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OJELA’s Call for Manuscripts

Teaching about Tolerance 
and Acceptance

Volume 48.2
Summer 2008

Deadline: February 15, 2008

As English teachers, we are constantly striving to reach students who have dif-
ferent learning styles and backgrounds. How can we also use our curriculum to 
teach learners the importance of understanding and appreciating diversity? What 
texts do you use in your language arts classroom to teach about issues such as race,  
gender, or gay and lesbian issues? How can instructors discuss religion and its im-
pact on world views, even in a public classroom? How do you approach instruction 
so that students learn for themselves why tolerance and acceptance is an important 
part of their attitudes? 

Dealing with Violence
Volume 49.1
Winter 2009

Deadline: August 1, 2008

From locked down schools in suburban and urban areas to bloodshed in Amish 
country, none of our schools is completely safe from an act of violence. Whether 
we are dealing with student hit lists or examining the impact of war on our coun-
try and the world, language arts instructors are at a unique advantage when it 
comes to teaching about threats to peaceful living. What do you do in your classes 
to teach students about violent acts and their aftermath? What lessons and proj-
ects do you use to examine issues such as child abuse, school shootings, and war? 
How can younger students learn about tragedies in nurturing ways? How can 
young adults be taught to deal with the violence surrounding them? 

Author Guidelines
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 approximately 2,300 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 welcome submissions and inquiries for the follow-

ing sections of the journal. When you submit a manuscript, please identify the type of manuscript you are submitting.

I AM A TEACHER: Language arts instructors are invited to submit original essays that reflect their passion for 
teaching. We welcome essays of 1,000 to 1,500 words. What keeps you going, even during the most difficult 
times? How do you avoid teacher burnout? What motivates you to be a teacher? Why do you stay in our profession? 
What was your most rewarding experience as an educator? We are looking for real stories written in a conversa-
tional tone.

TEACHER TALK: Readers are invited to respond to our themed question for each issue. This is a forum for 
teachers to share their ideas, materials and activities in short pieces of 300 words.

✦	 What incidents of intolerance have occurred in your classroom, and how have you dealt with them? 
(February 15, 2008)

✦	 Explain a violent situation that you have endured as a teacher. What can be done to make our schools 
safer? What are the best ways to avoid and stop violent actions? How do you deal with colleagues or 
parents who believe that you should keep your political opinions to yourself? (August 1, 2008).

> CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS AND AUTHOR GUIDELINES

NEW!

NEW!
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Poetry submissions relating to teaching will be accepted. We suggest that you submit no more than two 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.

Issue Theme articles are concerned with topics designated by the issue theme. Themes for upcoming issues are detailed 
in the Call for Manuscripts.

Art and Photos Teachers are invited to submit original student art in keeping with the theme of each issue or photos/art-
work that illustrate written articles. Art should be no more than 8” x 10” and meet industry standards for reproducibility. 
For details see the Manuscript Guidelines below. Permission to publish forms must be included with all submitted art.

Manuscript Guidelines

AUTHOR AND MANUSCRIPT GUIDELINES <

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

Manuscript format. Submit 5 clear copies of 
each manuscript, typed and double-spaced throughout 
(including quotations, endnotes, and references), and 2 
self-addressed stamped envelopes for correspondence 
with the editors regarding your manuscript. At the 
same time you submit hard copies, email an electronic 
copy in Microsoft Word 2003 doc or as an RTF file to 
margeford@gmail.com with the subject line, “OJELA 
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 information: title of the article, author 
name, address, school affiliation, phone number, fax 
number (if available), email address (if available). 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 appear only on this cover sheet, and 
nowhere else in the manuscript. This ensures an im-
partial review of the manuscript by outside reviewers 
(explained below). 

Finally, with the copies of the manuscripts in-
clude a letter that guarantees that the article is your 
original work and has not been published or submit-
ted elsewhere and a brief biography of 2-3 sentences to 
be used in the event your manuscript is published.

Style issues. The readership of OJELA in-
cludes language arts teachers at all grade levels, so 
we recommend you adopt a conversational style that 
avoids educational jargon and highly specialized terms. 

Within such a style, the use of “I” is appropriate when 
making personal observations. We do not accept term pa-
pers or other lengthy manuscripts filled with referenc-
es. Manuscripts should also adhere to the “Guidelines 
for Nonsexist Use of Language in NCTE Publications,” 
available from NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, 
IL 61801-1096). 

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

If you reference other writers’ work, please fol-
low APA style, as outlined in Publication Manual of 
the American Psychological Association, 5th ed., avail-
able 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 nec-
essary, please do not submit manuscripts 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 photogra-
pher and the subjects in the photograph. (For more on 
permissions, see below.)

Please note: If tables, graphs, charts or 

other artwork are an essential part of your 

manuscript, you must submit these items as 

separate files. Embedded images will not be  

accepted! Charts and graphs that are drawn using 
numerical values must have these values accessible, ei-
ther as separate line list items or on the art itself. This 
allows us to accurately reformat this information to fit 
the column width of the issue. 
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Art/Photography. We encourage readers to 
share art and pictures that reflect the learning com-
munities in your school and classroom. All reproduced 
artwork should be at least 8" x 10" and on high quality, 
opaque paper. Photography submitted as prints should 
be printed on glossy paper free of smudges and prefer-
ably no less than 5" x 7". Digital photography should 
be taken at the highest setting possible —no less than 
3 megapixels. An image at this setting is 72dpi and 
approximately 31" x 22" or 10 megs. This setting will 
allow us to reproduce at full column width while meet-
ing the quality standards of the printing industry. You 

may contact edellinger@southern.org for instructions 

on how to ftp large files instead of using email.

Manuscript Acceptance. After your manu-
script is accepted, please submit the final version via 
email attachment (in Microsoft Word 2003 OR as a 
RTF file). In the subject line of the email put the au-
thor’s name and a condensed title of the article we’ve 
accepted. In the text of your email, please include the 
complete title of your article, author’s name, plus con-
tact information where you can be quickly reached in 
case of problems. Also include the issue of OJELA for 
which your article was accepted.

Permissions Policy
It is your responsibility as the author to secure 

permissions for copyrighted work that appears in your 
article. While short excerpts from copyrighted mate-
rial 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 student is a minor, the 
signature of a parent. To protect students’ identities, 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 permis-
sions. 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 ap-
propriate to the audience of the journal. If we deem the 

manuscript inappropriate, we will send a letter advising 
you of our decision and suggesting other sources for your 
work Unfortunately, we cannot return manuscripts;  
however, if you wonder about the appropriateness of 
your topic, we suggest you contact the editors and dis-
cuss your article before you submit your manuscript. 

Once the editors have read manuscripts, cop-
ies 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 deci-
sions 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 second stamped envelope you pro-
vide. In the letter we will summarize the reviewers’ 
comments, suggest revisions based upon the review-
ers’ and our own readings of the manuscript, and pro-
vide a deadline 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 manu-
script for publication.

How to Contact the Editors
Address manuscripts and correspondence to:

OJELA 
c/o Marge Ford 
83 Creed Circle 

Campbell, OH 44405. 
You can also reach us in the following ways:

Marge Ford
 330-755-0162 
 margeford@gmail.com
Colleen Ruggieri
 330-533-6492 
 CAR1894@aol.com 
 colleen_ruggieri@breadnet.middlebury.edu

Susan Stevens
 330-758-8408 
 sleesteven@aol.com

> MANUSCRIPT GUIDELINES

FOR A SUBMISSION CHECKLIST to help you  
organize the required elements of your submission go to  

http://www.octela.org/newoctela/submitrule.html.
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ORC HAS A NEW LOOK!

The Ohio Resource Center for Mathematics, Science, and Reading 
(ORC), a project of the State University Education Deans, has  
 been funded by the Ohio General Assembly and established by 

the Ohio Board of Regents. The ORC provides links to peer-reviewed in-
structional materials that have been identified by a panel of Ohio educa-
tors as exemplifying best or promising practice. The resources are corre-
lated with Ohio’s academic content standards and with applicable national  
content standards.

> ORC HAS A NEW LOOK!
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On occasion, when issues 
that affect students and 
language arts profession-

als in the state of Ohio arise, the Executive Board 
of the Ohio Council Teachers of English Language 
Arts (OCTELA) speaks on behalf of educators for 
the “promotion and support of best practices in 
English language arts.” In support of the National 
Council Teachers of English Language Arts (NCTE), 
the Executive Board recently adopted a Position 

Statement Recommending Changes to the No 

Child Left Behind Legislation.

OCTELA joins NCTE in recommending that 
changes be made to No Child Left Behind through the 
2007 reauthorization process. Specifically, OCTELA 
believes that federal legislation should provide op-
portunities and support efforts for local schools and 
districts to develop effective assessments that best fit 
their needs.

The kind of high-stakes testing mandated by 
NCLB encourages “teaching to the test,” a detrimen-
tal practice that leaves little time for teaching the kind 
of critical thinking more appropriate to the challenges 
of today’s world. The type of knowledge represented 
by most high-stakes tests also fails to represent the 
kind of knowledge, and its application, required in a 
multitude of modern professions.

Results from statewide high-stakes tests are 
poor measures of overall school performance. Rather, 
local schools and districts should have the freedom to 
develop a variety of assessments that more fully cap-
ture the effectiveness of their schools, their teachers, 
and their unique students.

Achievement should be measured longitudinal-
ly; “growth models” that track learning over time are 

more constructive to students and schools than sim-
ply looking at changes in the percentage of students 
who pass mandated state tests, as currently required 
by NCLB. New value-added models of assessment 
will help create a more comprehensive picture of the 
growth of students over time.

Finally, federal legislation should encourage 
highly prepared, experienced teachers to work in 
schools with the largest numbers of high-need stu-
dents. Frequently, schools with the neediest students 
are staffed by the least experienced teachers, a practice 
that leads to students’ failing to meet their potential 
and teachers’ leaving their profession.

OCTELA urges that the above-outlined prob-
lems be addressed in the reauthorization of NCLB, 
and supports the following NCTE recommendations:

• Use of multiple assessments to deter-
mine school and student progress

• Redirection of Title II funding to sup-
port teacher professional development

• Implementation of federal programs 
which support placing highly qualified 
teachers in high-need schools

• Adoption of a peer review system for 
grant review and alignment with Na-
tional Research Council definitions of 
“scientifically based research”

• Adoption of growth models to replace 
the current Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) measures

More information and specific recommendations 
can be accessed at NCTE’s website: http://www.ncte.
org/about/over/positions/category/gov/126451.htm.

OCTELA BOARD PASSES POSITION STATEMENT ON NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND <

OCTELA Board Passes  
Position Statement on  
No Child Left Behind
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> MEMBERSHIP FORMS
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We entered teaching to make 
a difference, and to help our 
students reach their capabili-

ties. However, assessment is what drives us these days. 
NCLB, OGT, SAT –this legislation and these high-
stakes tests demand our classroom time, our students’ 
academic passion, the very heart of learning. Imagine 
then our surprise as the articles for this issue began 
to arrive. Where were the stories of the downtrodden? 
Where were the complaints of the teachers so ham-
pered by political tasks that they could not find joy in 
teaching English language arts? Where were the repet-
itive tasks demanded by high-stakes testing? The most 
impressive thing we noticed in the responses for this 
manuscript call were that the writing was so positive, 
so lively, so imbued with the possibilities of authentic 
assessment not the limiting, hierarchical, static picture 
that assessment is to so many. The optimism of the 
writing in this issue is inspiring.

The articles in this issue, outgrowths of the work 
of major theorists and researchers in the field and sup-
ported in many cases by action research conducted in 
real classrooms, demonstrate the breadth of inquiry 
into English language arts assessment. Beginning 
this discussion is an absorbing interview that Colleen 
Ruggieri conducted with legendary theorist/critic Alfie 
Kohn. Kohn reminds us that no aspect of teaching is 
easy as he challenges us to do what is best for children 
regardless of the consequences, to use meaningful as-
sessment that does not rely on the hierarchical nature 
of grades, to stop believing that we must control every 
educational moment in our students lives. Through her 

questions and descriptions, Colleen reminds us of the 
importance of reflection in our professional life.

Then Katie Peterson and Barbara H. Davis 
describe their collaboration as “A Novice Teacher 
Improves Students Engagement Through Goal 
Setting and Literacy Work Stations.” Using a foun-
dation of children’s literature, they illustrate how set-
ting achievable literacy goals and using a variety of 
classroom stations and independent and collaborative 
activities can help elementary students increase their 
literacy skills. Emily White also details her students’ 
experiences with setting goals for their own achieve-
ment in “‘Thinking Isn’t Always a Bad Thing’: Setting 
Goals in a Portfolio Classroom.” She also details how 
students set goals and how they develop their portfoli-
os as well as reflect on their learning. In “Peer Revision: 
Helping Students to Develop a Meta-Editor” Petra 
Pienkosky Moran and Barbara Greenberg describe 
how they helped high school honors students increase 
their use of peer revision and their confidence in pro-
viding responses for their partners. Then Kristine 
Pytash shares her research on teachers’ perception of 
the purpose and need for responding to student writ-
ing and how teachers can change from an evaluative to 
a coaching stance in “Moving from Writing Evaluators 
to Writing Coaches.” 

Shelley Stagg Peterson and Michelle Belizaire 
describe their design of an assessment tool based on 
student response experiences. In “Literature Discussion 
and Assessment: Bringing Literary and Social Learning 
Together” they detail their collaborative project in 
which students create, monitor and evaluate their own 

Introduction to OJELA’s Winter/Spring 2008 Issue

Focusing on Assessment  
and Achievement in English 
Language Arts

FOCUSING ON ASSESSMENT AND ACHIEVEMENT IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS <
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Marge Ford is an adjunct instructor at Youngstown State University and a former president of OCTELA. In 2002, she was recognized 
by OCTELA as an Outstanding Language Arts Educator. She serves as a director and treasurer of ALAN and is OCTELA’s liaison to 
NCTE. She recently retired from the Campbell City Schools where she spent 35 years as both teacher and library/media specialist.

Colleen Ruggieri is a National Board Certified language arts instructor and National Writing Project consultant who teaches at 
Canfield High School and Youngstown State University. She is the editor of “Tools for Teaching” a column in the English Journal, 
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Focusing on Assessment and Achievement in English Language Arts

reading response groups. Also working with students’ 
responses to literature is college teacher Pamela Coke 
who, in “‘What Happened to the Children?’ Involving 
Students in Reading Comprehension Assessment,” de-
scribes how student-designed young adult literature 
projects help her students become partners in assessing 
their growth in the language arts and the teaching of 
young-adult literature. Assessment is also targeted in 
“Hey Teacher! Get Off That Stage: Assessing Student 
Thinking with Socratic Seminars” as Christene Alfonsi 
offers us a master class on prompting and supporting 
meaningful literature discussions by sharing both her 
guidelines for preparation and excerpts from successful 
discussions that her students have produced. 

