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Celebrate Our Own Practices:
The Magic of Teaching Revealed

Teaching reading and writing
has always been a magical
process.
■ How does one learn?
■ How does comprehension

take place?
■ What triggers creativity?
■ How can educators inspire

learning?
Today, more than ever before,
overcoming the challenges of
environment and politics may
make the task seem impossible.

These educators are magically
finding solutions to many of
the issues inherent in teaching
reading and writing today.

Look inside and read 
their stories!
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Take out a piece of paper. Number it
from 1-5. Write answers to the follow-
ing questions:

1. Which editor’s son is an OSU
cheerleader?

2. Which two editors are Cubs fans?

3. Which editor’s son kicked a half-
time field goal at the Fiesta Bowl
to earn $100,000 for charity?

4. All together, how long have the
editors been teaching?

5. All together, how many years of
editorial experience does the
team have?

There now, do you know us? If not, read
on for some background information
about your new OJELA editorial team.
We also comment briefly about our
plans for editing the journal for these
next two years.

ALLISON L. BAER is a doctoral stu-
dent at Kent State University where she
is pursuing a Ph.D. in Curriculum and
Instruction with an emphasis in
Literacy. She has taught middle school
in Warren, OH and Youngstown, OH
where she taught Gifted Education,
grades four through six. Her research
interest centers around adolescent
reading engagement and struggling
adolescent readers. She has written a
chapter in a book dealing with young
adult literacy and Gardner’s Multiple
Intelligences and has recently completed
another chapter for a book on teaching
strategies using social justice themes
in young adult literature. She has been
involved on the OCTELA executive
board and does frequent presentations
at local, state, and national confer-
ences. She has three children, two
away at college, and lives at home with
her youngest son, Aaron; two dogs,
Cheekers and Sally; and two cats,

Scuttlebutt and Shayna Punim. In addi-
tion, she bows at the learned feet of the
two other co-editors.

MARY JO FRESCH is an Associate
Professor at The Ohio State University
where she has taught literacy and chil-
dren’s literature courses in teacher
education since 1995. She taught third
grade in Kent City Schools, adult reme-
dial reading at the University of Akron,
and various literacy and children’s lit-
erature courses in teacher education at
the University of Nebraska, and at
Deakin University and the Royal Mel-
bourne Institute of Technology, both in
Melbourne, Australia. Her research
interests focus on children’s acquisition
of spelling knowledge and teachers’
instructional planning for spelling in
grades K - 8. She has written two books
and various practical and scholarly
articles related to spelling instruction.
She works with graduate students and
school districts in literacy related
professional development. She has
been on the editorial boards of The
Reading Teacher, Bookbird, OJELA and
Children’s Literature Journal. She main-
tains her own website, aimed at provid-
ing professional links for educators
(http://fresch.marion.ohio-state.edu).
She has two grown children and lives in
Dublin with husband Hank and Milo
the cat. 

NANCY PADAK is a Professor at
Kent State University where she serves
as Project Administrator for the Ohio
Literacy Resource Center and also
directs the Reading and Writing
Development Center. She came to Kent
State in 1985, after having worked as a
public school teacher and administra-
tor and college/adult literacy instruc-
tor in Illinois. She works with graduate
students and teaches courses in litera-
cy education. Her scholarly interests

center on supporting teachers’ efforts
to provide effective literacy instruction,
adult and family literacy, and issues
related to school-based reform in liter-
acy education. She has written several
books and many articles and frequent-
ly works with teachers in professional
development situations. Among her
other professional activities have been
editing The Reading Teacher and the
Journal of Literacy Research, serving
on the OhioReads Council, and provid-
ing leadership in professional organi-
zations. She was named a KSU
Distinguished Scholar in 2000 and
Distinguished Professor in 2002. She
has three children, all grown, and lives
in Kent with her husband Gary and dog
Sammy.

As new editors we hope to publish arti-
cles with timely topics. We look for-
ward to the opportunity to inspire and
renew your teaching. We encourage
you to share your wonderful ideas.
Whatever the topic, our first concern is
the children of Ohio—how do we meet
their needs? How can we make them
successful literacy learners? How can
we grow as the professionals who
teach them?

We hope reading this has given you a
better idea about who we are and how
we will work to continue OJELA’s excel-
lence. We thank Cheri Williams and
Bob Burroughs for the excellent prece-
dent they set. They have been helpful in
getting us going. And now we need you
to keep the journal as the superb
resource that it is. Please contact us if
you have ideas or concerns about the
journal. More than that, please write!

AB, MJF, NP

(answers to quiz on page 50)
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Looking for high-quality lesson
plans? Puzzled about how to teach
an ELA benchmark or grade-level
indicator? Want to integrate your
language arts instruction with
other content areas? Help is just a
“click” away!

The Ohio Resource Center for Math-
ematics, Science, and Reading (www.
ohiorc.org) is a state-funded website
where you will find over one thousand
high-quality resources that have been
aligned with both Ohio and national
academic content standards. Best of
all, you can use ORC lessons with confi-
dence: Instructional resources are cho-
sen only after rigorous peer-review by
state language arts specialists.

Thirty literacy educators from across
Ohio—including K-12 classroom teach-
ers, curriculum specialists and teacher
educators—serve on ORC’s Reading
Review Board. Once a resource has
been identified as a potential “Best” or
“Promising” practice, it is sent to two
Review Board members for analysis.
Using the ORC “Best Practices Rubric,”
they evaluate the resource. Does it
align to state and national standards?
Does it have a solid research base?
They also evaluate it for quality and
usability: Does it include assessment
information? Is it easily navigated?
Does it have high expectations for stu-
dents? (The complete rubric is avail-
able on the ORC website.) If the two
reviewers disagree about an instruc-
tional resource, it is sent to a third
reviewer. Only the very best lessons
find their way to ORC!

With this issue of OJELA, we begin a
regular column describing ORC fea-
tures you will not want to miss. If you
have not visited before, begin your
exploration of ORC by using the naviga-
tion bar on the left to acquaint yourself
with different features. You can search

and browse resources by standard,
topic or grade level. To help you judge
whether a linked site has the informa-
tion you need, each resource has pro-
fessional commentary that provides an
overview of its contents. Career-techni-
cal and language arts teachers in
grades 8-12 will want to spend some
time with Standards Plus sites that con-
nect academic content standards to
workplace or career contexts. If you
want more information about ORC’s
history, goals and organization, use the
links located on the right-hand margin
at the top of the page.

Ohio Reading: For news and informa-
tion that is specific to Ohio, visit the
Ohio Reading pages. Touching the
Future honors outstanding Ohio educa-
tors who are deceased. Read about
Virginia Hamilton as she is fondly re-
called by teacher and children’s author
Judy Hendershot. Archived here are rec-
ollections of OCTELA’s own Bonnie
Chambers, with a link to information
about the Bonnie Chambers Award.
Profiles in Adolescent Literacy describes
two ORC-funded language arts projects
that feature Ohio teachers. Ohio Focus
Resources provides lesson plans, arti-
cles and literary databases by and
about Ohio teachers, researchers, and
authors. We urge you to spend some
time with these wonderful sites, which
celebrate Ohio and Ohioans. 

Lessons Remembered: Because we
believe that every teacher has a story
about someone who taught them, we
invite you to participate in a new
feature about teachers that will soon
replace Touching the Future. Lessons

Remembered will share memories
from educators about educators.
Do you recall a teacher who influ-
enced you? Share that teacher’s in-
fluence with others by sending us a
paragraph describing the impor-
tant lesson(s) h/she taught you

about life and learning. Email your
memory to webmaster@ohiorc.org,
and then look for it as you read all the
wonderful Lessons Remembered.

Register with ORC: If you have not
yet registered as a regular ORC user,
please do so! In the coming months,
we will have new features that only
registered members will enjoy. If you
have questions about ORC, nomina-
tions for Review Board members, sug-
gestions for additional features or
websites you would like to see includ-
ed, please contact one of us. We look
forward to hearing from you! 

www.ohiorc.org

Authors:
Carol Brown Dodson is the outreach
specialist for the Ohio Resource Center.
She is a past president of OCTELA and
was formerly English language arts
supervisor for Columbus Public Schools
and the Ohio Department of Educa-
tion. Carol Dodson can be reached at 
cdodson@ohiorc.org.

Nicole Luthy is the reading content
specialist at ORC. She oversees the
online collection of reading resources
and coordinates literacy projects for the
organization. Nicole Luthy can be
reached at nluthy@ohiorc.org.

Evangeline Newton is Chair of the
ORC Reading Review Board. She teaches
in the Department of Curricular and
Instructional Studies at the University of
Akron, where she also directs the Center
for Literacy. Evangeline Newton can be
reached at enewton@uakron.edu.
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The Gift of Time
If I could give teachers everywhere one gift, it would be more time.

There’s never enough time. Not enough time to grade the papers

and fill out the forms in triplicate and prepare lessons and go to

meetings. Not enough time to stop by the cleaners and the grocery

store and the post office before it’s time to pick the kids up from the

bus stop. Not enough time to teach vowels or long division or hon-

esty or fair play when that child who touched your heart moved

away just as you were making the connection. Not enough time to

please the principal and the parents and your spouse and your chil-

dren. Just not enough time.

What time does the bell ring? Do I have time to stop by the gas station, the ATM
machine, the coffee shop—before school? Do I have time to call each parent of my
one hundred and fifty students between the time school ends and the faculty meet-
ing begins? Do I have time to fill out the report cards this weekend? Do I have time
to fill out the detention forms? Eat lunch? Go to the bathroom?

Where did the time go? Just moments ago, you were starting out as a student for the
first time in kindergarten, wide-eyed with wonder, some of you tearful, some confi-
dent, but excited at the possibility of new horizons. Your teacher spoke gospel and
time was your servant then. Days stretched for endless hours of play and imagina-
tion. Time was punctuated only by meals or naps or new adventures. School was
fun—and easy! You never even thought about your teacher and how he or she man-
aged to have such colorful and topical bulletin boards, or new songs for you to sing,
or new materials for you to discover. It never occurred to you the amount of time
your teacher spent in preparation for your edification and inspiration. 

Somehow you woke up just a few days later, and you were in seventh grade, awk-
ward, gawky, faking confidence, clinging to time, refusing to let go of those times
of childhood, hesitant to challenge the treacherous times of puberty and maturi-
ty. Your teachers had become plural, and their world existed on a plane far
removed from the private world of self-absorption reserved for adolescents. The
extra time your teachers took to coach the baseball team or tutor you in math was
swallowed without thanks.

In high school you were still the master of time. You were learning the difficulties of
managing a life, but the horizon was far distant and the possibilities were limitless. 

The freshman says, “I’ve got plenty of time.” The sophomore responds sardonically,
“Who cares about time?” The junior is starting to feel the pressure, but avoids it by
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AUTHOR:

Sharon Draper, 1997 National Teacher
of the Year, is a professional educator, as
well as an accomplished writer. She was
selected as Ohio's Outstanding High School
Language Arts Educator, was chosen as a
NCNW Excellence in Teaching Award
winner, and Ohio Teacher of the Year. Last
year she was named Ohio Pioneer in
Education by the Ohio State Department
of Education. She spent more than thirty
years teaching junior high and high school
students. She is an active member of the
National Council of Teachers of English
and the International Reading Association.
She lives in Cincinnati, Ohio, with her hus-
band and a golden retriever named Honey.

Reprinted by permission from Teaching
From the Heart: Reflections, Encouragement,
and Inspiration by Sharon M. Draper.
Copyright ©2000 by Sharon M. Draper.
Published by Heinemann, a division of
Reed Elsevier, Inc., Portsmouth, NH. For
more information about the book, please
visit www.heinemann.com.
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saying, “I still have time to get it done
get it right, to get it together.” The 
senior starts to panic and realizes, 
“I’m running out of time.” All of a sud-
den the teacher, and the teacher’s time
are valued a bit more, and many wish-
es and pleas are made
about chances to be given
more time. 

Suddenly you find that
time has transported you
to today. Now you are the
teacher, and somehow the
places have been reversed.
Time has propelled you
from that first day in
kindergarten to today, and
the innocence of child-
hood has been replaced by
the taskmaster of adult-
hood, a ticking clock. 

Each phase of life is a
learning experience for
the next phase, which
moves us on to the next.
You no longer belong in
kindergarten or seventh
grade. You belong to the
world now—to the cycle of
growth and development
and change. And you have
a responsibility as well—to
make a difference in at
least one life—to be a hero to someone
who needs you.

Do you remember the story of Beowulf?
Beowulf was the ultimate hero. He was
a hero supreme—courageous and pow-
erful and handsome, sung of in tales
and legends in his own lifetime as being
“the bravest and strongest man of any-
one, anywhere on earth.” He had the
strength of fifty men, fought sea mon-
sters and dragons. He was invincible.
He had strength and boasted about it.
Nobody on earth could beat him, and

he knew it and so did everybody else.
He came in to Hrothgar’s land, killed
the monster, and swaggered away, the
young, victorious hero—champion of
all. He ruled his own kingdom for fifty
years then, noble and wise and loved by

his people. But when the dragon
attacked his land, he needed a young
hero to help him, because the cycle of
time had slowly turned and Beowulf,
the ultimate hero, could no longer
defeat monsters alone. But in his life-
time, in his moment of shining glory, he
made a difference in the lives of
others. He took the time.

And to give the women equal historical
opportunities, let me remind you about
Boudica, the fifth century Celtic
princess who gathered an army of Celts

and defeated the more powerful Roman
army. Boudica was a hero, a powerful
maker of the destiny of her people. But
soon she also was replaced by the next
generation of warriors and leaders. But
she made a difference, oh what a

difference that red-haired
princess made in the lives of
her people. She, too, took
the time.

Each season brought new
challenges, new adventures,
and new obstacles to over-
come for Beowulf and Bou-
dica. Each season brought
new monsters and new
maidens. So it is with teach-
ers. Each of us is a hero,
fighting ignorance and apa-
thy, bureaucracy and despair.
And every season we are
given a new group of chal-
lenges, with different faces,
but similar problems. We
take them by the hand, lead
them around the path of
the cycle, and take them to
their next destination.

Beowulf was indisputably
powerful, but teachers are
not usually looked at as pow-
erful people. We are taken
for granted by society, just as

we tend to take ourselves for granted.
We say to others, with a sigh of resigna-
tion, “I’m just a teacher.” Would
Beowulf have called himself “just 
a hero”? Would Boudica? Beowulf
dared anyone NOT to call him a hero.
We must do the same. For the cycle is
ever moving, and the next semester of
challenges will be here all too soon.

You, the teachers today, are the heroes,
the Beowulfs and Boudicas of our
generation. You are the champions, the
dragon-slayers, the men and women
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who are the makers of the destiny of all
of us here today. What will you do to
effect a positive change in the lives of
the children you teach? What will you
do with the time you have been given as
a gift? Will you be a hero?

Suppose I gave each of you $86,400 as a
gift? What would you do with all that
money? Now suppose I added a condi-
tion to my gift—that you must spend all
of the money tomorrow. All of it. Could
you do it? There’s more. On Tuesday I
shall give you another $86,400, with the
only condition being that you must
spend it all on Tuesday. If you do, I will
give you another $86,400 on Wednes-
day, with the same condition, and again
on Thursday, and Friday, and Saturday,
and so on. After a while, you’d beg me
to stop, because you just could not
spend all that money.

Guess what? Each day of your life is
made up of 86,400 seconds. And every
day, you are given that gift new and
unspent. Each day you have the oppor-
tunity to spend that gift of time. And
you can buy anything you want with it.
What will you buy? 

We take time for granted. We are given
86,400 seconds in each day, 31,536,000
seconds in a year. Do we comprehend
the value of time?

I had a student several years ago who
found out that she had cancer. She
bravely went through treatments, hair
loss, and pain. But she never lost her
joy in life, her interest in books, her
love of poetry. I asked her once how
she did it.

“I plan to use every single second that I
have here,” she told me. “I don’t have
time to waste. There is so much I want
to know and so little time to learn it all.”

Lisa ran out of time, and she died at age
fifteen, full of knowledge, and ready to
discover the vast mysteries of the world
beyond. She was my hero. Each of you
is a hero as well; therefore, I offer you
this gift.

Time is eternal, but fleeting. It must be
spent wisely, carefully, and thoughtfully.
For once it is gone it can never be
retrieved. What have you done with the
hours, the moments, the seconds you
have been given thus far? And what will
you do with those to come? For the gift
I offered you is not hypothetical—it’s
very real. It is as real as the heart that
beats within you. My gift to you is time.
Use it wisely. Use it well. You are a
teacher. You are a hero. You have the
time and the gift to make a difference in
the world. 
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My gift to you
is Time.

Time to wipe your children’s tears—
Instead of kissing them good night
When their tears are dry 

and salty
and almost forgotten.

Time to cultivate a rose garden—
Instead of buying cut roses
From a sidewalk salesman. 

The blooms wilt
The petals fall 

as they sit in a corner 
faded and meaningless 

and almost forgotten.

Time to watch the golden blue glory of a sunset 
or the night-splitting terror of a thunderstorm—

Instead of dozing 
through their dull duplication 
on the 11:00 news

—almost forgotten.

Time to touch—
the lips of your lover
the hands of your mother
the memories that sleep in your heart—

Instead of moving so fast 
that the bright soft joys of your life 

are almost forgotten.

– Sharon Draper



Harvey Daniels and Literature Circles:
Advocate for Small, Peer-led Reading

Discussion Groups
“Your books have been my friends. They’ve been friends to me on

many days,” English teacher Becki Covey told Harvey Daniels as

she waited for his autograph. “What do you use the books for?” he

asked. She answered, “I use them for inspiration, backup ideas, and

to keep me going.”

Harvey “Smokey” Daniels, a former city and suburban teacher, has inspired many
teachers to implement progressive literacy structures such as literature circles, read-
ing workshop, and integrated curriculum with his easy-going, personable, story-
telling writing style. While autographing his new book, Literature Circles: Voice and
Choice in Book Clubs and Reading Groups (2002), he asked teachers what grades they
taught. He told middle and high school teachers, “If you only have enough money
for one more book, buy Reading and Writing Together: Collaborative Literacy in Action
by my friend Nancy Steineke (2002). It’s great!” Instead of recommending one of his
books, he suggested one he thought would meet those teachers’ needs. Isn’t that
what good teaching is all about—matching books to readers? 

During Harvey Daniels’s general session at OCTELA’s 2002 Fall Conference,
“Joining the Book Club,” he defined literature circles as small, peer-led reading dis-
cussion groups. Ultimately, the purpose of literature circles is to promote high-level
thinking about texts and to develop life-long reading habits. Additionally, literature
circles promote engagement, choice, responsibility, collaboration, meaning making,
fluency, knowledge, and authenticity.

Besides Literature Circles, Daniels is also known for the book, Best Practice: New
Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools (1998), co-authored with
Steven Zemelman and Arthur Hyde. They discovered that all professional content
standards incorporate the following characteristics: They are student-centered, expe-
riential, expressive, reflective, authentic, holistic, social, collaborative, democratic,
cognitive, developmental, constructionist, and challenging. Literature circles help
meet these common standards.

In 1996, Daniels and four colleagues started a new school on the west side of
Chicago called Best Practice High School (BPHS). One of the key best practices was
the implementation of literature circles. Like teachers at BPHS, literacy educators
across the nation are discovering the benefits of literature circles.

Most of the following questions originated from teachers who are learning how to
facilitate these peer-led discussion groups.
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Jean McLear: When I asked teachers
what they’d like to ask you, several said,
“How do you use literature circles with
struggling students?” 

Harvey Daniels: I think using litera-
ture circles with the low profile stu-
dents is more important than it is for
any other student. One of the things
people forget sometimes is the idea that
literature circles are supposed to be like
adult reading groups. We get the tem-
plate for them from people in book
clubs or reading groups, and that is the
analogy that we draw. If I am trying to
figure out what to do with the strug-
gling readers, I just have to figure out
where to start, and that may be all the
way back. With these kids, the first
thing is that they have to read really
easy books. They have to read books
that they can read. People make this
mistake all the time. Teachers will pick
a set of books, and a lot of them are too
hard. So one of the first things you have
to do, if you are worried about it, is
make sure you have a wide range of
reading levels when you are presenting
kids with a choice of books. When you
talk about the books, you have to talk
with equal enthusiasm about the one
that is for two years below level and two
years above level. Literature circles are
not the problem; they are the answer
because you get to be with your friends,
you get to read what you want, you get
to talk about what you want to talk
about, you get to have a little autonomy
in the classroom, and so they have a lot
of appeal as opposed to a whole class
lesson where students read aloud or
recite. Having books students can read
is a part of the solution.

JM: Once you select the right books,
how do you get the groups to run
smoothly?

HD: If you have picked the right books,
given [the children] careful training,
such as lessons to show them how to
behave in a group, you will be more
successful, but you are going to still
have some management problems.
You are going to have kids who do
not do their homework, do not do
their reading, or they do not pay
attention in the group, and you just
have to chip away at that like you do
anything else when you have kids
who struggle. We were talking last
night with a bunch of teachers from
Lakota about the same thing. Some
teachers will kind of encourage or
allow those kids to group themselves
together, you know, pick real easy
books and then be together so they
are kind of at the same level. The
teacher is really subconsciously plan-
ning. The teacher is thinking, “I am
going to be spending a lot of time
with that group and that is okay.”
Then other teachers think it is really
important to mix them up and try to
put them in groups where there are
some stronger readers that can pull
them along a little bit. I have learned
that a lot of these kids’ problems are
with basic level skills, not with higher
order thinking. If they can get the
story in their heads somehow, they
can come to a literature circle and
talk about the ideas in a book as
much as anybody else. They have as
many experiences, connections, and
ideas, and a lot of time they are dif-
ferent than other people’s experi-
ences. You may have to make them
read with a tape or have somebody
read it to them or read to each other
or the teacher read to them. You have
to make sure you get the story in their
heads so they can go to the group
and talk about it. I am the parent of
a learning disabled student, so I
learned a lot from my own son. 

JM: How do you keep students active
and involved in literature circles?

HD: Part of it has to do with how you
set up in advance, what you make
them do and what their tasks are. 

JM: Part of it is teaching them what
you expect.

