soldiers killed her dad and they 
make her work for her supper." 

"Willy thouts regarding the war and slavery was she felt when you was a woman 
you was half a slave anyway. She felt men was going to come out of it on top. She felt 
women wouldn't be no better then they all ready was. She couldn't understand what they 
were saying, why they were fighting like little kids instead of adults. She thought that 
nobody would be better off after the war and nothing would change." 

"Horace educated Willy about lying to protect herself and not make others 
suspicious. Horaces logic makes sense to me because he was showing Willy how to stay 
safe and take care of herself so she didn't get caught." 

In my joumal entry for January 26th, 19941 wrote: 

" She spoke to me today regarding Willy Freeman. She has read five chapters 
ahead of where she needs to be. She said she loves the book. She thinks it's sad; 
especially how they keep calling her 'nigger'. She went on to say that 'nigger' back then 
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only meant black people. Not today. 'Niggers could be anybody.' "It was also sad when 
they kept grabbing at her chest.' Then she kind of laughed for a minute and recalled the 
scene where '...Willy pulled the potatoes from her shirt... That was kind of fimny.' She 
chuckled as she reiterated that it was sad." 

Valerie is experiencing and gaining experiences through print. She is 

problem solving and thinking about the story context and setting when she 

determines that there must also be horses. She's generating her own thoughts 

and conclusions. Here she also speaks as the characters did. Rather than 

critique the characters' actions based upon what she would do, Valerie 

explains their actions based upon the situation in the story. She is 

understanding the nuances of the text. Through literature she is coming to 

see how behaviors can be explained in different settings and struggle with 

human emotions and concerns such as gender and racial issues. By using 

print to form and think through opinions and circumstances, Valerie is 

coming to know herself. 

Through Valerie's responses to Willy Freeman she is demonstrating 

the ability to handle and enjoy a rural Black dialect. She appears to 

understand the cause and effect relationships in the story and she is making 

predictions about text. She provides her personal interpretation of die story 

line and her discussions again go beyond a literal understanding of text. She 

discusses the mood and tone of the book. In literature discussion group she 

shares her dunking regarding the text and again demonstrates the pleasure 

she derives from her reading. 

One of the items that Valerie created to share with her reading group 

was a folded, accordion-style picture book which presented some of the 

major events in the story sequentially. The picture book demonstrates 
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Valerie's ability to comprehend and carry her understanding of text 

throughout a novel as well as her ability to summarize material and present it 

sequentially through another format or medium. It also incorporates 

Valerie's love for drawing into the reading process. I'm pleased that 

Valerie's responses to literature take on a personal meaning to her. She is not 

just completing assignments. Her responses show self-expression to the 

literature in various media, such as art, that she enjoys. 
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Figure 6.6; Valerie's accordion book from War Comes To Willy Freeman 



180 

Valerie is also making noticeable strides in her morning journal. 

Previously responding only to prompts, Valerie generated the following 

excerpt. 

" Alexander day, Tomie depaola and Eric Carle is my favorite athors because I 
like there pictures. I like Eric Carle's books because I like words, pictures and the fold 
outs. I like Alexander day because I like to figer out what to say, I like her pictures and 
the book is very soft. I like Tomie depaola's books. I like the words, the picture, the 
sound, and the different kind of paintings." 

Valerie is freewriting in her journal. She demonstrates her desire and 

ability to discuss authors and their various works. She shows that she uses 

picture cues in her reading, and that the illustrations are of value to her. I 

particularly like the two adjectives she chose to describe the tone or feel of 

the books. One book was "soft"; and in another book she liked the "sound" 

of the book. This is not the only time Valerie generated a discussion 

comparing texts. 

On a memo note serving as an anecdotal record I have jotted: 

"V brought me E Carle & L Lionni books A House For Hermit Crab and The 
Biggest House fn The World. Began telling me similarities. I was in middle of R. 
Groups starting & asked her to write it down. She did in Wr. Wkshop" (Carle, 1988; 
Lionni, 1968). 

Here is Valerie's comparison: 

Same 

Eric Carle and Leo Lionni's Books The Biggest House in the world and A House 
for Hermit Crab are alike because there about houses, the tittles capitaleyesed. There 
getting too big. They both have shells. 
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Difrent 

There diffrent because one's a snail and the others a crab. There different colors, 
the snails shell grew different colors and sea shells with colors. The crab was just 
looking for a house." 

Valerie's self-generated exploration demonstrates her use of 

intertextuality as well as her ability to construct meaning from a picture book. 

She uses picture cues to support her comparison and further demonstrates her 

ability to discuss various authors' works. 

In writing workshop Valerie continues to play with various writing 

genres and styles. She has made me a construction paper 3-D Valentine's 

Day card which is quite elaborate. This card reflects Valerie's understanding 

of the greeting card genre in both language and format. Her format also 

provides the reader with built-in graphic text cues. The cover of her card 

reads: 

Just for 
YOU! 

A Valentine 
gift certificate 

Redeemable 
For the Gift 

of your choice... 

Inside the card is a 3-D heart that folds open. On the front of the heart it 

says: 
Choices 

1. You may it or 
2. spell it out 
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Under the heart on the left it says: 

A. A Big Hug 
B. A Big Kiss 

C. A Big Hug and A big kiss 

Under the heart on the right it says; 

A . 

B. 

C 

It's an elaborate published piece of work which reflects her personality 

as well as her experimentation with various genres and their functions. The 

more opportunity Valerie has to immerse herself in and explore the many 

forms of print the more she develops a repertoire of increasing sophistication 

and flexible strategies for generating ideas and sharing her work. Form 

follows function. 

1 wonder if her recent preoccupation with the various author/illustrator 

styles that she chose to compare has helped her to see tiiat there is not just 

one correct way to write and to publish. I try to reinforce in all of my 

children that when they are writing, the choices they make about text are 

correct. They are die writer, the author, the creator. There are no wrong 

responses. 
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Valerie's portfolio drafts also demonstrate growth in writing and risk 

taking. In the example below I see that Valerie is continuously revising text. 

(For a typed translation see Appendix N.) 
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She is rewriting sections and adding details to her story. She is going beyond 

making her stories "correct" and moving towards creating stories that are 

interesting to read. Her story is cohesive and contains a beginning, middle 

and an end. To satisfy her special education criteria I notice that the surface 

features of her text exhibit that her letters are formed conventionally and the 

spacing of her words and letters is appropriate. Her draft utilizes punctuation 

correctly and all of her sentences and proper nouns are capitalized. Her use 

of mechanics such as contractions and possessives is accurate. 

[ have noticed that Valerie transfers her learning to other areas in the 

curriculum. In my personal journal I write: 

"In writing wkshop V writing her family story and went to book shelf Returned 
with a spelling dictionary. During science and our intro to the human body there is a 
section on the brain [in the textbook] and it shows a brain scan detecting a tumor. V 
raised her hand and talked about how she had that machine used on her. She volunteered 
two or three times more to describe what a CAT scan is like and MRJ and also to explain 
to the kids that an X-ray photographs the skull and the cat scan gets the brain. She 
deconstructed the text for the children. What great confidence she shared with. John 
asked if it hurt. She said they don't but explained that you have to stay still and if you 
can't they put something around your head to keep you in place." 

Valerie is expanding upon and making sense of expository text by 

transferring the same strategies she employs in her literature discussion 

groups to other reading experiences and materials. She is connecting the 

information to her own personal experiences and prior knowledge. 

Furthermore, she shares her knowledge with her classmates and in turn, helps 

others think through their questions. Valerie became their teacher. 

I do not believe that this encounter would have taken place if it were 

not for the classroom community we have worked on building throughout the 
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school year. The classroom community is the foundation and grounding 

necessary for successful holistic learning. Without affective domain, true 

holistic education falls by the wayside. Valerie obviously feels safe enough 

now in her classroom setting to discuss her medical situation. For one of the 

first times in Valerie's life, her cancer actually becomes an ironic asset to her 

teaming. It supplies her with background knowledge as well as establishes 

her as an expert in this field among her fiiends. It also opens the door for 

further communication between herself and her peers. Valerie's cancer is no 

longer an undiscussed topic in the classroom. 

End Of The School Year (April - May, 1994) 

We are coming to the close of our school year. As part of Valerie's 

monitoring lEP I am required to provide evidence and documentation of 

Valerie's learning throughout the year. Based upon my prior experiences 

with the school's administrators and our special education personnel I am 

confident that they will not regard Valerie's school work as documented 

evidence of her competencies and strengths. I know that the only 

documentation they would value or consider of interest would be an official 

assessment. Because I too wanted the benefit of official assessment to help 

me support and document Valerie's competencies I again called upon Dr. 

Rigg's assistance. At my request. Dr. Pat Rigg administered a Reading 

Miscue Inventory (Goodman, Y., et al., 1987) to Valerie (see Appendix J). 
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Valerie read the first five pages of the Katherine Paterson novel Lyddie. Dr. 

Rigg has this to say about the text: 

[Valerie] read the first five pages of a novel which has not been 'basalized', ie, 
the sentence structure and vocabulary have not been simplified or altered from the 
author's original publication. As with any good, mature literature, this book has a wide 
variety of sentence length and patterns: the average number of words per sentence ranges 
from 2 to 39. The language style used by the narrator is mature, complex, standard 
English; the vocabulary is not restricted. 

The language style used by the characters causes some problems. The characters 
speak an uneducated dialect of country people in the USA 150 years ago. "Don't nobody 
yell;' 'You ain't ugly.' The mother quotes scripttire and scripture-like predictions: 'when 
the end drew near, the devil would walk the earth;' and 'Your adversary the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.' In her retelling, [Valerie] said 
that some of the words didn't make sense, and she found and read as an example from 
page 4: 'That weren't no devil.' This example combines the country dialect with the 
scriptural reference, so both linguistically and conceptionally, it is quite dense." 