This issue includes a special section—a commen-
tary by Robert Tremmel entitled “From Compliance to 
Resistance: Three History Lessons and an Underground 
Curriculum.” Tremmel asks us to examine the dan-
ger of our current focus on standards-based education 
by questioning whether our reliance on standardiza-
tion, scripting, or proscribed literary tasks are at the 
heart of schools’ failure. This provocative essay points 
to the teacher as essential to a successful classroom 
and further advocates that teachers take a dominant 
place in creating and implementing educational pol-
icy. One of our favorite voices, Ohio writer Bill Kist, 
shares “Assessment Memories.” In this essay he allows 
us to see how the experiences and reflections of his 
pre-service English Education students will inform 
their future teaching. Another Ohio writer, Autumn 
Tooms debuts as a Familiar Voice. In “Behind the 
Green Curtain: Insights on Leadership, the Culture 

of Writing, and Educating the Principal” Tooms re-
minds us of the impact that principals can have on 
the literacy of a building while prompting us to bear 
in mind that our school leaders need our support and 
input to make our schools what we want them to be. 
Karla Hieatt Bisig continues “I am a Teacher” with an 
intriguing vignette about how several of her students 
provoked her to ponder what she wants to accomplish 
in her classroom. Our technology guru Margaret Ford 
shares six outstanding websites that provide us with 
assessment resources that can make significant differ-
ence in our teaching. Finally, Regina Rees and Teen 
Extreme (the collective pen name for noted public li-
brarians, Cynthia Beach, Beverly Chearno and John 
Waller) share a delightfully diverse list of information-
al books for children and young adults. 

Instead of showing how assessment restricts 
and defines the limitations of English language arts 
learning, the articles in this issue demonstrate the 
varied ways that assessment can enrich our classrooms 
and our students’ academic experiences. Reading 
these will provide you with many ideas to deepen your  
own teaching.

Co-Editors 

Margaret Ford, Youngstown State University
Colleen Ruggieri, N.B.C.T. Canfield High School
Susan L. Stevens, Youngstown City Schools (retired)

December, 2007
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By Colleen A. Ruggieri

Finding Success in a 
Standardized World: An 
Interview with Alfie Kohn
For more than twenty years, Alfie Kohn has been an influential thinker, speaker and 

writer. From educational reform to parenting, Kohn has spoken on a wide range of 

topics—all of which are connected to beliefs about making the educational world a 

better place for all learners. An adamant opponent of the fixation on grades and test 

scores, Kohn has been on hundreds of TV and radio programs, including appearances 

on The Today Show and Oprah. He has authored eleven books, the latest of which 

is The Homework Myth. When he is not traveling and lecturing about educational reform, he lives in Boston with his wife and two 
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Six years ago, I did something crazy. I 
took a leave of absence from my teaching 
position, sold my house, and moved to 

Columbus, Ohio to become a consultant for the Ohio 
Department of Education. My move was prompted 
by the mandated development of the English Language 
Arts Academic Content Standards. I never had aspired to 
work for ODE, but when I learned that the standards 
movement was soon to be impacting my career and 
the lives of Ohio’s learners, I felt that it was imperative 
for a teacher to have a voice in the process. Thankfully, 
my district granted me a leave of absence so that I 
could move to the state capital and provide the practi-
cal ideas of a humble classroom practitioner. 

Initially, I was a cynic of standards-based edu-
cation, thinking that it was another hoop to jump 
through, another fad imposed upon teachers by 
lawmakers and corporate America. Through my in-
volvement in ODE, however, I came to be more of a 
believer in this trend of education reform, as I realized 
the impact of raising the bar of expectation through 
standards-based lessons. I also met hundreds of other 
educators, all of whom shared the mission of making 
the most of the learning experiences in their class-
rooms. Though our state is far from perfect, we are in 
a positive situation—for the most part, we are all on 
the same team. 

Since I have returned to the classroom, the 
teaching life has inspired new revelations about the 
standards era. For example, I know all too well that 
a school district’s ratings hinge upon how well stu-
dents perform on achievement tests and the Ohio 
Graduation Test; thus the trail to becoming a top tier 
school ultimately leads back to the test. Some schools, 
which provide stellar facilities for special education 
students, are being spanked by test scores that do not 
show “adequate yearly progress.” This is highly frus-
trating for the teachers working with students who, 
in some cases, have IQs that will certainly establish a 
ceiling of academic potential. Others, who have large 
numbers of disadvantaged students, find themselves 
pondering how to improve learning experiences and 
test scores for students who do not have food in their 
stomachs or permanent places to call home. 

While I would still contend that the standards 
movement has had a positive impact on our profes-
sion, I would be remiss in viewing it strictly through 
a romantic lens. Yes, we now have a better grip on 
expectations and assessment, but we English teachers 
must also find ways to help our students grapple with 
the mandates placed on us by our state and federal 
government. Indeed, if we are to be in the driver’s 
seat of our own careers, we must become more per-
sonally supportive of initiatives that promote teaching 
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 beyond the tests. While all teachers share an equal role 
in standing up for what is right for kids, it is often 
the English teachers who take the power of the pen 
to heart. 

When I interviewed Alfie Kohn, I was familiar 
with many of his assertions. He is known around the 
globe for his reform ideas, which are often perceived 
as radical. After listening to his views, I can say that I 
agree with many of them in principle. As a realist, I be-
lieve that his theories are easier said than done. Though 
his controversial recommendations may not easily be 
feasible for all of us, he certainly makes us think about 
what is going on in our classrooms and in the world 
of assessment. Perhaps, after reading this, you might 
be inspired to serve as the next catalyst for change in 
your district. I know that I will be pondering ways to 
incorporate Kohn’s thinking into my own teaching 
practices. I will also be investing in a new suit of armor 
to protect myself just in case the pedagogy police and 
parents come knocking on my classroom door. 

I know that you’ve been vocally opposed to the stan-
dards-based reform movement, and we could probably 
talk for hours about that. Could you give me a brief 
rationale of your stance that might be especially ap-
plicable to language arts educators?

AK: I should be clear that I don’t oppose standards, 
per se. In fact, I apply four criteria to determine 
whether standards are something worth embrac-
ing or opposing. First, are the standards flexible 
or are they one size fits all? If a given standard 
says all children will be expected to do x re-
gardless of where they live, regardless of what 
their talents and experiences are, then we have 
a problem. There can only be misery when we 
have uniform standards that assume children are 
interchangeable. 

Second, I want to know if the standards are sug-
gestions or guidelines, on one hand, or mandates, 
on the other. If we’re talking about compelling 
teachers to align their teaching to these distant 
dictates, then we’re using a model of compulsion 
that is unlikely to improve education. 

Third, I ask whether the standards are specific 
or broadly conceived. I don’t object to stan-
dards that say that we want to help kids learn 
to read with penetration and insight—or to 

communicate effectively through writing. I do 
object to dozens and dozens of specific behavior-
ally oriented standards that talk about the ability 
to use this feature of the Internet, or skills such 
as the proper placement of a semicolon. That de-
gree of specificity forces teachers to teach badly, 
to fill kids full of forgettable facts—rather than 
helping them to become truly literate.

My fourth question is, were the standards select-
ed to help kids become more enthusiastic and 
proficient learners, or were they selected because 
they were easy to measure? The extent to which 
measurement drives the standards themselves is 
the extent to which the tail is wagging the dog. 

So when we talk about standards, it all depends 
on how it’s done. If by that term you mean 
flexible, broadly conceived guidelines to enrich 
learning, then I’m very much in favor of stan-
dards, but if you mean specific, measurable, uni-
form requirements, then it doesn’t even matter 
if there’s a test attached—we should already  
be worried.

I think most teachers would agree with you on several 
of these points. Let’s look at this through another 
lens, though. Let’s say that a student lives in a par-
ticular district, is performing well, and getting good 
grades. Then, the student moves to another district 
and feels unprepared because the new school system 
is teaching totally different types of things. Don’t you 
agree with the state in the sense that there should be 
some standardization of what kids should know and 
be able to do? When our standards were developed 
here in Ohio, the purpose was to create measurable 
skills that would translate in any school and in any 
grade. The standards are not prescriptive in the sense 
that there is no course of study, and there are no lists 
of books or titles that must be taught. In many dis-
tricts, teachers have the freedom to develop their own 
curriculum, provided that it aligns to the standards. 

AK: The notion that we are going to offer these stan-
dards but give teachers the freedom to teach 
them however they please is disingenuous, to put 
it politely. If the standard is framed as a one-size-
fits-all skill that must be taught at a particular 
grade level, we’ve already mandated what teach-
ers have to do. These types of standards don’t 
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reflect a commitment to excellence; they reflect 
a commitment to behaviorism—and to that ex-
tent, they strongly encourage the worst kind of 
instruction that is focused on specific facts and 
skills at a specific time. Even without the test, 
if I’m a seventh grade teacher, and I’m told that 
kids must focus on a particular set of language 
arts skills, and those skills are framed in very 
particular ways—kids must memorize the dif-
ference between a simile and a metaphor, for ex-
ample—then that pushes me to be a bad teach-
er. What the good teachers are doing in Ohio 
is actively ignoring or subverting that kind of 
compulsion. 

In addition to this pretense of teacher autono-
my, we also have to address the notion that we 
can teach particular skills at a particular time. If 
we’re told that every kid in fourth grade must 
have acquired a certain proficiency, then we are 
saying we don’t care that kids don’t develop at 
the same rate. We are going to create failure 
gratuitously by demanding that kids be held to 
a uniform standard. I understand that this uni-
formity is convenient for kids who move across 
the state, but that’s more than outweighed by 
the disadvantages of a top down approach that 
says we will ignore the differences between kids 
and communities. 

In conjunction with this, I’ve noticed that since the 
test era ensued, many of my students have become 
experts in formulaic thinking. They can respond lit-
erally and regurgitate information. However, when I 
design curriculum that asks learners to utilize critical 
thinking skills, they often struggle. What can we do 
to help learners take more risks and think beyond the 
bubble sheets? 

AK: Stop grading and stop using rubrics.

How could you justify that to parents? I know many 
teachers who would jump for joy if they didn’t have to 
assign grades. However, in today’s world, it seems as if 
there is tremendous pressure from parents. 

AK:  If that turns out not to be in the best interest 
of their children, then our responsibility is to re-
spectfully educate the parents about the destruc-
tive effects of grades…rather than to capitulate 

to those parents who are less interested in as-
sessing the quality of their children’s learning, 
and more interested in figuring out how we 
can make their child look better than his or 
her peers. It is perfectly legitimate to want to 
know how successful their children are. It is not  
legitimate to use grades or any other mechanism 
for competitive purposes to demonstrate how 
my child is superior to everyone else. For teach-
ers to use a mechanism like grading, which is  
ultimately about sorting 
and not about providing 
informational feedback, 
it means that we are vio-
lating the responsibility 
we have to do what’s 
best for all kids.

What assessment options could 
be used in place of grades?

AK: There are various ways to provide informational 
feedback, to collect information about learning 
without ever using a teacher-designed or stan-
dardized test. And there are various ways to then 
provide that information back to students and 
parents without grades. In-class standardized 
techniques like rubrics and letter and number 
grades really undermine the willingness to take 
risks. If kids are led to focus on how well they’re 
doing, then they are going to choose the easiest 
possible task. It’s not because the kids are lazy or 
incapable of original thought, it’s because of the 
structure that predictably calls forth the prefer-
ence for easy tasks and for just giving the teacher 
what the student thinks he or she wants. 

 Some teachers subtly discourage challenge and 
truly original thinking because they prefer stu-
dents who are compliant and docile, offering 
confirmation of the teacher’s own brilliance. We 
have to introspect as educators to make sure 
we really want kids to challenge conventional  
wisdom in general and what we have to say  
in particular.

I know that there are teachers like you describe in 
our field, but I also know that there are thousands 
of teachers in this country who work hard every day 
to inspire their students by serving as facilitators for 

It is not legitimate to use 
grades or any other  
mechanism for  
competitive purposes  
to demonstrate how my 
child is superior to  
everyone else.
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learning—as opposed to the old-school approach of “I 
am God, hear me roar.” In terms of the assessment, I 
still have to assign grades every four and a half weeks, 
since my district is on block scheduling.

AK: Let me mention two things that any teacher—
no matter where she teaches—can do immedi-
ately. One thing is that even if you have to give 
a grade at the end of the term, you never have 
to put a letter or number grade on an individ-
ual assignment that a student has done. And I 
would argue that you never should. Toward the 
end of my teaching career, that’s one of the few 
things I did right. I taught at a school where 
the kids were being prepared from their earliest 
days to go to Harvard—a process I’ve come to 

call “Preparation H”—and 
even there, I said to my stu-
dents that I had to give them 
a grade at the end, but I 
would never grade their indi-
vidual assignments; I would 
only offer to give comments. 
However, if they were des-
perate to know what grade a 
given assignment would get, 
they could come up and ask 

me and we would figure it out together. Fewer 
and fewer of the kids felt the need to do so, with 
the result that we were able to forget about 
grades and become immersed in the learning.

I appreciate that, and I agree wholeheartedly with 
the concept of offering a lot more feedback during 
the learning and assessment process. What I’m say-
ing to you, though, is that if I did not assign grades 
and scores to my students’ work, I would have angry 
parents calling my administration. The issue would 
be that if there were no grades, then there would be 
no G.P.A. Parents would question how their students 
could apply to college.

AK: What I’m suggesting is that even if you have to 
give a grade at the end of the class, you never have 
to give a grade on any individual assignment. 

Well, then don’t you think parents would have trou-
ble understanding how you assessed their child at 
the end?

AK: If they’ve come to believe that a bunch of arbi-
trary letters and numbers are somehow objec-
tive, then I would recommend proactively send-
ing a note home to parents explaining why you 
don’t give grades on individual assignments and 
talking about the value of your students’ intel-
lectual development. Because, and here you can 
quote the studies, the more focused students are 
on grades, the less interested they are in what 
they are reading, the less likely they are to choose 
challenging tasks, and the more superficial their 
learning tends to be. And so, moms and dads, if 
you join me in wanting your child to feel chal-
lenged, love learning, and to think deeply, then 
you will help me spread the word about the 
value of not giving grades for individual assign-
ments, and help me start to change minds about 
why we give grades at the end of the term.

As for college entrance, let’s begin by realizing 
that there is zero excuse for grades before ninth 
grade. No college cares about kids’ academic 
transcripts before they’re in high school. In fact, 
there are some high schools that give no grades 
and their kids get into selective private colleges 
and large public universities by using criteria 
other than grades. 

Even if you have to give a grade at the end of 
a course, who says you have to decide on that 
grade unilaterally? What the best, most coura-
geous teachers do is either negotiate the grade 
with the student, or simply let the kids pick 
their own grades. The reason many teachers find 
that a terrifying prospect is that it reveals that 
grading is really about cementing our control 
over them.

Let’s shift gears and talk about your book, The Home-

work Myth. If you ruled the world, would you abolish 
homework?

AK: No. The default, if I ruled the world, would be 
no homework, except on those occasions when 
teachers can make a good case that a given 

…even if you have  
to give a grade at the  
end of the term, you  
never have to put a  

letter or number grade  
on an individual  

assignment that a  
student as done.
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assignment is beneficial to a whole class. What I 
personally mean by beneficial is (a) likely to help 
kids think more deeply about questions that 
matter, and (b) likely to make kids more ex-
cited about the topic and learning itself. When 
those conditions can be met, then we might oc-
casionally presume to infringe on family time by 
giving homework—and in effect, making kids 
work a second shift. 

