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Children are expected to read and write as they learn to talk.  This is a concept of the Whole Language Philosophy to learning.  Reading, Writing and Oral language are not in essence taught in isolation.  For what is read, was written and what is written was spoken.  Children learn to speak gradually with great effort from direct instruction.  Direct instruction refers to the teacher directing 90 per cent of the instruction/learning time with minimum interaction amongst the learners.  The learning environment is very rigid.  The focus of attention is primarily on the teacher instead on the learners.  With the Whole Language approach the learners are to be taught by means of indirect instruction.  There are frequent interaction between the teacher and learner.  The classroom is functional where the learners are engaged in active learning. Ninety percent of the attention is therefore on the learners and a mere 10 percent is on the teacher.  The teacher encourages oral discussion with questions as he/she guides the learners to achieve the lesson’s objective.


The following is a Reading activity for parents, teachers and administrators. Administrators are encouraged to share this with their Language Arts teachers as well as their Reading teachers.  The activity is based upon the Whole Language Philosophy to learning.  This philosophy is based upon children’s natural language development.


Preschoolers through Kindergarteners have heard numerous Mother Goose Nursery Rhymes from the time they are born.  As a result they enter the educational system with a pre-existing schemata of words familiar to them.  In order to associate their oral language to reading in a formal structure, the following activity is designed to teach a Reading lesson.

READING /LANGUAGE ARTS ACTIVITY

Objective: 

By the end of the lesson learners would be able to recognize, identify and read the following basic sight words: “and,” “its,” “the,” and “on.”  The lesson is intended for the 2-4 age groups.

Materials: 

1. A 1st poster board, of Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed in print. Using only the rhyming words for the first monkey.  

2. A 2nd poster board with the same nursery rhyme written.  However, having applied the cloze technique of omitting the basic sight words for the rhyme: ‘and,’ ‘the,’ ‘its’ and ‘on.’  A line is to be drawn representing a blank space in their place.

3. A 3rd poster board with only the omitted basic sight words listed.

4. Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed, children’s book. (Search the school library for one.)

Procedure:

1. The teacher begins by singing the Nursery Rhyme to the learners.  Then he/she must have the learners sing it as a group.  Explain to the learners that the words we sing or speak are also the words we read.  Today you are going to be able to identify, recognize and read the following words.  

2. The teacher then presents the 3rd poster board of the basic sight words listed to the learners and explains that most times the most difficult word to read is the smallest.  He/She then test this fact by having the students read them in isolation.  Some would be able to while most wouldn’t.  

3. The teacher then presents the 2nd poster board in addition to the 3rd with the list of basic sight words. Then ask, who can tell which word from the list goes into the 1st blank?  

4. It is imperative to encourage oral language development by asking other learners whether the selected answer is correct and further ask what they think.  

5. The teacher then repeats this process until all of the basic sight words are correctly read and written onto the blank spaces.  

6. Continue to engage in oral discussion. 

7. To conclude the lesson, allow learners to read The Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed in front of their peers.

Parents will see confirmation of what teachers have learned in their classrooms.  As soon as they apply the above activity to their child, a sense of self-esteem and confidence would be evident in the child, not excluding the parent.  This would encourage many more ideas for creative activities at home based upon the Whole Language Philosophy to learning.  Such activities would foster oral language and reading from their child. 

As an educator while working with preschoolers ages 2-4, I have used this activity with the learners during circle time.  The results were an astounding success.  The learners were able to identify with The Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed, nursery rhyme.  So much so, that the entire lesson was fun for them.  They interacted with each other telling personal stories of when their mother’s sang that song to them.  For some teachers, this may seem to be a disruption to the lesson.  However, such is not the case.  I remember being delighted observing the learners while they exercised oral language in context with the lesson.

I had allowed enough time for oral discussion.  When their conversation began to take a different direction, I drew their attention upon me to proceed with the lesson.  They did not even tire nor became bored when I had selected five consecutive “Readers” to read the book.  I had made a homemade Big Book of The Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed.  The entire class was reading in choral by the time the selected Reader had finished the story.   The Reader stood next to a chair upon which the book was propped facing his and/or her classmates.  The Reader read as I guided using a pointer, pointing to the words.  He and/or she also turned the page.  At the end of the lesson they all stood up and cajoled, “Yeah!”  I observed the pride and confidence the preschoolers felt as I reinforced that they can read. 

According to Kenneth Goodman, a leading advocate of a Whole Language Philosophy to learning and literacy, language and literacy learning is easy when it’s whole, real, and relevant; when it makes sense and is functional.  For example, the above activity engages the pre-existing schemata of words from the Mother Goose Nursery Rhyme, Ten Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed.  Hence, the activity is whole, real, relevant, and functional to the learners.  The learners bring to the teacher the language where it’s encountered in the context of its use in the form of literacy, reading and oral language.  Goodman further points out that language is both personal and social.  It’s driven from the inside by the need to communicate. It is shaped from the outside towards the norms of a society.  Thus, learning can be fun when the learner ‘owns’ the process while the instructor is indirectly part of the learning process as he/she begins to shape the concept of reading into a structural format. 