Dr. Rigg concludes: 

" [Valerie's] retelling refers to the characters Lyddie, the boy, the mother, and the 
bear. She seems confused as to whether Rachel and Agnes are one baby or two babies. 
The retelling clearly describes the bear's size, using phrases from the text. The retelling 
also clearly describes characteristics of both Lyddie and her brother, mentioning Lyddie's 
bravery when the bear entered, and the closeness and similarity of the siblings. The 
retelling presents the main event of the bear's entry, frightening the kids onto the loft, 
messing up the furniture, and finally getting burned by the porridge and 'jumping out'. 
The humor of the situation in which the bear has a big black pot on his head is suggested 
by the laughter with which [Valerie] tells this part. 

STRATEGES 

Overall, the picture of [Valerie] that emerges from the RMI is that of a careful reader, 
one quite competent dealing with complex text using complex language and presenting 
both everyday and uncommon themes. [Valerie] works hard to 'get it right', using her 
excellent knowledge of phonics, her mastery of the language, and her ability to read 
swiftly in order to produce an articulate oral rendition of the printed page. Her laughter 
during and after reading, and her comments in the retelling indicate that she was engaged 
with Lyddie's story, that she was diinking about characters, and that she was using small 
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details of the story to construct a sensible explanation for why these characters acted the 
way they did. 

The Reader Profile shows a meaning construction percentage of 80%. Together with the 
very respectable retelling, this 80% means that the reader makes sense of the text, creates 
meaning for it, most of the time. In everyday terms, [Valerie] understood the story. She 
used her knowledge of the world and her knowledge of language to select cues from the 
printed pages, making predictions about the next event and phrase, confirming those 
predictions, and correcting (regressing and this time matching the text) when her 
predictions were not confirmed. 

The grammatical relations strength percentage of 76% shows that [Valerie] is using the 
syntactic system well: her miscues result in acceptable grammatical structures. What she 
reads sounds like language. The slight overcorrection of 4% shows her rereading the text 
to correct a miscue that did not need correcting because it made sense in the story. 

[Valerie] read these five pages carefully and deliberately, taking 25 minutes to read 1500 
words. She corrected 12 of the first 25 miscues, about 50%, and this does not count 
corrected partials nor rurming starts (in which a section of text i.e. repeated). 

The high scores on graphic similarity (100%) and sound similarity (96%) suggest an 
over-reliance on the grapho-phonic cueing system. These unusually high scores plus her 
strong tendency to correct over half of her miscues indicate a strong concern with 
accuracy in oral reading. With this material, that concern does not interfere with 
[Valerie's] construction of meaning; like most well-written narratives, this story teaches 
itself Faced with material that is much more difficult, however, [Valerie's] 
over-concern with accuracy may impede her reading. Some textbooks are so poorly 
written that it is very difficult to make much sense of them; if students are required to 
read these quickly in order to pass some test or fill in some work-sheet, the students who 
doggedly attempt to get every word and get it right often flounder." 

The miscue analysis provides evidence of Valerie's strengths with 

reading. She demonstrated comprehension of a text read orally which was 

evidenced by her appropriate and thorough retelling. The text utilized an 

archaic country dialect which appeared not to inhibit Valerie's overall 

understanding of the text. It is important to note here that in addition to 

Lyddie rPaterson, 1991), War Comes To Willy Freeman. The Witch of 
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Blackbird Pond. The Fighting Ground. A Gathering of Days. Pilgrim Stories, 

and Sign of the Beaver are all books read by Valerie throughout the school 

year which utilize varied English dialects. Additionally, Valerie described 

the setting of the story and the characters. The RMI showed evidence that 

Valerie can extract details from text, that she rereads for meaning and 

self-corrects; sometimes to a fault. 

In literature discussion group Valerie is reading The True Confessions 

of Charlotte Doyle (Avi, 1990). hi the following entry Valerie writes herself 

a question for which to respond: 

" Is Charlotte Doyle having fim on the ship? Explain!" 

Her response: 

"No she is not having fun but she's not having a bad time either. She is making 
friends with Zacheriya But on chapter 7, She was not having fim at all she was scared!" 

Here, Valerie generates her own journal question and then cites the 

text to support her response. She also refers back to the text during literature 

group sharing in the instance of confusion or for clarification. An example 

of this occurred during Charlotte Doyle as well. 

Valerie came to reading group widi her journal entry and post-it notes 

with vocabulary marked in the text with which she was having problems. 

Valerie's post-it notes show that she monitors her reading comprehension. 

During reading she highlights or marks new words that she is unable to 

figure out through the context of the story. And, as with The Witch Of 

Blackbird Pond, she also employs the strategy of note taking to aid her in her 



Figure 6.8; Valerie notes confusing vocabulary as she reads 

reading. This time her notes are in the fonn of a glossary to help her 

remember and identify new words. 
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Figure 6.9; Valerie's glossary from The True Confessions Of Charlotte DovIe 
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On April 25, 1994,1 was absent from school. When I returned the 

next day I found this letter on my desk: (For a typed translation see 

Appendix O.) 
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Figure 6.10: Valerie's letter about my absence from school 
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Valerie is using print to voice her feelings and her opinions. This 

suggests to me that Valerie is comfortable writing, and understands the 

power of print. Her letter is cohesive and persuasive. She cites her 

complaint and provides me with supporting details. She understands the 

friendly letter format. Sentence structure and vocabulary are age appropriate. 

The letter is neat and her letters are formed conventionally. Words are 

properly spaced and she uses conventional capitalization and punctuation. 

But what is most interesting is that she chose to write this at all. 

Although many of the children voiced complaints upon my return, 

none of the children wrote their complaints down. Valerie wrote her 

complaints down, but did not discuss her complaints with me. She is a very 

private person and usually doesn't feel comfortable discussing how she feels 

about personal issues or how these issues affect her. This is not the first time 

Valerie demonstrated this. When she returned from Spring Break in April 

she again returned from another holiday vacation with completed school 

work in hand. This time her work took the form of journal questions. 

Valerie generated journal questions for which her classmates could 

respond. She suggested that I use these questions to write on the board every 

moming instead of the ones that I chose. I found it slightly comical that the 

same child that refused to generate a freewriting response in the fall, is now 

generating die prompts for which the other children should respond to in the 

spring. I was also pleased to see that we were making some progress with 

Valerie's insistence upon doing school work over the holidays. Although she 

did continue to do some work over the vacation she at least showed some 

restraint. She only generated the questions - she did not feel the need to 
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respond to them all also. I additionally noticed that one of her questions on 

the list asked if any of the children ever had a pet that died. 

I knew from Valerie's mother that her hamster died over Spring Break. 

Valerie had not yet shared this information with me. It's my belief that 

Valerie is using print to initiate discussions that she may not feel comfortable 

bringing up in oral conversation. Rarely does she initiate discussions about 

her cancer - but she writes of her cancer in her family stories that she shares 

with the children. In writing workshop she created stories focusing upon a 

fictional character she called Rosey. Her Rosey stories speak of Rosey dying, 

visiting God, and returning home. Valerie has spoken to me privately of 

what she considers to be a near death experience following her surgery. It 

appears that print is taking on another important function in Valerie's life. It 

is helping Valerie to express herself and broach topics that she would not 

consider raising in face to face oral interaction. 

Towards the end of April, Valerie wrote the following 2 drafts based 

upon a real-life experience that happened after school. She wrote the drafts 

at home the same evening and brought them to school to share the next day. 

draft 1: 
Yesterday, April 25th, 1994 I found a baby bird on the way to the mailbox when I was 
going to check the mail. We called dan, Mrs. Coughlin's husband to get the phone 
number for the Millers, thats the place we took the other bird we saved. The bird was a 
baby Dove. When we got to the Miller's house, Mrs. Miller told us the bird had a 
fifty-fifty chance of surviving. 

1 named the bird Nicki for we didn't know if the bird was a girl or a boy! Mrs. Miller 
said the other bird our class found was able to go free in the wild They told me the bird 
visits a lot. They had a lot of birds, two of them were farm owls and they also had two 
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baby bunnies. One bunny was just a baby and the other was a little older. They were so 
cute! 

draft 2: 
Yesterday April 25,94 I found a baby bird on the way when I was walking to check the 
mail. We called Dan Mrs. Coughlin's husband to get the number for the place we took 
the bird we found and saved. The bird was a dove. When we got to the millers Mrs. 
Miller told us it had a fifty fifty chance. I named the bird Nicky because we don't know 
if its a girl or a boy, so we gave it a boy and girls name. Mr. Miller said the other bird we 
saved has been able to go free back in the wild. He told me the bird visits them a lot. 
They had a lot of birds, two bam owls and two rabbits! One baby rabbit but a little 
bigger then a baby and a little little rabbit. It was so cute. 

Notice that there are inconsistencies in the surface features of these 

two drafts. In draft 1, Valerie does not capitalize the word "dan". She does 

in draft 2. In draft 1 she inserts a hyphen between the words "fifty fifty". 

She does not in draft 2. Her use of commas is different in each piece. She 

uses very few commas in draft 2. And, she changes her writing of the date 

between each draft. In draft I she capitalizes the last name Miller 

consistently. It is not consistently capitalized in draft 2. Her wording of text 

has changed, but the text is not predominantly altered. Draft 2 sounds more 

like Valerie's voice. These drafts again reveal the variations and differences 

in Valerie's performance. 