As a rule, kids need time after a full day of 
school to be able to grow artistically, physically 
and socially…and they simply need to chill out, 
just as we do after a full day of work. Research 
fails to show any benefit whatsoever of assigning  
homework to kids before they’re in high 
school—and even in high school, the evidence 
for its value is dubious. What I’m proposing—
homework only when needed—seems radical 
because we’ve become acclimated to a bizarre 
idea. Even if you can make a case for an occa-
sional homework assignment, the idea of regu-
lar homework—saying in advance that we’re 
going to make you do something just about 
every night and only later figure out what to 
make you do—is indefensible. 

How do you feel about enrichment assignments, such 
as summer reading? Would you advise against it?

AK: If it’s mandatory, I would. The research indi-
cates that the single greatest predictor of read-
ing proficiency and love of reading is giving kids 
choice. So, if we’re telling them they have to 
read this book—or pick a book from out list—
we’ve turned it into a chore. If our ultimate goal 
is for kids to love reading and writing, then that 
should affect every choice we make. I haven’t 
seen any research on summer reading require-
ments, but anecdotally, the vast majority of kids 
I know see it as a burden—something they can’t 
wait to be done with. If that is true, even for half 
your kids, you would never do something like 
this if your goal was to help them love reading. 
Either they try to get this onerous requirement 
out of the way as quickly as possible, or they 
save it up until right before school starts again. 
In either case, it doesn’t achieve its stated goal.

Your article “Against Competitiveness” in Educa-
tion Week (19 September 2007) states that “Various 
strands of evidence have converged to challenge the 
claim that the state of our economy is a function of 
how good our schools are at preparing tomorrow’s 
workers.” I find this comment comforting, in that it 
seems as if the business community has a tremendous 
influence on education. If you read Ohio’s academic 
content standards, for example, you will see words 
such as “workplace documents.” Should educators 
be concerned about this influence, and what can be 
done to control it?

AK: It’s not just true in Ohio, and it’s not just true 
in regard to specific standards. The whole ac-
countability movement, and the use of constant 
testing, was not initiated by educators or for 
educational reasons. It was initiated by politi-
cians and corporate executives for political and 
economic reasons. As soon as you realize that’s 
true, all of the horrific consequences of the cur-
rent standards-and-testing mania unroll in a 
very predictable fashion. 

Many other folks have pointed out that our 
school system is designed to produce adequately 
skilled compliant workers who will do their part 
to raise the profitability of American corpora-
tions. There is empirical evidence, to which I al-
luded in that quotation in the EW article, that 
it is foolish, because student test scores don’t 
even tell you much about how effective kids will 
be in the workplace, much less do they tell you 
anything about the vitality of a whole economy. 
There’s no correlation, internationally, between 
test scores and how well a given country’s eco-
nomic system is functioning. But even if there 
was such a correlation, we need to decide if the 
primary purpose of schools is to do what’s best 
for kids and for promoting a democratic society, 
or if they exist to fulfill the agenda of corpora-
tions. That’s why teachers who are alive to this 
distinction will resist anything that has the odor 
of a business agenda.

I can relate to what you’re saying. I have had so many 
students tell me, “I want to get good grades in high 
school so that I can get accepted to college. I want to 
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go to college so that I can get a good job. I want to 
get a good job so that I can make a lot of money.” I 
find this troubling, because the factory approach to 
learning is perpetuating itself.

AK: What a wonderful opportunity for an English 
teacher to discuss with kids what life is about, 
whether people are happier who are living in big-
ger houses, whether people are living up to their 
capacity as human beings and trying to make 
the world a better place. There’s research to show 
that the more that young adults are focused on 
making a lot of money, the more anxious and  
depressed they are. An article on that topic would 
likely stimulate conversation at least as impor-
tant as another assignment about decoding a 
poem or writing a topic sentence. Conversations 
at this level can really change lives.

Thanks so much for talking to me, Alfie. It’s im-
portant for our society to have people like you to 
promote radical change. Your ideas might not always 

be accepted or embraced, 
but they certainly rattle 
some cages and make 
people think.

AK: I’m glad to hear that. 
Being thought pro-
voking is the next 
best thing to being 
change provoking.

Colleen Ruggieri is a National Board Certified Teacher 
at Canfield High School and a past-president of OCTELA. 
Her areas of expertise include adolescent literacy and 
content area writing. She resides in Canfield with her 
husband, David; her children, Maya and Ryan; and her 
West Highland Terrier, Belle.
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A Novice Teacher Improves 
Student Engagement Through Goal 
Setting and Literacy Work Stations

As I (refers to first author) sat at the 
 head of the round table with five 
       small faces staring back at me, I was 

feeling as though I had finally come to the moment that 
my university professors had told me about—the mo-
ment you know all the students in your guided read-
ing group are finally beginning to understand what a 
summary should look like. Then, all of a sudden, from 
behind me I heard “Ms. Peterson, Ms. Peterson, Ms. 
Peterson, I’m finished, what do I do now?” I turned 
around to find one of my students, Nathan (all names 
are pseudonyms), staring at me with big brown eyes. 
“Have you finished your book club job?” I asked him. 
“Yup,” he replied with a smile. When I asked him to 
bring me his work so that I could see it, he began to 
shuffle his feet, play with his hair, and look away from 
me—what I named the “dance of untruthfulness.” 
In reality, Nathan had not finished his book club as-
signment or any of the activities he was supposed to 
be doing that day. When I asked him to explain his 
actions, he predictably responded, “I don’t know.” I 
redirected Nathan by asking him to return to his seat 
and complete the day’s assignments. Obediently, he 
walked back to his seat with his head hung low and his 
feet dragging on the ground. 

All the while, my guided reading group was 
waiting for their teacher to return her attention to 
them. As I tried to pick up where I left off, I realized 
that my sparkling moment was gone. Those same stu-
dents, for whom the light bulb had begun to flicker, 
were not even able to define the word “summary” let 
alone compose one. 

I left school frustrated because the scenario that 
occurred on that day was a typical one. Almost daily, 
several students (not just Nathan) interrupted my 
small-group reading instruction. As I reflected on the 
day, I had an epiphany—my students were bored. I 
wondered how I could motivate them to work inde-
pendently while I facilitated guided reading groups. 
This wondering became the focus of a classroom-based 
inquiry project I conducted as a participant in a gradu-
ate mentoring and induction program for beginning 
teachers. My project addressed the following questions: 
a) What independent literacy activities would my stu-
dents find engaging? b) How can I teach students to be 
more independent, self-regulated learners? and c) How 
does setting goals improve student engagement during 
literacy instruction?

Setting Goals
Teachers sometimes forget that children, like 

adults, are pleasure seeking, goal-oriented human be-
ings. This means children seek out activities that are 
enjoyable and avoid those that seem tedious or labor 
intensive. Frequently, teachers plan activities that are 
not engaging, which results in lower student motiva-
tion (Dolezal, Welsh, Pressley, and Vincent, 2003). 

Allowing students to become involved in set-
ting learning goals and choosing activities that  
are of interest to them can lead to increased student 
motivation (Ames, 1992; O’Neill, 2004; Palmer and 
Wehmeyer, 2003; Self-Brown and Mathews, 2003). 
For example, a study conducted by Self-Brown and 
Matthews demonstrated that classroom environments 
that support a learning-goal orientation for students 
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have the potential to enhance the quality of students’ 
involvement in learning, increase the likelihood that 
students will opt for and persevere in learning and chal-
lenging activities, and improve student confidence.

In the context of literacy instruction, Opitz (1995) 
found that students who set goals for themselves and 
reflected on those goals had more ownership in what 
they were learning. In “Self-Assessment and Learning 
Centers: Do They Go Together?” he points out that if 
students are involved in setting goals for their learning 
they are much more likely to master concepts, recall 
specific information, and utilize class time. This means 
that students should set their own goals, with some 
guidance from the teacher, and analyze whether or not 
they have accomplished those goals. Goals should be 
evaluated and reset when necessary.

Context of Study
I conducted this inquiry project for five weeks 

during the spring semester in my fourth-grade class-
room at Kyle Elementary School in Hays Consolidated 
Independent School District. Hays CISD is located 
about twenty miles south of Austin, Texas. The stu-
dent population consists of 54 percent Hispanic, 42 
percent Anglo, and four percent African American. 

My classroom contained eighteen students rang-
ing in age from nine to eleven years old. Ten students 
were Hispanic, seven were White, and one was African 
American. Eight of my students were girls, and ten 
were boys. Two of my students participated in an al-
ternative learning setting where they were taught life 
skills for most of the day so they did not participate in 
regular reading instruction. 

Implementing the Procedures
To introduce the concept of goal setting, I read 

aloud Salt in His Shoes: Michael Jordan in Pursuit of a 
Dream (Jordan, 1998) during a class meeting. We dis-
cussed the process of how to set goals and created a 
list of criteria, which included the following: a) Goals 
should be attainable; b) Goals should not be “ I wish” 
statements (e.g., “I wish I could make a 100 on my 
spelling test”; c) Goals should have a plan; and d) Each 
student should be responsible for meeting his or her 
own goals. 

In addition to goal setting, I focused on the in-
dependent activities students were engaged in during 
the language arts block. Prior to the study, students 

worked on book club jobs, which included reading 
a designated section of a novel and completing role 
sheets (e.g., connector, summarizer, etc.) while I met 
with guided reading groups. I realized students had 
become bored with this daily assignment. Based on 
feedback I obtained from the students about their in-
terests, I developed six literacy work stations. Debbie 
Diller (2005) defines these stations as “an area within 
the classroom where students work alone or interact 
with one another, using instructional materials to ex-
plore and expand their literacy. It is a place where a 
variety of activities reinforce and/or extend learning, 
often without the assistance of the classroom teacher” 
(p. 3). The new literacy stations and a brief description 
are described below.

1. Buddy Reading: Partners read a pas-
sage from a popular science magazine and 
answered comprehension questions. Then, 
they created two new questions that other 
students could answer when they visited the 
station.

2. Newspaper Fix Up: Students put a cut-up 
article from the newspaper back in order so 
that it could be read from start to finish.

3. Prefix/ Suffix: Students competed to create 
the most words with a prefix or suffix. 

4. Genre Writing: Students chose a book to 
read out of any genre book box from the 
classroom library and then wrote a story in 
the same style.

5. Games: Students participated in various 
academic games (e.g., Scrabble, Around the 
World Main Idea, etc.) that were placed in 
the station.

6. Comic Book Sequencing: Students put 
cut-up comic strips in order to re-form the 
book from which the comics were taken. 

I introduced each station as a minilesson. As 
Ford and Opitz (2002) explain, students need to be 
taught how to work independently. During whole class 
instruction, we practiced how to do the activities at 
each station. Then, I modeled expectations for the sta-
tion and showed examples and non-examples so that 
students knew what kind of work was expected. Using 
procedures outlined in Guided Reading Management: 
Structure and Organization for the Classroom (Pavelka, 
2002), I placed the station activities in portable tubs 
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so students could work on them at their desks or move 
them to other areas of the room. Students worked in 
pairs or groups of three in one station per day while I 
met with guided reading groups. When they finished 
work in the literacy station, students could work in-
dependently on other academic goals they had set for 
themselves. The groups moved to a different station 
each day based on a rotation chart. 

In order to determine the effect these new prac-
tices had on student engagement, I systematically 
collected data using a variety of methods during the 
last four weeks of the study. These data collection pro-
cedures included: (a) collecting student goal pages, 
(b) audiotaping literacy station conversations, and (c) 
tallying the frequency of interruptions that occurred 
during my guided reading session. While I collected 
data on all the students, I targeted five students to 
observe more closely. These students ranged from 
low- to high-performing in reading ability based on 
the results of the Developmental Reading Assessment (4-8) 
(Beaver and Carter, 1997). In the sections that follow, 
I describe the data collection procedures and share 
findings for the five target students. 

Goal Pages
On Monday, students completed a goal page 

that included their weekly goal and a plan as to how 
they hoped to attain it (see Sample 1). Goals could 
range across subjects (e.g., reading, spelling, math, 
etc.), but had to focus on academics. Their plan was the 
most important part of the page because they needed 
to demonstrate how they were going to accomplish 

their goal. Each afternoon students reflected on the 
activities they had participated in that day. They de-
cided which activity was their favorite and determined 
if their plan helped them come closer to their goal. 
Students also indicated on a scale from one to five how 
engaging they felt the literacy station was for them. 
This allowed me to keep track of what types of ac-
tivities they enjoyed so I could design more lessons to 
keep them engaged in learning. To demonstrate the 
importance of goal setting, I too made goals, which I 
recorded on the same pages my students used. 

At the beginning of the goal setting system, 
some students made general goals. For example, 
Charles, a struggling reader, wrote “do most of my 
homework” as his first goal. Initially, I conferenced 
with most of the students to help them quantify words 
such as “most of” and “do better.” In Charles’ case, we 
decided that completing eight assignments per week 
was a realistic and measurable goal. As Schunk (1990) 
explains, goals that describe specific performance stan-
dards are more likely to improve achievement than 
more general goals.

Each week students’ goals became more spe-
cific. They began to realize the relationship between 
goal setting and academic success. A highlight came 
when I observed Jimmy, a student who needed a lot 
of teacher direction prior to the study, complete his 
literacy station work, book club assignment, and then 
independently began working on his spelling words. 
Baffled, I looked at his goal page for that week. To my 
delight he had set a goal to make a 100 on his weekly 
spelling test. 

Sample 1. Student Goal Page

Name________________________________________________Date__________________
Goal for the week:
How I will accomplish this goal:

Monday: Name of literacy station:____________________
What I learned:

Was it fun? (not at all) 1 2 3 4 5 (lots of fun)
___________________________________________________________________

Tuesday: Name of literacy station:____________________
What I learned:



20   OJELA  Vol. 48, No. 1  Winter/Spring 2008

A Novice Teacher Improves Student Engagement Through Goal Setting and Literacy Work Stations

Was it fun? (not at all) 1 2 3 4 5 (lots of fun)
___________________________________________________________________

Wednesday: Name of literacy station:____________________
What I learned:

Was it fun? (not at all) 1 2 3 4 5 (lots of fun)
___________________________________________________________________

Thursday: Name of literacy station:____________________
What I learned:

Was it fun? (not at all) 1 2 3 4 5 (lots of fun)
___________________________________________________________________

Friday: Name of literacy station:____________________
What I learned:

Was it fun? (not at all) 1 2 3 4 5 (lots of fun)

As shown in Figure 1, the target students com-
pleted more reading assignments by the end of the 
study. Robert, a low-performing student, made the 
most dramatic progress. Prior to the study, he was 
missing several of the 12 reading assignments required 

during each six-week period. By the end of the study, 
he had completed the majority of his assignments. 

Audiotaped Conversations

To help determine what type of interactions my 
students were having while they were engaged in litera-
cy stations, I placed a tape recorder in various locations 
around the room. As I expected, when students real-
ized that their words were being recorded and would 
be accessible to me, they clammed up at the stations. 
However, after the first tapes were collected, students 
overcame their fear. Once again, they began talking 
about cartoons, sports teams, and other off-task topics 
that had little to do with the station activities. 