HD: Yeah, to train them, and it takes a
while. I usually go back and do full
class lessons using short pieces of lit-
erature and having short meetings
with a small group of kids. There are
a million ways to train kids to do this.
In the school that we started in
Chicago, we started by asking stu-
dents, “When you are in a small
group, what are some things that
work, that help a group to function
and have a good time?” Students
make a list of the social skills: take
turns, do not interrupt each other, be
respectful of other people’s ideas, or
ask questions. “OK, now what are
some things that make groups crash
and burn? What are some things you
should not do?” They say, “Yell at
people, disrespect, not answer ques-
tions.” We start by evoking it from
the kids themselves, what makes for
an effective and ineffective group.
And we make lists of those things,
and they put them on the insides of
their journals. We put posters [of
these lists] on the wall, and then we
work on those skills. 

JM: Are there steps to remember in a
literature circle meeting?

HD: When you have a literature circle
meeting, it’s usually three steps. You
have a mini-lesson with everybody
and say, “Today we are going to work
on follow-up questions. If someone
gives you an idea, dig into it and say,
‘What makes you think that’ or
‘where in the book did you get that
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idea?’” Continuously teach these
skills and how to operate in a group,
always trying to refine it. A lot of the
management has to be self-manage-
ment because there are going to be
five or six groups, and you cannot be
there all the time. You have to send
your surrogate teacher/self in there
through the mini-lessons. My friend,
Nancy [Steineke], does a mini-lesson
if people are shy in the group and do
not talk. She might say, “Well, Jean,
what do you think about that?”
“Jean, did you think this would hap-
pen?” She has them make little note
cards: What do you think of that
________? What did you think
when that happened ________?
How did you feel about that book?
So they have it right in front of them
to remind them. But the teacher has
a big role: You monitor, you circulate,
and you sit in for a minute or two.

JM: Let’s look at the teacher who has
labeled herself as an “in charge”
teacher, who wants to do literature
circles, but doesn’t want to relinquish
control because she is concerned
about chaos.

HD: But it is not going to be chaos, like
actual chaos. There is going to be
some noise, . . . some moving chairs
around and stuff like that. Then
there will be some groups that are
doing fine and maybe two that need
some help, but it is not chaos.

JM: I do not think it is either, but I
think in her mind it is chaos.

HD: Sure, it feels like it. I hear that all
the time. But it has to do with
trusting the kids. What are you going
to do? Are you going to talk all day?
In whole class discussion, what do
you have? You have 29 kids just sit-
ting there silently while one person
talks and everybody else is waiting for

a turn that they basically hope never
comes. And it is a very unengaged
kind of learning to have 29 kids sit-
ting there avoiding eye contact with
the teacher and trying not to be
called on. But when you put kids in
groups of four or five and you have
six groups going, then you have six
people talking. Everybody has pres-
sure. There is responsibility in a small
group. You have to say something. So
right away it is much more active and
much more engaged. How can you
not have kids in groups talking about
what they read? National or profes-
sional standards state that we should
be having kids talk about books.
Specifically, we should be doing liter-
ature circles. 

JM: And we should be giving kids
more time to talk. 

HD: Right.

JM: The last teacher question is very
specific. If you have a theme, like
immigration, and you have chosen
immigration books, do you have any
advice on how to pull a themed unit
together at the end?

HD: Well, there are ideas in Literature
Circles: Voice and Choice in Book
Clubs and Reading Groups. I am real-
ly talking about projects and there is
a whole list of them in the book. I
will tell you something you can use.
There is a web address you can go to
and read the whole book for free on
the Internet—www.stenhouse.com/
0333.htm. Here is the thing about
projects. What do real life-long
readers do when they finish a
book? What do you do when you
finish a book?

JM: Well, I tell all my friends about the
book if I think they would enjoy read-
ing it.

HD: You do not make a diorama, right?
Get real! You talk about it. That is
what you do. So it is really important
to do things that real readers do. Real
readers do not make a display or
want to put on a puppet show. You
know, here is the dad and here is the
mom and here is the preacher and
the snake killing a little girl. No, no,
you don’t do that. The reason we do
projects for culminating activities or
whatever they call it, is to get a grade
because we know how to grade a proj-
ect. If you spend time on something
like literature circles you feel like you
have to have a grade for it. Teachers
do not know how to put a grade on
discussion. They do not know how to
evaluate it. You just have to think
about it the way you think about kids
who are giving informational speech-
es in speech class. You make a rubric
of the ingredients of a successful
informational speech and you grade
it. We have the kids make the rubric
when we do book circles and made
sure the points add up to 100. 

JM: Do literature circles last all year?
Do you do them every day? Are liter-
ature circles your reading program or
just part of it?

HD: Part of the reading program. I
do not know anybody who has ever
stated that book clubs are the
whole reading program. That is a
very interesting window into our
profession. Why would anybody
say that? I was in the elevator at a
conference with a teacher and she
saw my nametag. She said, “Oh,
Dr. Daniels, we are so excited in
this town. We have adopted your
reading program.” And I said, “Oh
yeah, really? That is interesting. I
don’t have a reading program.” You
know, they thought literature circles
were supposed to be everything. But
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I think when people hear someone
advocate an idea, whether it is guided
reading or reading workshop, they
assume that they need to give their
whole life over to it, every minute of
the day, every day of the year, all liter-
ature circles all the time. That is cuck-
oo. It is a part of the balanced read-
ing program; it is not all of the
balanced reading program. It is some-
thing that some people do, like in
high school for example, once a
week. They meet for 40 minutes one
day a week, but they do not do it all
year because sometimes they happen
to get into an integrated unit or
something and they put literature cir-
cles in mothballs. Once the kids
learn the structure, then you can
come back and you can read five, six,
or seven books a year in elementary,
especially in the early grades. I mean,
I see a lot of book clubs that meet
one day a week, read a book over the
weekend at home with their parents,
then they come with their post-it
notes and have conversation. But no,
it is just a piece of the puzzle.

I was thinking it is a really important
piece because the kids really have to
read. And if they do read and they
put to work all these wonderful
strategies that we are teaching them,
they are never going to be able to say
they never got the chance to practice
or apply them if you just keep teach-
ing them strategies all the time.
Student-driven, student-initiated
reading and writing should be a big
chunk. And a lot of our schools
alternate literature circles, reading
workshop, and individual independ-
ent reading. Literature circles are just
group independent reading. Kids
read a book as a group and talk about
it. They do that for three weeks and
then kids pick a book, read it, and do

the dialog journal for the teacher and
a buddy. You do that for a while, and
then you start the whole round of lit-
erature circles. When you get this
really going, some kids read three
books at once—the whole class book,
the lit circle book, and the independ-
ent book. This is third graders, and
they do it great!

JM: We all have many books going. 

HD: We don’t finish them all either.

JM: That is true. How did literature cir-
cles become such a passion for you?

HD: Well, I think it was how much fun
the kids had. School does not have to
be hell. The National Writing Project
asked us to write, so my buddy Steven
[Zemelman] and I have been doing
writing projects [Illinois Writing
Project] for 24 years. 

JM: I am a fellow of the Ohio Writ-
ing Project.

HD: Oh really? We understand the
value of writing and its connection
to reading. So that is why we started
drifting into reading. Because we
were doing all these great things
with writing, and we cannot really
keep it apart from reading for very
long. There was this wonderful
teacher out in the suburbs who was
highly trained in collaborative learn-
ing. She had taken the collaborative
learning principle and applied it to
reading in small groups where kids
were discussing reading instead of
doing worksheets or round robin
reading. We just learned it [litera-
ture circles] from a few teachers who
were doing this. And you know, the
neat thing about it was that it
seemed to work. And the kids loved
it because it was so different, and the
kids were in charge. I was not in her
classroom—we were just hanging out

someplace—and I just told her about
the book clubs that were going on
about books.

JM: This was before Oprah’s Book
Clubs. 

HD: Yeah, this was in ancient times;
this was in 1988 or something. So
then she called me a couple of
months later and said, “Well, I did
that thing you told me.” I said,
“What thing I told you?” She said,
“You know, this literature circle
thing.” I said, “You did?” She said,
“Yeah, I got it going.” And I said,
“Well, how is it?” She said, “It sucks,
it is horrible.” And I said, “Well, I am
sorry. I did not tell you to do it. You
asked me.” She said, “Well, I think
you had better come and see it. It is
really a big mess. Maybe you can help
me figure it out.”

So I had a very young fifth grade
teacher in Chicago’s inner city, 33 or
34 kids in a teeny room. I walked in
there and I looked around and there
are these kids sitting in their groups
having these incredibly intense dis-
cussions, leaning toward each other
and pointing at things in their books,
and I am going, this is unbelievable!
There is this group of boys over by
the window, and I thought I would
kind of get a letdown when I got over
there, but they were on it too, busy as
beavers. I thought, “This is really
cool.” She was great, this really amaz-
ing teacher. She thought it was terri-
ble because two things did not work
right, but it was spectacular. Nobody
ever asked me this question, but that
is where the passion came from. I saw
something that the kids in city
schools could do, and they needed it
really badly because there is probably
not much recreational reading going
on around their houses. 
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JM: You mentioned your friend
Nancy. . .

HD: Steineke.

JM: I will have to get her book. 

HD: Write it down. It is called Reading
and Writing Together: Collaborative
Literacy in Action. It is a great book
and is brand new. 

JM: It has been six years since you start-
ed Best Practice High School in
Chicago. How has it changed in the
last six years? Is it what you thought it
would be?

HD: We had no idea what would hap-
pen. I think it is better than I
thought it would be. The main
thing is that it has momentum, a lot
of momentum. Teachers have a lot
of ownership, a lot of leadership.
We have had a lot of turnover. We
have had a few teachers die. We have
had teachers retire. We had a fabu-
lous initial principal who got us
through a school bond issue.

JM: Are you teaching there?

HD: No, only one day a week. I do staff
development. Teaching is too hard,
but I realized there are enough of us
that do believe in staying in there.
There are teachers who are carrying
the culture in their heads. It is won-
derful to hear them when I talk to
them about what school is about. So
that is really great. The other thing
that is really great is that we have
been able to stabilize and build from
a smaller enrollment than we
thought we were going to have to. We
wanted to be fewer than 400, and
we’ve been able to stay there even
with budget pressures. The biggest
thing is that we always said that there
was only one measure in the end that

we cared about, only one test and one
outcome, and that was how many of
those kids go to college. With 80 per-
cent poverty rating, hardly anyone
has ever had a family member go to
college. And in a system with a 50
percent drop out rate, we have 80 per-
cent going to college. Our students
are randomly selected. They are not
tested in or anything. So that is good. 

JM: What is on the horizon for your
future? What are you researching? 

HD: I am doing a book about reading
in middle and high school. My
friend, Steven [Zemelman], and I are
working on this and it will be out
next fall. We are going to do a second
edition of this book we did a long
time ago called A Community of
Writers (1998). It was about a com-
munity of readers and writers, and
then it got to be just readers. The idea
of the book is that kids in middle and
high school should be reading some
of the same material that members of
the adult community are now read-
ing. We have teachers who are work-
ing on doing that. A lot of it has to
do with nonfiction. 

#
Literature circles are certainly one way
to implement state and national stan-
dards. The better our students think,
the better they test, and the better they
do in life. During his talk, “Joining the
Book Club,” Smokey (nicknamed by
his mother because he is Harvey
Daniels VII) referred to his work on
national standards:

HD: All the professional standards,
our official, mainstream, national,
professional standards say that

classes should be more student-cen-
tered. They should be more experi-
ential and should be expressive.
They should be reflecting and learn
how to run their brains. The work
should be as authentic as possible.
The work should be about real prob-
lems and real life. All the standards
projects call for more collaboration
in the classroom, work more effec-
tively in teams, and so forth. There
is a real endorsement of collabora-
tion in the national standards.
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Keepers of the Writing Process
It is 4:20 on a Friday morning and instead of sleeping, I am at the
computer trying to capture my early morning thoughts.

Sandy Lingo talked me into interviewing Harvey Daniels at the Fall 2002
OCTELA Conference. I tried to say no, thinking that a teacher implementing lit-
erature circles would be a better choice, and like most people, I already had
enough on my plate, just having taken on a couple of new responsibilities. Well,
Sandy persisted, and I was afforded the wonderful experience of talking with
Smokey Daniels for 45 minutes.

I knew I was going to have to submit the interview to OJELA. That was the deal.
So I paid a medical transcriber to type the taped interview. That should make it
pretty easy—some quick editing, and I’d be done.

There was a part of the interview when Smokey referred to the Illinois Writing
Project and my response was, “I went to the Ohio Writing Project.” His response
was, “Oh really. We know the whole story then.” I had to edit out the last part
because only writing project folks would understand the whole story. It’s like we
are keepers of this secret society—Keepers of the Writing Process—and only we
know the passwords to enter.

The writing process is one of the three writing standards of Ohio’s English
Language Arts Standards. I would guess that most teachers think they teach it, but
Sandy reminded me just how hard it is to teach writing process. You must experi-
ence writing as a process. Let me share the recent writing process experience I’ve
had with Sandy.

Draft 1
I finally receive the typed transcript between Christmas and New Year’s, grate-
ful that I did not have to do the typing myself. It looked neat and finished. Still,
I open Word and begin to read and realize how conversational voices do not
read very smoothly and many times rather incoherently. I spend four hours
editing the interview.

Draft 2
I print out Draft 1, grab a pencil, re-read for clarity, and make many changes. 

Draft 3
I open Word on my computer and correct changes from Draft 2, continuing to
find places to improve as I am making revisions from Draft 2.

By now I am getting pretty tired of reading the interview, but I promised I’d get
it done by the end of vacation. My daughter-in-law and I decide to go shopping,
and I ask her to read Draft 3 in the car and make suggestions. She has a few,
and later I find out, very few by Sandy’s standards.
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Draft 4
It is the last day of vacation. I want to
get this done, but wait; I need an intro-
duction. I have spent all of this time on
the interview. I need a lead. I look
through my notes, think about this a
while, and create an introduction. It
was just okay, but I figure people will
jump right down to the interview.

Okay, I’m done. Sandy said she’d help
me, so I email her an attachment.
Great—I had some specific grammar
questions for her. I even color-coded
the sections where I needed help.
Maybe it won’t take her too long to
help me with these parts. I feel bad
sending this to her, probably on her
first day back to school, but I just could
not get this done any faster!

Sandy faxes me her comments and
corrections. Bless her heart. She has
written all over the margins and
throughout the paper, making com-
ments where clarity was an issue and
fixing a ton of grammar and punctu-
ation errors.

I laugh out loud! How cocky of me to
think I was done. How much I have
forgotten about this process of writing. 

I so appreciate the time Sandy spends
responding to this draft. What a special
skill one needs to edit, and Sandy has
great suggestions and gently makes
them in OWP style. The first thing I
need to work on is the introduction,
and oh, yes, I need a title. (Duh! When
was the last time you read through the
table of contents, and a title was blank?)

Draft 5
Fortunately, I am able to put aside what
I’ve planned for Monday and spend all
day revising from Sandy’s comments.
Goodness, the only original writing is
the introduction and the title. (Titles
are really hard, by the way.) I can’t
imagine what it’s like to develop plot,

setting, and characters. I’m sure I’ll
never experience that process. I have a
difficult enough time when the words
are already there!!

Okay, I’m done for sure, now. I really
do not want to impose on Sandy again,
but she told me to send it to her again.
Off goes another email with an attach-
ment. Back comes a fax and an encour-
aging email, complimenting me on my
progress. (It is really our progress now.)

By the number of comments and cor-
rections, I can tell that Sandy spent as
much time revising and editing this
draft as she did on the one before.

Draft 6
By now, I am so well into the process
of writing that I quickly get to work
with Sandy’s suggestions, especially
the conclusion that I need to write. I
am beginning to wonder if I have
edited Smokey’s words too much, so I
decided to email him a copy of what
is completed so far. Shoot, he directs
a writing project. He’ll understand.
Hopefully he will have the time to
read the interview and make sure it
reflects his words.

I’m waiting to write Draft 7 and actu-
ally looking forward to working on this
again. This is the feel of writing as
process. How can we bring more peo-
ple into this society? How do we get
kids to appreciate all of the comments
you make in conferences or on their
papers? How do we all get past being
tired of working on a piece, saying,
“I’m done” and moving into a genuine
writing process?

I know you all face this in your
classrooms. But there is one thing I
know for sure about Ohio Writing
Project Fellows.

We all know the whole story.
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Literature Circles in the
Middle School Classroom

I had struggled all year to get my 8th grade ESL students to talk
about what they had read. I tried to draw them out with open-
ended questions, bribe them with candy and grade points, and I
even had them sit in silence until SOMEBODY said SOME-
THING. It was all to no avail until my mentor teacher said,
“Hey, have you thought about using literature circles?” Filling my
arms with worksheets and research to go over, she promised me
that this trick would not fail. So I went home, read through the
material, and the next week I took my students through the roles
they would assume in our new groups, our literature circles. We
started reading The Giver (1993), by Lois Lowry. Finally, they
sat down in their new groups, armed with their new roles, and
began to talk. TALK! My classroom was filled with meaningful
conversation for the first time all year. 

That is an excerpt from the professional journal that I kept during my first two years
of teaching. This was during my first year of teaching and in the matter of two weeks,
I went from a frustrated, first-year teacher to a magical, veteran professional who
guided her students through the art of reading and reading discussion. I had found
literature circles.

In this article, I will give a brief history and definition of literature circles, lay out a
rationale for using literature circles in the middle school classroom, and offer a few
techniques to ease literature circles into any classroom.

What Are Literature Circles?
A teacher named Karen Smith is generally pointed to as the originator of the litera-
ture circle idea (Daniels, 1994). She observed students forming their own discussion
circles after having discovered a box of forgotten books in the classroom. Karen,
knowing something profound was going on, called in the assistance of her professors
at Arizona State University. Together, they began to develop the concept of what is
now recognized as literature circles.

Harvey Daniels (1994) has written extensively about the use of literature circles in
classrooms with kindergarten students all the way up to college students. His defini-
tion of this strategy is widely accepted and often quoted:

Literature circles are small, temporary discussion groups who have chosen to
read the same story, poem, article, or book. While reading each group
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determined portion of the text (either inside or out-
side of class), each member prepares to take specific
responsibilities in the upcoming discussion, and every-
one comes to the group with the notes needed to per-
form that job. The circles have regular meetings, with
discussion roles rotating each session. When they fin-
ish a book, the circle members plan a way to share
highlights of their reading with the wider community;
then they trade members with other finishing groups,
select more reading, and move into a new cycle. Once
readers can successfully conduct their own wide-rang-
ing, self-sustaining discussions, formal discussion roles
may be dropped (p. 13).

Rationale
Literature circles bring together powerful, research-based theo-
ries of education (Daniels, 1994). Collaborative learning is one
of these theories. Vygotsky (1978) asserts that students natu-
rally learn better in groups, rather than in traditional, singular
settings. Research done on collaborative learning shows that
students reap benefits, including genuine motivation;
increased aptitude of all learning levels; rising self-esteem;
decrease of harmful competition; acceptance of peers; and
improvement in reading vo-
cabulary, comprehension,
and language expression
(Wood, McCormack, Lapp,
& Flood, 1997). 

Collaborative learning is at
the center of literature cir-
cles. Students come together to discuss the day’s reading and
expand their own knowledge base. Also, through working
together, students gain respect for each other’s strengths and
learn to look upon each other as resources (Owens, 1995),
rather than competitors in the school race. This is especially
important in the middle school, where so many students
suddenly become painfully aware of outside pressures such as
gifted classes, honor roll, college entrance exams, and the
future. Through collaborative learning, we at least attempt to
bypass these pressures and labels and encourage all students
to work together.

Another reason to implement literature circles into the middle
school curriculum is motivation. As students progress from
elementary school to middle school, they often lose interest in
reading and reading topics. Nancy Mizelle (1997) uses the
acronym TARGET as a way to remember different strategies

in motivating young readers—Task, Authority, Reward,
Grouping, Evaluation, and Time. Students at this age are
beginning to ask why a certain assignment must be done, as
they are craving authenticity for their work. Literature circles
manage the task aspect of TARGET in that they encourage stu-
dents to read different types of books and respond to them in
interesting and inviting ways. Authority is given to the students
in literature circles when they choose the books they will read,
the topics that will be discussed, and the manner in which
material will be presented. Reward is given to students in liter-
ature circles as they receive praise from peers and teachers alike
for completing their jobs for the day. In literature circles, group-
ing occurs when different students choose the same book to
discuss. Alternative evaluation is received when students are
graded not on a written exam, but on participation and oral
and artistic presentations. Finally, time is factored into litera-
ture circles because students pace their own reading and dis-
cussions. According to TARGET, literature circles provide the
motivation middle school students need to jump on the liter-
acy train.

The last factor that ties literature circles and middle school
students together is the idea of developing responsibility.

Responsibility is developed
through literature circles as
students are given “choice,
ownership and empower-
ment” (Scott, 1994, p. 40).
Choice is reflected in litera-
ture circles since students
select the book they will

read, often decide the amount that they will read, choose
the roles they will play within the group, and opt for dif-
ferent paths of discussion and culminating activities
(Owens, 1995). As students realize good and bad choices
that they may have made within their literature circles (the
wrong book, the wrong role, the wrong topic of discus-
sion), they assume responsibility for their actions. 

Ownership comes as teachers allow students to control their
literature circles. Although teachers are often reluctant to
give up the reins, they will realize they did the right thing
when they overhear students talking about their books out-
side the classroom or bringing in outside materials to
enhance a literature circle discussion (Scott, 1994). As stu-
dents assume ownership of the literature circle, they also
assume the responsibility for the course it will run. In many
ESL and middle school classrooms, like mine that first year,
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students are especially reliant on the teacher for all the
answers—what to write about, what to read, and how to
answer a question—because they don’t have faith in their
own learning abilities. Although asking these students to
take control of their learning was initially scary (for them and
me!), I got the opportunity to watch them become more con-
fident as they mapped out their own learning. 

Literature circles empower students as they gain control of
what they are learning and how they are learning it (Scott,
1994). In a study done in Tucson, Arizona, a researcher found
that girls benefit from the empowerment literature circles pro-
vide, especially in a girls-only group (Johnson, 2000). In a con-
fusing time when girls are finding that their voices might not
always be welcome in the public arena, girls-only literature cir-
cles provide a safe place to express concerns and show intelli-
gence. These girls were empowered to take responsibility for
their learning and the expression of that learning. I noticed in
my classroom that girls who would not say a word in a whole-
class learning situation were active participants in their litera-
ture circles. 

Getting Started
Getting started in implementing literature circles is not an easy
task. Training the students in the strategy, selecting books,
grouping the students, and scheduling the meetings all go into
the preparation.