Here we have two drafts of the same story, written approximately 

within the same time period, and we see differences and inconsistencies in 

Valerie's performance and strengths. Again it becomes quite obvious that 

what she knows, and what she demonstrates, are occasionally two completely 

different things. Valerie's work does not remain stagnant nor constant. 

In writing workshop Valerie is working on her science report and oral 
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presentation. She chose to research the heart. She used index cards for her 

note taking. Valerie demonstrates her abihty to use reference sources as well 

as to extract details and information from text. This was the area in which 

her lEP stated she was weak and needed special education support for in the 

spring. Her notecards additionally provide evidence that Valerie utilizes 

prewriting strategies of webbing and note taking to assist her writing. 
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Figure 6.11; Valerie's science notes on the hes»rt 
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These strategies are further supplemented and reinforced by another science 

report for which her notes are dated May 10th. The subject of Valerie's 

report is dogs. Her note taking now takes the form of an outline. Based 

upon her classwork I do not see a need for Valerie to be pulled out to work 

on note taking or retrieving information from texts. 

Lf^oo(L 
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Figure 6.12: Valerie's outline on dogs 

As the school year is coming to an end most of the children are 

drafting ideas for their culminating essay test on the Revolutionary War. I 

prepared the essay test for the children based upon "good" essay questions 

brainstormed by the children. It was my intent to provide the children with 
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practice: writing to a prompt or a given topic, summarizing their thoughts 

from their readings and a variety of supplemental resources, utilizing various 

stages of the writing process, and bringing a piece of writing to final 

completion in finished form. The children received two grades. They 

received a grade for content (which counted as two social study, reading, and 

writing grades) and a grade for surface features of text such as grammar and 

conventions, which counted as one writing grade. 

The children received five essay questions three weeks before the test 

from which to prepare. On the day of the test diey were required to respond 

in writing to any three of the five questions that they chose. Because the 

grades were predominantly based upon comprehension of the Revolutionary 

War material and the child's applied initiative and effort in the art of 

preplarming, notes, graphic organizers, and rough drafts were allowed during 

the test. My only criteria was that the notes used for the test needed to be 

initialed by me at least one day prior to the exam. I would not approve notes 

on the morning of the exam. They were to be prepared and to take 

responsibility for their preparation and their learning. I also approved notes 

because I wanted to assure that their notes were correct and they were not 

harboring misconceptions. I wanted all of the essays written in class. I did 

not want a completed draft corrected by parents and spell check brought into 

the test. 1 wanted an authentic representation of how each child would 

summarize and write under a similar testing situation. 

Below are two of Valerie's essays. She demonstrates her ability to 

summarize written material, determine cause and effect relationships, 

sequence events, use text to verify and explore material, coimect story to 
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Other texts, extract details from printed materials and use information to form 

opinions. With regards to her special education criteria, Valerie also passed 

this exam with at least an 80% accuracy. She received an A for both content 

and conventions. 

We are leaving England because we have booked passage with the Virginia 
Company of London because we want to have our own religion. We want to be separate 
from the Church of England. On the ship we can expect it to be stormy, dangerous, 
scary. People might starve, die or get various diseases. In the new land we can expect 
hard, cold winters, hostile Indians, new diseases and very little food. 

There were many events that led up to the Revolutionary War. First, the King 
took away rights from the people and destroyed charters. Then the King made people 
pay the taxes to England. The sugar Act and stamp Act were for taxes. The people 
called upon England to have them repel the acts. Then the King sent the soldiers. The 
soldiers kicked the people out of their homes. The people dressed up like Indians and 
took the tea and pord it out in the water because we had to pay more for a cup of tea. We 
also snuck some. So the BCing wouldn't let anybody leave and that's how the wars began. 

Toward the end of May I checked all of the children's portfolios for 

their final grades. Valerie had the following papers in her writing workshop 

portfolio. It is an overview of what she did in writing workshop from 

February until the end of the year. The format is mine. Valerie listed each 

entry sequentially below each other. All dates were separated by a drawn 

line. 

Feb I - 22 
I have been writing storys about cancer. Writing in question book. Writing a sap 
test 
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February 23-28 
Revolutionary war test, peom, and looking up books for test. 

March 1 - 18,94 
Family stories, peoms Revolutionary war test and looking up books for test 

March 19-31,94 
Since report, Socolstudies test and family stories. Peoms, Reports, and Sience. 

April 11 -15,94 
Family story, BFG project. Science, peoms, and story meanings. Helping Nari, 
and cover for family storys covers. Question book. 

April 18, 94 
cover 

April 19,94 
[ dont remember! 

April 20, 
Story D. 

April 25, 94 
Write letter to Mrs. Coughlin 

April 27,94 
Absent 

April 28, 94 
story Drafts, story Illistrat. 

May 2, 94 
Story edited. 

May 3, 94 
Peom 

May 4, 94 
Mothers day suprize 

May 5, 94 May 6-9 
letter Absent hospital and mexico 

May 10, 1994 May 16 
project letter draft 
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Valerie's list reflects the various genres and print that she immersed 

herself in during writing workshop time the latter part of our school year. It 

highlights the amount of time she spent on various projects, and the 

seriousness with which she holds herself accountable for her learning and her 

work. It speaks to her risk-taking and experimenting with various forms and 

functions of print; all of which she continuously adds to her development as a 

writer. 

Valuing Valerie 

Discussion Of Analysis: Reading 

Throughout the school year Valerie read and responded to the 

following books for her literature discussion groups: 

The Knights of the Kitchen Table TScieszka. 1991) 
A School Library Journal Best Book of the Year 
Best Kid's Books of 1991, Parent Magazine 
A g e s  8 - 1 0  

The Fighting Ground (Avi. 1984) 
ALA Notable Book, 1984 
A g e s  8 - 1 2  

Margaret Pumphrey's Pilgrim Stories (Hall. 1963) 
Ages 8 - 12 
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Charlotte's Web (White. 1952) 
Newbery Winner 
A g e s  8 - 1 2  

Maniac Magee (Spinetli. 1990) 
Newbery Winner 
A g e s  9 - 1 2  

Basil of Baker Street (Titus, 1989) 
Ages 8-12 

A Gathering of Days fBlos. 1979) 
Newbery Winner 
A g e s  8 - 1 2  

Traitor. The Case of Benedict Arnold fFritz. 1981) 
A g e s  9 - 1 2  

Sign of the Beaver (Speare, i983) 
Newbery Honor Book 
A g e s  9 - 1 2  

The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle (Avi, I990) 
Newbery Honor Book 
Best Book For Teens, NY Public Library 
ALA Best Book For Young Adults, YASD 
A g e s  9 - 1 4  

The Witch of Blackbird Pond (Speare, 1958) 
Newbery Winner 
A g e s  9 - 1 4  

War Comes To Willy Freeman (Coiiier, 1983) 

Ages 9-12 
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Special education criteria 

Table 4 summarizes the special education criteria for reading based 

upon Valerie's lEP statements and special education testing measures. 

Special education goals: Reading Table 4 

Readina level mid - fourth qrade • 
Readino test master/ 80% or better • 

Demonstrated strengths are noted with a dot 

Based upon the list of literature read, and the quality of Valerie's 

responses to the texts, Valerie has demonstrated that she is reading quality, 

age-appropriate literature; thus placing herself nicely at or above her current 

grade level. Her classwork with regards to literature discussions, journal 

responses, reading projects, and reading tests all surpassed the 80% criteria 

established by her EEP. Valerie completed the school year on the principal's 

list. She received straight A's. She also mastered both the district and state 

assessment tests in reading. Both of these assessments establish mastery at 

80%. Valerie easily accomplished and surpassed her special education 

criteria. 

Whole language criteria 

Table 5 summarizes the whole language criteria I established for 

Valerie and the other students based upon whole language theory and 

research. It further documents the goals which were evidenced in Valerie's 
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work samples throughout the year. Valerie's work samples provided 

documentation and evidence for all of the criteria on my list of objectives for 

the fifth graders that school year. 

Our classroom format allowed for many opportunities in which 

Valerie could engage in reading on a daily basis. She always chose to read 

and participate. She demonstrated that she read for a variety of purposes. 

She read for: 

• enjoyment 

• socialization/inclusion 

• to locate and retrieve information 

• to leam 

• to share and discuss 

• to gather ideas for writing 

• to provide structures for writing 

Valerie demonstrated growth throughout the school year in her reading 

experiences. The difficulty of books she chose increased, as did the quality 

of her joumal responses. Valerie began the school year with very little 

experience with complete text. By this I mean that prior to fifth grade 

Valerie was predominately reading short stories and excerpts fi-om a basal 

reading series. She had little experience with reading novels. Novels differ 

from short stories in that they expose the reader to more of a variety of text 

elements. In a novel, the reader needs to sustain comprehension throughout 

an extended period of time. Plots and characters are more richly 



Whole language goals: Reading Table 5 

construas meaning 
turns to text to verify, clarify, confimi. explore 
connects story to personal expenence 
connects story to other texts 
revises/extends interpretations 
uses prior knowledge 
makes predictions about text 
uses context for unfamiliar words 
discussions go beyond a literal interpretation 
sees relationships between characters 
identifies characters 
sustains comprehension throughout chapter bk 
discusses tone or mood 
summanzes 
retells 
sequences 
comprehends various dialects 
asks for clarification 
understands cause & effect 
understands fact & opinion 
understands reality/fantasy:fact/fiction 
uses picture clues 
identifies setting 
highlights difficult or new words 
uses phonetic cues 
makes notes, diagrams 
critiques vanous texts 
discuss vanous author's works 
selects books independently 
initiates literature discussion 
considers differences of opinions 
shares thinking with others 
helps others think through questions 
revises interpretations after discussions 
rereads for meaning 
self corrects 
skims 
reads silently 
shows pleasure in reading 
samples a variety of genres 
reads orally with fluency 
reads orally with expression 
chooses to read 
reads for a variety of purposes 
uses info and details from text to form opinions 
locate and extract details from text. 
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and intricately developed. Cause and effect scenarios are usually more 

prevalent and more difficult to detect because they are summerged in the 

context of the story. Elements of setting are more numerous and detailed. 

