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A Teacher's First Experience as a Researcher: {?~
1
1, 

Exploring Reading/Writing Connections • , -------- jitl 
ARTICLE BY DIANE L. KINSLER 

"Teacher as Researcher." These are 
words that struck my heart with terror. 
My immediate response was to think 
that teachers should teach, researchers 
should research, and the two words 
should never be spoken together in the 
same breath. So, when a teacher/ 
researcher project was required in the 
course of my graduate study in reading 
instruction, I balked, I froze, and I pan
icked. I decided that I may as well just 
fail that class. 

Of course, I did not fail the class. I 
dug in, completed the research project, 
and in the end, was glad to have had the 
experience. I will probably even attempt 
it again some time. This is an account of 
my experience as a teacher/researcher. I 
share it with you in the hope that you 
will also muster the courage to do some 
research in your own classroom. As you 
will see, it was quite an eye opener for 
me! 

Getting Started 
With this research project, I decided 

to investigate the question of whether 
first graders make a reading/writing con
nection in the production of their own 
stories based on literature that is read to 
them. My question grew entirely out of 
curiosity. I was a brand new teacher, 
working with a group of first graders 
with whom I had had no previous con
tact, much less experience, so I had no 
idea what question I would be interested 
in exploring with them. The 
reading/writing connection, however, 
was a recurring topic in the course of my 
graduate study that had always held a 
certain mystery for me. So I thought I 
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would like to see exactly how the read
ing/writing connection manifested itself 
among these children. I chose the 
Language Experience Approach (LEA) 
as the vehicle for helping me explore 
this question. Language Experience is an 
instructional approach used with begin
ning readers that emphasizes using the 
learners' own language and experiences 
to create their own reading materials. 
Very simply, the children verbalize their 
ideas, the teacher writes them down, 
and then the children practice reading 
with their own stories. They are motivat
ed to learn to read their own stories 
because they feel that they have created 
something useful and important. It 
seemed that LEA stories would not only 
provide some information about chil
dren's knowledge about reading and 
writing but would also be a good way to 
reinforce new learning (Jones &·Nessel, 
1985), which became important in terms 
of the instruction on story structure that 
occurred later on in my project. 

Another parallel question arose in the 
course of this project: "How can I help 
first-graders to make the reading/writing 
connection?" Vivian Paley (1986) had 
written that curiosity was what guided 
her research with her students. She also 
wrote about the importance of listening 
to what children say as opposed to wait
ing for outcomes pre-determined by the 
teacher to emerge. Dorothy Strickland 
(1988) influenced the formation of my 
second question with her statement that 
teachers use their research to improve 
their own instruction. Though I was not 
yet sure what I was looking for, these 
writings suggested listening carefully to 

VOLUME 27, No. 3 • SPRING 1994 



see if the children could answer the sec
ond question for me. 

It was most interesting to me, in the 
course of the literature review that I 
conducted, that the discoveries I made 
in the course of my research are sup
ported both in the literature and by 
teaching theory. I also found support for 
my methods, as you will see as I 
describe the course of my project itself. 

My plan was very simple. I had decid
ed to use literature about snow to pro
vide the experience for the LEA stories. I 
chose the snow theme because it 
seemed logical for February and 
because I had some fun activities to go 
along with it. I had planned to have the 
children write both group and individual 
stories as we read the literature to see 
how and if what they read showed up in 
their writing, as this was my understand
ing of what the reading/writing connec
tion meant. Nancie Atwell (1984) says 
that students write about what they read 
using themes and ideas from the litera
ture. Dorothy Stephens (1989), who also 
worked with first-graders, says that liter
ature furnishes models and examples 
that children use in their own writing. In 
addition, Sandra Stotsky (1983) has cited 
research that indicated that using chil
dren's literature is beneficial in teaching 
composition. 

Beyond my initial plan, the research 
unfolded itself, and I felt as if I were on a 
treasure hunt, just waiting to see what I 
could discover, and what I could do. 

As far as record keeping was con
cerned, I used "kid-watching" (Y. 
Goodman, 1990). I kept informal notes 
that I jotted down immediately after 
each experience. I also noted which 
child said what during the writing of 
group stories. Though I read the individ
ual stories to see what was there, I 
chose not to focus on individual children 
because I felt the whole group told me 
more about what I needed to know. 

The actual research got its own start 
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one day. I had read Jumanji to the chil
dren. Jumanji is a Chris V anAllsburg 
story in which two children play an unfa
miliar board game. The most important 
rule of the game is that the instructions 
must be followed exactly. If the players 
quit before the end, there could be dire 
consequences because, in the process of 
moving around the game board, the play
ers are actually transported into a jungle 
setting that takes over the house. (It 
makes me think of the electronic "virtual 
reality" games that we hear so much 
about in the news today.) 

My first graders really enjoyed the 
story, and we followed it with a lively 
discussion of what would happen to 
Daniel and Walter Bud wing, the brothers 
who were about to play the game and 
who were notorious for not following 
instructions. I asked the children if they 
would like to write their own story 
about what would happen to those boys 
when they played the game. They 
jumped at the chance, and we wrote the 
story with the children taking turns dic
tating their contributions while I wrote 
them down. Their story was called "They 
Don't Read Directions." 