Training the students can take two roads, depending on the
type of students a teacher has (Daniels, 1994). Some students
need no more than a basic introduction to the concept, expo-
sure to the different student roles, and practice with a short
story or poem (Daniels, 1994). Other students might require a
slower, more thorough training. Included here are the two
plans—a quick, seven-step process and a more thorough, 10-
day process (Daniels, 1994):

Quick Training
1) Using a variety of books, invite students to get

into groups of four, all reading the same book.

2) Pass out role sheets and allow students to choose
whichever roles they want.

3) Let someone serving in each role read aloud the
description for the class so everyone knows
about each role. Answer pertinent questions.

4) Set an amount of reading and role-sheet
preparation time and allow students to choose
the amount of reading they will do as long as

everyone can finish with five minutes remain-
ing. The remaining time will allow students to
prepare for their role.

5) When the reading and role preparing is com-
plete, give students 15-20 minutes to talk about
the book. Here is a good time to talk about how
discussion should take place—in a natural, con-
versational way.

6) While the groups are discussing, the teacher can
visit each group and observe participants.

7) At the end of class, discuss problems, solutions
and successes (pp. 52-53).

Careful Training
Day 1) Read a good story with students and discuss

it. Introduce the idea of literature circles.

Days 2-5) Have students learn one role each day
using short stories, poems or articles. Groups of
four students learning the same role meet to dis-
cuss the role. 

The whole class meets at the end of the period to
discuss the role.

Days 6-10) Students use the different roles and
engage in discussion while reading a short book.

Roles rotate daily.

The whole class meets together to discuss prob-
lems, solutions and successes (pp. 53-54).

With my own students during that first year of teaching, I
found that the careful training method worked best to ensure
that all students were confident in literature circle skills.
However, the following year I was able to zip through a quick
training with a class of students who had done literature cir-
cles with their previous language arts teacher.

Book selection and choice are also important components in
literature circles. There are many different ways teachers can
(and sometimes have to) arrange or choose books for students
to read. Teachers can choose required books and arrange them
into text sets that focus on theme, author, or genre (Brabham
& Villaume, 2000). Often, teachers will choose books based
on certain criteria, as explained by these three questions pro-
vided by Dianne Monson (1995): 

1) Does the book succeed in arousing my emo-
tions and will it arouse children’s emotions?
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2) Is the book well-written?

3) Is the book meaningful? (p. 113)

These questions basically evaluate literature on the basis of
good writing. Teachers can also choose books based on ele-
ments of a story, such as language, setting, plot, illustrations,
character, or point of view (Borders & Naylor, 1993). Finally,
teachers often choose books based on availability; the textbook
room has four copies of this, ten copies of that, and eight
copies of this. Perfect! Literature circles are formed.

Because choice is such an important component of literature
circles and effective literacy learning (Allington, 2002), teach-
ers will often narrow down choices into a text set around a par-
ticular theme (e.g., courage, survival, family). After listening to
brief book talks about each title, students vote, using a ballot
like the one below (Hill, Noe & Johnson, 2001). Teachers can
then assign books based on the students’ preferences.

Book selection and grouping of students go hand in hand.
The most basic and obvious way to group students is based
upon the book they selected (Daniels, 1994). Recommen-
dations for group size abound, but most experts agree that
four to six students is a good number, allowing a variety of
opinions from different students without students feeling they
have to push to make themselves heard (Brabham &
Villaume, 2000). 

Grouping can also present the problem of different ability lev-
els. Should students be grouped homogeneously or heteroge-
neously? Research shows that literature circles are naturally
structured for heterogeneous grouping (Daniels, 1994). All stu-
dents will have something to contribute, and their varied back-
grounds bring varied perspectives to the group. Another
strong argument for heterogeneous grouping is presented by
the different roles students assume during the reading. These
roles are aligned with the theory of multiple intelligences,
allowing the artist in the group to shine one day as the
Illustrator while a visual learner will shine through the next

day as a Word Wizard. Students often develop respect for
other ways of thinking and for their peers’ abilities.

The last step in organizing literature circles is the scheduling.
Daniels (1994) asserts that two to four hours a week should be
set aside for literature circles, with the knowledge that teachers
are replacing “less effective activities with a more effective
one. . .by building comprehension, thinking, and engagement
with literature” (p. 64). For middle school purposes, where
classes may be divided up into single periods, having the read-
ing and role preparation done at home will reserve class time
for discussions. Below is a sample bookmark (Hill et al., 2001)
that helps students remember the pages they are to read each
night in order to be prepared for class the following day.

As an experienced middle school teacher may tell you,
assigned homework does not always get done. Having alterna-
tive activities and consequences set for students who choose
this path is always wise. This way, the structure of the literature
circle will not fall apart when one student (or more) does not
do the homework.

Student Roles
Student roles form an important factor in newly created liter-
ature circles, where students might find conversation stilted or
lagging (Daniels, 1994). They help to provide authentic
conversation, prompted by the parameters of the role.
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Teachers handle these roles in several different ways. Some
teachers merely assign roles in groups after the different types
of roles have been disseminated. Other teachers distribute
worksheets for students to fill in according to their chosen or
assigned role. When students have become practiced at the lit-
erature circle strategy, roles are replaced by conversations about
literature, in which the functions of the different roles are a
natural part of discussion.

Since most teachers use some form of roles at some point dur-
ing literature circles, scholars have provided a basic list of
required roles: discussion director, literary luminary/passage
master, connector, and illustrator (Burns, 1998; Daniels,
1994). Other roles that teachers choose to use, depending on
group size and students’ needs, are researcher, summarizer,
character captain, vocabulary enricher/word master, travel
tracer/scene setter, and quotation chooser (Burns, 1998;
Daniels, 1994). Here is a description of the four basic roles:

Discussion director: The discussion director devel-
ops a list of discussion questions that the group might

want to consider about a certain section of the book
(Daniels, 1994). A good jumping off point for the dis-
cussion director is to come up with four questions that
cannot be answered simply by finding the correct place
in a book (Burns, 1998). The discussion director is also
charged with keeping the group on topic and on task.

Literary luminary/passage master: The literary
luminary finds a few sections of the book to be read
aloud. The objective is to find something in the text
that will spark discussion. An intriguing, humorous,
confusing, or important section might be selected to be
read aloud (Daniels, 1994). The literary luminary
records the page and paragraph of the passages so the
group has an easy time locating them and moving on to
discussing them.

Illustrator: The illustrator is often the most popular
role in literature circles. This person draws a picture
that illuminates or illustrates an important section or
feeling from the text (Burns, 1998; Daniels, 1994). The
group is charged with the task of figuring out what the
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picture means or how it is connected to the reading
(Daniels, 1994).

Connector: The connector connects the reading to
the real world to give the text a deeper meaning
(Daniels, 1994). The group discusses the connections
made and makes a few of their own.

I have found in my own experience that with younger students
and students new to literature circles, defined roles help liter-
ature circles run smoothly. As students become adept at book
discussions, the teacher can decide when the right time is to
lessen strict student roles to further open up conversations.

Teacher Role
A lot has been said about the teacher’s role in literature circles,
but everyone can agree on one thing: The teacher ceases to be
the central figure in the classroom as literature circles develop.
Teachers must work to trust the students to talk about what is
important to them (Scott, 1994). Without this trust, literature
circles stop being independent forays into the world of reading
and start becoming guided reading. Teachers must suppress
the urge to direct discussions, in favor of simple participation
with a group (Scott, 1994). In fact, when teachers try to lead
reading discussions, they actually put a damper on true
inquiry and individual response (Owens, 1995). 

Teachers, of course, hold the key to literature circles in that
they prepare the selection of books, the right environment,
the role sheets, student expectations, and the practice and
training students need (Borders & Naylor, 1993; Burns,
1998). Although some students may organize themselves,
most students need a great deal of handholding when trying
something new, like literature circles. 

Bringing It All Together
A culminating activity provides an authentic way for students
to show what they have learned from their books and their fel-
low group members. These culminating activities can help
advertise books to others, sparking interest in new books to
read and others to avoid (Daniels, 1994). Teachers can plan for
culminating activities by providing a time frame in which the
books should be read, reminding students to leave time to
work on these activities. Culminating activities can be simple
posters for the books to more elaborate Readers’ Theatre per-
formances. It all depends on the time the students and teacher
are willing to invest to show off their new-found knowledge.

My students created my own personal favorite culminating
activity during my second year of teaching. The students had
already decided to write and perform Readers’ Theatre
scripts for each other. One student asked if they could per-
form it for someone besides their classmates, and another
student suggested performing at the local elementary school.
I found a 5th grade teacher who was thrilled to let her stu-
dents be a part of our literature circles since she was starting
them in her classroom the following month. My students
decided to add an element of audience participation into
each of their scripts to make them even more interesting to
the 5th graders. These performances at the elementary
school became legendary at our school, and new students in
my classroom would always ask, “When are we going over to
the elementary school to perform?” 

Assessment
Literature circles are not a traditional tool in classrooms
(although they are fast becoming a tradition in many class-
rooms), so they require more than the traditional tools of
assessment. Bonnie Hill (1995) has broken down the assess-
ment of literature circles into parts: assessing oral response,
assessing extensive reading, and assessing participation.

To assess oral response, Hill (1995) advocates the use of anec-
dotal notes. These notes give both the student and the teacher
feedback after literature circle discussions and help teachers
prepare for parent conferences and grades. Using a notebook
or sticky notes, teachers are able to take down ideas on what
students are saying.

Reading logs or reading journals are a great way for teachers
to follow a student’s progress during extensive reading or
reading done both in and out of school (Hill, 1995; Hill et
al., 2001). Students can record the pages read and write com-
ments about the reading. These provide the teacher with
concrete evidence of a student’s journey through literature.

Self-evaluation and peer evaluation are great tools for teachers
to use while assessing participation. Students who are not in a
group with their three best friends are usually brutally honest
in grading their peers and themselves. Teachers can use these
and their own observations to assess participation during lit-
erature circles.

Culminating activities can be assessed by providing students
with a rubric on how the presentation, posters, etc. will be
evaluated (Hill et al., 2001). Students will have a better
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understanding of what the teacher expects for the culminat-
ing activity, which may raise the level of presentations.

Conclusion
Today is my last day of school as a first-year teacher. I took the
morning to read through my student evaluations and one thing
was obvious: My students loved doing literature circles. One
student said that this is the first time she didn’t feel like a baby
in reading class, with the teacher always telling them what to
think about. Another student said doing literature circles actu-
ally made him do the reading and work because he didn’t want
to let the rest of his group down. I will definitely fit literature
circles into my classroom next year!

That entry into my professional journal says it all. Literature
circles and the middle school do belong together. Literature
circles motivate young adolescents to continue literacy learn-
ing, teach them responsibility, and provide them with
collaborative learning opportunities. Ultimately, literature
circles give adolescents the tools to have meaningful conver-
sations about literature, and beyond. 
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Olivia Leads the Way
The morning I visited Mindy Bauer’s first graders in Mason, Ohio,

my job was to demonstrate to the children how I write. They gath-

ered on the carpet in front of me, and I listed on the board some top-

ics I cared about. I chose one, brainstormed information that came

to mind, and began to write. Through every step of my writing

process I talked about what I was thinking and why I was doing

what I was doing. The children saw what my hand was writing;

my talk let them see my thinking. They saw and heard me use infor-

mation I had brainstormed and planned. They also saw and heard

me discover surprises, think of new details, incorporate their partic-

ipation into my thinking, and change direction in the writing. After

I demonstrated a writing process, Mindy’s students dived into their

own topic—choosing and writing.

They were fearless. As I moved about the classroom, conferring with the writers, I
learned about a medal-winning goalie performance in soccer, a dog named Max that
played basketball, a pet frog who ate a pet fish, a trip to a farm in Nebraska, and
much more. With time to write, choice in topic, and understanding of what to do,
these children charged forth with voice and information. Olivia was one of the chil-
dren with a hot topic. Adjust your invented spelling lens and follow this little girl’s
superb mind (see Illustration). Work as hard decoding her words as she worked
encoding them. When you see what Olivia has done with language, the payoff will
be even more rewarding.

I knelt beside Olivia’s desk and asked her to read her piece to me. I copied her writ-
ing in standard English:

I know a lot about molecules. A molecule is a little thing that’s made out of
atoms. They are everywhere. Even you are made out of molecules.
Everything you see is made out of molecules. Even the universe is made out
of molecules.

Olivia had come into the classroom with her head full of science. When the students
had opportunity to write, she launched into the information she had learned. She
trusted the gush. Emily Dickinson said that she knew writing was good when it felt
as though the top of her head had been taken off. Olivia’s molecule piece had
scalped me for sure. 
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Seven-year-old Olivia produced con-
tent area writing, a kind of exposition
that students will be asked to produce
often as they journey through formal
education. Unlike most content area
writing, though, Olivia’s piece has
verve. She uses direct, declarative sen-
tences. You can tell that she is giddy
and excited with the coolness of this
molecule business. She uses humor:
“Reader,” I hear her thinking, “you
think you’re so smart? Well, let me tell
you something—even you are made of
molecules!” The most impressive lin-
guistic feature for me in the writing 
is that Olivia builds meaning with
sophisticated sentence rhythm:

Even you are made out of molecules.

Everything you see is made out of 
molecules.

Even the universe is made out of
molecules.

When I share Olivia’s writing with
teachers, some of them carp about the
invented spelling and lack of punctua-
tion and capitalization. Paramount for
them is remediation of Olivia’s mechan-
ical skills. They minimize the rich
content of Olivia’s writing, the way she
focused and developed an idea. They
ignore Olivia’s voice and what makes it
so distinctive and compelling on the
page: confidence, playfulness, rhythmic

language, surprise, and a sense of
urgency to share information she finds
so fascinating.

Olivia will grow and develop and refine
her skills of spelling and punctuation.
You can see how hard she works. She
closely attends to phonics skills as she
bears down to match every sound she
hears with letters. She uses a logical pro-
gression of greatness, going from you,
the reader, to everything you see, to the
very universe we live in. She is bold, too,
using the words available in her oral
vocabulary whether she knows how to
spell them or not. She takes on a new
word, captures it on paper the best she
knows how with her developing phon-
ics skills, and spells mhleqwl consistently
throughout her forty-two word text. She
takes on everywhere, everything, and uni-
verse, too.

Olivia’s writing isn’t remedial.

It isn’t below grade level.

It isn’t developmentally immature.

And it definitely isn’t cute. Cute is con-
descending, demeaning, and dismissive.

Know this: Olivia’s writing is high-
grade cognitive work. It is informa-
tion and learning and spirit. It is a lit-
tle girl synchronized with language.
Olivia’s writing is fearless, sophisticat-
ed, musical, and meaningful. Olivia’s
writing is voice.

And don’t you forget it. 
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Writing Identities: The Identity
Construction of a First Grade Girl Writer

Cadence (pseudonym), a tangled-haired brunette girl with deep green eyes, devel-
oped an identity as a writer during first grade. As she became more conscious of this
identity, she began to articulate it through writing. In early second grade she wrote
the following two pieces about writing and what kind of writer she is:

Figure 1 I like to write a lot. Do you? You probably don’t like it but I do.

–Cadence, Fall second grade

Figure 2 I’m the kind of writer who writes non-fiction and fiction. I like to
write that non-fiction, I can write almost six pages. It is fun to write a lot. I
write on the slide, on the swings. I write on the porch and on the porch I write
with my grandma and grandpa and me and my sisters. But most of all I like
to write with my mom and my dad. But I mostly write with my mom. I like
writing with my mom. She is nice when she writes with me. I like it when she
writes with me.

–Cadence, Fall second grade
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Cadence assumes that most people “probably don’t” like to
write, but she makes it clear that she does. In the second piece
Cadence gives the reader a sense of not only how often she
writes, particularly out of school, but with whom she writes
and how she feels about writing with family members. Lucy
Calkins (1994) describes this lived literacy link between home
and school as much more critical than the typical anecdotes
for home-school connections (such as teacher-parent commu-
nication or homework). She writes, “When I read and write
with the people I love, I experience for myself the power of
bringing literacy home. Texts become charged with new sig-
nificance when they are set into the relationships of my life”
(p. 504). Cadence, too, has experienced the power of bringing
literacy home. This power is rooted in her writer identity. She
doesn’t only write at school, but she lives like a writer in all
aspects of her life.

Thus far you may have an idea of what Cadence looks like, acts
like, and even talks like in the classroom. Are you visualizing a
young girl living in poverty, who could be considered the most
resistant student in the classroom, and has an “attitude”
according to authority figures in her school? Cadence has
taken on this identity as a girl with an attitude; she even con-
nected herself to the kindergarten character Junie B. Jones
(Park, 1992) during Reading Workshop when she announced,
“I like the way she have an attitude because I have an attitude
like that too.”

Each autumn, teachers gaze out into their classrooms and rec-
ognize at least one Cadence. Eye-rolling, heavy sighing, tongue-
clicking, and outbursts like “I ain’t doin’ that!” come together
to form perceptions of a resistant student who is a challenge to
motivate and draw into the excitement of learning to write.
This paper is about Cadence, that resistant child in the class-
room who seems, at first, to be unable to be convinced to
enjoy and engage with literacy. 

Questions of Identity: The Possibilities
for Writing Workshop 

How does a young girl of seven years come to identify herself
as a writer? What classroom practices scaffold this identity
development? How does academic identity development occur
for children living in poverty? I will explore these questions as
I analyze Cadence’s engagement with—and resistance to—a
writing identity during the first several months of first grade. 

Cadence attends a high poverty, urban school situated in a
predominantly poor, white neighborhood. Within its walls
are many students who may feel their lives in the real world

are not recognized and valued by those who work for the
school. In this article I develop the argument that Writing
Workshop can be used to invite the real lives of working-class
and poor students into the classroom in a way that con-
structs productive writing identities. Productive identities
can scaffold a student’s literacy development and achieve-
ment, unlike an identity of a girl with an attitude. Though
Writing Workshop is largely heralded as a philosophy and
practice that merges home experiences with academic devel-
opment (Calkins, 1991, 1994; Graves, 1994), it has been crit-
icized for silencing classroom voices that do not represent
experiences similar to teachers and/or peers (Lensmire,
1994; Schneider, 2001; White, 2001).

As a teacher/researcher in Cadence’s first-grade classroom, I
set out to learn about how to support the creation of hybrid
identities, to allow young girls to hold onto the identities cre-
ated within their particular class, race, and gender (female,
white, and poor) while taking up identities more aligned with
academic achievement (such as a writer). I have attempted to
create spaces that could be considered the “Third Space”
(Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejeda, 1999) where these
hybrid formations are possible by inviting students to write
about their lives outside of school while engaging with aca-
demic practices inside of school. 

Cadence, because of her unique identity as an attitude girl, is
the main subject of this article. Cadence’s narratives offer us a
glimpse into her life outside of school and help us to under-
stand her as a whole person. Inviting, even soliciting, personal
narratives can bring lives of working-class and poor students
into the classroom, a place where many students don’t feel
their lives are welcome or valued (Bernstein, 1971; Finn, 1999;
Hicks, 2002; hooks, 2000; Jones, in press). Teachers’ sensitive
readings and understandings of students’ lives can help shape
a classroom pedagogy that will promote academic success,
while encouraging children to hold tight to their community
and family identity. This is the formation of hybrid identities
for which I strive.

The Study
This ongoing ethnographic study examined how particular
classroom practices may encourage young girls in a high-pover-
ty, urban setting to construct themselves as writers. Ms.
Lockhart (pseudonym), a gracious first-grade teacher, opened
her classroom to me as a researcher and a team-teacher two
days each week, beginning on the first day of school. Ms.
Lockhart was interested in implementing a Writer’s
Workshop with young children, and I wanted to work closely
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with a group of students over a long period of time. Our mutu-
al desires led to a collaborative effort over the school year. 

In collecting data I wrote observational and reflective field-
notes, audiotaped and transcribed interviews with the stu-
dents and Ms. Lockhart, collected and copied all of the stu-
dents’ writing during Writer’s Workshop, recorded lesson
plans and literature used, and audiotaped children’s discus-
sions during Writer’s Workshop. These dense data sets were
analyzed for emerging themes and coded for specific themes,
particularly those that directly or indirectly related to the for-
mation of identities (to include engagement with writing prac-
tices, resistance to writing practices in school, statement of
identifying oneself such as “I am a writer” or “I am not a
writer,” and enthusiasm or lack thereof during particular writ-
ing sessions). This article focuses specifically on the first, per-
haps most critical months of a young writer’s identity in the
first grade.

One Young Girl Writer
The First Day of Writing for Cadence
On the second day of first grade, room 10 was warm even with
a fan blowing. A small stream of air traveled across our faces as
we sat on a blue, carpeted area in the front of the room. Ms.
Lockhart was calm, comfortable, and candid with the chil-
dren, already building rapport. Cadence arrived late, escorted
by two older sisters, following breakfast in the cafeteria.
Cadence refused to enter the classroom. Her sisters pushed
and pulled trying to get her in, but Cadence anchored her feet
to the ground and stiffened her legs. We all watched. Ms.
Lockhart said calmly, “Just leave her, she’ll be okay.” But when
her sisters left for their own classrooms, Cadence took off
down the hallway. Ms. Lockhart chased after her. 

Eventually Cadence came into the classroom, but did not join
us on the carpet. 

Instead, she hurried to her seat and put her head down on
the table. After Ms. Lockhart told her she would have to
miss recess unless she joined us, Cadence reluctantly
slumped her way to the meeting area. Throughout the day
she exhibited various resistant behaviors, such as not join-
ing the other students when they came to the carpet, talk-
ing while others were talking, etc. Eventually this landed
her name on the board as being “warned”; a next step
would mean time spent inside for recess. 

Later that same morning, Ms. Lockhart read aloud Lucky Goes
To School (Herman, 2001) and encouraged the students to go

to their seats and draw a picture about the story. I thought I
would take this drawing opportunity to push students to do
some writing of their own. When Cadence told me about her
drawing, three dogs in a swimming pool with different colors,
I asked, “Where are you going to write that?” 

She looked at me incredulously, “I can’t write. You write it.”

This type of response is typical of first graders. I’m used to it
and am prepared to encourage them by saying, “Of course you
can, and I’ll just sit right here and watch while you get started.” 

I stared at the paper with Cadence’s picture on it, and she
finally began to write some letters. I left to talk with another
student, and when I returned Cadence read her piece to me:
“My dogs. My three dogs.” She was smiling, excited, and could-
n’t believe she had written on her own. 