Basal stories employ controlled vocabulary and sentence structures that 

are unnatural to our oral language and often appear and sound awkward. In 

this regard, basal readers actually make the reading task more difficult. 

Valerie began the school year reading The Knights of the Kitchen 

Table (Scieszka, 1991); a book established for children ages 8 - 10. She 

completed the school year reading The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle 

(Avi, 1990); a book which is marketed for young adults ages 9-14. The 

books she read increased in both difficulty and length. The Knights of the 

Kitchen Table contains 55 pages of text, with at least a third of the text used 

for illustrations. The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle is 232 pages of 

text. There is only one illustration included in an appendix at the back of the 

book. The illustration is a detailed labeled drawing of the ship Charlotte 

sailed upon. 

Many of the books Valerie read pertained to the Colonial and 

Revolutionary War periods. These books utilized British dialects and 

vocabulary, Native American dialects, rural Black dialects, colonial dialects 

and vocabulary, various archaic country dialects, and German and French 

language and vocabulary. The language and syntax of the stories were 

sometimes complex and unusual to the children's ears. The settings of the 

books were predominately unfamiliar to most of the students. Several of the 

books were set on sailing vessels. These texts were abundant with nautical 

terminology. Many of the books were set in the eastern part of die United 
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States; unfamiliar to many of the children who reside in the desert. All of 

these text features were handled nicely by Valerie. They did not impede her 

efforts to make meaning. In her literature group setting Valerie read fairy 

tales, historical fiction, historical non-fiction, picture books, poems, charts, 

diagrams, biographies, maps, glossaries, novels, songs, and diaries. 

Valerie's first responses to literature were illustrations she copied 

directly from the text. By die end of the school year Valerie was generating 

her own literature discussion questions for bodi herself and her group 

members. Her responses to literature increased in length and quality. 

Valerie responded to the literature in numerous ways. She dressed as 

characters and made lists and glossaries of the characters detailing their 

relevance to the storyline. She compared characters from one text to another 

and discussed how characters from one book would react to situations in a 

different book. Valerie used art to create dioramas, murals, models, 

artifacts, book covers, and scenery. She drew settings, characters, and scenes 

from the stories. She created treasure boxes containing personal artifacts of 

literature characters. 

Valerie shared her responses in literature group with her peers. During 

her first group sharing I observed that Valerie was very quiet and reserved. 

She did not respond to any group members when they shared nor did she 

orally participate in the literature discussion of the book. She sat and 

listened, sharing only when she was called upon. By the end of the year 

Valerie had many experiences as group leader. She generated journal 

responses and initiated literature group discussions - often spontaneously 
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outside of literature circle. She shared eagerly and demonstrated her ability 

to discuss literature and various literature genres. 

Valerie demonstrated various reading strategies throughout the year. 

When we began the school year Valerie's sole verbalized strategy for figuring 

out unknown words was to look them up in the dictionary. Valerie now 

consciously employs strategies of reading ahead, looking to see what would 

make sense in the sentence, rereading, sounding it out, asking somebody, 

skipping it, or looking it up in the dictionary. She has also demonstrated her 

ability to transfer these strategies to other reading situations; predominately 

her expository reading of textbooks. Valerie monitors her reading. This is 

evidenced by her self-correcting, predicting and confirming of text, and her 

documentation of unknown vocabulary words and character glossaries. 

Evidence of growth is further documented through a comparison of 

her Reading Miscue Inventories conducted by Dr. Martens on 10/11/93 and 

Dr. Rigg on 4/4/94 (see Appendix I and J). Table 6 highlights these 

differences. 

Valerie's miscue analysis' indicates that she increased her reading 

comprehension, or meaning construction, on these measures from 73% to 

80% between the months of October and April. This percentile reflects 

Valerie's ability to create meaning from the text. It represents how well 

Valerie understood the story. Her grammatical relations strength percentage 

increased from 50% to 76%. This percentile shows that Valerie is using the 

syntactic system well and her miscues result in acceptable grammatical 

structures. What she reads sounds like language. 
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Comparison of Reading Miscue Statistics Table 6 

Octobcr April 

Meaning Construction 73% 80% 

No loss 58% 76% 

Partial loss 15% 4% 

Loss 27% 20% 

Grammatical Relations 80% 84% 

Strength 50% 76% 

Partial strength 20% 4% 

Overcorrection 10% 4% 

Weakness 20% 16% 

Graphic Relations 96% 100% 

Sound Relations 89% 96% 

Valerie's overcorrections dropped from 10% to 4%. 

Overcorrections show areas in which Valerie reread the text to correct a 

miscue that did not need correcting because it made sense in the story. This 

drop in percentile is a strength for Valerie. It shows that rather than attending 

to each word and every word she is reading the text and monitoring for 

meaning 

Her high scores on graphic similarity and sound similarity still suggest 

an over-reliance on the grapho-phonic cueing system. Valerie is very 

concerned with accuracy in her oral reading. On these measures her 
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over-reliance on graphic features did not appear to interfere with her 

construction of meaning. 

Throughout the year there were many opportunities to observe 

Valerie's speaking competencies and her oral literacies. The children took 

turns sharing and reading a daily poem. They shared in author's chair, 

presented content area reports, spoke in literature discussion groups, 

participated in class meetings, read their family stories at our class family 

nights, and they organized and presented a workshop on writing family 

stories at another elementary school out of our district. 

On the occasions that Valerie reads from her text, 1 have observed that 

she read fluently and with expression. Often she utilized props with her 

presentations, such as pictures or artifacts. On one occasion she presented 

her science topic in a game show format and brought in game show prizes for 

the class to receive if they answered her correctly. 

The poems that she chose to read were frequently from the works of 

Shel S ilverstein and she read them with humor and laughter. I have noted in 

my journal frequently diat Valerie does not go into a reading "cold". She sits 

with the text and practices her reading continuously until she is comfortable 

with her oration. In many cases, such as our workshop presentation, she 

practiced so long that she did her presentation from memory - but kept her 

note cards in her pocket just in case. 

Valerie entered our classroom as a shy reluctant reader. She lacked 

confidence in herself and in her reading ability. She did not believe that she 

read well, nor did she believe diat she possessed the ability to be what she 

would consider a "good" reader. Through her reading and classroom 
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experiences with literature Valerie emerged as a strong confident reader in 

both reality and self-perception. 

Discussion Of Analysis: Writing 

Throughout the school year Valerie published over twenty-five books 

and at least twenty poems. She generated the following types of writing; 

news articles, research reports, creative stories, factual stories, journal entries, 

essays, charts, banners, posters, signs, cards, recipes, illustrations, art work, 

notes & memos, letters, maps, diagrams, cartoons, and time lines. She 

utilized writing for: record keeping, organizing, enjoyment, communication, 

planning, documenting, expressing her thoughts and feelings, 

sharing/socializing, note taking, and to understand and clarify concepts. 

Special education criteria 

Table 7 summarizes the special education criteria established by 

Valerie's DEP. 

Special education goals: Writing Table 7 

writina qrades 80% or better • 
writinq grade level at fourth or better • 
spelling skills at mid-third grade level or better • 
sentences edited with 80% accuracy • 
capitalizations 80% accurate • 
punctuation 80% accurate 

Demonstrated strengths are noted with a dot 
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We see that Valerie needs to demonstrate writing grades of 80% or 

better; and her capitalizations, punctuation, and sentences need to be edited 

with 80% accuracy. Valerie never received a writing grade below a B (or 

80%) during the 1993-94 school year in my classroom. Her writing grades 

were based upon surface features as well as content. She completed the 

school year with straight A's. 

Her special education criteria further states that Valerie needs to have 

her spelling skills at a mid-third grade level and her writing grades at a fourth 

grade level. For purposes of establishing a grade level in both writing and 

spelling I went to the district's curriculum guidelines. Appendix K shows the 

district's writing guidelines and objectives for fifth grade. 

Valerie's overall work samples presented in this study meet or surpass 

all district fifth grade criteria with the exception of skill # 5.1.4.7; writing a 

business letter. I did not teach the writing of business letters that school year. 

Based upon Valerie's work samples she surpasses her lEP goal of a 

4th grade level in writing and meets the district's fifth grade writing criteria, 

establishing her nicely on "grade level". In fact, except for the business letter 

which I didn't introduce, she also exceeds the district's criteria for sixth 

grade writing (see Appendix L) as well. 

Valerie's EP states that her spelling is at a mid - third grade level. 

The district does not utilize spelling books. Spelling criteria is addressed in 

the district's guidelines under the writing objectives (Appendix K). The only 

fifth grade spelling criteria established in the guidelines is that Valerie needs 

to employ a variety of spelling and demonstrate the ability to use a dictionary 

and a thesaurus. Valerie has demonstrated these competencies in the 
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is consistently moving towards conventional spellings in her writing. In the 

classroom 1 found little difference in quantity or quality between Valerie's 

inventions and the other children's inventions. If anything, Valerie had less 

inventions than most of the children because she used die dictionary so 

frequently. It is also important to note that many of Valerie's inventions 

stemmed from her hearing loss. Frequently I would ask Valerie to pronounce 

a word spelled unconventionally. More than likely, she pronounced it 

inaccurately also. Her inventions were influenced by her pronunciation. 