Applying Structure to 
the "Da-Di-Da" Story 

That LEA story included material that 
was taken directly from the original 
story, such as a lion roaming the house, 
as well as the children's own personal 
experiences such as sucking one's 
thumb in response to the fear created in 
the children by the lion. But what struck 
me most about the story was that it was 
very long, and there was little, if any, 
structure among the thoughts the chil
dren verbalized. For instance, the story 
started out with these contributions, 
which also characterize the rest of the 
story. "Daniel and Walter got bit by a 
snake." "A lion bit both boys on the 
elbow." "They didn't read directions." 
One of the articles that I had read called 
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this the "da-di-da" story-just a list of 
events (Jagger, Carrera & Weiss, 1986). 
Then the sillies took over. The boys in 
the story somehow ended up travelling 
through North Carolina and South 
Carolina, and then everyone jumped out 
of the plane into the water. I pointed out 
that we really needed to finish this story 
and get back to Jumanji. Finally one lit
tle girl took the ending from the actual 
story and said, "They yelled out 
'Jumanji'," and together the class agreed 
to say, "And that's the END of the 
Jumanji story!" 

This story made me decide that the 
children needed some instruction on 
structure. As I think back, imposing 
structure per se was not the point as 
much as was trying to help the children 
manage tl}e length and breadth of their 
story production, as well as to focus on 
the story itself and move away from the 
"da-di-da" story. But I held off on this 
idea until we read two stories on snow 
and wrote another group story, because 
I wanted to broaden my own experience 
with the children as well as with what I 
was trying to do. I read The Snowy Day 
and The Biggest Snowstorm Ever. In the 
group story that was a response to these 
books, I noticed that the children had 
drawn very little on the literature. One 
boy took this directly from the story -
"You can bang snow out of a tree and it 
will plop on your head." The rest of it 
was pretty much personal experience 
based on snowball fights, getting your 
car stuck in the snow, and so on. At first 
I thought this was cause for concern 
because this deviated so much from how 
much the children drew on Jumanji. 
However, I found that this is also fre
quently the way that the reading/writing 
connection may manifest itself. Diane 
Barone (1990) tells us that sometimes 
children will follow a section of text. At 
other times, though, they may isolate 
just a sentence and then include a per
sonal response that was recalled by the 

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL 28 

literature stimulus. 
At this point I decided to give a mini

lesson on structure in simple terms of 
beginning, middle, and end, and within 
that, some sort of sequence such as first, 
second, next, etc. I used The Big Snow 
and The Mitten as the context for 
instruction. I read The Big Snow to the 
children, and stopping at points along 
the way, I pointed out what I thought 
were good places to call the beginning, 
the middle, and the end. 

We immediately wrote another story 
that the children entitled "The Story of 
the Animals." I told the children to think 
about both the story and the mini-lesson 
on structure. I found that this was a 
viable approach to take because in her 
work with first graders, Dorothy 
Stephens (1989), who was also trying to 
help her students to write a more inter
esting story, followed much the same 
procedure. She also gave a mini-lesson 
with modeling through literature, deal
ing with story leads. 

Re-Telling Stories 
In The Story of the Animals, the chil

dren drew more closely on the literature 
than they had before, almost re-telling 
the story both in terms of content and 
structure. There was a clear beginning 
- "The animals are getting ready to 
hibernate." There was a clear middle 

, that dealt with the animals' preparations 
for winter and the continually falling 
snow. And there was a clear ending 
when the groundhog saw his shadow. 
This is when I realized that a large part 
of what children do while making the 
reading/writing connection is to re-tell 
the stories from the literature, in part, in 
whole, or in combination with personal 
experience. The journal literature offers 
wide support for this tendency, (Beaver, 
1982; Morrow, 1985; Manning, 1987; 
Barone, 1990; Hepler, 1991). 

When I read The Mitten, the children 
were told to listen carefully so they 
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could re-tell the story. Then I gave them 
a construction paper mitten and some 
animals to color. When they re-told the 
story, they were to insert the animals 
into the mitten in the same sequence as 
in the story, and they were to repeat this 
as many times as they could while telling 
the story to others in the classroom. I 
realize now that I was reinforcing the re
telling strategy that I had seen evidence 
of in their group stories, but I did not 
realize it at the time. The point was for 
them to practice using a little structure 
in their storytelling which would prepare 
them for using that structure in their 
writing efforts. 

At this point, the children listened to 
author Jane Stroschin, who had been 
invited to school to speak What a stroke 
of luck for me! She explained and 
showed samples of the entire writing, 
illustrating, and publishing processes. 
She told the kids that they could read 
and write just like adults. Jane explained 
that it is okay to make mistakes, so don't 
be afraid to try. She explained how her 
stories start with personal experiences 
or other things she already knows and 
grow with her imagination. Jane read 
her actual books to the kids. Above all, 
she was authentic. Here was a person 
who really knew what she was talking 
about! 