“Did you know you could write?” I asked. 

“No!” she replied with glowing confidence (see Figure 3).

Figure 3 My dogs. My three dogs.
–Cadence, 8/28

Following lunch I was scheduled to officially begin creating a
writing workshop environment that would be enriched each
day throughout the year. Focusing on lived experiences as sites

26 • Ohio Journal of English Language Arts • Fall, 2003/Winter, 2004

Features :  Wr it ing  Ident i t ies !"



of entry into the academic world of writing, I read aloud When
I Was Young In The Mountains by Cynthia Rylant (1993).
Following the reading we gathered in a circle and recounted
memories of our past. As the students shared very different
memories, each chose a type of paper (lined or unlined) on
which to write a memoir. When Cadence was ready, she nar-
rated her memory: “My baby brother died when he came out
of my mom.” Her soft green eyes were turned downward, and
her lips puckered into a frown. As a class we asked her how
that made her feel, and I told her that writers often share sad
memoirs, that it helps them to understand their feelings and
it also helps other readers that might have had a similar expe-
rience. Cadence chose unlined paper and got busy right away;
she remained engaged for at least 30 minutes drawing her pic-
ture, writing, and even adding details to her writing after she
read it to me (see Figure 4).

Figure 4 My baby brother died when he came out of my
mom. Sad. (drawing of mother, three sisters, and a small
baby between them)

–Cadence, 8/28

Little did I know that this first day of writing for Cadence was
the beginning of significant patterns of behavior. Over time,

her overt resistance to whole group activities contrasted with
intense engagement with writing, particularly around themes
of family and pets. These patterns reveal some important par-
ticulars about Cadence’s development of a writer identity and
the beginnings of the hybrid nature of her engagement with
academic practices in school.

Cadence Engages as a Writer: 
The Seeds of an Identity 
Each day Cadence continued to resist whole group activities
(meeting on the carpet, morning calendar work, attending to
read alouds, assigned seatwork) as she slouched around the
room, spontaneously stood up to sit in a chair, sucked on her
thumb, and crawled around on the floor. She also attempted,
sometimes with great success, to lure other students into posi-
tions of resistance by poking them in the ribs, pulling their
hair, or getting them to say some tricky phrases she had
learned outside of school (e.g., “Hold your tongue and say, ‘I
was born on a pirate ship’”). Cadence was quickly becoming a
“bad girl.” As Ms. Lockhart said one day, “We’re gonna bump
heads,” and they did on a regular basis. This “badness,” acted
out in ways that resisted school practices, often led to punish-
ment in the classroom. Cadence found her name on the
board almost every day and even began to expect and revel in
the attention. Most of the students in the classroom were
amply warned by having their name placed on the board, but
Cadence wasn’t phased by this and nearly always spent recess
inside as a result. During writing workshop, however, Cadence
exhibited very different behaviors. 

On September 20th, a full month into the rituals of Writer’s
Workshop, Cadence wrote a story about her dad going to jail
and she and her family going to visit him. She reported, “His
hair was all stickin’ up like he was fightin’ rats” and added this
on to her story after I pointed out how writers often use details
like this to help a reader visualize the story. 

Cadence was making impressive progress within writing con-
ventions, such as sustaining a topic, spelling development,
writing complete ideas, and symbolically representing each ver-
balized word. Much of this progress can be linked to
Cadence’s motivation to write frequently and with increasing
vigor. This motivation and vigor was rooted in the fact that
Cadence was writing about things that were important to her.
She loved to read her writing to her peers, Ms. Lockhart, and
me. She was completely focused when she was writing and did
not exhibit the ADD (Attention Deficit Disorder) characteris-
tics that Ms. Lockhart was concerned about. Cadence was
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beginning to let parts of herself shine through in her writing,
intimate portraits of her family and life, and even some
thoughts that perhaps she hadn’t shared with anyone else (see
Figure 5).

Figure 5 I had a dream of my dad when he got out of jail.
And he did get out of jail. When we went to get him and it
looked like he was fighting rats in his hair because his hair
was stickin’ up.

–Cadence 9/20

Engagement Turns to Resistance: Identity
Negotiation
Up to this point in the year, Cadence could always be found
quietly hunched over her writing during Writer’s Workshop,
talking her way through her spelling and re-reading her pieces
to herself and others. However, this engagement with such an
important literacy practice in the classroom seemed to be in
danger at the end of September. Jordan, a girl who had recent-
ly joined the class, began to attract Cadence’s attention, and
Cadence wanted Jordan’s attention in return. 

Jordan was an outgoing, outspoken, assertive young girl (very
much like Cadence) who used sarcasm to build relationships.
For several weeks Jordan verbally resisted Writer’s Workshop.
Following my read aloud, mini-lesson, and our discussion,
Jordan would protest, “I don’t wanna write!” while looking at
me with sparkling, witty eyes that subtly communicated her
insincerity. I interpreted Jordan’s sarcastic, even sassy, protests
as attempts to connect with me personally and began to
respond in a similar way to her. As she objected to writing, she
would often stand up, put her hand on her hip, and sway her
head back and forth. In response, I put my hand on my hip,
swayed my head back and forth, and told her, “Jordan, you
know that’s not true. You always say that and then you go
write, write, write like crazy. You’re a writer!” Jordan looked at
me and pushed her bottom lip out before a huge grin broke
out across her face. Then she would be off writing. 

Cadence had a different reading of Jordan’s resistance, how-
ever, and for awhile I was convinced that Cadence’s attempts
to build a relationship with Jordan would be detrimental for
her identity as a writer. Cadence took Jordan’s protests seri-
ously and began to join her. “Yeah, I don’t wanna write either,”
or “I don’t like writing” became common comments from
Cadence every day. Whereas Jordan would write after voicing
her disapproval, Cadence would disengage, walk around the
room, chat with her peers, or just sit in a chair sucking her
thumb. Each day I attempted to highlight Jordan’s productive
activity during Writer’s Workshop, hoping to demonstrate to
Cadence that Jordan’s comments during whole group work
were meant as jokes. Finally, Cadence decided for herself what
was important. On October 4th, a day when our Writer’s
Workshop time was postponed to reorganize our classroom
library, Jordan’s sarcastic cheers visibly upset Cadence.

Cadence turned quickly and yelled, “No! I want writing
workshop!” 

Confronting Jordan was a turning point for Cadence and her
identity development. Somewhere within three weeks of sub-
mitting to Jordan’s resistance to writing, Cadence determined
that she didn’t have to choose either Jordan’s friendship or
writing (a specific academic practice), but that she could have
both. This may well have been the beginning of Cadence’s
ability to form hybrid relations in the future. The ability to
negotiate identities in this way would be crucial for Cadence
as she engaged with academic practices that may not be typical
among her friends, family, and community members. 
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A Relationship Built Around Engagement:
Asserting an Identity
Cadence’s declaration of her developing identity as a writer,
“No! I want writing workshop!” began to filter into other aca-
demic areas as well, as if writing was her site of entry into suc-
cessful school practices. In my reflective fieldnotes on October
9th I wrote:

Cadence continues to amaze me with her progress, not
only academically, but her engagement in the practices of
the classroom. She seems to be taking on a more positive
identity as a whole, almost always fully engaged in the
independent academic activities. . .however, she is often
still on the fringe of whole group meetings (though not
resisting). As I arrived to school Tuesday morning
Cadence saw me in the cafeteria and rushed over to me.
She told me about writing two full pages about “my
house” and she wanted to read it to me. As soon as we
walked into the classroom Cadence grabbed her writing
folder and showed me her piece. . . A piece about her
home. She claimed to have used “beautiful language”—
which had been a focus in our mini-lessons—as she had
added color words along with “sparkles” as a verb (see
Figure 6). She smiled and was clearly impressed with her-
self as a writer. Cadence began the year as a reluctant
writer, with little or no confidence in herself, and I see
her growing tremendously. Her successes in writing have
built up her confidence as a student overall, and this con-
fidence spills into her reading and other academic areas
as well. 

Figure 6 My wall is purple like a sparkle in the sky and my
house is blue like a star in the sky.

–Cadence, 10/8

This scenario is particularly interesting because Cadence was
excited to share her writing with me specifically. Cadence had
come to understand my values around writing, and she knew
that I privileged the position of writers. I had often talked of
how I admire writers and the ways they lived their lives, paid
attention to the details, and shared those details with others.
Cadence and I had begun to build a relationship around writ-
ing practices. Mike Rose, quoted by Hicks (2002), discusses his
experiences teaching poor and working-class children:

Teaching, I was coming to understand, was a kind of
romance. You didn’t just work with words or a chronicle
of dates or facts about the suspension of protein in milk.
You wooed kids with these things, invited a relationship
of sorts, the terms of connection being the narrative...My
first enthusiasm about writing came because I wanted a
teacher to like me (p. 143). 

Cadence enjoyed my enthusiastic responses to her writing, my
ooohs and aaaahs and genuine questions about her choices of
words and sequencing of her pieces. In Mike Rose’s words, I
was trying to “woo” Cadence with the power of language, invit-
ing her to join me in a relationship around writing. The terms
of our connection, too, was the narrative. Cadence knew that
one route to the teacher “liking” her (to use Mike Rose’s word)
was through writing.

Later in October Cadence was completely focused during
Writer’s Workshop and anxious to share her pieces with
me. Even when trouble left her missing recess as a pun-
ishment, she viewed it as an opportunity to write. She
walked straight into the classroom, asked for a piece of
paper, and wrote throughout recess, carefully placing the
writing in her folder when she finished. I was beginning to
recognize that writing offered Cadence a sense of reprieve,
comfort even, and a consistency within her life at school
on which she could always depend.

When Cadence wrote she was still, calm, focused. At other
times, particularly whole group time, she was antsy, uncom-
fortable, a bit on the fringe of the circles or whole group, and
not entirely included. A blank piece of paper may have offered
Cadence a space to create and compose herself, her life, her
desires. She almost always wrote about her family, though had
recently begun writing about her “home” (likely prompted by
the excerpts I had been reading during mini-lessons) (see
Figures 7 and 8).
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Figure 7 My roof is blue like sparkles in the sky. And I _____
was a dog and a kitten. My mom is glad we got a kitten and
a dog.

–Cadence, 10/9

Figure 8 My windows is purple like it sparkles on me. I
looked out my windows. I saw stars.

–Cadence, 10/9

Cadence's Identity as a Writer
Over time, Cadence continued to take on a stronger identity
as a writer. Writing offered her a position of power, deep
thought, and contentment. She peacefully pursued her per-
sonal work even when chaos was all around her in the

classroom. In late November I observed Cadence demonstrat-
ing complete confidence in her generative power within
writing spaces—a confidence that wasn’t so clear during her
reading of other people’s words (and books). She almost never
appealed for help in writing, and she did so only when it
seemed extremely important to her story.

Cadence depended on the time spent in Writer’s Workshop
every day. One day, as we began reading workshop she
expressed the concern that we wouldn't have Writer’s
Workshop, “We didn’t have it yesterday.” I sympathized with
her (and others in the classroom who expressed the same feel-
ings) and assured them that we would have plenty of time for
Writer's Workshop. 

The substitute (in Ms. Lockhart’s position the previous day
and also present during the conversation) seemed confused
and explained that they did write on the previous day, but I
looked at the class and asked, “It’s just not the same as Writer’s
Workshop, is it?”

“Nooooo....” They answered in unison. 

Figure 9 I help my mom. I put the clothes away. That made
my mom happy. I made the bed. I picked the paper up. My
mom gives me a hundred dollar bill. I vacuum the floor. My
mom was so happy because I do that. I had a snack. I went
to the park when I was done.

–Cadence, 11/19

They wrote the day before, but they didn't write their own
words. The dictation and prompt to which the students wrote
the day before were far removed from their daily experiences
and expectations of writing and developing an identity as a
writer. Calkins (1994) warns that such writing “instruction"
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leads students to perceive their own life experiences as not
valuable or worthwhile enough to commit to paper. Instead of
writing from dictation or a teacher's prompt, Cadence was
clearly in need of writing her own words, putting her world on
paper and using her experiences to scaffold her development
as a blossoming writer (see Figure 9).

Valuing Lives and Constructing Identities:
New Understandings of Writing Workshop
Cadence’s comments about writing in the beginning of her
second-grade year, used as opening remarks for this paper, are
evidence that she has continued the journey of constructing
hybrid identities. Though she realizes that many people in her
life may not write (“You probably don’t”) she has taken steps
toward an identity of a writer (“But I do”) while maintaining
close relational and emotional ties with her family and friends.
The first three months of first grade were critical in Cadence's
identity development. She had taken on a positive identity as
a writer who noticed details in her life and explored her expe-
riences, desires, and fears through the act of writing (see
Figures 10 and 11). 

Figure 10 I am thankful for my whole family. They take
care of me when I am sick. They leave me at home. I was
scared. Finally they arrived through the door. I was glad
they was home. Mom, I was scared when you was gone
and I was scared.

–Cadence, 11/20

We shouldn’t expect this newly formed identity to remain
static over time, however. Cadence may again resist the prac-
tices of a writer for various reasons, or she may find herself
in a classroom setting that does not continue to promote
hybrid identities that build on lived realities in ways that
advance her academic achievement. Cadence had just begun
to integrate her home and community identity with

academic practices in school. She used this identity to create
narratives that cemented meaning and significance to her life
as she began to take on a new, unfamiliar identity as a writer.
Cadence, in fact, is a writer. She writes from her lived expe-
riences, from her soul; she reveals herself in her writing as
she lays her life on the line. 

Figure 11 I like flowers. I pick one for my mom. I give it
to my mom. She waters them. When she came outside to
water the flowers they was old. They was brown and
drooping.

–Cadence, 11/27

A number of Cadence’s pieces (and many not included in this
text) echo the “dysfunction” that could have been read in bell
hooks's memoir, Bone Black, (1996). But these stories are
strands of Cadence's life, the life that comes together around
her and sustains her. As bell hooks (1996) eloquently puts it:
“The beauty lies in the way it all comes together exposing and
revealing the inner life of a girl inventing herself ” (p. xi). The
life of Cadence—robust with pain, loss, love, desire, dreams,
and fears—is one that I (and her teachers) need to read, under-
stand, and value as, arguably, the single most important aspect
of Cadence and her identity formation. 

Our sensitive readings and understandings of Cadence's life
can help us shape a classroom pedagogy that will promote
success in academics, while encouraging her to hold on to
her community and family identity. If we don’t do this, we
risk placing Cadence in a position where she feels she must
choose between two disparate identities: one of a working-
class/working-poor girl and one of an academic success.
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Living in a community where the drop-out rate hovers
around 65%, it is obvious that most students are choosing
home and community identities over those promoted in
school. It doesn't have to be an either/or choice, however.
Cadence's life can enrich her academic experiences, and vice
versa, as demonstrated through her writing development in
this paper. At this point in Cadence’s school career, writing
(within a responsive Writer’s Workshop) has opened up a
space where she can explore her lived experiences and con-
struct a more hybrid academic identity of a writer while gain-
ing the invaluable skills of a powerful literacy. 

Children living in poverty often live different material, social,
and psychological lives than their teachers, who are predomi-
nantly middle class. Placing “identity ” in the forefront of our
educational goals for classroom instruction promotes two con-
scious actions:

1. Locating and understanding each child's home
and community identities—the identities to be
used as building blocks for academic success.

2. Purposefully and sensitively encouraging hybrid
identities that do not force a child to choose
between home and school but instead use each
to understand the other in deeper ways.

Even the most resistant first graders can begin constructing a
writing identity through active exploration of their own lives.
A responsive Writer’s Workshop that values all children's lives
can be the space where this transformation occurs. This
process may be the seed-like beginnings of creating productive,
hybrid identities that can break down the long-standing home-
school barriers so notorious in urban, high-poverty neighbor-
hoods. Cadence the writer has certainly confronted these tra-
ditional splits between home and school literacy. As she put it:
“It is fun to write a lot. I write on the slide, on the swings. I
write on the porch...” and such should be our educational
goal: constructing identities that are carried far beyond the
classroom and school.
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Metacognition and Reading: One
School’s Odyssey

Getting children to read critically has been a goal of teachers of read-
ing for decades; how to get them to this point has been a controversy.
With the recent trends in mandatory state, and now federal, testing,
it has become even more of a hot issue. Teachers everywhere are
struggling to meet the demands of an already over-filled curriculum,
while still trying to find the time to delve deeply enough into this cur-
riculum to allow students to learn to think critically about what
they read. Time constraints have never been so critical. It is vital,
therefore, that when teachers are asked to adopt new teaching strate-
gies or skills, they do so with the knowledge that it will make a dif-
ference in students’ learning. 

Metacognition, thinking about one’s own thinking, has recently come back
into the limelight since Keene and Zimmerman’s (1997) Mosaic of Thought and
Harvey and Goudvis’s (2000) Strategies that Work. Many teachers have tried to
emulate the good teaching that is found in the examples in these books and
have found great success in doing so. However, teachers and administrators are
asking whether this sort of instruction will really make a difference for their stu-
dents. Does metacognition increase students’ ability to comprehend? If so, is it
something that can be taught?

Much research has been done since the 1970’s on metacognition and its effects on
reading comprehension. Researchers have found that good readers have and utilize
metacognitive strategies while reading. Brenna (1995), in her study of five early read-
ers, found that they all had a variety of metacognitive strategies at their disposal as they
read. These readers used all three cueing systems to help them figure out unknown
words. In addition, they used predictions, linked their prior knowledge to the text,
and used visual cues. They also had an understanding of which books were more dif-
ficult and which were easier books for them to read. Furthermore, Brenna found that
of all the early readers she tested, the better readers were the ones that consistently
used a variety of strategies. In essence, the more strategies at the reader’s disposal, the
better the reader. Hall, Bowman, and Myers (1999) obtained similar findings in their
study of nine-year-olds. They compared the metacognitive strategies of readers rated
by their teachers as above average achievers, average achievers, and low achievers. They
found that the low achievers had fewer metacognitive strategies available to them than
the average and above average achievers. When asked what they would do if they came
upon a word they could not read, almost 10% of the students tested said their strate-
gy would be to keep trying. These low achievers had no other strategy available to
them. They also had no idea of what makes a good reader. These students were less
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able to describe what to do when in a trouble situation while
reading and more apt to label themselves as poor readers. 

It follows then, that the use of metacognitive strategies also has
an effect on the way children view reading and themselves.
O’Sullivan and Joy (1994) found that students saw difficulty in
reading as a lack of effort, not ability, on the part of the read-
er. Fisher (2002) argued that because teachers focus on “what”
is to be achieved rather than “how,” this perception will only
worsen. Hall and Myers (1998) concluded that because
metacognitive processes are not a focus in classrooms, teachers
may be “contributing to children’s somewhat naïve beliefs
about the role of effort in correcting reading problems” (p. 8).
Therefore, the social implications for children with reading
difficulties is precarious. Will students with more metacogni-
tive strategies available to them see their struggling peers as
lazy? Worse still, since students see reading problems as the
result of lack of effort, do the students with problems see
themselves as lazy? Mueller (1996) reasoned that if taught
more metacognitive strategies, students would become “fur-
ther empowered by the realization that they have guided
themselves in achieving greater reading comprehension.
Armed with a sense of greater accomplishment, these students
will become more self-reliant readers and better equipped to
become the problem solvers of tomorrow’s workplace” (p. 44).

But can metacognition be explicitly taught? The very recent
RAND Report (2002) on reading comprehension found that
it could: “Instruction in metacognitive strategies can improve
reading comprehension” (p. 92). Brenna (1995) also found
that the interaction between child and caregiver was very
important in the development of metacognitive strategies. The
early readers used strategies that their caregivers encouraged
them to employ. This is an interesting finding since, until
recently, research has only supported the teaching of metacog-
nitive strategies to older students. Perry and VandeKamp
(2000) found, however, that teachers can improve young chil-
dren’s self-regulated learning when they plan open-ended,
complex activities and stress that mistakes are a good learning
opportunity. The teachers in these studies focused on how the
students were using strategies to solve reading problems, rather
than keeping the focus on just the text. They kept lists of pos-
sible strategies hanging in the room for the students to refer to
when they came to a trouble spot in text. They also assumed
more the role of a facilitator in that they turned problems back
to students: “Who has an idea on how Jack could figure out
that word?” or “What do you think you could do to figure that
out?” Young children in this study as well as in the Brenna
study all looked at reading as a problem-solving process.

Mueller (1996) also argued that strategy teaching must be
explicit. Students must understand that they are being
taught a strategy to help them read. They must also under-
stand that the strategy is only useful if practiced and
applied. She placed responsibility on students to compre-
hend their own reading. 

But is it only the higher achieving students that have this abil-
ity to think metacognitively? Gaultney (1995) clearly stated
that this is not the case. She asserted that “the facilitative effect
of knowledge on reading recall and understanding is not lim-
ited to those of average or higher abilities” (p. 143). She cited
studies that state that in order for certain strategies to be
acquired, retained, and generalized, they must be accompa-
nied by instruction in metacognition.

So the question turns to why teachers rarely focus on metacog-
nitive knowledge in their reading instruction. Fisher (2002), in
his study of teachers in England, found only one instance of
metacognitive instruction in over 170 hours of classroom
observations, and in this instance, it was by accident!
Arabsolghar and Elkins (2001) concur that although teachers
can teach metacognitive strategies, few do. In their study of 45
teachers, almost one fourth of them had never had any
instruction in metacognition themselves.

It seems clear that teaching metacognitive strategies can influ-
ence students’ reading comprehension. The challenge is, then,
to bring these research-based strategies into the classrooms in
a way that will make the biggest impact on student learning. In
the remainder of this article, I describe our school’s plans to
make this happen.

Project Description and Leadership Team
This project originated from members of the school Literacy
Committee, which is led by the principal and involves one
teacher from each grade level (1-5), a Title I teacher, a part-time
school Literacy Coach, and a parent. It entailed a one-year,
school-wide focus on metacognitive strategies. Each month,
the staff would learn about and present to their students a dif-
ferent metacognitive strategy. Parent education was also part of
the plan, so the students would receive follow-up at home. The
goal of this project was to increase our students’ metacognitive
knowledge in order for them to better comprehend text.