Based upon the district's criteria for all students, Valerie meets and 

exceeds her fifth grade level in writing and spelling. She also exceeds all of 

the goals established for her in special education. 

Whole language criteria 

My whole language criteria for writing, and Valerie's demonstrated 

competencies, are summarized in Table 8. 

Valerie demonstrated all of the writing criteria I had established for my 

fifth grade students except for "indents paragraphs". I did not work 

independently with Valerie on indenting paragraphs in any of our 

conferences. With Valerie, I primarily focused upon maintaining a good 

stance towards writing and on the actual content of her stories. 



Whole language goals: Writing Table 8 

chooses and develoos a topic • 
has a sense of audience • 
uses text cuesrcharts. qraphs. etc. • 
shares writino • 
shows orowth in storv length and deveiooment • 
revises, edits, rewrites • 
publishes • 
stories have a beoinnina. middle, and end • 
correct punctuation • 
uses other phnted materials as a model • 
forms letters conventionally • 
writes neatly • 
uses reference sources • 
uses prewntino strategies • 
spellinqs move from invention to convention • 
chooses to write • 
spacino of letters and words is aoproonate • 
indents paragraphs 
consistent use of tense • 
text is cohesive • 
writes in a vanetv of qenres • 
uses age appropnate vocabulary • 
uses age appropriate sentence struaure • 
demonstrates a sense of voice in her writing • 
uses colorful language • 
takes risks • 
establishes a tone or mood • 
utilizes print for a vanety of purposes • 

Demonstrated strengths are noted with a dot 

To view Valerie's growth throughout the school year I decided to 

assess her first and last writing workshop entries of the year. The following 

i s  Va le r i e ' s  ve ry  f i r s t  wr i t i ng  workshop  en t ry  ( a l so  i n  Append ix  G) :  
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Auq 23, 1993 

My favorite food's are chicken rice soup. Chines food, & Lucky wish bone. I like 
these foods because there taste, and because Smell good, and cause I like shrimp, chicken 
fingers and garlek Bread, & fries. [ awlso like rice, beef chowman & because 1 like 
chicken. 

It is a strength that Valerie wrote on the first day of school. She used 

the writing workshop procedures, and circled her attempts at conventional 

spelling, hi Valerie's piece, the words Chines, garlek and chowman were all 

circled; meaning that she knows or believes that these words are not spelled 

conventionally. This informs me that Valerie's writing is probably not going 

to be inhibited by her knowledge of conventional spelling. She is not afraid 

to invent spellings in her writing. She knows that we will correct them in the 

end and she is comfortable with that. She take risks in her writing. Her 

sentences are conventional and age appropriate. She employs capital letters 

at the beginning of sentences and some proper names. She also uses commas 

to separate lists of text. Her handwriting appears age appropriate, and neat. 

Her spaces between letters and words seem conventional. 

I notice that the content of her story reflects joumaling more than a 

narrative. There appears to be little sense of audience other than self. The 

story has a main idea, but it does not contain a plot, nor a middle nor an end. 

I also have little sense of Valerie's voice in her writing. 

The fact that the piece is fairly short and not developed suggests to me 

that Valerie has not had much experience with writing workshop or 

freewriting formats. She does not appear to understand what is expected of 
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her yet in this forum. It may be that she does not know how to choose and 

develop a topic on her own. 

Out of a 47 word text, 89% of the spellings are conventional. There 

are 2 capitalizations of common nouns and 2 proper nouns not capitalized; 

and there is a plural written as a possessive. 

The following is Valerie's last writing workshop entry: 

May 2,94 

Once upon a time lived three pigs, a fox, and a rabbit. The rabbit's name is Bugs 
Bunny. The foxe's name is Wilbur and the pig's names are Robert, Jon, and Dan. Bugs 
Bunny was a crazy bunny! He messed around with the fox. So Wilbur gave up. Finally 
Bugs said, let's go for a walk. It's good exersize! They went for a walk and Bugs Bunny 
and Wilbur became good friends! A few blocks more they walked and came upon the 
first pig Robert. The fox said let's get out of here before I start sneezing and blow the 
poor pig's house down. Bugs Burmy said now come on wait a minute! I want to talk to 
him. Bugs said little pig little pig come out its just Bugs Burmy. Do you have anybody 
else with you? Ya my friend Wilbur. Wilbur I hate foxes! Im getting out of here. 
Wilbur get that pig to come talk to me. You tell him you are a nice fox and you've 
learned your lesson! Little pig little pig I am a nice fox now and learned a very big 
lesson. There was no answer! Bugs said blow the house down! So I could talk to him. 
Well ok! So he huffed and he puffed and blew the little pigs house down that was made 
of sticks. He was gone. All that was left was sticks. So they walked on. The next house 
they came upon was Jon the secent little pig but a little bite older and stupider. His house 
was made of straw and can you guess what? robert the first pig was there! Bugs Bunny 
said little pigs little pigs please come out, me and my friend won't hurt you! not by the 
prickleys of our chiny chin chins. Wilbur tell them we won't hurt them and you've 
learned your lesson. OK. Well OK! Little pigs little pigs let us come in by your prickly, 
prickley hairs we won't hurt you and I've learned a very good lesson. There wasn't any 
answer. Blow em down said Bugs. So the fox huffed and puffed and blew out the hairs 
of the second brothers house made out of straws. Nothing was there but straws and 
prickles of hair. So they walked on. They came to the theird and last pig of all Dan. I 
remember this guy. He was made of brains and got me in big trouble. Little pigs, little 
pigs come out and talk to us. We won't hurt you! Don't listen to them. Tell them to 
come out and talk to us we won't hurt them and you've learned a very very good lesson. 
Ok. Ok one more time. Little pigs little pigs please come out we won't hurt you and I 
have learned a very very very good lesson. Please come out and talk to us or I'll blow 
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your house in. Don't listen to him you can't blow a house built of bricks down! But 
suddenly the pigs heard huffing and puffing. They started laughing! The fox gave up. 
It's no use Bugs. I can't blow a house with bricks down. Oh, yes you can. Try one more 
time ok. Ok. So he huffed and he puffed and guess what? Oh my god I did it!" 

(P.S. Heres a secret. The rabbit really blew up the house made of bricks. (I don't think 
anybody could.) The main thing about the story is Bugs Bunny was bossing Wilbur 
around and he finaly did something to help. The other main thing of the story is they 
wanted to talk to one of the pigs) 

Valerie's illustrations show a rabbit pouring gasoline and fire onto the brick house: and 
the rabbit andfox saying, will you talk to us. Her cover features pictures of all the 
characters. 

Valerie's story is 620 words in length. Seven of these words (or. 1%) 

are not spelled according to convention. Three of the inventions are 

contractions that are spelled correctly, but are missing their apostrophe 

marks. Another word "secent" was spelled conventionally later on in the 

text. The remaining invented words are "bite" for bit, "finaly", and "theird". 

Table 9 reflects Valerie's growth in writing development. 
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Demonstrated growth in writing Table 9 

August May 

Number of words 47 620 

Inventions 11% .1% 

Surface Features 11% 0% 

Use of voice no yes 

Story contains a plot no yes 

Story is developed no yes 

Valerie shows that she can: choose and develop a topic, write for an 

audience, move from invented to conventional spellings, set a tone or mood 

for her writing, and use other printed works for story ideas. She has shown 

growth in story length and development. Her sentence structure and 

vocabulary are age appropriate and all of her sentences, and proper nouns, 

begin with capital letters. Her punctuation is correct. Her story is cohesive 

and she is consistent in tense. Her story cont^s a beginning, a middle, and 

an end. She is writing in fairy tale genre. She has utilized fairy tale 

vocabulary and repeated text. But more importantly, Valerie considers 

herself a writer. 



Chapter 7 

LEARNING FROM VALERIE 

Figure 7.1: Valerie poses with her Student of the Week certificate 

Valerie has two official school folders; her regular classroom folder 

containing her work samples and report cards, and her special education 
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folder containing her medical documents, lEP documents, and standardized 

test scores. Her special education folder is the basis for the decision that 

Valerie requires pull-out services based upon her test results. Her school is 

legally required to provide her with special education services or they could 

be found negligent. Valerie is two grade levels below in spelling, a grade 

level below in writing, and almost two grade levels below in reading. 

On the other hand, there is Valerie's regular classroom folder. Her 

regular classroom folder shows that she is a competent student working at or 

above grade level. Her portfolio reflects age-appropriate work and her 

reportcard shows that she was on honor roll all four quarters ending the 

school year on the principal's list with straight A's. How is it possible that 

these two folders represent the same child? It's perspective. The folders 

represent different perspectives of learning and literacy and different 

definitions of what is reading and writing. Each defines Valerie differently. 

Issues Of Literacy 

The special education view of literacy is based on a transmission 

model of teaching and a linear concept of curriculum. Literacy is explicitly 

taught instead of developed. Scope and sequence charts are utilized and 

linear grade level outcomes are content specific. Learning is ordered and 

presented in specific measurable increments. When a task is accomplished 

the child moves on. If a task isn't accomplished at a given time the child 

fails. But, learning is not linear or ordered. Learning is generated and 



constructed. It is an active not a passive process; and the sequences are 

different for each student. 