Parents and Educators need to know enough about emergent literacy in order to make assessments as young children progresses in reading, writing and language development.   The child’s writing will indicate growth in understanding of reading.  Equally, the child’s reading will indicate growth in understanding of writing.  Emergent literacy refers to the literacy development of young children who cannot yet read and write independently.  To assess emergent literacy with emphasis in Reading, Edward Chittenden and Rosalea Courtney, 1989, describe a current project to develop ways of documenting teachers’ observation of children’s progress in natural classroom situations and settings.  Story time, when the teacher reads to the children, is one such opportunity.  While reading, teachers note many things about children’s understanding and development, just by observing the children’s nonverbal behavior and verbal comments. 

Description of child’s word and behavior for each context

(cite specific indications of skills or knowledge)
Settings and Activities                                          Examples of Child’s Activities                                                                                            
Story Time: Teacher reads to

class (responses to story line; 

child’s comments, question,

elaborations)
Independent Reading:  Book

Time (nature of books child

chooses or brins in; process

of selecting; quiet or

social reading)

Writing (journal stories,

alphabet, dictation)

Reading Group/Individual

(oral reading strategies:

discussion of text, responses

to instruction)

Reading Related Activities

Tasks (responses to 

assignments or discussion

focusing on word/letter pro-

perties, word games/

experience charts)

Informal Settings (use of 

language in play, jokes,

story-telling, conversation)

Books and Prink as Resource

(use of books for projects;

attention to signs, labels,

names, locating information)
                  Other


The above form is for assessing emergent literacy in classroom contexts.  It is an observation form educators have developed for describing each child’s work and behavior or various classroom contexts; a parallel form is used for rating each child’s interest/investment in different classroom contexts.  One major advantage of such forms is that they help teachers document children’s growth and strengths instead of pinpointing minute skills the children might not have mastered in isolation.  They focus attention on the child’s overall pattern of development. 

The following form gives some idea of the kinds of understanding that teachers need to develop in order to assess emergent literacy effectively.  It is taken from Moira McKenzie’s Journeys into Literacy, 1986.  It is suggested that similar lists or descriptions can be developed.  Teachers can therefore improvise making up their own forms as I have with the checklist column. 

SIGNS OF PROGRESS IN EMERGENT READING CHART

Significant Behavior 1                                                 Examples

· ‘reads’ and re-reads stories, poems,                   Reading
rhymes, using reading-like behavior.                   from ‘Meg and Mog’—Aziz (5)

· ‘reads’ by approximating to the text,                 Text                                      Re-enactment
taking on the author’s language or                       They all stirred                        They whispered

making the author’s meaning with                       cauldron as they                       the magic word. 

own language.                                                       chanted their spell. 

· reads with little or no attention to the

text on the page.                                                 Writing                                         

· writes messages-imitates writing                          Mary                                        Razia

form, using any letters, or letter-like

shapes known.                                                

· spelling (pre-literate; pre-phonemic)

Significant Behavior 2                                                  Examples

· reads Big Books (and others) following           Reading       

a line of print, knows where a par-                      from ‘The Tiger who came to Tea--

ticular part begins and ends.                                 Joanne (5.5)           

· attempts and learns one-to-one                         Text                                         Re-enactment
correspondence.                                                  Sophie’s mummy said,           Sophie’s mummy

· has good idea of using left-right                        “I wonder who that can be.      said. “I wonder what

direction.                                                             It can’t be the milkman.          that can be.  It can’t

· monitors reading-knows where there                  because he came this              be the milkman ‘cos

is a mismatch and tries to correct.                       morning.                                 he came this

· knows there is a message in the print                  And it can’t be the boy          morning. Can’t be

that remains the same, and tries to                      from the grocer because         the boy from the

get it.                                                                    this isn’t the day he comes.”  grocer.” 

· can recognize particular words in                     Writing
text, or can locate them by reading                          John                                            Leanne

along the line or sentence.                                

· begins to use initial consonant as

cues, or checking strategies.                             

· writing moves towards sound-letter

correspondence.                                                

· spelling strategies (early phonemic:

letter-name strategies).                                      

Significant Behavior 3                                          Examples

· has developed one-to-one                                       Reading
correspondence.                                                          Reads well-known texts with a high

· uses directional rules appropriately.                           degree of accuracy.

makes appropriate predictions in new

material in terms of expectation of                             Tackles new texts with support.

meaning and language.                                                                         

· knows some words and most                                  Writing

letter-names.                                                               Wes                                   Rashida                                   

writing shows growing knowledge of

sound-symbol correspondence-can

spell a few words, is beginning to

leave spaces.                                                     

· spelling (early phonemic: uses some

letter-name strategies).   

Studies have shown that teachers have found the Whole Language Philosophy applied in their classrooms to be very effective good education.  They have found that learning is facilitated and not directly controlled.  Complex lessons are learned easier as they guide while learners interact with their peers. They have learned that when smaller task are seen relative to the “whole picture,” learners find the task to be more meaningful. They have learned that learners learn at different rates and therefore no one is considered a failure.     They have learned that learners feel worthwhile with strong self-esteem and confidence at the end of the day.  
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