Metacognitive strategies were chosen based on the reading
research mentioned earlier in the article. We wanted the
bulk of the strategy instruction to be informally taught
during read aloud time. In this way, teachers did not have
to squeeze more time from other subjects and other
responsibilities in their curriculum. 
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Some of the strategies chosen were deemed to be more intense
than others and so were the focus for two months. Time con-
straints due to vacations, standardized testing, etc. were also
taken into consideration. Our schedule was:

September and October: Making Connections/
Building Schema

November and December: Inferring

January: Questioning

February and March: Determining Importance

April: Synthesizing

May: Visualizing

The next step was to figure out how to accomplish our goal of
increasing our students’ metacognitive knowledge through use
of these strategies. It was decided that in order for this project
to be successful, we would need to set up a three-part educa-
tion plan. We would need to educate the teachers on the best
and most effective way to present and demonstrate the strate-
gies; we would need to educate the students on how to use the
strategies to help improve their reading; and the parents would
need information on how to reinforce these skills at home.

Teacher Education
The strategy education started at our monthly staff meetings.
Here, the teachers were introduced to the strategy of the
month by the school’s Literacy Coach. This instruction includ-
ed a detailed description of what the strategy was and how it
would help the students better comprehend. Teachers received
handouts and an explanation of how to present these strate-
gies in the classroom. These routinely contained a list of com-
mon vocabulary words teachers should use with the students.
In this way, students would be familiar with the terms from
year to year. These terms included vocabulary such as text-to-
text connections, schema, inferences, and inferring. In some cases,
different handouts were given to primary and intermediate
teachers in order to provide a week-by-week guide on how to
first introduce the concept and then how to expand on it
according to students’ developmental stage. In addition, we
provided a list of picture books that would aid in teaching
these strategies.

The Literacy Coach was available once per month in the
school. She was able to offer support and provide demonstra-
tion lessons for teachers that were at first uncomfortable with
presenting these new strategies. She also led informal lunch
meetings as a way to get dialogue going at grade levels. The
teachers shared how they incorporated the strategies in their

classrooms successfully. The Literacy Coach was then able to
pass on good ideas from grade level to grade level. Some of
these helpful hints were also published in the principal’s week-
ly newsletter to the staff, so the entire staff could benefit. 

As we progressed with this plan, some teachers saw a need to
meet with their grade-level peers to read more about these
strategies and how best to present them to the class. These
teachers decided to initiate a monthly, voluntary strategy meet-
ing in which they could discuss what they were doing in their
classrooms and plan more effective instruction together. The
principal, upon hearing of this plan, offered support by the
way of decreased teacher duty schedule for that day to make up
for the lost planning time. For example, the principal took
over their lunch time recess duties herself. She also offered
refreshments to the teacher groups to show her support of the
collaboration among her staff.

Some of the staff had also participated in professional book
clubs in previous years that included Mosaic of Thought (Keene
& Zimmerman,1997) and Strategies That Work (Harvey &
Goudvis, 2000). These book clubs were incorporated into a
new multi-grade-level professional discussion group that used
its time to share ideas on how to teach these metacognitive
strategies and write lesson plans at their grade levels, which
were then made available to the other teachers in the school.

Student Education
The bulk of student instruction came during read-aloud time
using the Think Aloud (Davey, 1983) technique. Teachers
were encouraged to read challenging text to their students and
verbalize their own thought processes as they did so. In this
way, we hoped that the students would be better able to under-
stand that reading is a problem-solving process and that these
problems can be solved by using a variety of strategies. 

One strategy per month became the focus. The teacher intro-
duced the strategy through Think Aloud, scaffolded this new
skill though shared reading and group responses, and then
asked the students to practice each new strategy during their
own self-selected reading time. In addition, students wrote
about their use of these strategies in their reading journals.
Teachers understood that through writing, students come to
comprehend their reading better and are better able to under-
stand the different ways they comprehend (metacognition). 

Although each strategy was taught individually, students
learned that the strategies become intertwined when they
make meaning. Students understood that they may make a
connection that would also lead to a prediction. This is
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especially significant because it is not the strategy itself that is
important, but the productive and independent use of the
strategies during reading. By introducing one strategy per
month, it was our hope that both teachers and students would
not become overwhelmed by all the strategies that take place
in the complex process of reading. As each strategy was indi-
vidually introduced, it became part of a myriad of strategies
available to our students to use in their own independent
reading. This is important because we would not want our stu-
dents to think that “Inference Month” was over, so we no
longer used inferencing to help us understand what the
author was telling us. Rather, we stressed to the students that
in addition to inferencing, we could also use questioning to
help us create meaning, and so forth.

Students that are aware of strategies are more likely to try to
use them in their reading. So, in order to help students
become aware of their own metacognition during their inde-
pendent reading time, a self- checklist was offered (see Figure
1; adapted from Davey, 1983). It was made available to stu-
dents daily to help them become more aware of the processes
they were using. After completing several of these checklists,
students were then asked to write what they were learning
about themselves as readers in their journals. 

Parent Education
Postlethwaite and Ross (1992) have shown that the top two
most important factors in high literacy achievement are the
reading that students do in their own homes and parent
involvement. Therefore, we felt it extremely important to
explain our instructional goals to the parents. In order to do
this, monthly newsletters, written by the Literacy Coach,
were sent home. Each newsletter focused on the strategies
that the teachers were using in class and how the parents
could reinforce them. In most cases, the parents were asked
to use Think Aloud to model their reading for their chil-
dren. The newsletters explained the strategy and gave exam-
ples of the type of language Think Alouds contain. In addi-
tion, several teachers added a piece to their own newsletters
on the strategy of the month. In this way, they were able to
give more age-specific ideas on how to help their children
with these new learning goals.

A brochure describing the entire literacy plan for the year was
given to parents at parent conferences (see Figure 2). The
brochure explained each strategy and provided ideas for par-
ents to reinforce it at home. This brochure also contained a list
of professional resources about the chosen strategies so parents
could read more about them on their own. During the con-
ferences, teachers could also field any questions parents had
about this school-wide effort, encourage the parents to read
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Figure 1

Metacognitive Self-Checklist
While I was reading, how did I do? (Put an X in the appropriate column.)

Not very much A little bit Much of the All of the
time time

Made Text-to-Self Connections __________ __________ __________ __________

Made Text-to-Text Connections __________ __________ __________ __________

Made Text-to-World Connections __________ __________ __________ __________

Made Predictions __________ __________ __________ __________

Made Inferences __________ __________ __________ __________

Asked “Right There” Questions __________ __________ __________ __________

Asked “Think and Search” Questions __________ __________ __________ __________

Asked “Author and You” Questions __________ __________ __________ __________

Asked “On Your Own” Questions __________ __________ __________ __________

Formed Pictures in My Head __________ __________ __________ __________

Found Problems __________ __________ __________ __________

Used Fix-Ups __________ __________ __________ __________



about the strategies, and emphasize the importance of
parental involvement in their student’s reading at home.

Suggestions for Implementation
Other schools wishing to implement a program such as this
one might start by initiating professional book discussion
groups on the teaching of metacognitive strategies. The dis-
cussion groups held in previous years in our school gave our
teachers an understanding as to why this kind of teaching is

important and led to greater acceptance of the program.
Participating teachers had background knowledge of the
importance of teaching metacognitive strategies, and their
enthusiasm for the program helped ignite an interest for other
teachers who were at first reluctant. Some books that would be
appropriate for these discussions are as follows:

Harvey, S., & Goudvis, A. (2000). Strategies that work.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse. 
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Keene, E., & Zimmerman, S. (1997). Mosaic of thought.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Miller, D. (2002). Reading with meaning: Teaching compre-
hension in the primary grades. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

Once this is accomplished, a team willing to work on organiz-
ing this program and facilitating teacher and parent education
is a must. Ideally, one teacher from every grade level would
meet monthly to plan for the following month’s staff meeting.
Each team member would then plan grade-level specific plans
for their fellow teachers to help implement the new ideas into
their classrooms. Alternatively, a primary and intermediate
representative could work together to create two different
plans. These plans should be easy for teachers to implement
and understand, which will increase the likelihood of their
use. These plans do not need to be elaborate, but can be imple-
mented simply during read aloud time, or during 5-10 minute
mini-lessons.

Schools with no access to Literacy Coaches can help their
teachers by offering release time to observe other teachers at
their grade levels implementing the strategies. Often, just by
watching someone else’s lessons, teachers get a greater under-
standing of the process and are less intimidated to try new
things. This release time can take place during the teacher’s
special area lessons (e.g., gym, music, art), or building-level sub-
stitutes can be scheduled to relieve the teacher. These arrange-
ments signal that the administration considers the plan impor-
tant, and therefore greater teacher buy-in can be expected.

Finally, in addition to handouts for teachers, book bins
can be created for introducing the strategies to classes.
These bins should contain books that are conducive to
teaching the different strategies. Ideas for books for each
strategy can be found in the Appendix of Strategies that
Work and at Readinglady.com. The bins can be housed in
an easily accessible central area and can contain extra
handouts or idea sheets that would help the teachers to
understand how to use them in their classrooms. To fur-
ther support staff in their endeavors to add these strategies
to their teaching, Yahoo Groups offers a Listserv of teach-
ers dedicated to promoting metacognition. Teachers can
go to www.yahoogroups.com and join “mosaicteachers”
for free. This listserv offers great support to all teachers
implementing these strategies through lesson descriptions
and ideas on books to use with their classes.

Conclusion
Our school has now completed its first year under this ini-
tiative, and we feel it has been very successful. Teacher
response has been increasingly better month-by-month, and
some teachers have expressed an interest in continuing this
program. The teacher-initiated grade-level study groups are a
positive indication that the teachers are utilizing the strate-
gies in the classroom. Teachers report that this program is
not overwhelming because incorporating strategy lessons
into read-aloud is easy. Teachers also find the lesson guide
handouts helpful.

The teachers and Literacy Coach have also noticed that stu-
dents have started making reference not only to the strategy
being taught to them, but also to strategies from the previous
months. Children have become more aware of their own
metacognition in reading and have started to write about it in
their journals. In addition, many parents have come to thank
the Literacy Coach for the articles in the newsletter and the
brochure given at conferences. They explained that it was help-
ful to know how to assist their children to better comprehend
what they are reading. They also felt that encouraging these
thinking strategies was a simple addition to enjoying books
with their children. 

Another reason that this plan worked well is because of the
administrative support. The principal’s commitment to the
program was evident in her willingness to help the teachers
create plans by offering them more planning time. She also
made time available during staff meetings for the presenta-
tions of the strategies. Finally, the principal offered a part-time
Literacy Coach position to the staff to help with this literacy
initiative. This money could have been used in other ways, but
she chose to help her teachers in a way that would help them
improve instruction. As teachers become more comfortable
with the idea of having another teacher in the classroom, more
and more teachers are signing up to work with the coach on
these strategies, as well as other literacy-related issues.

The Literacy Committee has also been key to the success of the
program. Because they are part of the teaching staff, they can
make recommendations for the program’s improvement
based on real classroom situations. They are also helpful in
drumming up support for the program from their grade-level
peers. They demonstrate leadership by organizing the month-
ly team meetings and by being the first to try and discuss the
new techniques and strategies that were introduced. 

Overall, this school has taken on the enormous task of
improving literacy instruction. They have chosen to work
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together to create a community where students are in charge
of their own comprehension. They have taken advantage of
the team atmosphere promoted by the principal and used the
professionalism and knowledge of their peers to aid them in
achieving their goals of increasing student performance and
improving their own instruction. But even more importantly,
by teaching students how to think about their own thinking,
they are empowering their students to become more success-
ful, more critical readers. 
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Suffixes are cruel beyond
their stunted form, their
pleading hyphen.
“Comparative,” we instruct, stern
face lit by garish white
light from the boxy overhead.
Bowed heads over notes, and
already we have taught them to
compare, to change.
Christy left last year, thick red hair hiding
papery 
skin
concave
cheeks
spindly
arms.
When she returned, she ate in
the counselor’s office,
missed morning classes.
In two weeks, she left again.
Thin becomes thinner.
I taught her that.
Michael cries every time
he gets a B. Ashamed, he
props up his folder
hides
buries his head in his arms.
He draws shamrocks on his tests
for luck.
Smart becomes smarter.
I taught him that.
Alex was our class joker, rapping
poetry, dancing to grammar rules.
Halfway through the 
year, he began pushing Jerome
into walls, making fun of Kevin’s
shoes,
fiercely sulking behind
thick brown eyes.
Tough becomes tougher.
I taught him that.
I watch children every day
growing right instead of up,
grasping for that -er, eyes
closed, voices silent, hearts simply
aching to be more than what
they already are.

— Holly Dixon



Making Connections
with Literature

S.E. Hinton’s novel, The Outsiders, is an excellent book
to use as a springboard to cover some real in-depth issues.
Homelessness, survival, relationships that make “family,” and
prejudice against lower socio economic groups are all themes
that middle school students can explore and discuss. Though the
book can be read by readers as young as 5th grade, the themes
are often better explored and understood by older middle school
students. Using this book and based on these themes, I created
the following activities from which students can choose.

■ This book was written in the 1960’s. Find out what was happening during
this decade. What was life like then? What social issues were there? Who
were the famous musicians, entertainers, athletes, writers, inventors, etc.?
What was happening around the world? Research the time period that
Ponyboy was living in and create a “culture capsule” of the decade.

■ The Greasers were like a family unit. Create a “Greaser Family Scrapbook”
to portray their life. Include pictures, postcards, mementos, diary entries/let-
ters, and objects that tell us their favorite foods, places they visited, activities
they participated in, important moments in their lives, goals of the “family”
members, happiest and saddest moments, etc.

■ Create a series of newspaper articles, editorial cartoons, and/or editorials for
the week of Bob’s death. Write about the “criminals” turned “heroes” from
two different perspectives: one from a reporter who sympathizes with the
Greasers and one who sympathizes with the Socs. Write articles about the
stabbing, the rescue from the fire, and the police shooting of Dally.

■ Design a series of collages that represent the main characters of the book.
Choose at least four of the following (try to do at least one Soc):

Ponyboy, Darry, Sodapop, Cherry, Dally, Steve, Randy, Bob, Johnny, Two-Bit.

■ Ponyboy liked to write. Pretend he liked to write poems. Create a series of
poems that he could have written about running away, about Johnny’s death,
about Dally’s death, about his brothers, about his goals in life, about his par-
ents’ deaths, or anything else you can think of that he may have wanted to
write about.

■ Think about the qualities that make a hero. Create a book of Outsider
Heroes. Each page of the book should portray the characters of the book
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who you thought were heroes in
some way. Write an essay for each
character telling why they are heroes.

■ Dally was homeless. Did you
know that 1.35 million children
in the U.S. are homeless every
year? Find out about homeless
children and create a picture book
about a homeless child to teach us
what you have learned.

■ What is a juvenile gang? Where
are gangs located? What are some
gangs that are in our society?
What is the profile of a gang?
What are some identifications of

different gangs? Why do people
join gangs? Are gang membership
and racism related? How can gang
membership be prevented? Find
out as much as you can about
gangs and create a PowerPoint,
Hyperstudio stack, or video called
“Anatomy of a Juvenile Gang.”

■ A clique is defined as “a narrow or
exclusive circle or group of persons
held together by common interests,
views, or purposes.” What cliques
are there in our society? Create a
visual presentation that portrays the
various cliques in our school, in our
community, and in our society. Be

sure you explain the common inter-
ests, views, or purposes that hold
each clique together.

The students truly love working on
independent choice projects and mov-
ing at their own pace while I serve as a
“guide on the side” to them. This allows
me to spend more time with those strug-
gling readers or those who do not com-
prehend the novel at the same depth
and breadth. These projects also allow
students to make deeper connections
with the real world using the themes of
the book. My students who have
worked on these novel tie-ins have cre-
ated some incredible projects. 
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There was time when England was young
And Stonehenge was a new-fangled 
Contraption, a skyscraper with a bit less ambition.
The language too was in its infancy, its nouns 
Few but thick.  When you said a word, it rumbled 
In your gut, and you brushed up against the thing itself —
Stone, earth, sword, blood, Grendel.
An old singer shaped the world from these words,
Linked letters together and remembered
His father’s father, how he led men,
Built halls, and killed monsters. 

I sit now in my classroom,
Reading to my students in Old English.
I read them lines of loneliness and loss,
Of Cain’s kin and cousins caught in feuds,
And a dragon who guards gold with flame.
Beowulf leaves his throne, buys his life boldly,
King and snake singed in death-flames both.
A young lord laments his leaving,
And singers shape the hero’s song,
Four stresses per line, linked by alliteration.
I savor the words as they fall off my tongue, 
Not rolling but flaking off it,
Like sounds chipped from granite,
Gathered together in white cliffs and consonants.

My students, stonyfaced, hear no music
In the words of these bards,
In the chill of their heath,
Or the warmth of their hearthfire.
With hunched shoulders and steadied voice
I translate the poem into words stolen
From Latin and French, the sounds rolling 
Off my tongue—no alliteration, no rumbling.
I worry sometimes that my voice too
Is full of high rises and MTV,
That the word no longer rests on rock,
And that poetry and monsters no longer
Come to our meadhalls in the night.

– Alan S. Ambrisco



Thinking About the Achievement Gap

The Minority Student Achievement Network just released
[results of] a survey of secondary students about their attitudes
toward school. The survey looked at 40,000 students in fifteen
suburban schools who are members of the network and
explored issues such as student-teacher relationships, student
understanding of classroom material, homework, and peer pres-
sure. One finding challenged the commonly held belief that
most African American and Hispanic students have an “anti-
school” attitude. The survey results indicate, however, that
African American and Hispanic students have as much, and
often more, desire to succeed in school as their white and
Asian counterparts. There are disparities, though, in their
mastery of skills, and many have fewer resources available to
support their success. The Minority Student Achievement
Network’s goal is to develop and implement the means to
ensure high academic achievement for students of color. Their
website is www.msanetwork.org. (Houtchens, 2003)

Reading this story in a recent issue of English Journal, I was reminded of several inci-
dents that occurred when I was teaching in the Akron Public Schools. One of my
most vivid memories is of a day when I was teaching Huck Finn in an eleventh grade
American literature class. During a class discussion of the book, an African-
American student raised her hand and said, “Mr. Kist, out of all the books we could
be reading, why do we have to read a book that has this horrible word so many
times?” She was, of course, referring to the “n word.” I don’t remember how I
answered her—it was probably some worn-out comment about how Huck Finn is seen
by many as the forerunner of all twentieth century American literature. My answer
doesn’t ring out in my memory, but her question has haunted me. There was a bit
of a cry in her voice.
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Another crying experience occurred when I was teaching
British literature to twelfth graders. I was reading aloud from
the closing sentences of Chapter Nine of David Copperfield:

From the moment of my knowing of the death of my
mother, the idea of her as she had been of late had
vanished from me. I remembered her, from that
instant, only as the young mother of my earliest
impressions, who had been used to wind her bright
curls round and round her finger, and to dance with
me at twilight in the parlour. What Peggotty had 
told me now was so far from bringing me back to 
the later period, that
it rooted the earlier
image in my mind. It
may be curious, but it
is true. In her death,
she winged her way
back to her calm un-
troubled youth, and
cancelled all the rest.
The mother who lay
in the grave was the
mother of my infancy;
the little creature in
her arms was myself,
as I had once been,
hushed forever on her
bosom. (pp. 141-142)

I finished reading and looked up. It was quiet. Then I couldn’t
help but notice that tears were rolling down the cheeks of one
of my male African-American students. He made no attempt
to hide his emotional response to Dickens’s depiction of the
death of David Copperfield’s mother. He just cried. And I
wanted to cry with him, but I didn’t. 

I’ve often thought of him over the years, and I’ve often
thought of my student who asked me why I had picked a book
for them that had the “n word” in it so many times. I thought
of these students and others when I read that the Minority
Student Achievement Network’s survey showed “that African
American and Hispanic students have as much, and often
more, desire to succeed in school as their white and Asian
counterparts.” A good cry should be had by us all. 

We’ve all read the multitude of data referring to the “achieve-
ment gap.” The ERIC Clearinghouse on Urban Education
provides a comprehensive site which includes all of the many

organizations who are attacking this problem, including every
group from the infamous “Achieve, Inc.” to the National
School Boards Association and the National Science
Foundation: http://eric-web.tc.columbia.edu/pathways/
achieve_gap/default.asp. Moreover, in 2002, the North
Central Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL) pub-
lished a special report on this crucial issue (Robelen,
2002). Citing the work of Haycock, Jerald and Huang,
2001, the report says, in part, that by the end of the fourth
grade, African-American, Latino, and poor students of all
races are two years behind other students and that by the

twelfth grade, these stu-
dents are approximately
four years behind. Rob-
elen (2002) summarized
some of the common
possible remedies for
the achievement gap:
emphasizing standards-
based reform; creating a
challenging curriculum;
ensuring teacher quali-
ty; reducing class sizes;
providing quality early
childhood education;
providing school choice;
and creating schoolwide
reform.

But in response to the recent findings of the Minority
Student Achievement Network, and in reaction to my own
teaching experiences in the Akron Public Schools, I would
like to add a few more “remedies” that should be attempted
to close the gap.

We must believe in our students and we 
must believe that many of our students actually
value school and want to learn.
Research for many years has suggested that a teacher’s belief
system has a lot to do with whether or not his or her students
succeed or fail (Weber & Omotani, 1994). Quoting the work
of Gibson and Dembo (1984), Weber and Omotani cite these
differences in teachers who believe in their students: a high
amount of academic engaged learning time; more monitoring
and feedback; more classroom control; specific goals for
students; and high expectations for students. Yes, we all have
had “difficult” students, ones who do their utmost to try our
patience. But when I was a classroom teacher, I attempted to
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catch myself before I got caught up in the blame game. When
one really reads between the lines of student behavior, I believe
that many students “act out” from of a sense of failure and
hopelessness. Doesn’t that imply that, if students feel they are
failures, that many ultimately value being a successful reader,
writer, mathematician—and therefore value what schools have
to offer? 

We must teach test-taking as a separate,
discrete skill.
I believe that standardized test taking must be taught almost
as we would teach a foreign language, much as we tell stu-
dents that there is a time for “standardized English,” and
that there is a time when “nonstandard English” is more
appropriate. As we enter our second decade of standardized
testing in Ohio and as we see the same well-off districts place
at the top of the score chart, we must explain to students
that these tests function essentially as measures of socioeco-
nomic status, and, therefore, must be mastered just as any
game is. If I were a classroom teacher today, I would put a
political spin on helping kids master the formats of stan-
dardized test questions. (Of course, I realize that, ultimately
we are “selling out” by doing this, and playing into the
hands of the people who place such value on these tests as
measures of human beings. Better that we would perhaps
show the students the 1977 film Network and get them to
emulate the character of the late Peter Finch, who exhorted
his viewers to rise up and yell out their windows, “I’m mad
as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore!”)

