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For eleven years, I taught at Bailey’s Elementary School in Northern 
Virginia. During the time I was there, teaching kindergarten through 
second grade, the school’s one thousand three hundred students came 

from forty different countries and spoke thirty different languages at home. 
The test scores of our kindergarten students on average fell 3.5 deviation points 
below the state average. As teachers and administrators, we worked diligently 
to close those academic gaps. But we also found that in addition to their weak 
preparation for academic work, students from second-language homes struggled 
to initiate and participate in conversations, take turns with other children, 
make connections between school topics and life experiences, and seek and 
give clarifi cation. In short, they lacked the tools of social, emotional, and 
academic language.

In response, I developed a program for my classroom that I call Friendship 
Workshop. I created it because I saw more and more of my students stalled 
in their learning due to their inexperience handling respectful interactions 
with peers and adults. Their disputes at the science table and arguments on 
the playground, their tears after buddy reading, and their hurtful jeers when 
someone acted differently all stemmed from not understanding their emotions 
or how to express their needs accurately. I continued to refi ne Friendship 
Workshop over the years because I saw how it supported me in developing the 
readiness skills that children from all backgrounds need to contribute to their 
own learning. In a sense, it gives students the language to learn.

We practice specifi c interpersonal (social) and intrapersonal (emotional) 
interactions during Friendship Workshop, and these lessons are the foundation 
of everything we do as readers and writers. We learn how to tell a story and 
how to listen and respond to another’s tale. We discover the power of emotions 
and word choices, not just in literature but also in our lives. We share, which 
builds empathy and trust and leads to problem solving and revision. The 
social-emotional skill development does not represent a one-time lesson or a 
tagalong activity. Rather, the integrated approach to learning how to learn runs 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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Shar ing the  B l u e  C ra yo n

fl uidly throughout the school day, reinforcing each child’s individuality while 
also helping all students relate to the curriculum in genuine ways.

Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, and John Dewey all established that the most 
successful learning is social in nature. According to Vygotsky, “Every function 
in the child’s cultural development appears twice: fi rst, on the social level, 
and later, on the individual level; fi rst, between people (interpsychological) 
and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (1978, 57). Dewey added, “I 
believe that we violate the child’s nature and render diffi cult the best ethical 
results, by introducing the child too abruptly to a number of special studies, of 
reading, writing, geography, etc., out of relation to this social life. I believe, 
therefore, that the true centre of correlation of the school subjects is not science, 
nor literature, nor history, nor geography, but the child’s own social activities” 
(1897, 10).

As a primary grades teacher, I believe it is my job to initiate all children 
into the community of school. At fi rst I thought that oral language practice 
and item knowledge such as vocabulary, gramm ar, and syntax were all that 
young students needed in order to communicate and become part of a literate 
classroom community. I soon learned that the social and emotional languages 
we use when connecting and communicating were equally important.

To teach and reinforce the building blocks of literacy, we must show our 
students how to interact with others, develop self-control and persistence, 
and fi nd their own voices as well as value the contributions of peers. These 
social-emotional skills must be explicitly shared and practiced. They can’t 
be viewed as add-ons to the curriculum or as occasional lessons we use as 
icebreakers during the fi rst days of school. For many of our students, these 
crucial life lessons may be the only way into the academic life.

Although a large portion of our teaching in the primary grades involves 
checking off numerous curriculum requirements, we know that we teach more 
than what may be listed in the district and state standards. All of us have settled 
disagreements between students on the playground, helped someone apologize, 
or given a student a hug after she shared materials with a peer. The Friendship 
Workshop concept is not a brand-new solution to building a caring community. 
It is not a quick fi x for the struggles young children can have adjusting to a 
school community. And it is not just another program administrators want you to 
fi t in to your already jam-packed and demanding schedules.
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I n t roduc t ion

Friendship Workshop is a conscious approach to helping children identify 
and regulate their emotions so they can make choices that support their 
relationships and their schooling. It is a fresh way of observing students and 
using their actions to drive your teaching. It reframes how you react to their 
behaviors in order to support the literacy work you are already teaching. 
Friendship Workshop is a means for mindfully being with your students and 
building a caring, supportive community that learns and grows together. 
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C h a p t e r  1

THE LANGUAGE 
OF LEARNING

Driving home from the very fi rst grade-level meeting about literacy goals 
for the new school year, I felt completely overwhelmed. The enormous 
number of skills I was supposed to cover in nine months was daunting! 