I listened to seven five-minute sessions of the re-
cordings. Specifically, I was listening and tallying the 
number of times that I heard incidences of on-task talk 
and off-task talk. On-task talk included any conversa-
tion directly related to the station activities, as well as 
positive reinforcement students gave each other. The 
following excerpt illustrates on-task talk between two 
students at the “Newspaper Fix-Up Station”:

Samantha: Does this article go with this 
section?

Figure 1. Completed Reading Assignments per Six-Week 
Period.
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Allison: I don’t know. What does it say?

Samantha: This one is about the animals at 
the animal shelter and this one is about dogs 
and cats that are homeless. 

Allison: I think those are the same. Read 
them and see if they make sense together.

Off–task talk was defined as any conversation 
that was not related to the station activities. The fol-
lowing excerpt illustrates off-task talk:

Peter: Is this Ms. Peterson’s first year of 
teaching?

Hannah: I don’t know … she looks young. 
I bet it is.

Student conversations, both on-and off-task, 
decreased over the weeks of the study (see Figure 2). 
It appeared that students were less interested in talk-
ing with each other and more interested in getting 
assignments completed in a timely manner in order to 
meet their goals. 

Field Notes
Writing field notes was another method that I 

used to collect data during the inquiry project. As I 
conducted guided reading sessions, I wrote down each 
time students interrupted me and noted the type of 
interruption. To analyze this data, I read and color-
coded the daily notes to indicate which type of inter-
ruption occurred. The coding system included the fol-
lowing: (a) a brown dot indicated that the interruption 
was a student asking what they should do next, (b) a 
red dot indicated an interruption where the student 
asked how to complete a task, (c) a blue dot indicated 

that the student asked to fulfill a need (e.g., use the 
restroom), and (d) an orange dot indicated incidences 
where I had to redirect students due to noise level or 
students interrupting me to tell that another student 
was misbehaving. 

The frequency of interruptions during guided 
reading over a four-week period decreased by 26 per-
cent (from 23 per week to 17 per week). At the end of 
the study, incidences of students interrupting me to 
tell me about another student’s actions had decreased 
the most. 

Concluding Thoughts
Conducting this inquiry project helped me see 

the positive relationship between goal setting and 
self-regulated behavior in my classroom. I found that 
students were tougher on themselves when it came to 
setting standards. Students put forth more effort when 
the goals were things they hoped to accomplish rather 
than reaching for goals that I had set for them. While 
this was stressful for those students who were less con-
fident, I learned that guiding these students to set 
their own goals helped them become more indepen-
dent, self-regulated learners. There was a sense of pride 
that was associated when they met their own goals. 

In addition, I was pleased to find independent 
activities that were enjoyable for my students. They 
actually requested to do certain literacy station ac-
tivities. As one of my fourth graders put it, “I had 
fun reading myths, and I have learned how to work 
in a group better.” Another commented: “My favor-
ite is the newspaper station because we get to read 

Figure 2. Audiotaped Conversations  
at Literacy Work Stations
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 articles and they are always interesting. I have learned 
how to read the newspaper . . . reading the newspa-
per is AWESOME!” This was a positive change in 
the environment of the classroom. I believe students 
discovered that learning can be enjoyable. One of my 
favorite memories from this project occurred when a 
struggling reader asked if I could help him read an 
article about salamanders. This was a memorable mo-
ment because he had not been interested in reading 
anything prior to the study.

Currently, I am a second-year teacher. This year 
I have implemented goal setting and literacy work sta-
tions at the beginning of the year. The inquiry project 
I conducted during my first year of teaching helped 
me learn what worked and what needed improvement 
related to independent literacy activities. One change 
I have made is allowing students to talk more with 
one another at the stations. I have realized that not all 
talk is inappropriate talk. There is value in teaching 
children how to talk in different situations in order 
to complete tasks effectively. This year, my classroom 
has become a beehive of productivity. I have encour-
aged students to collaborate with each other. They are 
learning social skills that will help them become more 
functional adults. 

In addition, I have expanded the literacy station 
concept to include thematic units. For example, while 
studying myths I created stations that focused on 
that theme. In “Buddy Reading,” students read about 
myths and created story charts to demonstrate the el-
ements of this genre. I have added a “Drama Station” 
in which students read a myth and then created a per-
formance for the class (e.g., as a talk show or play). At 
the “Newspaper Station,” students rewrote the myth 

into a news article. Also, due to student interest in 
technology, I have added a “Computer Station” where 
students can complete WebQuests related to myths 
or other topics we are studying. 

With regard to goal setting, this year I am fo-
cusing more on long-term goals. Last year I found 
that some students needed more than one week to 
meet their goals. If they did not meet their goal the 
first week, they became frustrated and did not try the 
next week. This year the students write goals for each 
six-week period. We revise and reflect on them at the 
end of each grading period. Helping students set goals 
is on on-going process. Next year I plan to refine the 
process even further to include opportunities for writ-
ing both short- and long-term goals. 

In summary, I have found literacy work stations 
and goal setting to be powerful tools for engaging stu-
dents in the learning process. As a novice teacher, I am 
continuing to develop my expertise in using both of 
these instructional approaches. As a result of conduct-
ing inquiry in my classroom during my first year of 
teaching, I have learned that systematically observing 
my students helps in creating a classroom environment 
that is centered on their strengths, needs, and inter-
ests. At last, I am realizing the classroom I envisioned 
during my university teacher preparation courses.
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Thinking Isn’t Always a  
Bad Thing: Setting Goals in a 
Portfolio Classroom

I imagined that my second year of teaching 
would be a relief, but instead, I was thrust 
into teaching speech, a class I had avoided 

in high school and college as long as I could. Feeling 
like a hypocrite, I inherited all of the retiring teacher’s 
materials and did the best I could, planning for the 
nine-week class. Looking forward to the advantages 
of teaching an elective, I was dismayed when this be-
came the one class I dreaded most. Each day as stu-
dents filed in, I could feel my heartbeat quicken and 
my shoulders inch closer and closer to my ears. They 
talked while I was trying to teach, and worst of all, 
during each other’s speeches. They did not take ad-
vantage of time I provided for writing and rehearsing 
speeches, instead claiming they would rather “do it at 
home,” though they rarely followed through. When 
we did activities to improve their skills, students par-
ticipated but then forgot the lesson, or discarded the 
handout with important information they would need 
for later speeches. 

In the beginning I was dumbfounded, but as 
time went on I began to see that they simply weren’t 
invested in what they were learning. I couldn’t blame 
them, though; even I could see that the class consisted 
of writing and presenting one speech after another, 
with no real connection between the assignments. I 
needed to find a way to increase my students’ motiva-
tion and work ethic, while helping them to connect 
more personally with the subject matter. 

By the end of the nine-week speech class, I 
wondered if I could apply the goal-oriented portfolios 
that had been so successful with my English classes 
to my speech curriculum. Choosing to add portfo-
lios to speech served dual purposes: to improve the 

curriculum and to help me investigate the efficacy 
of goal-oriented portfolios. In speech, my hope was 
that students’ on task time would increase because 
the portfolio acts as an anchor activity. In addition, 
students would have self-set goals for the quarter, so 
they might be more motivated during all class work, 
as they would be working toward things they are inter-
ested in and see as important. Instead of simply com-
posing and presenting a speech at a time, there would 
be an end project that encompassed all of what was 
done during the class. 

A goal-oriented portfolio is different from a tra-
ditional one, in that students set goals for themselves 
and then prove, through coursework and reflections, 
that they are meeting those goals. While goal-focused 
portfolios had always been effective in my English 
classes, I often wondered if the goals were all that nec-
essary. Wouldn’t it be just as effective to have students 
choose their favorite pieces of writing and reflect on 
those? These wonderings, combined with my frustra-
tions with speech, began to form the question: What 
happens when students set their own goals and work 
toward them in a portfolio classroom? In order to dis-
cover the answer, I decided to study the matter in my 
speech and senior English classes the following year. 

Setting Goals

Giselle O. Martin-Kniep (2000) expresses my 
rationale for goal setting:

When students assume responsibility for 
their own learning, they reflect on their 
accomplishments, evaluate their work, de-
cide on where changes are needed, define 
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goals, and identify sound strategies for at-
taining them. If students are to become 
thoughtful individuals who can assume 
responsibility for learning, they must be 
taught how to analyze and evaluate their 
work. Teachers must help them define re-
alistic yet challenging goals for their con-
tinued learning and show them appropri-
ate strategies to attain those goals (p. 74). 

With this objective in mind, I set out to discover 
the importance of goals to the portfolio process, using 
the experiences of both speech students and those in 
college prep senior English. On the first day of class, 
students receive a paper with my goals for them, and 
a place for them to write their own. Seniors are asked 
to create five goals, and speech students are asked to 
develop three. Examples of typical goals include, “be-
come a better writer,” “better my relationships,” and 
“not be as shy.” Most end up with both personal and 
academic goals, which consciously or not, means that 
they are making the choice to connect school with 
their daily lives (see Appendix 1). Speech students, in 
particular, set goals that relate to future disciplines 
such as law, education, and communications; or their 
goals might connect with extracurriculars that involve 
speaking skills, such as Junior Statesmen of America 
and Mock Trial. It is important that they are able to 
relate the class to their personal interests, adding an-
other layer of authenticity and motivation. 

While it would be unrealistic to think that stu-
dents dwell on their goals every waking minute of their 
lives, I was surprised to find out just how often they 
do think about them. When asked, “How often do 
you think about your goals?” more than half reported 
doing so daily or weekly. Many of the others reported 
thinking about their goals when doing something goal 
related or when working on the portfolio, but did not 
say how often that happened. The fewest number re-
sponded with never or not often (see Appendix 2). I 
was not surprised that speech students thought about 
their goals often, since theirs were so closely related 
to giving speeches, an activity that happens at least 
once a week. However, I did not expect seniors in high 
school to think as often about a long-term project as 
they reported doing. This indicates that the goals they 
created were actually something they valued, and not 
just something they did to make a teacher happy. 

Making Sense of the Portfolio

While the students’ dedication to their goals 
might seem impressive, it is important to recognize that 
the above data came from surveys conducted once the 
midterm portfolios were submitted. The weeks lead-
ing up to that submission, when students are making 
sense of the process and their place in it, are decidedly 
messy. Once I have read and returned students’ goals, 
I distribute the portfolio assignment (see Appendix 3). 
Essentially, students are asked to show evidence of the 
achievement of their goal, and they are required to 
write reflections about that evidence. Certain required 
pieces must be included, such as a narrative and per-
suasive piece of writing in senior English. Speech stu-
dents must view the videotape of their speeches each 
week and reflect on how they performed. After stu-
dents take time to digest the assignment and gather 
evidence, they have their first portfolio workday, a class 
period dedicated to organizing, writing reflections, and 
conferencing; this is when the students’ confusion be-
comes apparent, as does my frustration. 

In one section of senior 
English, Joe’s playing around 
on Wikipedia clued me in 
to the fact that he didn’t un-
derstand what to do. For Joe, 
the difficult part was how to 
“prove” goals. I took his goal of 
“writing with more detail,” and asked him what evi-
dence he could use. 

“My narrative?”
“What else?”
“The fruit activity?”
“Right. And what about your dad’s advice letter, 

for the goal of ‘taking people’s advice’?” Tom, sitting 
at the next computer, suggested using the feedback 
that he and I had given Joe on his writing. And he 
was off. 

Even though it can be frustrating and time con-
suming to help student after student come to the same 
realization, I haven’t found a better way, and that light 
bulb moment is gratifying to witness. By the end of the 
first portfolio day, most students are on their way, so 
the time is well spent. For some, the idea of a portfolio 
comes naturally, while others struggle with the con-
cept. Part of the issue stems from my giving them so 
much freedom to create it, because many are not used 
to this lack of structure. At first they cringe when I 

Examples of typical goals 
include, “become a 
better writer,” “better my 
relationships,” and “not to 
be shy.”
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respond to every question with “whatever works best 
for you,” but eventually they learn to make their own 
decisions and flourish. 

On the first portfolio day with speech class, I ran 
into a different problem. After asking them to come 
with reflections on two speeches, I was disappointed 
at the lack of purposeful writing. I realized it was my 
fault that I didn’t make my expectations clearer (to 
myself or to them), and wondered if I should scale 
back the project. In the end, I found that providing 
them with example reflections and giving them more 
time to work improved the quality of what they wrote. 
Instead of lowering my expectations, they eventually 
rose to meet the challenge. 

An Analogy for the Portfolio Process

The best way to exemplify the portfolio process, 
as experienced by both teacher and student, is to ex-
amine a goal of one senior English student. Courtney 
decided that she wanted to “be better organized when 
free writing/journaling.” Organized free writing is a 
bit of an oxymoron, but Courtney felt that her writing 
was so messy that she never wanted to go back and 
read it again. As Courtney put it, “It has made it much 
easier for me to go back, look at, and understand my 
journals […] I realized how being organized can hon-
estly make you be less stressed out and how it just 
makes life easier.” Learning is like that. It starts out 
messy, and sometimes just learning something once 
is enough. But it’s the going back, the re-reading, the 
reflecting, that really makes the lesson worthwhile. 
When we can go back to what we’ve learned and see 
even more about ourselves, the lesson is that much 
more valuable. Creating a portfolio, setting goals, and 
proving them does for my students what organizing 
her journal did for Courtney. It gives them the op-
portunity to look back on what they’ve done and learn 
more in the process.

Goal Successes

Having done portfolios with senior English 
classes for two years, I did not expect to see anything 
new, yet I was surprised each time I opened another 
and began to read. Their unique experiences and goals 
came alive, as senior English students Courtney, Andy, 
and Adam demonstrated.

At the beginning of the semester, Courtney had 
two issues that she wanted to deal with under the um-
brella of a goal to “let go of things from the past.” One 
issue concerned a conflict with another girl in class, 
which she wrote about in her narrative. The other con-
cerned the lack of respect she felt for her dad. In a final 
reflection about her goal, Courtney wrote, 

I’ve come to realize that I have a huge issue 
with letting go of things. Like it’s serious-
ly, sort-of, um, ridiculous! […] as I read 
the first two [journals] I thought to my-
self, ‘am I insane’, seriously they’re almost 
weird. But, then I think about the now 
and how much I’ve grown […] I’m done 
caring about her or spending my time ob-
sessing over something that doesn’t even 
matter. I truly wish I didn’t have this huge 
issue with letting go because it’s almost 
embarrassing but, that’s the beauty of 
being in control of your own life, you can 
always change. 