In a transmission model of teaching both teachers and children often 

develop a limited sense of what reading and writing really are. This 

misconception actually inhibits the literacy process (Weaver, 1991). In a 

survey of over 16, 555 students in grades I - 8, most of the children surveyed 

described reading as either decoding or as an activity involving a workbook 

(Johns, 1976). Less than 20% of die students made any reference to making 

meaning or getting meaning from books. Many students described reading as 

Valerie used to: reading is getting the words right. The same problems exist 

with writing. Writing is seen as an avoidance of errors. It is not seen as a 

way of communicating or expressing ideas. It is not seen as a way of 

knowing. Less proficient language learners believe that reading and writing 

are done in order to practice written language forms such as word 

recognition, handwriting, and spelling (Graves, 1983). Strongly related to a 

student's belief that reading and writing are done in order to practice the 

forms of language is die belief that the goal of diis practice is perfection 

(I^iodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988). 

In Becoming A Nation Of Readers (Anderson, et al. 1985) the authors 

advise teachers against teaching literacy from the transmission model. Too 

much emphasis is placed upon skills rather than engaging in literacy tasks. 

Drawing upon research they speak to the inappropriateness of round robin 

oral reading, completing workbook pages, and asking numerous literal recall 

questions. If readers focus too heavily on individual letter/sound 

relationships or on word recognition they can not concurrently focus upon the 



220 

comprehension of text or constructing their own personal meaning (Smith, 

1982). Concurrently, a person cannot focus upon construction of meaning in 

writing if their attention is on spelling or letter formation (Graves, 1983). 

Readers and writers who focus on form do not process meaning as they read 

and write (Rhodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988); they process letters, letter 

sequences, or words. 

Anderson (et al., 1985) found that 70% of the time allocated for 

reading in most classrooms was spent completing seatwork predominantly in 

the form of worksheets or workbooks. Analysis of these sheets revealed that 

many required only a literal level of comprehension; our lowest level of 

knowing. Rarely were children asked to perform or demonstrate higher level 

thinking skills of generating, creating, exploring, or reasoning. Few of the 

activities were seen as capable of fostering fluency or aiding the reader in 

constructing strategies for their reading. None required extensive writing. 

Most of the work was filling in blanks, circling words, or underlining 

passages; work similar to what Valerie was experiencing in her special 

education setting. Work which not only does not promote literacy, but in fact 

takes valuable time away from real literacy acts and confuses children about 

the true nature of what is reading and writing. 

Research shows that students placed in lower reading groups spend 70 

- 75% more time on isolated words and skill & drill materials than their peers 

in higher reading groups (Anderson, et al. 1985). Their curriculum is more 

teacher-centered and tightly monitored, and emphasis is placed more on 

getting the words right dian constructing meaning. Instruction provided for 

nonproficient readers typically focuses on one aspect of written language -
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graphophonics (Rhodes & Dudley-Marling, 1988). However, miscue 

research indicates that proficient and non-proficient readers do not differ to a 

great extent in their use of graphophonics while reading. Rather, they differ 

in their use of syntax and semantics in conjunction with graphophonics 

(Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987). In order to learn to use the three 

language systems interrelatedly the student must read whole text. Readers 

and writers must treat reading and writing for what they are - language. 

Once students become more proficient in their reading and writing they can 

tum their attention to the use of language form. Again, as in nature, form 

follows function. 

Evidence demonstrates that skill & drill activities do not promote 

reading and writing more than engaging children in tfie literacy processes 

themselves; even when literacy is measured narrowly as on standardized 

tests (Anderson, et al. 1985). The amount of time devoted to a skill and drill 

curriculum is unrelated to year-to-year gains in reading proficiency. Yet, 

independent silent reading is significantly related to gains in reading 

achievement (Anderson, et al. 1985). It is the reading of authentic texts 

rather than skills that has been demonstrated to enhance smdents' ability to 

read (Anderson, et al. 1985). Opportunities to write are found to contribute 

to knowledge of how written and oral language are related, to growth in 

phonics, spelling, and vocabulary development. 

It becomes increasingly obvious that remedial efforts employed by 

some programss are actually creating less competent readers and writers. 

When reading and writing are treated as skills rather than processes 

everybody fails. Placing "poor" readers into classes with greater emphasis 



on skills will naturally tend to make them poorer readers, not better 

(Anderson, et al. 1985). 

Literacy is fostered by providing a print-rich environment in which 

reading and writing are used for a variety of real-life purposes (Rhodes & 

Dudley-Marling, 1988). Literacy is: 

1. seeing yourself as a reader 

2. enjoying reading and writing: reading and writing independently 

and working and sharing with others 

3. gaining insight into yourself and others through books 

4. gaining information from various kinds of environmental print 

5. taking responsibility and risks 

6. developing a flexible repertoire of strategies for constructing 

meaning, monitoring your own comprehension, and solving 

problems in trying to construct meaning 

7. writing for various purposes and audiences 

8. developing a repertoire of increasingly sophisticated and flexible 

strategies for generating ideas, drafts, revising, editing and 

publishing what you write 

9. developing an appreciation for different kinds of literature, as well 

using the conventions of various literature genres in your writing 

10. learning strategies for reading and accepted conventions for writing 

in the context of authentic literacy events because you have the 

immediate need for the strategies and skills 

11. using written language to think and create 

(Weaver, 1990; p.39-41) 
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Valerie 

Valerie is an extremely literate and proficient child. But she needed 

the proper setting and environment to support her and allow her the 

opportunity to grow and to shine. She could not demonstrate die extent of 

her literacy knowledge in special education because she was not completing 

authentic literacy acts. 

Her whole language classroom aided her learning by providing her 

with the environment, the community, the audience, the resources, the 

opportunities, and the time for which she could build upon her strengths. It 

allowed Valerie to gather self-esteem in a non-reductionist nurturing 

environment and take the necessary risks to progress in her learning. It 

allowed her ownership and choice so she felt in control and confident to 

pursue further learning, problem solving, and decision making on her own. It 

allowed Valerie to see the need for, and create, her own learning strategies 

based upon her varied functions and purposes of print. Because 1 utilized 

alternative assessments (Chapter 6) that documented Valerie's strengths, she 

began to see these strengths in herself. And, because whole language 

curriculum is relevant and authentic, it engaged Valerie in her learning and 

transferred directly to Valerie's real life experiences for continuous 

application, practice, and Ufe-long learning. 

Valerie is a proficient reader. Her EP stated that she needed to be 

reading at a mid-fourth grade level and have reading test scores of 80% or 

better. Valerie surpassed these goals in mid-September when she read and 

discussed Maniac Magee, a slightly advanced book for her age and grade. 

She received an "A" on her reading test which required her to list 
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characteristics of what she would consider a good friend. Then, based upon 

these characteristics she needed to decide which of the characters in Maniac 

Magee fit these qualities best and cite three examples fi'om the story to back 

up her statements. 

After she read each chapter in Maniac Magee she penned a response 

in her reading log which she maintained chronologically throughout the 

school year. Her responses were short narratives regarding her transactions 

with the texts for which she constructed meaning using her varied 

demonstrated reading strategies. She then joined her peers in sharing her 

responses in a literature discussion group setting. At the conclusion of 

Maniac Magee she created a reading project: In a large construction box she 

created a replica of one of the more significant settings from the story. She 

shared this project with her classmates. 

Her lEP also stated that her writing grades needed to be brought up to 

a fourth grade level with work sample grades evidenced at 80 % or better, 

even though Valerie had akeady exceeded a fourth grade level in writing on 

the Brigance Writing Test. She scored at a fifth grade level in writing in her 

fourth year at school. In my class Valerie wrote in her journal and her 

writing workshop portfolio daily. She wrote fiction, non-fiction, fantasy, 

sport stories, research papers, letters, notes, cards, lists, oudines, newspaper 

articles, invitations, directions, and recipes. She chose to write at home and 

on vacations. By the end of the year Valerie had published over twenty-five 

books and at least twenty poems. She read her published works to adults and 

peers at family sharing nights. She co-wrote a presentation which she 

helped present at another elementary school outside of our district. 
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If Valerie was never placed in a whole language classroom these 

literacies and strengths would have been less likely to have been developed 

and explored. The school had their portrait of Valerie as a learner. It was 

procedurally summed-up in medical statements and test scores. She was 

placed in special education under a classification of Traumatic Head Injury 

based upon an unsupported statement from a neuropsychologist's report that 

Valerie "does not process language accurately". Yet, we have seen that 

Valerie is quite sophisticated and flexible in her processing of language. 

Valerie left second grade to have surgery. At the time she left she was 

viewed by the administrators and staff at her school as being a competent 

student receiving mostly "A's". When she returned to school she was 

classified as no longer competent and was placed in special education, away 

from her peers. Cancer, in and of itself, is not a learning disability. 

This study shows that Valerie's DEP contains an incomplete, inaccurate 

and distorted picture of her as a learner. It is a snapshot of Valerie's 

performance on arbitrary measures that have little to do with real acts of 

literacy or language learning. The criteria and goals they set for Valerie's 

learning are based on out-dated paradigms that are educationally unsound, 

and ignore Valerie's learning style and educational needs. They misrepresent 

Valerie and cheat her out of an education. 

Chapter 6 shows continuous evidence of Valerie's strengths as a 

language learner. Through her classwork we can see her growing literacy 

competencies. As her teacher, I can see what strategies and skills Valerie 

employs and use these competencies as a benchmark for planning and 

organizing instruction. The flexibility of a whole language classroom allows 
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me the ability to accommodate children's demonstrated needs. It's not just 

one mandated structure which children must fit. Whole language is fitted to 

the child. 

Valerie's special education classroom supported her in her learning in 

as far as it provided her with a smaller classroom setting so that she could 

receive more one-on-one instruction. But as this study highlights, one-on-one 

instruction is not the same as individualized instruction. The special 

education curriculum could not be reorganized or flexible. Scope and 

sequence charts in special education programs take away much of the 

decision making for the teacher as well as the child. It's impossible to create 

classrooms based upon personal needs, transactions, or interests. If the 

education does not meet the child's demonstrated needs it does not matter 

how small the class size is. Valerie wrote to me regarding her special 

education classes. 