We must fill our classrooms with 
“multiliteracies.”
A perhaps more politically conscious solution is to fill our
classrooms with what are known as “multiliteracies,” demon-
strating to parents, legislators, and even the students them-
selves that traditional print-centric curriculum is not the only
evidence of knowledge. All voices in our classrooms should be
heard, no matter the medium being used (Delpit, 1995;
Willinsky, 1990). By emphasizing certain symbol systems in
our literacy education—such as print and mathematical com-
putation notation—we may be limiting some students from
expressing themselves fully . One of our goals as literacy edu-
cators should be the enabling of reading and writing in multi-
ple forms of representation for all of our students. By filling
our classrooms with everything from graffiti art to rap music
to Emily Dickinson, we would attempt to truly democratize
our schools for all children (Delpit, 1995; Dewey 1899/1980;
Warren, 1996; Willinsky, 1990). Providing access to multiple
forms of representation could become a civil rights issue. 

As part of my research on “multiliteracies” supported by the
Research Center for Educational Technology (www.rcet.org), I
visited the classroom of Marco Torres, a social studies teacher
at San Fernando High School in Los Angeles. Torres has been
challenged, not so much by his students, but by school
bureaucracy, as he attempts to utilize “multiliteracies” in this
high school of 5000 students. Torres has embedded a study of
his Latino community into his traditional Government and
American History classes. He attempts to make learning “a
value-added experience,” so students will stay in the commu-
nity and not flee when they graduate. To this end, Torres has
taught his students web design and video and music produc-
tion. One of their assignments is to fan out over the commu-
nity and make video documentaries about people in the com-
munity who might otherwise not be celebrated. These
documentaries are presented yearly at a community film festi-
val and via a website (http://www.sfett.net/). 

In such a “multiliteracies” classroom, students are not viewed
from a “deficit” model, but from the assumption that they are
willing and desirous of expressing themselves, albeit via media
we have not always encouraged (or even understood) in tradi-
tional reading/language arts classrooms.

We must talk about this issue.
Consider starting a “book club” or discussion group to
focus on this issue. In Summit County, this will be the
focus of an upcoming year-long series of forums and
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discussion groups sponsored by the Summit Education
Initiative and the Coming Together Project through
funding from the Akron Community Foundation (see
http://www.seisummit.org/achievementgap.htm). A series of
25 “community dialogues” is planned over the coming year,
followed by an “Education Summit” and “Action Plan Work.”
But even if your “book club” is much more modest, consider
making this a focus of your upcoming staff development.

Here are some books identified by Coeyman (2003) that
might inform your discussion:

Morning by Morning: How We Home-Schooled Our
African-American Sons to the Ivy League by Paula Penn-
Nabrit (Villard Books, 285 pp.).

The Making of a Black Scholar: From Georgia to the Ivy
League by Horace Porter (University of Iowa Press,
149 pp.).

I Choose to Stay by Salome Thomas-El (Kensington
Publishing, 304 pp.) 

Young, Gifted and Black: Promoting Higher Achievement
Among African-Americans by Theresa Perry (Beacon
Press, 183 pp.)

Other titles might inform your inquiry focusing on this topic:

Schools that Work: America’s Most Innovative Public
Education Programs by George Wood (Plume, 290 pp.)

Inquiry-Based English Instruction: Engaging Students in Life
and Literature by Richard Beach and Jamie Myers
(Teachers College Press, 211 pp.)

On the Brink: Negotiating Literature and Life with
Adolescents by Susan Hynds (International Reading
Association and Teachers College Press, 302 pp.)

You Gotta BE the Book by Jeffrey Willhelm (National
Council of Teachers of English and Teachers College
Press, 190 pp.)

Crossing Over: Teaching Meaning-Centered Secondary
English Language Arts by Harold Foster (Lawrence
Erlbaum, 373 pp.)

The Brothers and Sisters Learn to Write: Popular Literacies
in Childhood and School Cultures by Anne Haas Dyson
(Teachers College Press, 255 pp.)

If you are reading this column, you are probably already doing
many of these things in your daily classroom lives, and I
apologize for “preaching to the choir.” My motivation is simply

that I have been reflecting on the true meaning of the findings
of the Minority Student Achievement Network study I quoted
at the beginning of the article. The implications of these find-
ings have made me reflect back over my teaching career. If
nothing else, there is probably no more valuable practice for a
teacher—taking time (what there is of it) to reflect on where we
have been and where we are going. Are we being driven by the
winds of popular opinion, or are we taking some time to
reflect on our own experiences as professionals?

One last thing—I was shopping at Summit Mall in Akron just
a few years ago and ran into my student who had been so emo-
tionally touched by David Copperfield. When I asked him what
he was doing now, he told me that he had just graduated from
college. As an English major. 
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No Child Left Behind?

Soon, the school bells will ring, and a sea of students, pre K to grade
12 will fill the many classrooms across our nation. Many teachers,
already in school for a few days, eagerly await them. But one thing
is a little different this year: Something is ringing in teachers’ ears
and it’s not the bell signaling the beginning of the day...it is the leg-
islative slogan—No Child Left Behind.

Some years ago, when teaching fourth grade I taught my students a slogan, a rhyme
of sort, for spelling. Many of you know it, “[i] before [e] except after...” you fill in the
blank. [c]. It was supposed to remind them of a simple rule for spelling and relieve
some of the “Ms. Tyson, how do you spell...?” from my day. But I saw in their jour-
nals that the children continued to misspell words that this slogan should have reme-
died. Now, for those of you who are screaming at this page, yes, invented spelling was
in my repertoire of instructional strategies. However, it was time as fourth graders for
them to begin to hone in on a few things. At the risk of dating myself, did I say this
was before spell check was just a function key away? Anyway, I could not figure out
why some students still misspelled words like receipt or receive. I then watched them
and discovered they would recite the rhyme and then write the word incorrectly.
They treated the rhyme as if it were a sorcerer’s incantation from Harry Potter, rather
than the application of a rule.

So what’s the point? The point is that the lovely sentiment and slogan, “No
Child Left Behind,” from the Elementary/Secondary Education Act (ESEA) is
nothing more than another magical incantation. It’s going to take a lot more
than a few catchy words to solve the problems in our educational system.

By the time a child reaches even preschool or kindergarten, the destructive process
that places children at-risk has already put down deep roots. Generational poverty,
institutional racism, legislative ignorance, and fragile family structures have often
begun their insidious assault on the educational trajectory of these innocent chil-
dren. Perhaps if these children entered a perfect educational system, much of the
harm could be like much of the tax base in urban centers—abated. But we all know
that isn’t the case.

Instead, they enter an educational system that has fewer resources and hiercharies of
power to make inadequate, if any, significant changes. Teachers are often forced to
simply “endure” feeling powerless to make systemic changes while changing the
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My grandmother always taught that it was
good manners when entering a room to speak
to every one and introduce yourself to any new
faces. So while I have read this journal for a
few years, I am “entering the room” with
regard to writing for it.

So let me offer salutations and introduce
myself. I am a researcher, teacher, and
activist. As an Associate Professor in the
School of Teaching and Learning in the
College of Education at The Ohio State
University, I teach courses in social studies/
global and multicultural education, multicul-
tural children’s literature and courses that
support pedagogy for social justice.

I research critical pedagogy in social studies,
multicultural /global education, the develop-
ment of cultural competence and socio-politi-
cal consciousness in teacher education, the
examination of race/racism in qualitative
research, and the use of literature written for
children and young adults and its impact on
civic participation.

I have presented research papers and spoken
at local, state, national, and international
meetings and conferences, and I have pub-
lished many articles in other books and jour-
nals. While this list of credentials explains
why I am often very busy, it is the addition of
my urban public school teaching for several
years that underpin my educational sensibili-
ties! Nothing like playground duty or study
hall coverage to help you keep it real!

As a community and educational activist, my
commitment to issues of equity and diversity is
far reaching. When asked to share my ideas
about equity, diversity, and the field of language
arts in this column I was delighted. It shows the
commitment of the editorial staff to highlight
the many issues that we face each day in edu-
cation and the courage to “walk the talk.” So
with each column, I promise to be provocative
and yet not provoke, in an attempt to keep on
the front burner controversial issues, yet open
dialogue and debate. So with that, “lights, key-
board, action”!



individual direction of children’s lives.
It’s no accident that teachers often
become bitter and jaded because of
their frustration.

We also know that systemic changes
need funding. I need some help though.
I’ve never been much of a
numbers person, and I have
limited knowledge of budg-
ets. I adore words; language
and the rich power of
words intrigue me. But
when words and numbers
become intertwined, I get
lost. So who can help me
understand what is going
on with the federal govern-
ment’s newly proposed edu-
cation budget?

Mr. Bush announced “No
Child Left Behind” just
days after his inauguration
pushed forward his ideas
for a stronger plan to in-
crease the reading levels of
the nation’s children. But
when this plan is exam-
ined, much of the budget-
ed money goes for measur-
ing student achievement,
not improving it. 

“Measuring is the only way
to know whether all our
children are learning. And
I want to know, because I
refuse to leave any child
behind in America,” Bush stated about
his program. Here’s where the water
becomes not only cloudy but downright
murky. Why does the federal budget
propose to cut programs that support
increasing reading in children’s lives?
Why is the federal government only
appropriating $320 million for manda-

tory federal testing in grades three
through eight when the total bill will
cost states approximately $7 billion? 

All of the experts agree that when stu-
dents actually read books, reading
scores improve. An outstanding exam-

ple of this is the Reading Is Funda-
mental (RIF) program. This program
has been providing paperback books for
children placed at at-risk across the
nation. “No Child Left Behind” began
in an effort to lessen the gap between
disadvantaged children and their more
advantaged peers. Reading Is Funda-
mental provided funds for state-level

programs, which in turn provided
books for economically fragile young-
sters. I have volunteered “leveling”
books, sorting books, and even gift-
wrapping books provided by RIF for
children in local homeless and domestic
violence shelters. It is children like these

with unpredictable school
attendance who often need
extra help with reading.
Making sure all children
can read means all chil-
dren, not just those who
can afford to buy their own
books or those in schools
affluent enough to pur-
chase all the books neces-
sary. Through RIF a child
may receive his or her first
book—the first book of his
or her own that a child will
ever read. We all know how
important early reading is
for future educational suc-
cess. So why the budget
cuts? Guess what? Former
first lady and mother of the
current president, Barbara
Bush, sits on the National
Advisory Council for Read-
ing is Fundamental. 

Maybe once Mrs. Bush dis-
covers what has happened
to the Reading is Fun-
damental program, which
supports a love of reading
in our young children, 
she won’t bother beating

around the “Bush,” but will help her
“boy” realize that unfunded legislative
mandates and educational budget cuts
should be left behind.

Speaking of unfunded policy man-
dates, did I mention that the costs of
this unfunded legislation, along with
the writing and administering of the
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tests will be astronomical? The pro-
posed federal assistance of $320
million won’t even cover the costs of
implementing the tests in large states
like California and Texas. Even
though the states will probably have
to cut other programs to meet the
federal requirements, we will have
tests to measure how well our stu-
dents are doing. And, our students
will once again come up on the short
end because instead of teaching them
to read and to love words and lan-
guage, we will teach them that read-
ing means sitting still for three-hour
standard measures of assessment,
tests on which their school’s future
rests. How much enjoyment will
come from the written word then? 

I am especially concerned about our
older students. Our high-schoolers have
found themselves with few options in
this age of accountability. I think the
words of talk show host and political
analyst Bill Maher say it best, Leave no
child behind: Means make ‘em vanish
(2003). He states, 

And, it turns out, the Leave No
Child Behind law actually leaves
lots of children behind. So many,
they even have a name now:
pushouts, as in we’re pushing you
out of school so that our cumula-
tive test scores will be higher. Yes,
that’s what this is all about. Our
Leave No Child Behind law is writ-
ten like this: As a state, you get fed-

eral money for your schools, but
only when you make a few things
happen, mainly get test scores to
go up and dropout rates to go
down. How best to achieve both of
those goals? By making the dumb-
er kids disappear! The program
President Bush brags about in
Houston was all about
raising test scores by
making almost the 
entire bottom half of

the class drop out, and then low-
ering the dropout rate by putting
those dropouts in phony cate-
gories like transferred or enrolled
in general equivalency diploma, or
GED, classes. What mattered was

it worked. Except it didn’t. We
weren’t really improving the sys-
tem, but we were improving it
where it matters: on paper. It’s not
for nothing that all Texans looked
up to Enron. When Bush ran in
2000, Houston’s dropout rate was
given as 1.5 percent. It’s been
revised to 40 percent. Probably by
the same guy who does the budget.
Not that every kid should go to
college; I’ve always believed every
kid should not. But every kid
should finish high school, and if
you call your law No Child Left
Behind, it does take a special kind
of Texas-size nerve to then treat
those children like cards in a gin
rummy hand, where you get to
ditch the two low ones. No child
means none, and I don’t need a
degree in fuzzy math to know that. 

Before we decide to implement far-
reaching educational policy with a
mantra to leave no child behind, let’s be
sure we’re going to a place that we as a
nation educationally wish to go.

Until next time...this is Dr. Ms. Tyson!
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Social Studies Made Real Through
Drama in the Classroom

The students kept huddled close together for warmth, but they
still shivered. One couldn’t stop scratching as she picked invisible bugs
from her hair. Another fantasized out loud, describing the food he
missed the most while holding his stomach in agony. It was horrible
and wonderful to watch at the same time. Horrible because we were
witnessing life in a concentration camp and wonderful because my
fifth graders were understanding the experiences of people we had
only read about. They were using the details they had read from our
text book to visualize and infer. I wondered if they would remember
this experience and if they were changed by it. My own memories of
history lessons were poor. I had a vague recollection of a definition
once memorized for a test. Holocaust—the systematic destruction of
over six million Jews by the Nazis. It wasn’t until I started teaching
history that I realized memorizing definitions was not enough. I had
bigger goals for my students; I wanted them to value people that are
different, fight against injustice, recognize the effects of hatred, and
learn from this period of history.

The students’ prior knowledge came from our social studies textbook, non-fic-
tion books we had borrowed from the library, and our current reading text,
Number the Stars (1989) by Lois Lowry. As I have no experience teaching
drama my lesson started simply. “I have never seen a real concentration camp,
but we’ve been reading so much about this time in history, and I wonder if
today some of you could show me what you think it would have been like.”
Instantly hands shot up around the room and not just the kids that always
raised their hands. This time boys, girls, shy, not so shy, calm, rowdy, all stu-
dents wanted the chance to get out of their seat and perform. I picked five stu-
dents and gave them only a moment to get in place. They did not spend time
writing dialogue or practicing and did not bother with props. When I said
“action,” the drama began and lasted less than five minutes. 

The remainder of the class wanted a chance to perform and, depending on my
goals for the lesson, I might have allowed the dramas to continue. On this day I
thought the first group’s drama was enough and didn’t want to spend time
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allowing the other groups to reiterate
what we had already seen, so I offered
another dramatic challenge. I thanked
the first group for the impressive way
they handled such an emotional topic
and then asked for volunteers to create
a tableau, in which students become a
frozen picture. After picking five differ-
ent students I gave them just a moment
to form a picture of people in a concen-
tration camp. After students were in
place, speaking very solemnly, I ques-
tioned, “I wonder what these people
were thinking on the day they were pho-
tographed. From the expressions on
their faces I can tell they are sad. I won-
der why? When I tap each person gently
on their shoulder I will listen to their
inner thoughts.” I entered the tableau
and went from student to student gently
touching their shoulders to signify their
cue to speak. 

“I hope my mother is still alive. She was
taken to the showers two weeks ago and
I haven’t seen her since.”

“Why do the Nazis treat us like animals?” 

“I wish I were home in my own bed.”

“Why did they shave my head?”

A few days later my students completed
an essay test where they richly described
the events surrounding World War II.
Even students who struggled in reading
and writing in the content areas wrote

details they had elicited from our dra-
mas, and they were successful. All of
the students wrote passionately about
people they had never met.. . .and they
were successful.

Tips for Incorporating
Drama

■ Incorporating process drama into a
classroom is not like following a
recipe. With each group of students
my results are different. Sometimes a
drama is successful, and other times
the same topic may flop. If it’s a flop,
I move on to the next lesson and at
the end of the day evaluate what I
could have done to make the drama
more successful. Then we try again
the next day.

■ Kids are natural actors. I often start
a drama by asking the students if
they would be willing to become
___________ (fill in the blank with
any of the people from your curricu-
lum.) If my students have read care-
fully they know enough about that
person to “become” him or her. If
they have not read carefully enough
they will be very motivated to read
just to have the chance to perform.

■ As the teacher I also take on a role
in the drama so I can question the
other actors and help move the
drama forward.

■ Use signal words to start and stop
the drama like Action and Freeze.

Sometimes students start to lose
sight of your goals so you can slow
the drama down and get them back
on track.

■ Another way to slow the drama down
is to freeze the action and have stu-
dents write in role. If an argument
arises in a drama between Native
Americans and Pilgrims, for exam-
ple, and no resolution is forthcom-
ing, I may ask the students to write a
letter to each other. Then the next
day I can share ideas from the letters
and start a new drama that can work
towards resolution.

■ Each time I do drama with a new
group I start out slowly and model
just like I would with any other teach-
ing strategy. I do not expect my stu-
dents to write a perfect paragraph
after I have modeled it one time.
Likewise, I do not expect our first few
dramas of the year to be the most suc-
cessful attempts. By the end of the
school year students always surpass
my wildest expectations and the qual-
ity of their thinking is so exciting.

For further reading on process drama try
Dorothy Heathcote, Jeffrey Wilhelm,
Brian Edmiston, or Gavin Bolton; they
are masters at process drama.
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Visualizing Success: Using Video
Composition in the Classroom

Matt, one of my students who went on to a prestigious film pro-

duction school, struggled with writing. If given the option in his

other classes, he would leap at the chance to create a video in lieu

of a written assignment. Yet, despite his reluctance to put pen to

paper, Matt was well-versed in composing with video and spent

countless hours working on his projects. In our many conversations,

he used images to express his thought and ideas, often referring to

scenes and images he had seen in videos and movies. Ironically,

through working on video compositions, he eventually gained more

control with his written content and voice.

Matt had often brought me his papers from other classes. In talking about writing,
rather than using the language of print, I used the familiar language of video. I asked
him to think of his essay in terms of video composition. What did he want the read-
er to see? What kind of visual transitions would he make between his main ideas?
What parts of his paper needed a close-up and what needed a long camera view?
Matt began to see the close connections between the two composition processes and
used what he knew about video to inform his written skills.

During the early part of the 11 years that I taught high school English and media lit-
eracy classes, I often felt that teaching the reading of and writing with video was
somehow less than the “real work” occurring in the regular English classes. However,
I gradually noticed tremendous parallels between what was going on in the two dif-
ferent classes. In the English classroom, students read and composed with print. In
the media courses, students read and practiced reading and writing with video. As I
have taught, studied, and researched the ways that students worked with video, I
have come to view writing with video as another form of composition and have come
to believe that it should be used as such. 

I have seen numerous students empowered in their literacy skills through working
with video. Matt’s story touches on four aspects of a rationale for using video with
students:

• Connections between video and print literacies

• Engagement 

• Links to thought processes

• Access to storehouses of images

In the remainder of this article, I will address these four areas.
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Connections between
Video and Print Literacies
What happened with Matt was com-
mon in my video production classroom.
Students who experienced success with
video composition found a new way to
understand written composition. Per-
haps student understanding resulted
from a transfer of skills (e.g., they found
success with one way of composition,
which they transferred to another com-
position modality), or perhaps video
gave them a new way to look at an old
problem. I believe it was most likely a
combination of both. 

The reverse worked as well. Students
were usually familiar with stages of
the print writing process (e.g., pre-
writing, drafting, revision, publica-
tion). As they negotiated the newness
and unfamiliarity of video composi-
tion, students seemed to take comfort
in comparing this process to how
they had learned to write essays in
English class. Making explicit connec-
tions between the two literacies
allowed students to grasp the concept
of video composition fairly easily. 

Although students have ample oppor-
tunity to read video texts (TV, music
videos, movies, etc.), they rarely have
opportunity to compose them. The
former has been done for decades,
particularly in the study of film in
English language arts classrooms
(Costanzo, 1992; Foster, 1979; Krueger
& Christel, 2001; Monaco, 1981). How-
ever, video composition has only
recently been accessible to audiences
outside of dedicated TV production
courses. Because of technological
breakthroughs, highly specialized and
expensive editing machines have given
way to editing programs that are now
standard features on newer computers. 

Having a literacy program that contains
both reading and writing is crucial.
Scholes (1985) states “reading and writ-
ing are complementary acts that remain
unfinished until completed by their
reciprocals” (p. 20). Yet, unlike print lit-
eracy, video has not been taught in a
reading/writing tandem. Until the
recent technological advances in com-
posing with video, any inclusion of
video in a classroom context heavily
favored the reading aspect. Yet, the
accepted definition for media literacy—
the umbrella field that has most often
covered video study—defines it as the
ability “to access, analyze, evaluate and
communicate messages in a variety of
forms” (Aufderheide, 1993, p. xx).
Inherent in that definition is reading
and writing. Buckingham (1998) and
Grahame (1991) asserted that in writing
media texts students will become better
readers of media texts. I have found this
to be true in my classroom as well. 

Many of the same processes we teach
with the reading and writing of print
can apply to video. For example, with
video, like print, one can read for point
of view (camera work), tone (acting,
music, directing sequences), conflict
(acting, editing), narrative structure
(edited sequences), voice (narration),
etc. Similarly, with video composition,
there are tremendous parallels to print:
brainstorming, drafting, revision, aes-
thetic considerations, audience, point
of view, ownership, and recursive com-
position processes. Andy, a former stu-
dent who recently graduated from film
school states, “Video is like writing. I
mean it’s the same thing. Cutting an
image together is just like writing a story.
I think editing especially is like writing.” 

These parallels with reading and com-
position are not exhaustive. However,

they do serve to illustrate some of the
more obvious overlaps and interactions
between the two literacies and should
serve as a way to begin integrating those
connections in our classrooms.