Courtney’s realizations impacted not only her 
feelings, but her writing as well. Her initial narrative 
about this girl did not portray Courtney in the best 
light. Because she was so harsh on her nemesis, the 
story was lost. I tried to explain this gently during a 
writing conference, but it wasn’t until the end of the 
semester that she considered my advice. “I began to 
agree with Mrs. White and her opinion that I sound-
ed a bit harsh at the beginning […] in the end I did 
change the whole entire beginning and a lot of word-
ing throughout […] It now comes off more mature 
instead of like a crazy writer going off on a tangent.” 
The coming together of Courtney’s “letting go of the 
past goal” and a piece of writing produced glorious re-
sults. She made decisions like a writer would, choosing 
whether or not to keep the initial emotion of the piece 
or make the writing better. In the end, her choices 
were advantageous to the piece, the tone of the story 
changing from resentment to reconciliation. Courtney 
ended her portfolio by saying, 

My portfolio has been like a teacher to me. 
[…] I sometimes don’t give people second 
chances, I hold grudges for way, way too 
long, and when I make goals for myself I 
tend to do better. Honestly I’m surprised 
that I have actually benefited from this 
portfolio because it’s been such a burden on 
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me all break since I keep thinking about it. 
But, thinking isn’t always a bad thing and 
as I come to and end with my portfolio I’m 
happy that I did all this work because it’s 
rewarding to finish something.

Portfolios allow me to see the full impact of what 
we do in the classroom, insights I wouldn’t know other-
wise. Andy showed that a piece of persuasive writ-
ing could actually persuade when he wrote a letter to 
his mother about parking his car in the garage. He 
 included this reflection with his letter:

I like writing my persuasive piece be-
cause I actually got to use it in real life. I 
am officially parking my Monte Carlo in 
the garage and I honestly think that its 
because of this writing. This whole paper 
I think helps me prove the fact that I am 
writing better because I was actually able 
to use this […] I’m really glad I wrote it.

Andy learned about the power of writing, 
achieved a goal, and was affirmed in his own abilities. 
Chances are, these achievements would not have been 
fully realized without his reflecting on them. This re-
flection also gave me insight into Andy’s success in 
writing effective persuasion and finding a topic that 
suited him, both things that we worked on in class. 

One of many things Adam accomplished was his 
goal to consider himself a reader. In his reflection on 
a reading survey, Adam said, “As you can see I saw 
things a little differently […] What a change from 
when I first began this class!” In proving his reading 
goal, Adam included his Christmas list as evidence. He 
explained it thus: “I don’t think I have ever asked for 
a book for Christmas, not to mention multiple books. 
Also, my goal to consider myself a reader, I think has 
just been accomplished […] Asking for books for 
Christmas is not what I was expecting to have happen 
after this semester […] Who knew?” 

Just as I had hoped, the lessons learned in speech 
portfolios ran the gamut from personal to academic 
as well. Ben, in a progress report about his goal, “To 
pass the class with a B average” said, “Throughout my 
high school career I have struggled academically and 
I have screwed around a lot […] This class has been a 
steppingstone for my other classes, it shows that I am 
capable if making the grades; I just have to enjoy the 

class and get the right motivation.” In a reflection on 
his pet peeve speech topic, he went on to say: 

My choice was homophobia. I wanted to 
make a statement that it bothers me as a 
gay man. I was nervous […] because of 
the reaction the class would have to it. In 
the end I earned respect from my class-
mates and open doors to questions and 
made close friends through that speech. I 
was able to be open with my audience and 
wasn’t afraid to make a statement.

Through the process of setting and achieving 
goals, Ben was able to better his class grade, increase 
his motivation in other classes, and gain the confidence 
to speak his mind. 

Kelsey, who cried before her first speech and had 
thrown up before speaking in other classes, achieved 
the most in the area of overcoming stage fright. She 
discussed this growth in her progress report for that 
goal: “I think being nervous is natural feeling for any 
person before public speaking, however I think some 
people just don’t let it take control over them. That is 
what I have learned to do […] I think I just need to 
continue forcing myself to do public speeches to get 
even better at it. If I do this, then one day I can become 
a news anchor, or maybe become the ‘white Oprah,’ 
which is what my mom says I’ll be.” Kelsey also learned 
that she was the least nervous when she spoke about a 
topic she felt strongly about. In writing about her goal, 
she explored valuable lessons that will continue to serve 
her when she speaks in the future. 

Learning Through Reflection

Ashley, a senior in English, is the type of stu-
dent I expected a lot from at the start, and who let me 
down when her attendance and work began to slip. 
However, it was the honesty in her final progress re-
port that really challenged my expectations. 

At the end of the first quarter I thought I 
had failed everything that I had intended 
to accomplish […] after I had thrown my 
portfolio together I realized that it reflected 
what I had really done; procrastinated. To 
be honest, my goals really didn’t matter. 
[…] When we turned our portfolios in for 
a midterm check, I woke up and decided 
that I needed to get my act together.
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Ashley continued to report on the progress of 
each of her five goals, after which, she summed up her 
experience with the portfolio in a final paragraph:

I hope that you the reader take something 
from this portfolio […] and hope that it in 
some way motivates you to set and achieve 
your own goals in life. I know that from 
my own failures I have learned and experi-
enced more than I would have if I had not 
set goals to work towards and because of 
that I will continue to set, accomplish, and 
even fail goals for as long as I live. 

Not only did her progress report display Ashley’s 
learning, but her grade did as well; she went from a 
C- on the midterm to a solid B on the final. Her first 
and second quarter grades reflected a similar improve-
ment. Even though Ashley believed she had failed in 
the beginning, the act of reflecting on this failure was 
the impetus for her growth, both academically and 
personally. 

Reflections are infinitely important to portfolios 
because, as I tell my students, I can’t read their minds 
to know why they’ve included certain pieces. Most 
of the pieces in the portfolio have crossed my desk at 
one time or another, so I don’t need to see them again. 
A piece is included because the student has changed 
it and learned something, or recognized what was 
learned in the first place. According to Martin-Kniep 
(2000), “The more people reflect the better they get 
at understanding themselves as learners” (p. 79). For 
this reason, the practice of reflecting is necessary for all 
learners, yet students rarely engage in the activity on 
their own. When asked how often they reflect on their 
growth in a class where reflection is not required, the 
vast majority of respondents answered “never” or “not 
often” (see Appendix 4). Reflection is an abstract skill 
and something that students must be taught to do and 
practice often. My hope is that students have become 
reflective learners who will continue the practice long 
after they leave my class. 

Lessons Learned

Thinking back to that first speech class, the one 
that inspired this process, I wish that I could have them 
back, because I know I could teach them better this 
time around. Portfolios transformed speech class into a 
productive place where assignments and performances 

are connected to a larger purpose. The reason we do 
what we do each day is not to fill ninety minutes and 
practice public speaking, but to help everyone in class 
work toward his or her goals. This does not mean that 
every day is pedagogical perfection, but it does mean 
that students are more respectful and focused, and that 
fewer handouts end up in the trash.

Before embarking on this research adventure, I 
sometimes wondered if the goals were important, and 
if I couldn’t just do a portfolio where students reflected 
on their work, minus the goals. I see now that goals 
are essential to this process if students are going to 
get the most out of it. Goal setting is vital, and it, along 
with reflection, affects what students learn and do in a class. 
This is not only true for traditional English classes, but 
also for electives such as speech, where the achieve-
ment of self-set goals is attainable, even in nine weeks, 
and visible to the entire class. The sense of accomplish-
ment students feel when others witness and comment 
on their growth is invaluable. And as so many stu-
dents told me, the satisfaction of working toward and 
achieving goals has convinced them to continue the 
practice. 

When examining the body of my students’ 
work, one other issue becomes clear, and that is the 
truly individualized nature of the goal-oriented port-
folio. Through his or her evidence and reflections, each 
student’s personality comes through in a way that I 
could not presume to experience otherwise. Getting 
to know each person through his or her portfolio, I 
become a teacher who is more connected to her stu-
dents and their needs. Armed with this information, 
I can individualize instruction because I know what 
each student wants and needs to focus on. Quizzes and 
papers are one thing, but a portfolio goes beyond as-
sessment. These portfolios are like instruction manuals 
that tell me how best to teach each child. The best 
part of the entire process is that the student is the one 
writing it. As students tell me, it is better than an 
exam because they learn in the process. It is beneficial 
to me for the same reason, because I don’t have to wait 
until the end of the year to figure out how best to help 
students succeed. “[…] in a portfolio pedagogy, as-
sessment is seen as a process in which all the parties are 
bona fide participants, and in which the person whose 
performance is being assessed is more than an object 
of someone else’s perusal” (Yancey, 1992, p. 18). For 
both teacher and student, portfolios are assessment 
and learning in one. 
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Conclusion

The final day of Speech class this year was one 
that brought tears to everyone’s eyes. During the pre-
sentation of his portfolio, Ben read a dedication to his 
classmates, thanking them and making note of some-
thing special each one had achieved. The class uttered 
a collective “awww” when Kwan showed off the cover 
of his portfolio, made from a visual aid poster he had 
asked each student to sign. In each presentation, stu-
dents spoke honestly about their goal successes and 
failures. Brittany commented that, “Everyone in this 
class is so nice to everyone else. I love that everyone 
cheers each other on when we do speeches.” I’m sure 
that I cannot attribute such a drastic change to port-
folios entirely, but I am confident that it made a dif-
ference in the way students viewed the class. Goal-ori-
ented portfolios gave speech class a personalized slant 
that it did not have before, and forced students to re-
flect on their learning in a way that they would not 
have otherwise. I am sure that these students would 
not have valued each other and the class itself as they 
did if it were not for the overarching values they as-
signed to their own abilities in the portfolios.

On any given day students are making connec-
tions and bombarding me with questions and getting 
things done, even though it may look like bedlam. In 
a senior English class, Lauren comes up to ask if I’ve 
read Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, and we 
spend five more minutes talking about good books. 
Amber asks me for a recommendation letter, we talk 
about her writing, and then she goes back to peer edit 
her first paper about being gay. I finally get a hold of 
Jason to ask him about his reading goal. Lindsay asks 
to stay in my room during lunch, ready to burst into 
tears over a fight with her dad. 

It makes me want to pull my hair out at times, 
but I like the chaos. It makes me wonder what is going 
through students’ minds at any given point. What 
made Lauren think about those books and want to 
come talk about it? What gave Amber the confidence 
to write about being gay, and share it with her class? 
It makes me wonder if the portfolio process is reflec-
tive of the way I teach, or vice versa? Would one be 
the same if the other were gone? The portfolio is just 
one part of what my students do, but the concept of it 
relays to my students that I care about their individual 
needs and want them to be in charge of what they ac-
complish. The two go hand in hand – my classroom 

community and the portfolios that are created from 
it. Portfolios aren’t just an assessment tool or a way to 
help students learn, or a place for them to set goals. 
They are a reflection of how I teach and learn from 
my students.
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Appendix 1

The following goals are indicative of what most 
ENG 12 students create:

•  Put more effort into school.

•  Become a better writer.

•  Balance of life

•  Learn as much as possible

•  Leave English liking it

•  Be a more avid reader

•  Appreciate/better my relationships

•  Be on time to class 

•  Read more for enjoyment

•  Do all my homework

•  Expand my vocabulary

The following goals are indicative of what most 
Speech students create:

•  Better eye contact

•  Not be as shy

•  Have more confidence in my ideas

•  Speak without my voice shaking

•  Make new friends

•  Speak my mind
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Appendix 2

How often do you think about your goals?

Appendix 3

Portfolio 
College Prep English 12

Mrs. White
This semester you will be writing a book of sorts. The purpose is to show what you’ve learned and to help you take 
control of your own learning. Completing this VIP (very important portfolio) will require you to be organized, 
dedicated, and timely (Hint, hint: procrastination will ruin you!).

Your Purpose:
To set goals for yourself for this semester, work toward them, and then prove that you are meeting those goals 
in your portfolio. The portfolio is yours. Take control of it. Make it uniquely your own. Take risks. Be creative. 
Surprise yourself. If you like your portfolio, I will too.

How will you do it?
You will prove that you are meeting your goals by 1. Providing evidence and 2. Reflecting on that evidence in order 
to show what you have learned. For example, if a goal of yours is to improve your vocabulary, you might include a 
piece of writing where you used words that were new to you. Then, you would explain how this piece of evidence 
proves your goals in something called a reflection.



Ohio Journal of English Language Arts   31

Emily White

What is a reflection?
Reflections are the heart and soul of a portfolio. A reflection is a piece of writing (one paragraph or longer) 
that reflects, or looks back on, something else. Usually, some if not all of the following questions are answered in 
a reflection: Why was this piece written/created? How did you feel when you wrote/created it? How do you feel 
about it now? What did you change about it? Did it change anything about you? What did this piece help you 
realize? What goal(s) does this piece illustrate, or help prove? 

What is required?
(See next section for explanation of these items)

                     Midterm               Final
£ Table of Contents £ Midterm Portfolio, plus…
£ Course Goals £ NEW Table of Contents
£ Progress Report on your Goals £ NEW Progress Report on goals
£ Reflections £ Keeper Letter
£ Narrative Piece £ Additional Reflections
£ Persuasive Piece £ Major Revision Piece
£ College/Scholarship Essay £ 2 Polished Poems 
£ Other Evidence you are reaching your goals  £ NEW Other Evidence
 (vocab. cards, journals, projects, etc.) £  Diff. b/n old & new

What are these things?
1. COURSE GOALS/PROGRESS REPORT: You will set course goals that YOU want to achieve. These 

must be able to relate in some way to this course (there is room for creativity here; see me if you have an 
idea but you’re not sure how to make it work). In addition, you will write a progress report that describes 
how well you have achieved them (one for the midterm portfolio, and a new one for the final). The prog-
ress report is at least one paragraph for EACH GOAL, summarizing how it is going so far—what you have 
done, where you stand, what’s left for you to do. 

2. REFLECTIONS: Every piece in your portfolio must be accompanied by a reflection. The purpose of a 
reflection is to explain the piece it reflects on. You may reflect in any way you choose, but one key question 
is always this: How does this piece help demonstrate that you are learning and growing in this course, that 
you are making progress toward your course goals? Above all, make your reflections specific! 

3. TABLE OF CONTENTS: The best portfolios have a clear structure or organization: there is a reason 
why pieces are included and why they occur in the order they do. Some portfolios are organized around 
goals, others around a theme, or around genres (different kinds of writing). You choose what works best 
for you.

4. KEEPER LETTER: Every final portfolio must include, preferably toward the start of your completed 
portfolio, a keeper letter, a letter of commentary, reaction, and response from someone who has read your 
complete portfolio (except, perhaps, for last minute additions and revisions). Usually, the best and most 
moving (and most grateful!) keeper letters have come from parents, especially moms, but the choice of 
keeper is finally yours. Just make sure it’s someone who values you and who will read your work with care 
and affection.

5. REQUIRED PIECES OF WRITING (Narrative, Persuasive, etc.): Each piece must be included—
some will be fully revised, some not. Which leads us to… 
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6. MAJOR REVISION PIECE: Every portfolio must include at least one example of a piece of writing 
that you have carefully revised, beyond the mandatory revision done in class. Help me to understand your 
REVISION by 1) explaining how and why you revised and how successful you believe your revisions to be; 
and 2) using a highlighter to show what is new and different in subsequent drafts. For this reason, keep ALL 
DRAFTS of all papers written for class, including ideas from peer and teacher conferences.

Side Notes:

7. Your final portfolio must clearly differentiate between old and new material (for example, put tabs 
on the new material, print it on colored paper, etc.).