"[They're] easy for me, it's boring learning everything over again and again and 
again. It's tiring, and I hate going in to other class rooms to work. I learn more in class 
and hate to do something twice. I like being with the same people and teacher. I want to 
learn harder things. Work was to easy in Mrs. [Dorsey's] class like reading the same 
thing over and over and over. I would like to read about real books. I don't always like 
writing in the blanks. I fell happy being in class. I like to learn more than doing things 
over and over" (March 25, 1994). 

This study shows that Valerie was supported as both a child and a 

student in her whole language classroom. Her special education placement 

was based upon inappropriate notions and assumptions rather than on her 

demonstrated abilities. Through this study I have leamed what strengths 

Valerie has as a language learner and that these strengths and processes can 



be determined, assessed, and portrayed through classwork completed in my 

whole language classroom using alternative assessments. 

In the process of doing this study of Valerie I learned about how 

wrong school policies can be. I learned: 

• That the official school policies did not support Valerie as a student, a 

child, or a person. 

• That the official school policies did not support me as a person or a 

professional. 

• That the official school policies did not support Mrs. Clarie as a parent or 

a person. 

• How inappropriate it is for school systems to put so much importance on 

such little and limited information and assessments that impact smdent's 

lives. 

• How students, even those in dire socioeconomic/academic/physical 

circumstances, can demonstrate their proficiencies when supported by 

caring individuals in a nurturing environment that celebrates individual 

differences and learning styles. 

I have leamed: 

• That each smdent has different learning styles for different reasons and 

neither is normally considered nor addressed in traditional classroom 

settings; especially within the field of special education. 

• That validation as a student or a leamer only follows validation of that 

student as a person, no matter what academic or social circumstance that 

student brings to the classroom. 
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• That varied broader assessments will show a more varied, broader, and 

more complex learner with a wider range of capabilities. 

• That teaching isolated skills precludes the synergy that is the tenet of 

whole language instruction. 

• That empowerment can be given (allowed) as in Valerie's case or that it 

can be taken, as in my case. 

• That children can accomplish ahnost anything, against almost any odds, 

with just a little caring, knowledgeable help. 

• That critical acclaim based on realistic assessments promotes learning 

whereas critical reductionism provides a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

• That some school policies deal with differences by isolation rather than 

inclusion, whether it is learning disabilities or children deemed gifted. 

Each year brain tumors develop in approximately 1,500 to 2,000 

children in the United States (Pollack, 1994). The probability of cure for the 

malignant diseases of childhood now stands at better than 65% (Schwartz, et 

al., 1994). By the turn of the century, 1 in 800 - 1,000 young adults will be a 

survivor of cancer (Bartel, 1992; Schwartz, et al., 1994; Morra & Potts, 

1994). This school district assummed that Valerie's survival of cancer meant 

she was learning disabled. I am concerned with the school districts and 

programs that implement standard policy for the students without considering 

the child. We need educators to question the appropriateness of 

institutionalized policies and procedures for each child. 

Valerie's story has no end. Her problems with school continue. 

Valerie's competencies and learning style are not being accommodated. She 

is still struggling, still negated in her continuing schooling. 



I hope this study helps educators to view all students as competent able 

children capable of contributing to their learning and adding richness to the 

classroom. I hope that they will question and explore arbitrary labels or 

categories, and that they will utilize methods of assessment and instruction 

diat provide a more complete portrait of each child as a learner. Until school 

systems and the field of special education embrace a whole language 

philosophy of learning and literacy, children such as Valerie may never know 

how special and competent they are. They will remain undervalued in the 

classroom and society. 
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Chapter 8 

EPILOGUE 

A Note To Educators 

Dear Educators, 

In retrospect, I was very naive about the social structures and politics 

of most schools. I was working from the purest of intentions and naturally 

assumed that Valerie's school was doing the same. But, as I found out, 

schools do not always function with the intent of helping the child. Schools 

are a business, and as a business, diey often have their own political and 

social agendas. 

The situation with Valerie became very personal. There was a lot of 

prior animosity between the principal and Valerie's mom. Professional 

interactions gave way to personal interactions and unfortunately, this was 

what was going to make or break Valerie in the school district. In walks me: 

a new teacher to the state, and a naive person to the school politics, social 

structure, and past personal histories of any of the parties involved. 

hi the future, I will attempt to tread a little differently. Now, my first 

course of action would be to go directly to the special education teacher with 



any concerns and/or observations I had about any of my special education 

students. Rather than initially verbalize questions regarding a placement, I 

would take the student's work with me and say, "Wow, look at what I see 

him (or her) doing in the classroom." I would just share and rejoice and see 

what transpired from there. 

Additionally, at the beginning of the school year I now go out of my 

way to extend an invitation to any special education teachers that work with 

any of my students. I invite them to join our classroom at any time so that 

they can come to know myself, the children, and our classroom. This allows 

the special education teachers to view die children in a different setting, and 

perhaps come to know how our classroom flmctions and the curriculum is 

applied. 1 believe diat the conflict between myself and the special education 

teacher was exasperbated by the principal performing as our go-between. 

Neither Mrs. Dorsey or myself had the benefit of hearing much of the other's 

disagreements or concerns first hand. Almost everything was initially filtered 

and then reported through the principal. I believe this may have created 

misconceptions which only added to our problems with communicating 

effectively. 

I believe diat the principal did not support me in this situation because 

she had a vested interest in Valerie and Valerie's situation. Valerie had 

attended school there since kindergarten. Many past decisions made for 

Valerie were approved and supported by the principal herself Any concerns 

diat these decisions may be inappropriate indirectly question decisions that 

she previously made or supported. I was a new person to the school. My 

concerns were seen as brass and threatening. 



The principal and Mrs. Clarie also did not get along personally or 

professionally. In private conversations with the principal, Mrs. Clarie had 

frequently questioned both her judgement and compassion. The principal 

expressed little credibility for the problems Valerie was experiencing and 

often turned these concerns into stories of hyperbole from Mom. 

The principal also had a vested interest in the special education 

program. Mrs. Dorsey was a personal friend, co-conference presenter, and a 

long-time district employee. The special education federal funding was also 

a substantial portion of the school's working budget. Our school is one of the 

few multiple-handicapped cites in the district. 

In the future, I will also make it my job to contact any child's parents in 

regards to their regular classroom performance and/or school behaviors. The 

key word here is "I". In retrospect, I should have called Mrs. Clarie prior to 

the first lEP meeting to discuss my observations rather than proceed through 

the specified special education channels. Being a new teacher to the school, I 

was highly concerned about stepping on toes or making waves. And, 

because of the principal's immediate pleasurable reaction at my suggestion, I 

never expected a problem to arise from the situation. But, my fears became 

real any way. At the very least Mrs. Clarie and myself would have begun 

with a common awareness of Valerie's performance and each of our 

expressed concerns. 

I still do not look at my children's official school folders until there is 

a need. I believe it most important that as a classroom teacher I make-up my 

own mind regarding the abilities and performances of a child. A new 

person's perspective added to the mix is valuable. Value your knowledge. 



observations, and intuition about children. This is your career. You are the 

professional - not the standardized tests. 

Once I had formed a baseline opinion of Valerie as a learner, 1 would 

then go to her official school folder and view the official documents before 

approaching the principal or other school personnel. I would allow the 

official documents, as well as my observations and the child's work samples 

to aid in forming my questions to the school. Once a decision has been 

made to pureue more active measures of advocacy its important to make sure 

that all ducks are in a row and our own professional questions are answered 

to the best of our ability. By being as prepared as possible we are proactively 

taking advocacy measures for the child rather than receptively waiting for 

school officials to supply us with responses. A knowledgeable position 

allows us the ability to be more in control of the situation and less 

manipulated and/or confused by rhetoric or double-talk. 

Lastly, there is always a question of whether to even get involved in a 

advocacy issue or not. As we have read, it is not always a pleasant situation; 

especially if you are advocating against the school's wishes. However, if you 

are the classroom teacher, you are already involved. Your question then 

becomes; to what extent are you personally and professionally willing and 

able to advocate for a child in your classroom? That's a question with which 

each teacher will need to come to terms. We all have our own levels of 

tolerance and priorities. 

As teachers, I believe that we advocate for children on a daily basis. 

Whether we're reminding a child to put on their jacket at recess or fighting 

the school system, we are an advocate. [ know it's not easy making waves. 
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As educators we are predominately nurtures - not fighters. But, if we allow 

our lives to be easier and leave things to remain copasaic, whose going to 

fight for the children? As classroom teachers I believe that we have a moral 

and ethical responsibility to represent and speak-up for our students - even if 

it's one voice at a time. 

Our choices as teachers may not be easy, but at least we have them. 

Valerie has no choices, and no options. Her entire future depends upon our 

willingness to do our jobs well, our ability to think critically about issues 

affecting children, and our committment to the field of teaching. Along with 

our profession come serious questions and repercussions. We must think 

most carefully about our responsibilities and obligations. 

Sincerely, 

Debbie Coughlin 
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A Letter From Valerie 

Dear Reader, 

Years have passed since I had a brain tumor. I thought that was bad 

enough, but surviving seems to be harder than anything. My family helps me 

when they can but there are things I know I have to do on my own. 

School is very hard. My hearing isn't that good and sometimes I have 

difficulty understanding my assignments. I am confused but I try my best. 

Some of the kids are cruel to me and usually I just ignore them. It's been this 

way since I first got sick. 