Engagement 
Video composition engages students,
both individually and in terms of group
work. I would have to have my room
open well before school started. Every
available period of the day, I had stu-
dents working on their projects—during
lunch, study halls, even when they
would finish their work in other classes.
It was not unusual to arrange with the
janitorial staff to have my room avail-
able on weekends for those students
who needed extended time to work
together on projects. What was unusual
was that students working on the proj-
ects did not seem solely tied to produc-
tion deadlines. Instead, they truly
seemed to enjoy working with the video
technology. Monica stated 

We had so many great clips in
there and just to throw them in
and be like “well there is our
movie”. . . it’s a waste of time I
think. I wouldn’t be proud of it,
and that’s what I was aiming for: to
be proud of it in the end not, just
put it together because I had to.

What is it about video that students
seem to enjoy? Britton (1982) says that
one of the conditions that must be pres-
ent when children learn language is that
it occurs in the “context of manipulative
play” (p. 65). Over the years that I have
taught video, I have observed students
learning video engaged in that same
spirit. They have tremendous energy
and creativity to shape, arrange, and
“manipulatively play” with the way in
which they can work the images. 
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One group consisting of three girls
spent an entire 50-minute class period
debating how to start their video pro-
duction. After settling on the visuals,
they tried the opening sequence a dozen
different ways (slow motion, the order
and sequence of the visuals, different
sections of the scene) before they were
satisfied. The entire time, they debated
and assigned meaning to the clips they
used. At the end of the class, they had
completed a grand total of seven sec-
onds out of a five-minute video. How-
ever, not only did the girls become more
familiar with the equipment, they
worked with the images like visual clay
to create meaning.

That anecdote demonstrates a valuable
facet of video composition: It is not just
a “guy thing.” Video production has tra-
ditionally tended to be associated more
with males than females. However,
females in my classes have had tremen-
dous success in working on video com-
positions. In my last year teaching at the
high school, nearly half of the students
in the program were female. Both gen-
ders enjoyed working with the equip-
ment and producing videos.

I often struggled in my English class-
es to engage students in meaningful
peer group activities, particularly
when it came to writing and revising.
Usually the group members made
unbalanced efforts to the final proj-
ect. However, the medium of com-
posing with video is ideal for group
work, oftentimes because of the var-
ied roles, such as scripting, camera
work, editing, on-screen work, etc. In
one year alone, my students complet-
ed over 200 video projects. All but a
few were done collaboratively rather
than individually. Most of the time,
students worked eagerly and collabo-
ratively together. 

This is not to say that using video
solves all group work dilemmas.
Certainly not. A few students were
technophobes and did as little as possi-
ble, relying on the eagerness of other
group members to carry the work load.
However, students often assigned (or if
intervention with the group was need-
ed, I would assign) the group roles and
held each other accountable. 

I interviewed students to find out why
they seem to enjoy working with groups.
Kyle provided a typical response. 

It was cool ‘cause like everybody
gave their own ideas and having
three people give ideas is better
then having one person, so it
turned out to be a better prod-
uct then it probably would have
been if there was only one per-
son working.

Kyle’s answer points out what many stu-
dents repeated over and over—they liked
having the synergy of group input and
ideas, as well as sharing the production
work load.

Links to Thinking
Processes

The first time I saw video as a link to
and expression of the thought process
was with Eric. Although he was one of
my top video production students, he
struggled with low Ds and Fs in English.
Once, I brought in a group of student
teachers to see the work my students
were doing with video. The irony was
not lost on Eric: He would be teaching
a group of future English teachers, a
subject he was currently failing. After
wowing them with a sampling of his
production work, Eric answered ques-
tions from the student teachers. Head
tilted, leaning with his shoulder against
the wall, he reminded them that most
students would not be as successful in

the English classroom as that group of
future teachers had been. Eric encour-
aged them to remember students like
him who had difficulty writing: “I have
a hard time putting my thoughts down
with a pen. But when it comes to video,
I can write!” 

Eric’s statement reveals a connection
with our thinking process: We think in
images (Arieti, 1976; Langer, 1953).
Our thoughts often take imagaic form
rather than verbal. Some researchers
(Arnheim 1969; McLuhan & Fiore,
1967; Messaris, 1994) have linked
thinking and understanding to the way
we use sight metaphors in our lan-
guage: I see what you mean; she is a
person of vision; wise men are seers. 

I believe students experience success in
getting their ideas across with video
because of its visual nature. In contrast,
the language of print literacy is arbitrary
and symbolic. So, for example, there is
no direct correlation to the letters c-o-w
and a large milk producing bovine. The
letters symbolically represent our collec-
tive understanding of cows. Yet with
video, when students think of the image
of a cow lounging in a pasture, they can
closely capture that image through the
camera lens. 

Video makes a unique form of re-pre-
senting the thought processes. Students
who visualize an image can come close
to recreating it with the lens of the cam-
era. Monica explained how she was able
to replicate her final product from her
original ideas.

I see it in my head, I can see it, I
can see it in front of me...like
when we were listening to the song
in the beginning, we envisioned
the petals falling, and we flat out
did the petals falling.
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Teachers and researchers working with
print literacy demonstrate the clear link
between thoughts and images. Noden
(1999) advocates using imagery in teach-
ing grammar and writing. Part of his
Image Grammar text extends painting
metaphors to teach structural grammat-
ical techniques that students can easily
visualize and incorporate into their writ-
ing. Collins (1998), finding that strug-
gling writers had a difficult time “see-
ing” what the essay was supposed to
look like, uses graphic organizers to help

them visualize what the structure of the
essay should resemble. 

Attempting to make student writing
more specific, more imagaic, and more
visual can be summed up in the writ-
ten composition teacher’s mantra:
“show don’t tell.” However, for stu-
dents to “show” their thinking, they lit-
erally have to translate the ideas in
their heads into a different symbol sys-
tem than their thoughts. I have seen
tremendous success with struggling

print writers like Eric who can express
their thoughts and ideas easily with
video. Tom states, “I can’t use proper,
like, English all the time. If I would just
put it down on camera, you would see
what I was trying to do.” 

This is not to say that only those who
struggle with print literacy will do well
with video. I have seen high achieving
students experience success with video
as well. In fact, my classes were mixes of
those students in the lowest levels of
English all the way through Advanced
Placement. Katie, who graduated near
the top of her class, talked about why
she enjoyed video: “When I write I just
want to be done with it. I don’t care
enough about writing to go back and
like, fix it as much as I do about [video],
you know?” 

Access to Storehouses
of Images

Our advanced video production class
took a field trip to the Cleveland Film
Festival where we saw a collection of
short films. On the bus ride back to
school, the students buzzed with con-
versation about the different clips they
saw. Two student groups ended up imi-
tating visuals similar to those they had
seen in films at the festival. I cannot
begin to recount all the times over the
years that students, when working on
their own projects, would recall an
image they had seen in a movie or
video that they would like to imitate in
some way.

One of the great aspects of video is its
shared nature. Because the images are
on a screen for all to view, everyone
experiences the same shared viewing.
This is not to say that everyone will
interpret those images the same way—
they will not. However, the image is
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common, and this makes for good op-
portunities for shared understanding.

Once, when teaching types of camera
movements, I mentioned the opening
sequence to the film Back to the Future
(1985). Every student in the classroom
had seen the movie at one point or
another. As I talked about the opening
shot, all the students had a frame of ref-
erence from the example I gave. The
next day, one of the students brought in
a copy of the movie and we watched the
opening sequence together. Again, since
everyone had previous experience with
the film, our discussion of how the
opening sequence set up all the themes
in the movie was engaging. Conversely,
I have never taught a class where I have
given an example of a book with which
everyone in the class was familiar, let
alone had read.

The above example demonstrates more
than just the power of having a shared
text in a classroom: Students have vast
storehouses of shared images. Students
have watched countless hours of TV,
movies, and videos. Certain visuals stick
out to them. When they compose with
video, students will often imitate those
visuals. Andy, the film school graduate,
relates how important those images are:

I always have problems and get in
arguments with the people at
school who don’t go see movies,
they say they have better things to
do, other things to do and that’s
all I do is go see movies. And I
always use the simple analogy. It’s
like an author, a guy who wants to
be an author who doesn’t like to
read books. You never see an
author who doesn’t like to read
and, you know, you go watch
movies and it sinks in.

Andy’s statement reveals a truth about
our classrooms: Our students’ “stake” in
print literacy is minimal. Many of our
students are not active readers and most
do not want to be authors. Rather than
build on inherent interest in texts, our
job is often instead to initiate and nur-
ture a meaningful vital connection to
print literacy. On the other hand, most
of our students voraciously consume
visual texts. Rachel, a student in my
class who also took AP English, speaks
to the dichotomy between the texts we
teach and the texts they consume: “I just
personally enjoy [video] more compared
to writing. I love to read but I hate to
write but I love movies and I love to
watch them and I apparently love to
make them too.”

Their enjoyment working with video is
a natural way to tap into students’ tacit
knowledge, vast experience, and inter-
action with media. How powerful
would our classrooms be if we could
explore and tap into this wealth of
visual knowledge? 

Getting Started
Because the widespread availability for
utilizing video composition is so
recent, there are not yet a lot of
resources for the language arts class-
room. To become more familiar with
the language of reading video, I recom-
mend both Reading the Movies: Twelve
Great Films on Video and How to Teach
Them by Bill Costanzo (1992) and
Reading in the Dark: Using Film as a
Tool in the English Classroom by John
Golden (2001). Although they deal
specifically with movies, both books
provide a rich background in reading
visual texts. I found that much of their
work with film can easily be transferred
to the language of video.

In terms of video composition, Donna
Lund (1998) advocates ways in which
video can be incorporated into the
English language arts classroom. More
recently, Steven Goodman’s (2003)
book Teaching Youth Media: A Critical
Guide to Literacy, Video Production, and
Social Change not only provides a wealth
of rationale for utilizing video in the
classroom, it also contains powerful
vignettes of student literacy improved
through the practice of video.

My best suggestion would be to
attend a workshop that teaches using
nonlinear digital video. Become
familiar with the process of creating a
video composition. You do not have
to become a technological guru. All
you have to do is become familiar
with the process of composing a
video and then think of possible ways
in which you might substitute a video
piece for something you normally
assign with print. The safest way to
start is to offer students the option of
responding to a class assignment with
a video project. 

One note about students and technolo-
gy: Many of them know more about
using computers than we ever will. This
should not be viewed as a threat. I
learned to trust many of my students,
some of whom became more familiar
with the equipment and programs than
I. I welcomed those opportunities.
These students often became the “class
experts” on a certain aspect of the tech-
nology to whom other students would
ask questions. Not only did that foster
more meaningful class interaction, it
gave some students the chance to shine
in the classroom. 

Given the connections with print liter-
acy, the meaningful group work, the
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link between thoughts and images, and
students’ wealth of visual imagery, I no
longer look at video composition as a
fringe element in the English
Department. Nor do I see it as com-
peting, or even superior. Video compo-
sition is simply a different, yet power-
ful, way for students to express their
thoughts and ideas in an engaging
manner. And that is my real job: being
a teacher of composition, providing
the scaffolding to allow students’ voic-
es to come through on the page or on
the screen.
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The girl with long straight hair
who sat by the wall
is now a soldier.

She wrote poems about softball.

Last week she sent a slideshow 
of photographs from the war in Iraq.

I look for her

in the back of a jeep flanked by camels
through smoke that drapes a porcelain spire
behind a gas mask.

Not even the trail of bullets
behind a helicopter
can lead me to her face.

– Mark G. Jamison
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Punctuation Takes a Vacation by
Robin Pulver. Illustrated Lynn Rowe
Reed. Holiday House, 2003.

After all their hard work, the punctu-
ation marks in Mr. Wright’s class go
on vacation to Take-a-Break Lake. UH
OH WE ARE IN BIG TROUBLE
NOW worries Mr. Wright. It isn’t
long before the school gets a pile of
postcards from the vacationing com-
mas, question marks, etc. “Do you
miss us? How much? [Signed] Guess
who?” The “list makers” write that
they are “swimming, sailing, sunning,
soaring, water-skiing.” What to do?
Quickly, Mr. Wright’s class borrows
some marks from the room next door
in order to write a message pleading
the punctuation to come back, and
thankfully, they do return. This pic-
ture book is one of those inspired
romps that delivers a lesson with a
smile. Language arts teachers will
want to have this one in their class-
room collections. For grades 1 to 3.

There’s a Frog in my Throat!
440 Animal Sayings a Little
Bird Told Me by Loreen Leedy and
Pat Street. Illustrated by Loreen
Leedy. Holiday House, 2003.

This is a creative compendium of
the similes, metaphors, idioms, and
proverbs that make the English

language so rich and colorful. Forty-
five fully illustrated pages are packed
with animal sayings about pets, farm
animals, wild animals, and birds; bugs
and other creeping creatures; fish, and
other ocean animals. Leedy uses car-
toon-like drawings, art-deco clip art,
computer art, and dialogue balloons
to depict familiar and not-so-familiar
phrases and their definitions. Readers
will delight in browsing through
humorous representations of “this
place is going to the dogs” (things are
getting worse and worse); “cub re-
porter” (journalist who is new on the
job); “to feather your nest” (to add to
your wealth and comfort); and so
many more! And don’t forget to “take
a gander” at the handy index. What a
delightful way to build vocabulary and
foster an appreciation of this quirky
language of ours! For grades 2 to 5.

Read Anything Good Lately? by
Susan Allen. Illustrated by Vicky
Enright. Millbrook Press, 2003.

This alphabet book explores the many
joys of reading. What have you read
lately: an atlas at the airport... a biog-
raphy in bed...quotations in the
quiet...your zodiac at the zoo? A young
bespectacled reader is featured in each
page, avidly poring over pages of print
in a variety of settings. In the upper

left corner, the alphabet letter appears
in upper and lower case, and the ini-
tial letter of the alphabet words is
highlighted in red below each colorful
illustration. Beginning readers will be
motivated to find out what is in store
for them in the world of reading:
maps, weather reports, facts, informa-
tion, stories, even gossip! The book
ends with a writing prompt, encour-
aging students to create additional
places to read picture books, text-
books, mysteries, and more. Share
with grades K-1.

Fame and Glory in Freedom,
Georgia by Barbara O’Connor.
Frances Foster Books, 2003.

Poor Bird. She is not the most popu-
lar sixth-grader in the small town of
Freedom—but she may be the one
with the most spunk! All she wants is
a tiny bit of fame—not much—and a
trip to Disney World sometime before
she dies. In the meantime, she shares
her hopes and dreams of glory with
her best friend next door, Miss
Delphine Reese, who takes her under
her wing while she cares for her elder-
ly father. Bird has a mind to get
acquainted with the new kid, Harlem,
who “looks mean and acts dumb,”
but Bird senses that what he really
needs is a friend. Delphine and Bird
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eventually win him over and discover
that Harlem has a gift for spelling.
Winning the spelling bee with Harlem’s
help becomes Bird’s obsession, since
the grand prize includes a trip to
Orlando. Things don’t turn out as
planned, but along the way Bird and
Miss Delphine both find happiness
with new people—and what could be
more “glorious” than that? The distinct
Southern flavor and the believable, lov-
able characters (especially the adults)
make this contemporary novel a stand-
out. For grades 4 to 6.

Kensuke’s Kingdom by Michael
Morpurgo. Scholastic, 2003.

Anyone looking for a great read aloud
that would appeal especially to boys
need look no further. Part seafaring
tale, part survival story, the action in the
short chapters never stops. As the novel
begins, Michael and his parents embark
from England on a round-the-world
sailing trip. This bracing adventure is
recounted through Michael’s journal
entries. During a storm, Michael is
washed overboard and finds himself on
a deserted island in the Pacific with his
dog, Stella. At this point, Michael
evolves into a modern-day Robinson
Crusoe. Hungry, thirsty, and lonely, he
is helped by a mysterious stranger who is
reluctant to show his face. It is not until
Michael gets very ill from a jellyfish
attack that Kensuke, a WWII Japanese
soldier, reveals himself and nurses
Michael back to health. From that
moment on, a tentative relationship
develops, where two people from
diverse backgrounds help each other
survive in the harsh environment. For
grades 5 to 7.

Granny Torelli Makes Soup by
Sharon Creech. HarperCollins, 2003.

“That Bailey, I am so mad at right now,
that Bailey, I hate him today.” Twelve-
year-old Rosie has offended her best pal
from childhood, Bailey, who grew up
with her, whom she helped when she
could. How to solve such a falling out
between old friends? Talk to Granny
Torelli as she makes zuppa. As the fra-
grant steam fills the kitchen, there
comes comfort, sympathy, and advice.
Granny understands, reminisces about
her own childhood and helps Rosie rec-
oncile with Bailey. But a week later, jeal-
ousy rears its ugly head, and it’s time for
another talk with Granny—with pasta!
Creech has created a most memorable
character in Granny Torelli. She is
funny, wise, and a good cook, of course.
Rosie’s emotions and struggles with her
friend Bailey, who is visually impaired,
ring true as well. This remarkable little
novel has a lot to say about family,
friends and community and is destined
to become a perennial favorite. For
grades 4 to 7.

REVIEWER:

Ellen Finan has been Head of the
Children’s Department at the WTCPL
since 1981. In addition to her duties as a
children’s librarian, she has presented talks
about children’s literature to the Trumbull
County Literacy Conference, and to
OCIRA and OCTELA annual meetings.
Her monthly review of new books, “Off the
shelf” can be found online at http://www.
wtcpl.lib.oh.us/Children/offtheshelf.htm.



Artemis Fowl: The Eternity Code
by Eoin Colfer. Miramax, 2003.

Artemis Fowl, the thirteen-year-old
evil genius shines in his latest adven-
ture featuring the underground Faerie
people. It seems our boy genius has
used Faerie magic to construct an ulti-
mate technological device that makes
cell phones and other communication
objects obsolete. Loyal bodyguard
Butler and Artemis set up a sit-down
meeting to offer the device to ruthless
businessman Jon Spiro that just result
in a multi-billion payoff for the Fowl
empire. The meeting goes wrong,
Butler lowers his guard for a brief
moment and the technological won-
der is stolen. With the help of Captain
Holly Short of LEPrecon fame and the
notorious Mulch Diggums, Artemis
hunts Spiro and sets up a sting opera-
tion to recover his wonder-machine. 

Wizards of the Game by David
Lubar. Philomel Books, 2003.

Eighth grader Mercer spends much of
his free time playing the role-playing
game, Wizards of the Warrior World.

Totally hooked, he knows all the tricks
and strategy and when his class needs
a fund raising idea, Mercer wants to
conduct a game tournament. He sets
up all the details but when a funda-
mentalist group finds out about wiz-
ards and dragons and sorcerers in the
game they protest that the school is
sponsoring devil worship. Further
complicating Mercer’s world is the fact
that four real wizards label him Magus,
a wizard possessing superior powers,
and recruit him to find a portal back
to their own universe. Can Mercer suc-
ceed at juggling all these problems and
still look cool before the eighth-grader
girl he has a crush on? 

The City of Ember by Jeanne
DuPrau. Random House, 2003.

Two teens, Lina and Doon live in the
city of constant darkness named
Ember. A rickety old generator keeps
the lights going. That is the only
source of illumination for there is no
sun. Each teen is given a job and Doon
wants to help repair the generator and
find out what makes it work. Lina

wishes to be a messenger, one who car-
ries notes from person to person, the
only form of communication in the
city. Together they find fragments of
an ancient parchment that tells them
how to escape the city venturing
beyond the ring of darkness where
men either vanish or return insane.
Set in the future, this science fiction
novel for teens will stir imaginations as
the two teens race to escape the
doomed city of Ember.

Escape from Botany Bay: The
True Story of Mary Bryant by
Gerald & Loretta Hausman. Orchard
Books, 2003.

For stealing a silk bonnet, Mary Bryant
is sentenced to hang on the gallows, an
order that is commuted to seven years
of imprisonment. Chained by the
ankles, the nineteen-year-old girl is
placed on a prison ship due to sail for
Australia. Prisoners spend the journey
lying in filth, covered with lice, tor-
mented by rats and confined to a nine-
foot long, twenty-inch wide berth. The
unbelievably cruel treatment is punc-
tuated by lashings for minor offenses.
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Book Nook Fresh  f rom the  She l f  o f  Your  Loca l  L ibrar ian

Fresh from the Shelf of Your Local Librarian

Reviewed by Rollie Welsh
Warren Trumbull County Public Library

Need suggestions for outstanding titles to pass on to teens?
This brief list provides a mixture of fantasy, teen conflict
and historical fiction and all are top-level quality books,
proving that less is more. Perhaps teens will want to embark
on a journey to the siege of Troy and gaze upon the beauty
of Helen or confer with Artemis Fowl and Mulch Diggums

as they hatch a plan to recover the Eternity Code. Others may see a kindred soul in Mercer as he juggles girlfriend prob-
lems with the bigger problem of guiding four wizards back to their own dimension. Whatever the story, teen novels are
booming and this is a small sampling of the great reads on the market. Sit back, pick up a book and plunge into the
twenty-first century of teen reading!



Sickness and disease kills off many pris-
oners, and the women have little choice
but to offer themselves to the guards for
food in order to survive. Mary is a sur-
vivor and upon landing at Botany Bay
(which is now Sydney), she and her hus-
band Will are determined to escape the
horrors or die trying. Stealing an open
boat and sailing hundreds of miles with
nine men, Mary and her two young
children escape to Timor. Based on fact,
this historical fiction novel will fascinate
middle school readers.

The Battle of Jerico by Sharon M.
Draper. Atheneum, 2003.

Jericho and his cousin Joshua live in
Cincinnati where they attend high
school. One of the great things about
their school is the elite club, The
Warriors of Distinction, an African-
American service organization for teens
that has been a fixture at the school for
fifty years. They are invited to pledge
and undergo a grueling experience bor-
dering on hazing and harassment. They
run in the chilling rain, are bound and
forced to drink horrible things and the
intense Eddie pushes Dana, the only
girl, into unspeakable acts. A tragedy
waiting to happen, this is a story of haz-
ing spiraling out of control.

High Heat by Carl Deuker. Houghton
Mifflin, 2003.

High school pitcher Shane Hunter
throws hard during the games and dom-
inates hitters. But he has no control
over what his father, a wealthy automo-
bile dealer, is doing. Caught in a money
laundering scheme, Shane’s father is
arrested and the horrible publicity leads
to his suicide. The survivors are left with
little money, forcing them to move to
sub-standard housing and Shane gives
up on baseball. Transferring to a city
school, he joins that baseball team but

during a game against his former team,
Shane’s frustrations and anger come
out and he throws high heat, striking
the best player in the head. This teen
novel is a great baseball story mixed with
Shane’s inner struggle to straighten out
his life.