8. Everything is negotiable individually. Come see me.

~Adapted from Don Daiker, Miami University, Oxford, Ohio.

Appendix 4

How often do you reflect on your growth in a class where reflection is not required?

Emily White teaches senior English, speech, and debate at Miamisburg High School in Miamisburg, Ohio. She 
recently finished her Master’s Degree through the Ohio Writing Project at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio.
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Peer Revision: Helping Students to 
Develop a Meta-Editor

We can help students become more 
confident writers through assess-
ing other’s writing, reflecting on 

their own growth and developing a repertoire of revi-
sion strategies. This can help students feel prepared to 
write in any situation, including high stakes tests.

High Stakes Testing and the Importance of 
Developing Thoughtful Editors

A college-bound high school student in the state 
of Ohio will likely be asked to clearly communicate 
his or her thoughts in writing (and in isolation) on the 
following high stakes exams:

• Ohio Graduation Test (grade 10)

• AP tests (which some students begin 
taking at the end of their freshman 
year)

• The SAT

• The ACT

While there is no disputing that being an effec-
tive writer is a skill that extends well beyond the high 
school level high stakes test, there has never been a time 
when students were under so much pressure to produce 
a well-crafted response, typically in less than an hour. 
Students are asked to draw upon their knowledge of 
what constitutes effective writing (and to plan and pro-
duce that writing) in a brief amount of time. Students 
know this writing will come under intense scrutiny 
and will have serious implications on their future,  
determining when and how a student will graduate as 

well as the college to which the student may be admit-
ted. The only feedback students will receive on this 
writing comes in the form of a numerical score with 
no corresponding explanation of why their writing was 
well crafted or engaging. While high stakes testing is 
a major determinant of a student’s success both in and 
out of high schools, the ability to write in a collegiate 
and work setting is even more crucial. We live in a 
time when public policy makers are decrying students’ 
skill levels upon completion of the high school curricu-
lum. Even students who have been academically suc-
cessful are not always able to transfer the skills they 
have learned in the high school classroom to the college 
classroom and to real life situations.

Knowing that our students would be asked to 
write on high stakes tests, and more importantly, in 
real world contexts, we embarked on an action re-
search project to study how we could help our students 
become better writers by helping them to develop a 
repertoire of editing and revision strategies. We be-
lieved students would become better writers not only 
by writing more and receiving teacher feedback, but 
also by reading and responding to the work of other 
student writers. This in turn, we hypothesized, should 
help them to internalize a set of revision strategies that 
they could use on their own writing when a teacher 
or peer was not readily available to provide feedback. 
All of the writers in the class had different strengths 
and needs, so we knew it would be crucial to differ-
entiate instruction for our students. We wondered, 
would engaging in revision with a peer throughout 
the course of a school year help students to develop 
an internal or “meta” editor—and to perceive that 
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this meta-editor would help them improve their own 
writing? As William S. Robinson (1998) pointed out 
when describing the use of peer editing as a means to 
improve student writing, if we have students peer edit, 
“the written product will be immeasurably superior to 
one produced in splendid isolation at home the night 
before it’s due” (p. 56). We decided to gather data 
by surveying students about their previous experiences 
with peer editing (and peer revision, noting the two 
were distinctly different), their attitudes toward both 
and their ability to perceive the difference between ed-
iting and revision. Most importantly, we wanted to 
study their perceptions of how engaging in peer revi-
sion could help them to develop a meta-editor when 
they could not receive external feedback.

Developing the “Meta-Editor”

We began our study with the belief that when 
students are able to internalize what constitutes good 
writing, they should be able to craft such writing 
more easily in any situation where they are asked to 
write, on standardized writing tests—and in life. We 
decided the best way to do this was not by giving stu-
dents prompt after prompt. We also wanted students 
to have feedback beyond the traditional final grade 
given by the teacher on English/Language Arts writ-
ing assignments. Instead, we wanted students to de-
velop and internalize a set of standards against which 
they would evaluate themselves and to have a menu of 
revision strategies to select from whether writing for 
an authentic audience, a school assignment or a high 
stakes test. Our goal was to develop confident writers 
who felt they had the necessary skills to tackle any 
writing task—both in and out of the English class-
room. We would do this by offering multiple opportu-
nities to read and revise one another’s work. 

We as teachers had had mixed success with peer 
editing in the past, as had our students. For many of 
them, peer editing was reading someone else’s work, 
with little direction on how exactly to “peer edit” by 
their teachers. What was called peer editing was little 
more than looking for and correcting obvious spell-
ing and punctuation errors. We wanted to move away 
from a peer editing model to a peer revision model. 
We hoped students would create this “meta-editor” 
by engaging in revision, not just perfunctory edit-
ing, in the classroom and reflecting on the experience. 

By engaging in writing, using revision strategies and 
discussing and reflecting on those strategies, we an-
ticipated students would become more confident in-
dependent writers. We asked ourselves: would peer 
revision help students to internalize the writing strate-
gies we discussed in class well enough that they could 
call them up with ease when writing independently 
in the future? Also, would engaging in peer revision 
make students more fluent in the use of those same 
strategies? Initial readings from professional books 
and journals indicated it should. Booth Olson wrote, 
“Experienced writers go back in order to go forward,” 
in The Reading/Writing Connection (2007, p. 4), and we 
hoped our students would begin to do just that when 
they did not have a teacher, peer or parent to read 
their writing. We read Olson’s book as a part of the 
English/ Language Arts Teacher Leadership Academy 
(an offshoot of the National Writing Project at Kent 
State University) and the book guided us through our 
action research as we sought varied revision strategies. 
Our plan was to give students the opportunity to give 
their partner written feedback, conference with the 
partner and make (or chose not to make) revisions be-
fore submitting their work for teacher evaluation. At 
the conclusion of each peer revision session, we would 
survey students about their thoughts on the effective-
ness of the session, the revision strategy introduced 
during the session and their perceptions of their own 
writing ability. We also inquired about their ability to 
use the revision strategy independently. 

Year One: Where to Start? Ask the Students!

As the project took shape, what began as a dis-
cussion about the benefits that peer revision may have 
on student writing on high stakes tests evolved into a 
specific question: does giving students time to engage 
in peer revision help them to utilize revision strategies 
and edit their own work more proficiently when a peer 
or teacher is unavailable? We sought to paint a qualita-
tive picture with data collected by surveying students. 
Who better to tell us if the time we were dedicating to 
peer revision was actually helping to improve student 
writing both in and out of the English classroom? 
Our district emphasized using assessment to guide 
instruction, and the work of Rick Stiggins and his col-
leagues at the Assessment Training Institute (Stiggins, 
Arter, Chappuis & Chappuis, 2004) guided us as we 
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constantly sought feedback before, during and after 
the peer revision mini-lessons and sessions. While we 
would review student work and consider final grades, 
we would focus more on feedback we obtained from 
student surveys. We were also guided by the work of 
Carol Ann Tomlinson (2001) on differentiating in-
struction and were involved in our district’s initiative 
to use survey feedback to differentiate instruction for 
all learners. 

By surveying students after each peer revision 
session (and major writing assignment), we were able 
to address their specific concerns about peer revision in 
the next mini-lesson and make adjustments to the pro-
cess (changing partners, providing different strategies 
or clearer directions) before the next session. Through 
introducing different revision strategies and surveying 
students about the effectiveness of each strategy, we 
were able to determine which strategy worked best 
for each student and differentiate by pairing students 
with a partner who also found the same strategy ef-
fective. Our continuous data collection allowed us to 
constantly refine our instruction and better meet the 
needs of each individual student. 

The first phase of the project began during the 
2005-2006 school year. We collected initial data by 
informally surveying tenth grade honors students 
about their previous experience with peer editing and/
or revision. In our school, students and their parents 
can self-select honors courses, so although all students 
are highly motivated, not all students possess the 
same ability level, particularly in writing. When we 
asked the sophomores in Barb’s honors English class if 
they had previously engaged in peer editing by show 
of hands, most hands went up. When we asked stu-
dents if they thought peer editing was helpful or if 
they enjoyed it, a significant number of hands went 
down. There was no doubt our students had experi-
ence with peer editing; the question was: what was 
the quality of that experience? We speculated peer ed-
iting for these students had been just that—editing; 
specifically, editing at the most basic level: checking 
for grammar, usage and punctuation. Our informal 
findings mirrored the research conducted by Nancy 
Sommers (1980) which documented students primar-
ily saw revision as basic editing (lexical) rather than 
focusing on the piece as a whole (semantic or concep-
tual). We wondered how much time our students had 
spent discussing what constituted effective peer edit-
ing/ revision in the past? Did previous teachers discuss 

how to give suggestions to a fellow novice writer? 
Were students given specific instructions on how to pro-
vide feedback that would have an impact on the over-
all quality of the finished product? Were they taught 
various revision strategies? Were they asked to apply 
(or even taught how to apply) these strategies when 
evaluating their own writing? Could they judge the ef-
fectiveness of a revision strategy and determine which 
strategies worked best for them? We knew the value 
in scaffolding learners as they encountered new tasks 
(Vygotsky, 1986). We thought most of their experi-
ence was probably more fluff than substance since it 
mostly consisted of providing lexical feedback but not 
providing semantic feedback to change the fundamen-
tal content of the piece. This type of feedback, in our 
experience, involved suggesting perfunctory editing 
changes regarding what was already on the page—
and what was likely to stay there, albeit with a few 
more capitalized proper nouns and few less commas. 
How much revision, we wondered, actually went on 
after one of these peer editing sessions? More impor-
tantly, did these sessions have any impact at all on the 
student’s ability to determine the effectiveness of their 
own pieces? Did the precious instructional time spent 
editing help students revise their own work when they 
most needed to be proficient in this skill both on high 
stakes test and in real life situations where the stakes 
were high? Our initial discussions indicated the answer 
was consistently no. 

The First Mini-lesson: Providing Specific 
and Actionable Feedback

We followed our initial inquiry into our stu-
dent’s past experiences with peer editing in a lesson 
on how to provide feedback to a fellow student on his 
or her writing. Survey responses indicated students 
were unsure exactly what to do beyond commenting 
on obvious usage, punctuation or grammar errors. We 
gave students two criteria for making suggestions to a 
fellow writer. We felt that providing guidance on how 
to be effective peer editors was critical for student suc-
cess. Students must be able to distinguish the differ-
ence between editing and revision, but be proficient at 
both. It was crucial to us that this use of instructional 
time was valuable. We agreed with Grant Wiggins’ 
(1993) observation, “While it is true that peer editing 
can amount to pooled ignorance, that negative aspect 
is avoidable if we train peers to read papers while 
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 mindful of models, mindful of the author’s intent and 
mindful of their own visceral reactions as readers” (p. 
187). First, we told students, the feedback should be 
specific. A writer should know exactly what part of 
the piece to which a peer editor was referring and what 
exactly the peer editor was thinking when he or she 
read that portion of the work. Students were encour-
aged to cite specific examples from the piece to make 
a point:

“Typical” Feedback Specific Feedback

“Good conclusion.” “This paragraph does a good 

job of summarizing your paper 

and ties back to your thesis 

statement.”

Second, the feedback should be actionable. A 
writer should be able to act immediately on suggestions 
(or conversely, be able to make an educated decision 
about why he or she chose not to act on a suggestion.) 
We encouraged writers to avoid vague feedback like 
“Run on.” As Booth Olson warns, teachers respond-
ing to student writing (and by extension, students 
doing the same) should, “Avoid making comments 
like ‘Awkward,’ which simply leave students baffled. 
If they had been able to ‘hear’ awkwardness, they 
would have written differently in the first place” (p. 
279). The best feedback, we pointed out, involved the 
partner specifically noting why the writing was confus-
ing or awkward:

“Traditional” Feedback Actionable Feedback

“Run on sentence.” “Have you considered 

making your final 

sentence two separate 

sentences?”

All of these suggestions came back to our two 
‘golden rules’ of giving feedback: Make the feedback 
specific and make sure the writer can immediately act 
(or chose not to act) on your suggestion. We gave stu-
dents a handout with specific examples taken directly 
from writing done in class that they could refer to 
while reading their partner’s work. (See Appendix A.) 
After students were given time to read a peer’s writ-
ing, we wanted them to actually have a model not 

only of what good feedback looked like, but also to 
be able to visualize what a good conference looked 
and sounded like. We selected two students to hold 
their conference in front of the classroom using a ‘fish-
bowl’ technique, while all of the other students used 
an observation form (see Appendix B) and noted what 
the partners were doing well and what they could im-
prove. Finally, all students were given the opportunity 
to conference with one another. 

Throughout the remainder of the first year, we 
continued to provide students with opportunities to 
work with peers, but only surveyed students informal-
ly again at the conclusion of the school year. Yes, the 
students remarked, they felt peer revision was effective 
and yes, they felt that it did help them when asked to 
write on standardized tests and in real life situations. 
They still felt unsure about exactly how they should 
provide feedback to one another. We knew that we 
had to address this concern during the next school 
year when we began the process anew. We observed it 
would be easier to differentiate instruction by survey-
ing students more formally more often. 

Year Two: Developing an Instructional Plan 
Guided by Student Data

After our first year working together, we agreed 
that data indicated time spent on peer revision was in-
structionally valuable and had an impact on students’ 
performance and confidence when they were asked to 
write both in and out of the English classroom; how-
ever, we found that unless we structured time for peer 
revision, it proved difficult to make it a regular part of 
the writing routine in the classroom. We also wanted 
to do a better job of being able to document changes 
in our student’s perception of their writing ability as 
well as their thoughts about the value of peer revi-
sion. At the beginning of the 2006-2007 school year, 
we surveyed a new group of sophomores about their 
experiences with peer editing/revision. All of the stu-
dents had experience peer editing in the past, and the 
majority indicated that they found it to be positive, 
although when asked, “If you have experience peer ed-
iting, did your teacher provide you with any training 
on how to be an effective peer editor?” the majority of 
students responded “no.” The three students who felt 
their experience with peer editing was negative cited 
the following reasons:
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• “We did it quickly in English and didn’t 
really take the time to thoroughly look 
it over.” —Rebecca

• “It’s not usually taken seriously and just 
not important.” —William 

• “[My partner] got mad at me when they 
got points off for something I didn’t 
catch.” —David

We shared our action research question with the 
students and let them know we would continue to sur-
vey them with greater frequency and more formally 
than with previous students. This, we noted, would 
better allow us to modify plans or instruction based 
on their feedback. Honesty was important to us, we 
told them, and we were just as comfortable learning 
that revision may have no impact at all on the qual-
ity of their writing if that was indeed how they felt. 
(Although we seriously doubted this would be the out-
come, we did not want to skew student feedback.) 

The data we collected would answer the ques-
tion about the value of spending instructional time 
on peer revision and would help us know if students 
were indeed internalizing these strategies and apply-
ing them when they wrote independently, i.e. devel-
oping a meta-editor. We wanted the parents to be a 
part of the process, so we sent a letter home to them 
explaining our action research project at the onset of 
the school year. (See Appendix B).