The kids could hardly contain their 
excitement. The next day they wrote 
their individual stories and then read 
them to the rest of the class. I told them 
to think about our classroom experi
ences with the snow as well as what 
they had learned from the author about 
her writing. Three children attempted to 
re-tell the author's story about a king
fisher. Four children combined the 
author's subjects with our snow stories. 
For instance, she had also written a 
story about a unicorn, and one boy 
wrote: "A unicorn is playing in the snow. 
The unicorn was having fun in the 
snow." One attempted to re-tell the king-
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fisher story, but he called it "The 
Kingfisher in the Snow." The rest wrote 
stories about personal experiences. 

So, in their writing, the children dis
played the same behaviors observed in 
their oral re-tellings for the group sto
ries. Susan Hepler (1991) says that chil
dren may recall or rehearse content, or 
in other words, practice their own com
prehension if time is allowed for talk to 
occur. In this way, I also discovered that 
the oral re-telling can make contribu
tions in support of the reading/writing 
connection that I otherwise would have 
never observed. 

As far as structure was concerned, I 
saw some in the individual writing. One 
girl used phrases in her story such as 
"so," "the next day," "when he got there," 
etc. One girl started her story, "Once 
upon a time ... " But for the most part I 
saw a return to the "da-di-da" story. 

About a week later, I asked the chil
dren to write one more individual story. 
This time I told them to write about 
whatever they wanted. I was curious to 
see if their writing would still be closely 
connected to the literature that had pre
viously been their topic. It was not in 
any way. They wrote about whatever 
personal experience was on their minds 
- a new dog, friends coming for a visit, 
monkeys, and "I love my mom and dad." 
Again, there was not much evidence of 
structure although one story started 
with "Once upon a time" and ended with 
"The End." Another started with "Once 
upon a time" and ended with "They lived 
happily ever after." 

Supporting the 
Reading/Writing Connection 

So on the question of structure, I dis
covered that children do make that con
nection between reading and writing 
both in their own writing and in their 
oral re-telling (Morrow, 1985). But it was 
most evident in "The Story of the 
Animals" that we wrote immediately 
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after the mini-lesson and the modeling 
that I did on the beginning, middle, and 
end, through the literature. Of course, 
the sequencing that they practiced and 
did so well with in "The Mitten" was 
inherent in telling that particular story. 
But once they wrote their own stories 
and I did not give specific instruction on 
structure, it disappeared for the most 
part. Goodman (1990) tells us that chil
dren do possess their own knowledge of 
structure. However, it is tacit knowledge 
that children have developed simply by 
being exposed to literature through their 
emergent literacy years. So when I sup
ported their use of that knowledge, it 
came to the surface and was manifested 
in their writing. When I removed the sup
port, it was no longer observable. 
Therefore, another way in which I can 
help my students to make the reading/ 
writing connection is to continue to give 
support for the students' tacit knowl
edge of structure through mini-lessons 
such as the one I attempted until such 
time as the students are able to internal
ize their knowledge and use it indepen
dently. This is described by McCarthy 
and Raphael (1989) in their discussion of 
the social constructivist theory on 
instruction, and by Applebee and Langer 
(1983) on reading and writing. 

Barbara Eckhoff (1983) says that 
there is very little known about the 
exact nature of the connection between 
reading and writing except that children 
may learn print and language structures 
from reading and use it in their writing. 
Further, much of the literature on the 
reading/writing connection suggests that 
there are still any number of questions 
to consider for research (Eckhoff, 1983; 
Stotsky, 1983; McCarthy & Raphael, 
1989). So it is of little wonder that the 
reading/writing connection still holds 
mystery for me. My research yielded 
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some valuable insight, however, as far as 
first graders are concerned. 

What I Learned 
First of all, first graders do make a 

reading/writing connection in terms of 
using both content and structure bor
rowed from the literature in their own 
writing. Second, re-telling stories in part, 
in whole, or combined with personal 
experience is both a common and a 
practical exercise to help children 
increase their understanding of both 
story content and structure. I can help 
students to make the reading/writing 
connection by providing plenty of oppor
tunities for them to practice this strate
gy. Third, I can provide oral support for 
the reading/writing connection in that 
same manner through re-telling. Fourth, 
children carry with them a good deal of 
tacit knowledge about story structure. I 
can help my students to make the read
ing/writing connection by offering sup
port for that knowledge through model
ing and instruction, and I must continue 
that support until such time as children 
can internalize their knowledge and use 
it on their own. 

Any of these four points could be 
turned into a question for further 
research. But I am fortunate that my 
research project provided them as dis
coveries that will help me to be a better 
teacher. I also know that having had the 
experience of being a researcher, I will 
be more aware as a teacher. And I have 
learned that the words teacher and 
researcher should always be spoken in 
the same breath. 

Diane Kinsler is presently a reading 
and writing instructor at Olivet 
College. She wrote this paper while 
completing graduate studies at 
Michigan State University. 
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