My teachers for the most part are helpftil, but there are days when they 

lose their patience with me and this makes me feel bad. I need teachers to 

understand that I try to pay attention and I am trying my best. Sometimes I 

forget, or I don't hear the teacher. I need a teacher who won't mind repeating 

directions for me. Somebody who speaks a little slowly or writes directions 

on the board. When I get confused I need a teacher to show me what they 

mean without yelling at me or embarrassing me. I can do the work. I just 

need to be reminded because sometimes I forget how. 

I just want to be as normal as the next person. I'm always told 

tomorrow will be better, and I always hope that is so. I'm sick of medical 

testing and every other kind of testing. 
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I have met some great friends through the years and for that I am 

thankful. I always hope tomorrow will be better, and I wish that all people 

would not be cruel to those of us who have a not so normal life. 

Valerie Clarie 
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A Letter From Mrs. Clarie 

Dear Readers, 

The uncertainty of the future is probably the hardest thing to live with 

right at this point. So much has happened to this family in the last six years 

since the word Cancer was whispered quietly. My youngest child was seven 

when we started the journey. Diagnosis: MeduUoblastoma (brain cancer). 

Others can only imagine how this might affect them. When you finally 

recover enough from the shock of the situation, you do what everyone 

hopefully would do - you cope, take everything day by day. You seek 

optimism from those you encounter. It's so hard to find the words to express 

the pain suffered by your child both physically and emotionally. It's 

unbearable at times. 

It also seemed to me that when we hit a low point in our survival 

process, somehow someone came to our aid. Whether it was a special doctor 

or nurse, fnend or family member, somehow we moved beyond the current 

medical problem or crisis. Dealing with death knocking at your door makes 

you fight. We would seek help from our church, from God, from anyone 

who might comfort our pain. 

Then two and a half years ago the word remission was yelled from the 

rooftops. Happiness was once again a part of our lives. We started to 

become more a part of the normal world again. Not only was my child's 
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health returning, but her hair grew back. Everything was possible from now 

on; then it started a new realm of reality. Education. 

Unfortunately, the medical world and the schools are years behind for 

childhood cancer survivors. As you can imagine, missing so much school for 

a developing mind made readjusting hard. Now the effects of her battle with 

cancer are starting to appear: deafiiess, cognitive development affected by 

radiation to the brain stem, hand to eye coordination to the brain is slowed, 

comprehension, and concentration problems. We were pushed by those 

responsible for Valerie's education into another type of nightmare. 

As you have read about my child's problems with school, I can only 

offer my own parental advice. Seek people in your community, health 

organizations or support groups to find what ways you can make your child's 

life easier. Finding this help may be hard, but don't give up. You as the 

parent have rights. You have the final say over your child. Don't be 

intimidated by others. You know your child best. Follow your instincts. Be 

open to new ideas, and above all don't give up hope. Remain as optimistic as 

possible and don't be afraid to ask for help. 

But most important, always remember, COMPASSION, 

COMPASSION, COMPASSION!!! 

Mrs. Susan Clarie 
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APPENDIX A 

SPECLAL EDUCATION CRITERIA - READING 

Reading coding categories based upon Valerie's lEP statements dated 5/93 

and 9/14/93 

Reading; 

A. Reading level at mid-fourth grade 

B. Reading test mastery at 80% or better 

Based upon the following lEP statements: 

a. "Valerie functions at a late 3rd grade level in reading comprehension. " 

b. "Annual goal is to improve reading comprehension to a mid 4th grade 

level." 

c. "Objective: Work sample grades will demonstrate comprehension skills 
with 80% accuracy. ** 

d. "Objective: When given a mastery test will pass test with 80% accuracy." 
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APPENDIX B 

SPECIAL EDUCATION CRITERIA - WRITING 

Writing coding categories based upon Valerie's CEP statements dated 5/93 
and 9/14/93 

Writing: 

C. Work sample grades at 80% or better 

D. Written expression grade level at fourth grade or better 

E. Spelling skills at mid-third grade level or better 

F. Editing of sentences with 80% accuracy 

G. Capitalization with 80% accuracy 

H. Punctuation with 80% accuracy 

a. "Valerie's written expression is at a 4th grade level. " 

b. "Valerie's spelling skills are a mid-Srd grade level." 

c. Objective: Valerie's work samples will reflect editing of given sentences 
with 80% accuracy. 

d. Objective: Valerie will write sentences using a capital and correct end 
mark with 80% accuracy. 
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APPENDIX C 

WHOLE LANGUAGE CRITERDV - READING 

Reading categories based upon whole language theories and philosophies of 
the language arts 

Reading: 

1. constructs meaning 
2. turns to text to verify, clarify, confirm, explore, expand 
3. connects story to personal experience 
4. connects story to other texts 
5. revises/extends interpretations 
6. uses prior knowledge 
7. makes predictions about text 
8. uses context for unfamiliar words 
9. discussions go beyond a literal interpretation 
10. sees relationships between characters 
11. identifies characters 
12. sustains comprehension throughout a chapter book 
13. discusses tone or mood of book 
14. summarizes 
15. retells 
16.sequences 
17. handles dialects in text 
18. asks for clarification 
19. understands cause and effect relationships 
20. differentiates between fact and opinion 
21. differentiates between reality from fantasy/fact from fiction 
22. uses picture clues 
23. identifies setting 
24. highlights difficult or new words 



APPENDIX C - Continued 

25. uses phonetic cues 
26. makes notes, diagrams 
27. critique various text 
28. discuss various author's works 
29. selects books independently 
30. initiates literature discussions 
31. considers differences of opinion 
32. shares thinking with others 
33. helps others think through questions 
34. revises interpretations after discussions 
35. rereads for meaning 
36. self-corrects 
37. skims 
38. reads silently 
39. shows pleasure in reading 
40. samples a variety of genres 
41. reads orally with fluency 
42. reads orally with expression 
43. chooses to read 
44. reads for a variety of purposes 
45. uses information and details from text to form opinions 
46. locate and extract details from text 
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APPENDIX D 

WHOLE LANGUAGE CRITERIA - WRITING 

Writing coding categories based upon whole language philosophies of the 
language arts 

Writing; 

1. chooses and develops a topic 
2. is aware of audience 
3. uses a variety of text cues such as charts, sub-headings, graphs 
4. shares writing 
5. demonstrates growth in story length 
6. revises, edits, and rewrites 
7. publishes writing 
8. stories have a beginning, middle, and end 
9. uses correct punctuation 
10. uses other printed materials as a model for writing 
11. forms letters conventionally 
12. writes neatly 
13. uses reference sources 
14. brainstorms or uses prewriting strategies 
15. moves from invented to conventional spellings 
16. chooses to write 
17. spaces letters and words appropriately 
18. indents paragraphs 
19. consistent in tense 
20. writing is cohesive 
21. experiments with genres 
22. uses age appropriate vocabulary 
23. uses age appropriate sentence structure 
24. has an author's voice 
25. uses colorful language 
26. takes risks 
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APPENDIX D'continued 

27. establishes a tone or mood 
28. utilizes print for a variety of purposes 



APPENDIX E 

PHOTOGRAPH OF VALERIE AT DISNEYWORLD 



246 

APPENDIX F 

VALERIE'S ILLUSTRATIONS FROM THF. KNTGHTS OF THR 

KITCHEN TABLE 
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APPENDIX G 

SAMPLES FROM VALERIE'S WRITING WORKSHOP PORTFOLIO 
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APPENDIX I 
MISCUE ANALYSIS 10/11/93 
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MISCUE ANALYSIS 4/4/94 
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APPENDIX K 

DISTRICT CURRICULUM GUIDELINES FIFTH GRADE 
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APPENDIX M 

TRANSLATION OF STORY: OCTOBER 21, 1993 

Note; Translation provided in its drafted format. 

October 21, 93 

On Halloween we go to my Aunt's house. My Uncle takes us trick or 

treating. We call him Uncle Bob but his real name is Robert. It is cold. 

After we go trick or treating we like to help my Aunt Beth by giving kids 

candy. But last year we went to my cousin's house. It was very cold. There 

were a lot of people because my cousin lives in Sonita. She has eight dogs, 

two birds, one cat, eight horses, two guinea pigs, and rabbits, we went trick 

or treating but we had to drive. My uncle Rick hooked on a horse carrier diat 

was clean and that's how we got everybody trick or treating. I was a 

vampyier. 
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APPENDIX N 

TRANSLATION OF STORY: MARCH 14, 1994 

Note: Translation provided in its drafted format 

My mom is from Pittsburgh. It snowed 10 feet and is very cold diere in the 

winter. Once it snowed so much they couldn't get out. Even when ther dad 

tride to get the door open he couldn't because the snow was 10 feet high. So 

my mom decided to get a shuvel and through it out the window. Then she 

jumped out. She removed the snow to open the door. Later she went to the 

store! she got coco and tea for her her mom and dad. A few weeks later 

when it snowed again it was 5 more feet. My mom and her sister and one 

brother couldn't get out the window! So they mist school. After school my 

mom's friends went over to see why her or her brother or sister didn't come to 

school. They saw die house was covered with snow. They said thats why 

they didnt come to school. 



APPENDIX O 

TRANSLATION OF LETTER; APRIL 25, 1994 

Note: Translation provided in its drafted format. 

April 25, 94 

Dear Mrs. Coughlin, 

I don't like Mrs. . Teresa doesn't like her either. I dont think 

anybody dose. So far today she has heart my ears. We dont want her to be 

are teacher or sub again because all she does is wast are time and talk really 

loud. She even had to call the tables to go sit on die carpet. We had to rase 

are hands to say if people were absent or spechel class or some thing like 

that. I wish you ware hear today! 

Love, 
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