Specific Instruction on How to Provide 
Feedback

We taught the same mini-lesson on specific and 
actionable feedback as we had the previous year, this 
time being sure to let students know that writers often 
respond better to suggestions in the form of questions. 
This strategy was described in Alternatives to Grading 
Student Writing, another text used in the English 
Language Arts Academy, in which Carole Beeghley 
Bencich (1997) describes her work with helping future 
English teachers develop a richer, more varied reper-
toire of evaluation strategies. Benrich described a writ-
ing response strategy she shared with her students, 

“My instruction in responding was brief, 
using three favorite prompts appropriated 
from a Stephen Dunning workshop 
years ago: ‘I notice…’ for making global 

observations about the writer’s impact, 
mood, and effect; ‘I wonder…’ for ques-
tions about information not included in 
writing; and ‘What if…’ for making sug-
gestions about the form or content of the 
writing. The real instruction took place 
when I modeled response and in the meta-
cognitive discussions I initiated after re-
sponding sessions” (p. 54).

Many of our students expressed concerns that 
they did not have the skills to offer sound revision 
strategies, as Kenya did by letting us know, “I do not 
feel like peer editing other people’s papers because I 
do not feel good enough to change other people’s pa-
pers.” We hoped that by offering students the chance 
to pose feedback as questions instead of comments, 
students would feel empowered to address what they 
perceived to be a problem in the writing (“I’m won-
dering why you chose to begin five consecutive sen-
tences in a row with Hamlet instead of varying your 
sentence beginning?”) instead of making a definitive 
comment (“Don’t use the word Hamlet at the begin-
ning of every sentence.”) Using the response strategy 
of posing questions instead of comments honors a 
writer’s right to make final authorship decisions and 
allows the editor to make suggestions he or she may 
otherwise not feel comfortable making. It would also 
encourage the writer to tackle issues in their own 
writing with a problem solving approach. Using this 
strategy, students responded much more positively in 
surveys than the previous year as it empowered both 
the peer partner and the writer. Everyone immediately 
delved into their partner’s writing. One student even 
asked if he could go outside the room so he could read 
the piece aloud! 

After students were given time to read, make 
suggestions and conference, we surveyed the students 
a second time. The comments students shared on the 
survey helped us feel confident that the time spent on 
specific strategy instruction along with peer revision 
was indeed worthwhile for us instructionally and for 
the students. Students commented:

• “….compared to my editing job yester-
day—compared to today—my sugges-
tions increased.”—Rebecca

• “[the changes] were specific changes that 
were little, but could help me improve 
the quality of my paper.” —Kenya
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• “There were things I wasn’t sure about 
and neither was my partner, so I got the 
chance to ask for more help.” —Susan

It was obvious that students were beginning to 
perceive themselves as more skilled evaluators of oth-
er’s work, but what about their perceived ability to 
edit and revise their own writing?

Continued Revision, Continued Feedback, 
Constant Change

We continued to offer students the opportunity 
to read their peer’s writing and offer them editing and 
revision suggestions throughout the year. Some of the 
students worked well with the first partner with whom 
they were matched and remained with them through-
out the year. Others let us know in their survey re-
sponses (or through our observations in the classroom) 
that their partners were not providing quality feed-
back and some partners changed with each writing 
assignment thereby allowing us further opportunities 
for differentiation. All students responded positively 
when asked, “Do you feel the continued emphasis on 
peer editing/revision has helped you to improve the 
quality of your writing?” Most students also indicated 
they were internalizing the feedback they were getting 
from their partner, not just in English class, but when 
they wrote for other classes. As Rachel commented, 
“I am noticing a change in my writing as a whole.” 
Hannah also commented, “When I write assignments 
for other classes, I’ll think about the format and my 
word choice more often.” 

All of the students felt that the class time spent 
on editing and revision was valuable and all but one 
student (who did not offer an explanation) felt like the 
teachers were giving them the right instruction/sup-
port to be an effective peer editor. Some students con-
tinued to worry about their peer editing and revision 
skills, commenting, “I feel like I give other people bad 
information.” To continue to support students who felt 
as if they did not have adequate skills and provide a 
different means of providing feedback for partners, we 
continued to use the Olson text to guide us. In Chapter 
11 of The Reading/ Writing Connection, she offers many 
strategies for guiding peer response. We tried sev-
eral strategies including highlighting the golden, or 
well-written lines (p. 274), providing response forms  
(p. 275), giving students the chance to use WIRMI 
(What I Really Mean Is… .) statements before they gave 
their work to their partner to clarify their intended 
meaning, and color coding various parts of an essay 
(yellow– plot summary, green– evidence and quota-
tions, blue– interpretation and commentary) to provide 
visual feedback as well as written feedback. 

Each strategy helped us to meet our original goal 
of using peer revision not only as a means of improv-
ing student writing, but also of differentiating instruc-
tion. On each survey, students would let us know how 
they felt about the revision strategies we modeled for 
them. The students were asked to try each strategy at 
least once. This way, they would have the strategies in 
their “mental revision tool kits” for future use. As we 
expected, some students preferred certain strategies 
(“I liked the [color coding] and how we could see the 

structure [of the paper] and analyze the compo-
sition better.”) while other students clearly pre-
ferred a different approach (“I don’t think the 
[color coding] was helpful, but I liked having a 
[revision checklist] sheet to check off.”) When 
surveyed, the majority of students indicated 
that the instruction they received on how to be 
a more effective peer editor (through the use of 
strategies described above) helped them not only 
edit and revise other’s writing more effectively, 
but most importantly, to better revise and edit 
their own work. It was obvious to us that the 
additional instruction on how to provide effec-
tive feedback not only assisted students when 
they were working on revising a piece with a 
partner, but most importantly, when they were 
writing alone.
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Conclusion and Reflection

Did engaging in peer revision (and taking the 
time to reflect on the process through discussion and 
surveys) help our students develop a meta-editor? The 
majority of students indicated yes. All students earned 
a score in the accelerated range or above on the 2007 
OGT. In fact, students told us it was the reflection 
and discussion that helped them to add the strategies 
to their writing repertoire. Despite this, some students 
still had some of the same concerns we’d tried to ad-
dress throughout the year. For example, despite tell-
ing students they should make their own final com-
position decisions as authors, Danielle told us on the 
final survey, “If I didn’t agree with something the peer 
editor did, I felt like I still had to take their advice.” 
So, too, did students like Michael tell us, “I still rely on 
the help of my peers.” 

Student responses overwhelmingly indicated 
that the time spent on revision was a means to an end: 
producing more confident, independent writers. And 
although every student did not feel that they had de-
veloped the skills of an “internal editor,” it was obvious 
to us that each student felt that his or her writing and 
ability to revise their own writing (for content as well 
as grammar and punctuation errors) had improved:

• “I feel that I have an internal editor 
because I read over my paper several 
times. I do this first to catch any er-
rors in my thoughts and again to catch 
my spelling and punctuation errors.” 
—Anonymous

• “I am an ‘internal editor.’ After this, I 
look through my writing and read it as 
if I was coming from another point of 
view.” —Rebecca

• “I know what to look for in editing my 
own writing.” —Kenya

It was clear that students still, when given a 
choice, would prefer to have someone else look over 
their work, as Rachel told us, “I try to look at my 
[writing] better, but I also have someone else look over 
it, too.” Indeed, isn’t that what good writers do when 
they can? We feel secure through data collected via 
student surveys and in reviewing writing samples that 
by engaging in peer revision, we have equipped stu-
dents with internal editing skills to draw upon when 
they don’t have another set of eyes available. 
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By Kristine E. Pytash. 
Kent State University

“I am not a good writer” he said. 

 
Moving from Writing Evaluators to 
Writing Coaches

 “What do you mean, 
James (pseudo-
nym)? How do 

you know you aren’t a good writer?” I asked. 
“I don’t make good grades in writing. It doesn’t 

matter if I write or not, either way I will get an F; 
therefore, I don’t write,” he responded. 

James, a freshman in high school, came into my 
English classroom mid-semester determined not to 
write, and he meant it. James had already decided he 
was a failure in writing. And in many ways, his logic 
made sense. Why put time and effort in a piece just to 
have it rejected by a teacher? If you were going to fail, 
wouldn’t it just be easier not to do the assignment? 
James was a dilemma. How could I possibly teach 
writing, if he was going to refuse to write? How could 
I grade a student who refused to write? As a teacher, 
I had to think about how I could invite James back 
to the writing process. How could I not only support 
his writing, but also evaluate him in a manner which 
would encourage him to keep writing? 

Teaching writing should be more than as-
signing a grade to a student’s paper. As teachers we 
want our students to develop into competent writers; 
particularly, we want them to develop their unique 
voice and style. My encounter with James led me to 
the realization that focusing solely on evaluating stu-
dents’ final product is not sufficient in encouraging 
students in their development as writers. If teach-
ers perceive their sole role as evaluator, assigning 

a final grade to students’ writing, then they are in-
tentionally or unintentionally emphasizing students’ 
final product as the most important aspect of writing. 
Instead, teachers should be practicing a highly interac-
tive approach in the teaching of writing, an approach 
which balances the evaluative process with a coaching 
process that encompasses modeling, conferencing and 
being available to students as readers, not just evalu-
ators. The time restraints and paper load burdening 
teachers should be acknowledged, but teachers must 
not overlook the dynamics of the assessment of stu-
dents’ writing. The dynamic that teachers may fail to 
recognize is that assessment is more than a grade, it 
is central to the way students are taught to write, and 
consequently, their identity as writers. My encounter 
with James helped me further rethink my position 
as writing teacher and I began to wonder how other  
secondary English teachers view their position as writ-
ing instructors. 

Asking Questions

I surveyed 13 high school teachers in Northeast 
Ohio to learn their methods of assessing students’ 
writings and their perception of teacher-student roles 
in the writing process. The survey, composed of 19 
questions, asked teachers to reflect on their role as 
writing teachers. Questions also focused on assessment 
 strategies used to appraise students’ examples of nar-
rative, expository, or literacy analysis compositions. 
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Making Discoveries

All teachers who were surveyed taught 9th 
through 12th grade English literature classes. One 
teacher had been teaching 1-3 years, three taught 4-7 
years, seven taught 12-18 years, and two taught 19-
25 years. Five of the teachers held a bachelor’s degree, 
eight held a master’s degree and one held a doctor-
ate degree. The teachers interviewed were ones that I 
worked personally with and ones that I knew through 
my studies at the university. 

I asked the teachers to reflect upon their percep-
tions of their role in the students’ writing process and 
their methods to assess student writing. Their respons-
es divided into two categories: teachers who perceived 
their role primarily as evaluators of students’ writing 
and teachers who perceived their role as writing coach-
es. Four teachers responded to the majority of ques-
tions defining their function as an instructor complet-
ing evaluations of students’ writing assignments and 
nine of the teachers responded to the majority of the 
questions defining their function as a coach. 

Evaluators of students’ writing

The teachers in this category responded to ques-
tions concerning their role in the writing process as 
one of corrective feedback. One teacher commented, 
“I provide objective feedback, reinforce skills, and 
guide the student closer to the goal of clear written 
expression.” The words “objective feedback” leads one 
to think the teacher is concerned with removing his/
her voice from the evaluations. Another stated, “my 
role is to instruct, fine tune, make critical suggestions 
and help improve.” This comment suggests the teach-
er thinks students should rely on evaluations to make 
changes to their writing. In response to a question re-
garding writing and assessment philosophies, a teacher 
wrote, “my concern is that students follow directions, 
that their writing is organized and structured.” The 
teacher seemed to view writing as more of a structured 
process with the end of the process being their evalua-
tion (See Appendix A for the teacher’s responses). 

Writing Coaches

The second group of teachers tended to view 
their function in students’ writing process as one of 
a coach. Teachers emphasized the importance of 

providing opportunities to write and explore the writ-
ing process. One teacher commented, “My role is to 
foster an environment where they feel safe enough to 
share thoughts and feelings and truly let their guard 
down.” These teachers’ responses also stressed the need 
to provide encouragement to their students. Another 
teacher remarked, “My role is to teach/explain the 
process; assign meaningful opportunities; be a fellow 
expert writer; encourage/inspire; celebrate and share.” 
Modeling elements of the writing process was also an 
important component of these teachers’ responses. As 
a writing model, one teacher wrote, “I try to model 
for them quality writing. I show them I am a writer 
too, and will do many assignments and writing ac-
tivities with them. I coach them along the way, and I 
am there to help.” These teachers seem to view writ-
ing as a recursive process requiring modeling and the 
guidance of an experienced writer. A teacher wrote, 
“Instead of ‘do this or that,’ I coach them through 
reasons for making another choice in their writing” 
(Appendix B). 

The Issue of Time

Many teachers share concerns about the amount 
of time it will take to provide students with ongoing 
assessment and feedback. Interestingly enough, not 
one group of teachers reported spending more time 
on assessments and grading than the other group, In 
response to the question concerning how much time 
was typically spent grading one student’s paper, five 
teachers said 5-10 minutes; five teachers said 10-15 
minutes and three said 15-20 minutes (see figure 1).

Figure 1.  Time spent grading one student’s paper

Number of Teachers Time Spent

5 Teachers
(3 Coaches; 2 Evaluators)

5-10 Minutes

5 Teachers
(4 Coaches; 1 Evaluator)

10-15 Minutes

3 Teachers
(2 Coaches, 1 Evaluator)

15-20 Minutes

When asked about the length of time to return 
graded assignments to students, four teachers wrote 
that it takes one week, two wrote one to two weeks, 



42   OJELA  Vol. 48, No. 1  Winter/Spring 2008

Moving From Writing Evaluators to Writing Coaches

five wrote two to three weeks, and two wrote three to 
four weeks (see figure 2). Finally, teachers were also 
asked the average number of writing compositions as-
signed each semester. Two teachers wrote one to two, 
three wrote three to four, five wrote five to six, and 
three wrote seven or more (see figure 3). 

Figure 2. Time taken to return students’ papers

Number of Teachers Time Taken to Return 
students’ papers

4 Teachers
(4 Coaches)

1 Week

2 Teachers
(1 Coach; 1 Evaluator)

1-2 Weeks

5 Teachers
(3 Coaches; 2 Evaluators)

2-3 Weeks

2 Teachers
(1 Coach; 1 Evaluator)

3-4 Weeks

Figure 3. Number of Writing Assignments per Semester

Number of Teachers Number of Writing 
Assignments per 
Semester

2 Teachers
(2 Coaches)

1-2 papers

3 Teachers
(1 Coach; 2 Evaluators)

3-4 papers

5 Teachers
(3 Coaches; 2 Evaluators)

5-6 papers

3 Teachers
(3 Coaches)

7 or more papers

Discussion

The distinction between being an evaluator of 
students writing and being a writing coach plays into 
a larger discussion of formative versus summative as-
sessment. Summative assessment assigns a grade or 
ranking to a paper. Horvath (1984) defines summa-
tive evaluation as considering “a text as a finished 

product and the student’s writing ability as at least 
momentarily fixed” (pg. 137). Formative assessment, 
however, “treats a text as part of an ongoing process of 
skills acquisition and improvement, recognizing that 
what is being responded to is not a fixed but a devel-
oping entity” (Horvath, 1984, pg. 137). 