Phonics, comprehension, punctuation, compare and contrast, high-frequency 
words, plurals, DRA Level 4—how would I get my kindergartners to research 
and write a nonfi ction piece with captions, detailed descriptions, and question 
marks by the end of the year?

I turned into my driveway and told myself that working as a Starbucks 
barista might not be so bad. And then I remembered Nestor. Several years ago 
Nestor came to my kindergarten class one week after school had started. His 
family had just moved to Virginia from Guatemala and he had never been to 
a school, had never spoken or heard English, and was terrifi ed of joining our 
classroom. He would stand at the door, clinging to his mom’s leg and sobbing, 
“Pero ella no habla espanol, mami!” (“But she doesn’t speak any Spanish, 
Mommy!”). Nestor found me as overwhelming as I found the new curriculum 
demands. 

That year seventeen of my twenty-one students didn’t know any letters of 
the alphabet. Twelve of them did not speak English as their fi rst language. Nine 
of them were living below the poverty level, and the only meals they got were 
breakfast and lunch at school. Like Nestor, I wanted to cling to someone and 
sob, “My students need to play, feel safe, and make friends fi rst!” (Figure 1.1 
shows Margaret and Salma playing well together during indoor recess.)
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At home I made a cup of hot tea, took a deep breath, and began breaking 
down the curriculum by looking at it as a yearlong continuum project. I asked 
myself, what is the real purpose of Reading and Writing Workshop? What 
are the big ideas in the standards for fi ve-year-olds? What is it that I want my 
students to be able to do by June?

I thought about the true purpose of reading and writing, which is to 
communicate and connect. Directions for my favorite lasagna; a letter from 
my son, who was at boot camp; or a poem read at my friend’s memorial 
service—these all communicate ideas and connect me to my life. The heart 
of communication is understanding. My son’s letter let me understand that 
although basic training was hard, he was doing okay: “I know I can get through 
this with everyone sending cards to me all the time.” The recipe directions 
taught me that the secret to yummy lasagna was placing garlic slices between 
the sheets of pasta. And the poem “Do Not Stand by My Grave and Weep” 
by Mary Elizabeth Frye allowed me to understand that my grief could be a 
celebration too. 

As I continued unraveling these thoughts, I realized that to understand (or 
be understood) we need language. All kinds of language: oral language, written 
language, social language, and emotional language. Aha! That’s my purpose in 
teaching Reading and Writing Workshop: to develop my students’ capacity to 
use and understand these languages so they can communicate their ideas clearly 
and connect to one another. 

Figure 1.1 
Margaret and 
Salma say “Good 
game—thanks for 
playing with me!” 
when cleaning up.
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It was then that a stronger memory of Nestor fl ashed before me. It was 
early March, six months after Nestor had moved to America, and my class was 
learning directional words. I took photographs of the children on the playground 
going across the bridge, standing next to the slide or behind the bench, and so 
on. Suddenly I heard Everett shout, “Ms. Buckley! Look at Nestor!” I glanced 
over to where Everett was pointing and there was Nestor on the monkey bars. 
Well, not exactly on the monkey bars.

“Nestor, what are you doing?” I asked him.
“I go through monkey bars, right?!” he said.
And sure enough, Nestor had wiggled himself through the tiny blue rings 

and lay there like a guinea pig in a maze! The grin on his face said it all. He 
understood the lesson, had the language to communicate his idea, and was 
thoroughly connecting with his friends. Developing Nestor’s language through 
academic and social interactions over time had helped him feel confi dent enough 
to share his ideas and extend his own learning through play (see Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2 
Nestor demonstrates his understanding of the word through by squeezing 
himself through the monkey bars. 
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GETTING READY TO LEARN

Although there is no offi cial defi nition of school readiness, many studies 
have found that traits such as controlling impulses, handling transitions, and 
cooperating with peers are strong predictors of academic success in later years. 
Children who live in poverty or come from language-poor backgrounds often 
have limited exposure to these crucial language skills. In their groundbreaking 
study of how the daily exchanges between a parent and child shape language 
and vocabulary knowledge, researchers Betty Hart and Todd Risley (1995) 
found that by age four, children from high-income families were exposed 
to thirty million more words than children from families on welfare. In 
follow-up studies, Hart and Risley revealed that the family exchanges had a 
signifi cant bearing on children’s performance in school, particularly in language 
development and reading comprehension. In addition to the thirty-million-word 
gap, children from poor families may also have much narrower conversations 
with parents and more negative reinforcement. For example, children from 
low-income families on average hear two discouraging words for every one 
encouraging word, whereas children from professional families hear six 
encouragements for every one discouragement (Hart and Risley 2003). 