Haunted: A Tale of the Mediator by
Meg Cabot. HarperCollins, 2003.

Sixteen-year-old Susannah Simon is a
mediator, a link between the living and
the dead, who helps dead people find
their way to their afterlife. Her high
school days become complicated when
another mediator, Paul Slater, tries to
convince her to attempt soul transfers.
Suze is interested because she has a
crush on Jesse who is (you guessed it) a
ghost and she wants to see if Jesse’s soul
can be moved into a live human. Paul
has his own agenda to move in on
Susannah beating out Jesse as her
boyfriend. Throw in Craig, a recently
dead swimmer and Suze’s stepbrothers
throwing a wild beer-drinking hot-tub
party and Meg Cabot (author of the
hugely popular Princess Diaries) has
come up with a great read.

Catalyst by Laurie Halse Anderson.
Viking Children’s Books, 2002.

Kate Malone, applicant to M.I.T., and
high energy Type A high school senior
has her life spin out of control. Daily
she paws through the mail hoping for
the final acceptance to M.I.T. while her
minister father spends more and more
time with his congregation. When
trashy neighbor Teri’s house catches fire
and they move in with the Malones,
Kate feels she cannot cope, finding
some peace in her late-night long dis-
tance runs. Her world explodes when
the college rejection letter arrives and a
stunning tragic accident happens dur-
ing the rebuilding of Teri’s home. This

novel by the acclaimed author of Speak
is a fascinating story about pressure put
on high school honor students to suc-
ceed and how priorities become twisted
and confused. 

Troy by Adele Geras. Harcourt, 2002.

A teen novel that is a blend of fantasy,
historical fiction and teen conflict in
one story, Troy will captivate older read-
ers who have a knowledge of Greek
mythology especially the Battle of
Troy. The passion of Helen and Paris,
Hector’s farewell to his ill-fated son and
the long siege of the city is told
through the eyes of Xanthe, a teen who
nurses battle wounds in the horrifying
bloodroom. The gods visit the city
offering advice and setting up conflict-
ing situations only to vanish, leaving
no trace of the vision. Helpless against
the gods’ power, Xanthe falls for
Alastor as does her sister Marpessa,
igniting the teen conflict. The sacking
of Troy, including the Trojan Horse
hoax, provides a bloody and violent
end that will thrill teens.

REVIEWER:

Rollie Welch is a Teen/Reference Librarian
at the Warren-Trumbull County Public
Library, reviews books for VOYA, presents
booktalks to several secondary schools and
librarian workshops and has had reader’s
advisory articles published in Library Journal.
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Volume 44.2
Spring 2004

Deadline—January 25, 2004

Standards-Based Practice

Volume 45.1
Fall 2004

Deadline—June 1, 2004

Words, Words, Words

Volume 45.2
Spring 2005

Deadline—December 1, 2004

Informal Assessment

Scientifically-based reading research, standards-based instruction, leaving no child
behind—our teaching lives have been changed by recent state and federal initiatives. Or
have they? For the Spring 2004 OJELA we invite manuscripts that address issues relat-
ed to standards-based instruction in the language arts. How have you made sense of
recent state and federal mandates? How has your instruction changed—for better or
worse? What impact have these changes had on your students’ skill and will as lan-
guage users? We invite you to share your ideas, successes, or even frustrations related
to language arts teaching and learning in this new time.

Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary contains about 600,000 words. How do we help our
students learn to use them? How can we help students develop conceptual understand-
ing in content areas? How do we avoid the “she knew it on the test, but it didn’t trans-
fer to her writing” syndrome surrounding spelling instruction? What about interest in
words? How do we help students develop the attitudes and habits of wordsmiths? For
this issue we invite your thoughts, instructional descriptions, or research surrounding
any aspect of teaching and learning words, words, words.

Proficiency tests—achievements tests—diagnostic tests—benchmarks—indicators. It’s no
wonder we feel a bit “testy” in Ohio these days. Yet in the midst of all these requirements,
many teachers still struggle with organizing and using the kinds of informal assessments
that can (and should) drive instruction. They wonder where self assessment, peer assess-
ment, rubrics, and portfolios fit within the new state requirements. They wonder how to
involve students and parents in the assessment—instruction process. In this issue we
invite your ideas about issues related to informal assessment in the language arts.

OJELA’s Call for Manuscripts
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The Ohio Journal of English Language Arts (OJELA) is the official
journal of the Ohio Council of Teachers of English Language Arts
(OCTELA). Published twice per year, OJELA circulates to approxi-
mately 2,700 language arts teachers of elementary, secondary, and
college students. The journal seeks to publish contributions on all
aspects of language arts learning and teaching within a number of
editorial columns, departments, and feature articles.

Types of Manuscripts Sought
In each issue, we publish a range of information and ideas. We wel-
come submissions and inquiries for the following sections of the
journal. (To contact the editors, see below.)

Classroom Voices presents short descriptions of
classroom ideas and activities.

Poetry. Submissions relating to teaching will be accept-
ed. We suggest that you submit no more than 2 poems at
a time. Please keep in mind that we cannot return
submissions.

Editorial cartoons, focusing on educational issues, run
periodically in the journal. Like poetry, cartoons cannot be
returned.

Feature articles are often, but not exclusively, con-
cerned with topics designated by the issue theme. Themes
for upcoming issues are included in current issues of
OJELA and on the OCTELA website: www.octela.org.

Manuscript Guidelines
The following guidelines are intended to answer the most common
questions associated with preparing and submitting manuscripts.
For more detailed questions, contact the editors.

Manuscript format. Submit 5 clear copies of each manuscript,
typed and double-spaced throughout (including quotations, end-
notes, and references), and 2 self-addressed stamped envelopes
for correspondence with the editors regarding your manuscript.

Manuscripts should have 1-in. margins on all sides and be printed
in a 12-point font. In general, manuscripts are 10 to 20 pages in
length, and all pages should be numbered.

On one of the 5 copies, attach a cover page with the following infor-
mation: title of the article, author name, address, school affiliation,
phone number, fax number (if available), email address (if avail-
able). If the article is intended for a themed issue, indicate that also
on the cover page. Your name (and names of any co-authors) should

Guidelines for Authors
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appear only on this cover sheet, and nowhere else in the manu-
script. This ensures an impartial review of the manuscript by out-
side reviewers (explained below). 

Finally, with the copies of the manuscripts include a letter that guar-
antees that the article is your original work and has not been pub-
lished or submitted elsewhere.

Style issues. The readership of OJELA includes language arts
teachers at all grade levels, so we recommend you adopt a conver-
sational style that avoids educational jargon and highly specialized
terms. Within such a style, the use of “I” is appropriate when mak-
ing personal observations. Manuscripts should also adhere to the
“Guidelines for Nonsexist Use of Language in NCTE Publication,”
available from NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, IL 61801-1096). 

When a manuscript is accepted for publication, we may make sug-
gestions or revisions in consultation with the principal author.
However, because of publication deadlines we reserve the right to
make minor revisions without seeking prior approval from the
author.

If you reference other writers’ work, please follow APA style, as out-
lined in Publication Manual of the American Psychological
Association, 5th ed., available in libraries or from the American
Psychological Association (APA Order Dept, Box 2710, Hyattsville,
MD 20784).

Tables, graphs, and charts are often difficult to read and expensive
to typeset. Unless absolutely necessary, please do not submit man-
uscripts containing these items. Photographs and artwork are
accepted with manuscripts, although you should keep in mind that
permission to use images is required. Authors must obtain written
permission from the photographer and the subjects in the photo-
graph. (For more on permissions, see below.)

Computer disks. When your manuscript is accepted, we will ask
you to submit the final version on a disk (in Microsoft Word). Label
the disk with the author’s name and title of the article.

Permissions Policy
It is your responsibility as the author to secure permissions for copy-
righted work that appears in your article. While short excerpts from
copyrighted material may usually be quoted without permission,
any excerpts from poetry and song lyrics almost always require the
author’s written permission. Likewise, any student work, text or
graphic, requires a signed release from the student and, if the stu-
dent is a minor, the signature of a parent. To protect students’ iden-
tities, it is generally recommended that you use pseudonyms. If real
names must be used, the author must secure permission as above.
The OJELA editorial office will provide forms for permissions and
releases, though the author must pay any costs associated with per-
missions. If you are using student work, please request the Student-
Consent-to-Publish form.

Manuscript Review Process
We will acknowledge receipt of your manuscript with a card, sent
to you in one of the stamped envelopes you provide with copies of
the manuscript. The co-editors initially read all manuscripts to
assure that they are appropriate to the audience of the journal. If
we deem the manuscript inappropriate, we will send a letter advis-
ing you of our decision and suggesting other sources for your work.
Unfortunately, we cannot return manuscripts; however, if you won-
der about the appropriateness of your topic, we suggest you con-
tact the editors and discuss your article before you submit your
manuscript. 

Once the editors have read manuscripts, copies are sent to at least
two outside reviewers, whose interests and expertise are matched
to the subject of the manuscript. Reviewers read the manuscript
and make recommendations for publication and revision. Once
recommendations from all reviewers have been returned to the
editors, we will make our final decisions about whether to publish
your manuscript. The review process takes at least three months. 

Our decision will be communicated to you in a letter sent in the sec-
ond stamped envelope you provide. In the letter we will summarize
the reviewers’ comments, suggest revisions based upon the review-
ers’ and our own readings of the manuscript, and provide a dead-
line for revisions. You will also be assigned a “supervising editor”
who will assist you in revisions and the details of preparing the final
copy of your manuscript for publication.

How to Contact the Editors
Manuscripts and correspondence should be addressed to, OJELA,
The Ohio State University, 1465 Mt. Vernon Avenue, Marion, Ohio
43302. You can also reach us in the following ways:

Allison L. Baer, co-editor 330-393-6647
readerbaer@neo.rr.com

Mary Jo Fresch, co-editor 614-292-9133 ext. 6237 (tel)
614-292-5817 (fax) 
fresch.1@osu.edu

Nancy Padak, co-editor 330-672-0648 (tel)  
330-672-2025 (fax)
npadak@literacy.kent.edu

OJEL A:  Guide l ines  for  Authors !"



OCTELA Membership Form
Payable by Check, MasterCard or Visa. 

Make checks payable to OCTELA and mail this form to:
Ruth McClain, 644 Overlook Drive, Columbus, Oh 43214 rmcclain@bright.net

Check one:  Professional Membership  . . . .$25.00    Student or Retired Membership  . . . .$12.00

Name: 

Address: 

City: State: Zip: 

Home Phone (      ) School Phone: (      )

Email: 

County in which you teach: 

School: 

Credit Card #: Exp. Date: MasterCard / Visa (circle one)

To join NCTE, please complete this form and mail to:

NCTE, 111 West Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois, 61801-1096

Please note that journals are
NO LONGER included in the
membership fee.

* Journal fees for students are
half of a regular membership
journal fee.

Choose one:   New Membership  . . . .$40.00 Renewal (Membership Number)  . . . .$40.00

Name: Home Phone: (          )                              

Home Address: 

City: State: Zip: 

Email: School Name: 

School Address: City: ST: Zip: 

Voting Section:   Check one   Elementary    Middle School   Secondary   College

Confused...about Membership?
Check your mailing Label

Teaching Level: Check all applicable.

____Secondary ____Middle School

____Elementary ____College/Univ.

____Vocational ____Librarian

____Retired ____Student

____Other

____Department Chair

NCTE Membership Form

Language Arts:  . . . . . . . . .$25.00

School Talk:  . . . . . . . . . . . .$15.00

English Journal:  . . . . . . . . .$25.00

College English:  . . . . . . . . .$25.00

Primary Voices K-6:  . . . . . .$20.00

Voices from the Middle . . .$20.00

NCTE Plus  . . . . . . . . . . . . .$20.00

Teaching English in
Two Year Colleges  . . . . . . .$20.00

Research in the 
Teaching of English  . . . . . .$20.00

OHIO P-0177
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Presented to teachers in grades K - 6 
who are in their second through fourth year of teaching.

Nomination formsmust be typed or printed and submitted to the chair
of the selection committee by March 15, 2004. Nominees will receive their
application packets by April 15, 2004.

Nominee’s Name: 

Year of Teaching:     Second Third Fourth

Name of School: 

School Address:  

City, State, Zip:  

Home Phone: (optional)  

Work Phone: (optional)  

Current Position  

Nominator:  Date: 

Home Address: 

City, State, Zip: 

Home Phone: 

Work Phone 

The Bonnie Chambers Award 
for Exemplary Beginning Teaching

Send Nominations to Linda Fenner, 744 Nova Court, Worthington, OH 43085
Phone: (615) 846-6693

Deadline: March 15, 2004





OCTELA 2004
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator

Nomination Form
All nominees MUST be a member of OCTELA, and all nominators MUST either be
members of OCTELA or be a building principal. Nomination forms MUST be typed
or printed and submitted to the chair of the Selection Committee by January 20,
2004. AWARDS GIVEN IN MARCH.

Nominee’s Name: 

Home Address: 

City, State, Zip: 

Home Phone: Work Phone: 

Current Position: 

Please write a brief statement telling why this individual is qualified to receive this award.
(Statement will be used if nominee is selected.)

Nominator: Date: 

Home Address: 

City, State, Zip: 

Home Phone: Work Phone: 

Name of School or Institution: 

Send nominations to:
Allison Baer

1550 Westview NE, Warren, OH 44483
Email: readerbaer@neo.rr.com

Deadline: January 20, 2004
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OCTELA

2004 Spring 
Conference
March 4-6

Finding Our Voices

Adams Mark Hotel
Columbus, Ohio
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Adam’s Mark Hotel: Your Conference Facilities
At Adam’s Mark, we design our hotels around our guests’
pleasure and convenience. Our facility welcomes guests
and attendees to a truly sophisticated atmosphere and
first class accommodations. 

An important part of every successful hotel stay is the
chance for guests to relax and enjoy themselves. A dip in
the pool. . .a visit to the health club.. .a sumptuous soak
in the spa. What a way to unwind and have some fun!
You’ll find a wide array of fitness equipment at your dis-
posal so you won't miss a beat of your regular workout.
Other amenities include: Room service, same-day dry
cleaning/ laundry, irons and boards in every room,
express check-out, safe deposit boxes, gift shop, cable TV
with remote, AM/FM alarm radios, in-room movies, non-smoking guest rooms also available. 

It almost goes without saying: Adam’s
Mark guest rooms are true to their
intent. . . to make each guest feel com-
fortable with just the right combination
of homeyness and luxury. You’ll find
every room to be airy and spacious, and
elegantly furnished. Of course, a variety
of business services are available,
should the need arise, including clerical
assistance, FAX machine, copier, and
mailing services. Simply call Guest Ser-
vices and tell us what you need

Whenever you stay at Adam’s Mark,
you can be assured that a quality dining

experience awaits. You will find outstanding traditional
American cuisine and an extensive wine list at the Capitol
Grille for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, along with all your
favorite sports action in a casual atmosphere at Players
Sports Bar.

The Adam’s Mark Columbus is conveniently located
downtown—a quick ten minutes from the Port-
Columbus International Airport.

OCTEL A:  Spr ing  2004 Conference !"



Keynote Speakers – OCTELA Spring Conference

Jane Yolen is an author of children’s books, fantasy,
and science fiction. She is also a poet, a teacher of
writing and literature, and a reviewer of children’s liter-
ature. She has been called the Hans Christian
Andersen of America and the Aesop of the twentieth
century. Jane Yolen’s books and stories have won the
Caldecott Medal, two Nebula Awards, two
Christopher Medals, the World Fantasy Award, three
Mythopoeic Fantasy Awards, the Golden Kite Award,
the Jewish Book Award, and the Association of Jewish
Libraries Award. 

Heidi Elizabeth Yolen-Stemple received her B.A. in
Human Resources/Social Work from Eckerd
College. During her college years, she taught reading
to illiterate adults, interned at a half-way house for
felony boys and a grief center for homicide survivors,
and worked with emotionally disturbed children. She
was hired as a probation/parole officer in Ft.
Lauderdale in 1990. Between then and now, she
worked as a private investigator and as a waitress.
She has co-authored numerous books with Jane
Yolen, including Dear Mother, Dear Daughter:
Poems for Young People, Roanoke The Lost Colony,
Meet the Monsters and Mirror, Mirror.

Tom Romano teaches in the Department of Teacher
Education at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. Before
earning his Ph.D., he taught high school students for
17 years. He is a leader in the multi-genre movement,
a powerful way to facilitate teaching and learning. He
is the author of Clearing the Way: Working with
Teenage Writers (Heinemann, 1987) and Writing with
Passion: Life Stories, Multiple Genres (Boynton/Cook,
1995). His latest book, Crafting Authentic Voice, is due
for publication by Heinemann this January.

OCTEL A:  Spr ing  2004 Conference !"
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Ji-li Jiang was born in Shanghai, China and was a
science teacher prior to leaving China. She came to the
United States in 1984 and studied at the University of
Hawaii. After graduation, she worked in business for
seven years in charge of corporate budgeting. In 1992
she co-founded East West Exchange, a company ded-
icated to promoting cultural exchange between China
and the West. Her first book, Red Scarf Girl (1997)
received rave reviews and many awards. Since then,
she has been invited to give over 500 speeches at
schools and conferences including C-Span and
reached tens of thousands students, teachers and

others. In 2001, her adaptation of the classic Chinese story, Magical Monkey King—
Mischief in Heaven, was serialized in over 100 newspapers and received warmly by chil-
dren of all ages. The story was published in book form in 2002.

Jim Tressel is in his third year with The Ohio State
Buckeyes; his two-year resume in Columbus includes
an overall record of 21-5, a perfect 14-0 season, a Big
Ten co-championship and the 2002 National Champ-
ionship. He was named National Coach of the Year by
the America Football Coaches Association (an award
he won three times at Division 1-AA Youngstown
State), thus becoming the first person in the history of
the AFCA to win that honor at two different schools.
“Our goal will be to uphold and build upon the great
tradition that is Ohio State, and to develop each of our
student-athletes to their fullest potential both on and
off the field,” Tressel said. “We will stress academics, athletics, and community respon-
sibility. The two greatest days in our student-athletes’ lives should be the day they walk
across the stage to receive their diploma and the day they slip a championship ring on
their finger.” 
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2004 Spring Conference—March 5-6, 2004
Adams Mark Hotel, 50 North Third Street, Columbus, Ohio

“Finding Our Voices”
KEYNOTE SPEAKERS: Jane Yolen, Heidi Yolen-Stemple, Tom Romano, Ji-Li-Jiang, Jim Tressel

REGISTRATION FORM: PLEASE COPY AND DISTRIBUTE TO COLLEAGUES

Last Name: First Name:  

Home Address:  

City/State/Zip:  

Work Phone:  Home Phone:

Email:  

County of Employment:  School District:  

Job Assignment: ❏ preK / K ❏ Primary/Interm. ❏ EL ❏ MS ❏ HS ❏ VOC

❏ College/Univ. ❏ Dept. Chair ❏ Administrator/Supervisor ❏ ODE ❏ Librarian

❏ Student ❏ Consultant ❏ Retired

Registration Fee Enclosed:  ❏ Two Days (Full Conference)—$160 ❏ Friday or Sat.—$85
***Fee includes four meals: two breakfasts, two lunches***

Is this your first OCTELA conference?    ❏ Yes    ❏ No

Please note special needs for meal:    ❏ Veggie Entrée       ❏ Other 

YOUR REGISTRATION FEE MUST BE RECEIVED BY FEBRUARY 13, 2004 because of meal counts. Personal check,
credit card information, money order or school check /p.o. must accompany this registration form. Requests for refunds
must be made by February 13, 2004. There will be a $30 processing fee for all cancellations. NO REFUNDS after
February 13th. OCTELA Tax ID #31-090-1978

Total Amount Enclosed: Make checks payable to OCTELA (fiscal agent)

CREDIT CARD PAYMENT: ❏ Visa     ❏ Mastercard         #

Expiration Date Signature 

**MAKE A COPY OF THIS REGISTRATION FOR YOUR RECORDS**

Send To: Allison Baer, Registrar, 1550 Westview NE, Warren, OH  44483
Phone: (330) 393-6647       Email: readerbaer@neo.rr.com
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Ohio Council of Teachers of English Language Arts
Conference Registration Form

STUDENT UNDERGRADUATE REGISTRATION:

Name is a full-time undergraduate student.

Faculty Advisor Signature University/College 

❏ $85 for two day conference, lunch, five speakers





***Note: Proposals will be acknowledged by email. Please supply your email address.

As classrooms become increasingly more diverse, English language arts teachers have the advantage of literature,
nonfiction and composition as tools for teaching. What lessons do you use to empower all students to succeed in
an era of standards? What instructional strategies help to reach a range of diverse learners: from gifted to ESL,
from artists to athletes? How are your students’ voices heard beyond the classroom walls? What types of assign-
ments allow students to express their concerns and ideas, while motivating them to develop their skills? How have
you, as a teacher, found your voice in the profession?

Session Title (please keep it short): 

Description of content and purpose in 50 words or less: 

NOTE: If your proposal is accepted, both the title and the content may be edited to fit printing requirements. 

Audience: Circle the grade level(s) for which this session would be most beneficial.

K-4                 5-8                 9-12                 HS & College                 Multiple Levels

Audio Visual Needs: (Please circle)

Overhead                VCR                TV/VCR                Internet                Slide Projector                Projection Unit

Other:  

Contact Presenter’s Name:

Address:  

City, State, Zip: 

Work phone: ( ) Home phone: ( ) 

Work Fax:  ( ) Email:  

Other Presenter(s):  

Name of School Building and District: 

Complete Address for Building:  

If your proposal has one or two presenters, each will receive half off the conference rate. Additional presenters will
be asked to pay the full conference fee.

***PROPOSALS DUE NO LATER THAN JANUARY 20, 2004***

Mail to: Colleen Ruggieri, 6675 Pheasant Run Drive, Canfield, OH 44406       <car61894@aol.com>

Thank you for your proposal! It’s going to be a great conference.
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OCTELA 2004 Spring Conference: Adams Mark Hotel, Columbus, Ohio

CALL FOR PROPOSALS : Finding Our Voices
March 4-6, 2004