Think of the impact that pattern would have on your daily teaching—
being reprimanded two times before hearing praise! The comparison to our 
professional lives gives me a better understanding of why some of my students 
don’t ask questions directly and don’t let me know when they are confused. It 
may be that they have not yet learned how to question and it may also be that 
they have been reprimanded for questioning. How many of us would remain 
silent if we expected harshness instead of clarity in response to our questions? 

Students from language-defi cient homes also typically lack experience 
with conversational skills that enable them to participate fully in our 
classroom exchanges. Their limited exposure to courteous conversations and 
open discussions may cause them to behave rudely or belligerently when 
confronted with unfamiliar dialogue and questions. Research shows that the 
conversations they tend to hear at home in their preschool years are often 
directive, close-ended, limiting, and unimaginative. The talk is about the 
immediate concerns of the moment: what to wear, what to eat, what is allowed 
or not allowed. These conversations rarely extend into future possibilities 
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or wonderings. Directive and dictating language leaves children with a very 
concrete language base, which in turn can make understanding the abstract, 
decontextualized language of school threatening and intimidating 
(Roseberry -McKibbin 2012).

In a typical Reading or Writing Workshop, for example, students may be 
instructed to recall a past event, visualize specifi c details, and then employ 
the complicated and sophisticated rules of the English language. That is an 
enormous and daunting task for many young students, but especially for those 
with limited language skills. 

Such weaknesses are not solely the domain of students from lower-income 
families. For example, our classrooms are becoming more diverse every year, 
with an increasing number of students who are learning English as their second 
language. As they access this new vernacular, students typically pass through 
fi ve stages, as originally explained by linguist Stephen Krashen (1988). In the 
pre- and early-production stages of second-language acquisition, students are 
often hesitant to risk speaking openly in a group. Without a solid understanding 
of how to communicate respectfully and politely, they can feel worried, 
excluded, or fearful. To counteract anxiety and build a strong foundation for 
learning, teachers must establish a classroom environment that includes clear 
instructions, repeated practice, and playful exchanges (Moses Guccione 2012).

MANAGING CHANGE

As adults, we have a naive notion that childhood is carefree and easy. Children 
don’t have to worry about health insurance or car payments or groceries. They 
play tag and take baths and have stories read to them before bed. But as Georgia 
Witkin, the director of the Mount Sinai School of Medicine Stress Research 
Program, writes in her book Kid Stress (1999), “It can’t be, because all change 
is stressful (even good change) and young people’s lives are fi lled with change” 
(14).

Teaching students to manage change is one of the most important parts of 
our job as educators in the primary grades. You probably won’t fi nd that task 
written in state or national standards and curriculum guides or hear the topic 
discussed in the faculty lounge at staff meetings, yet it is as vital to learning 
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as reading and writing. Children who do not learn how to self-regulate their 
behaviors to respond appropriately to others’ needs and demands and to navigate 
the slippery slope of transitions will likely fall behind in school and struggle 
throughout their lives. We must carefully cultivate their social and emotional 
intelligence just as we prime their academic growth. 

C. Cybele Raver and Jane Knitzer from the National Center for Children in 
Poverty tell us, “Across a range of studies, the emotional, social, and behavioral 
competence of young children—such as higher levels of self-control and lower 
levels of acting out—predict their academic performance in fi rst grade, over and 
above their cognitive skills and family backgrounds” (2002, 3).

In Friendship Workshop I address those social and emotional behaviors 
by connecting what I see my students doing and saying during independent 
work times with my insights about their developmental needs. I create a path 
to learning using their lives and emotions. Our conversations and discussions 
during Friendship Workshop help us reach academic standards; they don’t pull 
us away from those goals. By understanding one another—orally and socially at 
fi rst, then using those community-building exchanges to strengthen the skills of 
reading and writing—we experience the joys of communicating, understanding, 
and connecti ng to one another. 
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