Within the discussion of formative versus sum-
mative assessments are critical issues concerning the 
perceived role of teachers as they venture to improve 
the writing skills, expression, and content of student 
writing. The results from my survey indicate the 
teachers who were identified as evaluators tended to 
rely on comments and grades to “make critical sug-
gestions” and to teach their students how to write in 
an “organized and structured” manner. In fact, in re-
sponse to a question asking how much time was spent 
grading one student’s paper, a teacher wrote, “it takes 
time to mark errors, analyze the root of the problem 
and write an explanation.” It has been found, however, 
that students typically do not use the comments and 
feedback at the end of their papers to facilitate and 
guide their next writing assignment (Bardine, 1999; 
Belanger & Allingham, 2002; Dohrer, 1991). The 
evaluation process becomes a futile effort if students 
do not critically reflect on the comments and use the 
suggestions to improve the next writing assignment. 
As Belanger and Allingham (2002) observed, the stu-
dents “did not read any of the teachers’ comments, 
despite the fact that teachers had made a number of 
suggestions that students could apply to future es-
says” and those who did read teacher comments “did 
not seem to learn much from the teachers’ comments: 
they generally read only the final comment” (p. 4). In 
this instance, the mere evaluation of students’ writ-
ing did not necessarily result in the improvement of 
students’ writing (Belanger and Allingham, 2002). 
Belanger and Allingham (2002) also found “students 
don’t understand their teachers’ corrections of errors 
in their paper and frequently dismissed the errors their 
teachers marked as matters of the teachers’ stylistic 
preferences” (Belanger and Allingham, 2002, p. 4). 
Not only are teacher comments many times ignored 
by students, but as Jago (2005) explains, “the teachers 
I talk to are frustrated by composition grading because 
they often see little improvement in student writing 
even after hours of hard work” (p. 215). 

The question becomes, how can teachers move 
from solely being evaluators of students’ writing 
to writing coaches? Teachers striving to be writing 
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coaches should balance evaluating students’ writing 
with implementing conferences, mid-draft checks and 
self-assessments to facilitate the students’ regard of 
writing as a recursive process. Teachers become part 
of their students’ writing processes when they model 
and coach. These approaches help guide students as 
they construct a piece of writing, while permitting 
the student to maintain ownership of his/her writ-
ing. Holaday (1997) encourages teachers to shift the 
teacher/student relationship “from judges and defen-
dants to coaches and team players. We don’t need our 
teachers to be judges” (p. 41). In continuing the idea 
of teacher as coach, Gallagher (2006) uses the anal-
ogy of a boxer returning to a coach in the corner in 
between each round when he writes, “to maximize 
performance, the boxer is continually coached. To be 
successful, the boxer makes adjustments as the fight 
unfolds” (p. 148). 

How do teachers shift from writing 
evaluators to writing coaches? 

1. Becoming a Reader

Kirby, Liner and Vinz (1988) suggest respond-
ing to student writing first as a reader, then as an 
evaluator. They maintain that “most teachers are not 

practiced as responders to student writing: editors, 
proofreaders, critics, raving lunatics, error counters, 
yes. But responders? No” (Kirby, et al., 1988, p. 129). 
Being a reader means giving an immediate response 
to the writer, finding specific details in students’ writ-
ing to respond to and then helping “discover what it 
is they want to say, and then challenge them to say it 
as powerfully as possible” (Kirby, et al., 1988, p. 129). 
In my own classroom experience, this stance required 
me to read students’ papers more than once during 
the course of the writing process. Gallagher (2006) 
suggests being a reader for students during the mid-
process point of their writing, because “feedback at 
this stage almost always drives writing improvement”  
(p. 145). Teachers who are readers are active partici-
pants in students writing. I considered myself a reader 
of students’ writing during assignments conducted 
in class or during writing conferences. During these 
times, my students might have pointed out a specific 
part of the paper for me to read, or I focused my read-
ing on a particular part of the writing, for example, the 
opening or conclusion. Sharing writing experiences and 
expertise does not mean that teachers should impose 
their views on students, but allows teachers to talk 
“about writing clearly and authoritatively, but never 
as an authoritarian” (Kirby, et al. 1988, pg. 131). 
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Taking the stance of a reader creates a conversation 
between teachers and students about writing. 

2. Conferring with Students 

Teachers can use conferences to engage students 
in conversations about their writing. As I gained ex-
perience as a writing coach, I realized the necessity 
of holding individual conversations with my students 
about their writing. Teachers may object to holding 
individual conferences because of insufficient time 
during a class period; however, conferences can be 
concise with specific goals. The nature of my confer-
ences reflected the characteristics of the assignment; 
for example, a conference about a research paper may 
have focused on citations and sources while a creative 
writing conference focused on voice. Conferences were 
also made available so students could read their papers 
aloud hence they could hear their work. At other times 
students chose the focus on the conference with specific 
questions or concerns to discuss. Romano (1987) sug-
gests various types of conferences one can explore with 
students, including, content, design, process, evalua-
tion and editing conferences. There are many benefits 
to writing conferences. When students ask specific 
questions about their writing, they learn to self-assess, 
to think critically about their work, and as a result, 
students become more engaged in their writing. Not 
only do conferences give teachers individual instruction 
time, but conferences also afford students with the op-
portunity to talk about their writing; when students 
can use the “language of writers” teachers help “posi-
tion our students as writers” (Gallagher, 2006, p. 72). 

Conferences allow for one-on-one teacher interaction, 
often a rarity in a high-school English classroom. 

3. Modeling the Writing Process 

Seeing the written product as it develops and 
hearing the thought process as it occurs, creates condi-
tions for students to observe the writing process of a 
more experienced writer. Students need to know more 
than just what good writing looks like; they also need 
to understand the process of good writing (Murray, 
2004). Teachers can model “how you have to think to 
write, how you feel when writing. Teachers of writers 
do not have to be great writers, but they should have 
frequent and recent experience in writing” (Murray, 
2004, p. 74). Writing in front of students, however, 
can be a daunting task requiring teachers to acknowl-
edge mistakes. The errors teachers make as writers can 
be beneficial for students so they can grasp the idea 
of writing as a complex, recursive process, even for 
writers with more expertise. As my students became 
aware that all writers must revise, edit, rewrite and 
take risks, I think they gained increased insight into 
the complexities of writing quality text. Gallagher 
(2006) notes, “students see the teacher struggle with 
the complexity and chaos of writing. This helps de-
mystify the writing process. Students no longer main-
tain the false impression that good writing just flows 
at will” (p. 48). In addition to writing in front of stu-
dents, I shared my previous writings. Romano (1987) 
argues that teachers must deliberately “show students 
their writing samples that reveal wordiness, unfocused 
thoughts, unnecessarily complicated sentences, and 

routine errors of writing etiquette” (p. 42). 
As students read my earlier writings, they 
realized I developed as a writer, and I too 
struggled as I worked through the process 
of writing essays, literary analysis, and re-
search papers. 

Conclusion

When James, a freshman in high 
school, self-categorized himself as a poor 
writer, the limitations were preset for how 
he was going to perform in my class. James 
began to write after a semester of encour-
agement and writing opportunities. Toward 
the end of the school year, he began to feel 
confident in his writing; James shared his 
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writing with peers, submitted and revised multiple 
drafts, and began to self-assess. Kirby, et al. (2005) 
state, “the only way to help writers improve is to 
draw them out slowly with honest encouragement 
and support” (p. 127). Teachers should self-evaluate 
and reflect on not only how they teach writing, but 
how they grade students’ writing. If we want all of our 
students to learn from their writing experiences, in 

fairness we should provide them with the best oppor-
tunities for success. Romano (1987) reminds teachers, 
“we must always keep in mind that our responses and 
our grades help create their self-images as learners, 
help shape their attitude toward future writing. And 
in the future, above anything else, we want them to 
write again” (p. 128). 

APPENDIX A

Responses from Teachers Who Perceived Their Role as Evaluators

As a teacher, what do you feel your role is in your students’ writing processes?

• To instruct, fine tune, make critical suggestions and help improve

• Provide objective feedback, reinforce skills, and guide the student closer to the goal of clear written expres-
sion. 

• I should teach them how to develop their thoughts into pieces of writing and how to get that message across 
successfully. I should offer feedback and specific constructive criticism. 

• To give them structural guidance and help them organize and focus their ideas. 

APPENDIX B

Responses from Teachers Who Perceived Their Role as Writing Coaches

As a teacher, what do you feel your role is in your students’ writing processes?

• I have to be a writer with them. 
• Demonstrate excellent writing skills and motivate them to do the same. 
• I am a catalyst, modeler, coach. 

• My job is to guide them through the process.
• Encourage their strengths; assist in making them aware of the weakness and showing them how they can 

 improve.
• I try to enable them to think for themselves and I allow them to explore their own style and interests. I try 

to model quality writing. I show them I am a writer too, and will do many assignments and writing activities 
with them. I coach them along the way. 

• My role is to foster an environment where they feel safe enough to share thoughts and feelings and truly let 
their guard down. 

• Teach/explain the process; assign meaningful opportunities; serve as fellow expert writer; encourage/inspire; 
celebrate and share.

• To help them become part of a writing community; and I am one resource to help better their writing. 
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Responses from Teachers Who Perceived Their Role as Evaluators

What is your philosophy or goals when assessing students’ writing?

• To give them an honest evaluation of how they succeeded compared to what was intended. 

• Structure and support of ideas. I hate generalizations, bad grammar, and wordiness.

• I grade holistically 

• That they follow directions, writing is organized and structured and contains support and details.

Responses from Teachers Who Perceived Their Role as Writing Coaches

What is your philosophy or goals when assessing students’ writing?

• I want to make writing better. Questions seem to really work, especially ones that show a genuine interest 
in the writing. It seems that only one-on-one conferencing works to repair some writing problems. 

• I have designed detail rubrics that allow students to see what specific elements of writing they need to 
improve in. Students keep track of their writing samples and fill out self-evaluation sheets monitoring the 
progress of their writing. I try to conference with students before and after each major paper. 

• It’s all about growth. Is your writing better when you leave my class than it was when you entered? 

• Students can always improve, so I give a grade plus comments for improvement and students can revise as 
many times as they want to up until 1 week before the end of the 9 weeks. 

• I look for a mastery of the writing form and the understanding of the subject.

• I look for clarity of ideas and then mechanics. 

• I am looking for voice and originality, as well as other mechanics. 

• I grade content and voice separately from mechanics. 

• I believe students need to practice. I am trying to build a liking of writing in my students, so I make delib-
erate attempts to support their efforts. Positive responses work wonders for high school students, and I’ve 
noticed now my kids really look for the comments I make instead of just ignoring me after all the work in 
put into responding to their writing. 

What methods do you use to assess students’ writing? 

Coaches Evaluators

School designed rubric 1 1

Self-designed rubrics 8 4

Ohio Department of Education  

Rubrics

1

Portfolios 5

Comments at the end of paper 7 4

Comments during the paper 8 4
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Other (please explain) • Student designed rubrics 

• I do use rubrics sometimes, but I try not to use them 
for every writing assignment, because I want my 
 students to think for themselves as well. 

• I always write at least one positive comment and sum-
marize one or two important improvements needed 
in writing. I don’t believe in marking up every error 
on a student’s paper.

• I conference. 

• I conference with students after each major paper. 
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Literature Discussions and 
Assessment: Bringing Literary and 
Social Learning Together

Thirty students, books and reading re-
sponse journals in hand, were ready 
to begin their literature discussions. 

Michelle, an eighth-grade teacher, began her rounds 
of the various discussion groups, noting each student’s 
preparedness (e.g., whether students had completed 
a reading response in their reader response journals), 
and the individual level of participation. She jotted 
down quotes from a few students. Yet, she felt that 
she was not recording useful information to guide her 
teaching. Yes, the students participated, but did they 
summarize their readings or initiate discussions? Did 
they interrupt others or encourage a hesitant student 
to join the discussion? She felt frustrated that she was 
missing so much. She was not capturing the richness of 
students’ learning in the literature discussion groups.

To overcome this frustration, she worked with 
me, a literacy professor, to create an assessment tool 
that would give a more complete picture of students 
as both social participants within their groups and  
as learners building a deeper understanding through 
the discussion. 

We developed a framework for assessing stu-
dents’ literary understandings and their social roles in 
the flow of their book discussions. 

Assessing Students’ Participation in  
Literature Discussion Groups

In our review of the literature on assessing stu-
dents’ learning in literature discussions, we found an 
abundance of assessment tools for assessing students’ 
participation in literature discussion groups, but they 
seemed to neglect assessing students’ depth of under-
standing of the books they read. In Evans’s (2001) 
recommended assessment practices, for example, 

students consider how well they cooperate with others 
in the group using criteria such as sitting in the circle, 
talking nicely and not arguing or fooling around, lis-
tening, not hurting others’ feelings, reading the book, 
and staying with the group. They also assess their par-
ticipation in the group using the following criteria: 
talking about the book, helping others in the group, 
giving opinions and rationales for the opinions, asking 
questions, responding to others’ questions with rea-
sonable answers, and giving details. Daniels’ (2002) 
assessment tools were developed around principles 
such as the preference for formative assessment, the 
need for a repertoire of strategies, and the compat-
ibility between instruction and assessment. The rep-
ertoire includes: open-ended, narrative observational 
notes, logs, and records, together with checklists, in-
terviews/conferences and portfolios of students’ writ-
ing, response journals and other artifacts of students’ 
responses to literature. He has created an on-the-spot 
observation sheet for checking off whether students 
are prepared and have participated, and for writing 
quotes and identifying the thinking skills demonstrat-
ed, as well as identifying social skills demonstrated by 
each student. These assessment protocols are useful for 
 recording students’ social and communication skills 
and the types of contributions they make, but not as 
helpful in identifying the richness and complexity of 
students’ responses to the books.

The Book Club performance assessment tool was 
designed to incorporate the contextualized nature of 
informal assessments, such as portfolios, with the fea-
tures of formal standardized tests (McMahon, Raphael, 
Goatley, & Pardo, 1997). This rubric describes stu-
dent performance in journal entries and book club 
discussions. The discussion group criteria include a 
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few literary learning criteria and a number of social 
criteria: the focus (e.g., on themes, issues, questions or 
characters), the use of evidence from text or experience 
to support ideas, the introduction of new ideas, build-
ing on others’ ideas, showing respect for others’ ideas, 
talking for a clear purpose and supporting those who 
contribute less frequently. This assessment is closer to 
what we felt was needed, but we really wanted a more 
specific listing of categories of literary understandings 
that students might demonstrate. Thus, we turned to 
the research on literature response.

Assessing Quality and Developmental 
Stages of Response to Literature

In the assessment frameworks developed by 
Thomson (1987), Protherough (1983) and Wilhelm 
(1997), there is no hint of assessing social dimensions 
of students’ responses because they were developed for 
individual responses to literature. Thomson (1987), 
for example, interviewed 51 students in years 8 and 
10 to determine degrees of intensity of interest (weak 
and passive leading to strong and active interest) and 
degrees of sophistication of response (simple and rudi-
mentary leading to developed and subtle understand-
ing). He identified six process stages from students’ 
responses to questions about their enjoyment and un-
derstanding of literature they had read. These process 
stages start with the reader’s unreflective interest in 
action, and move toward empathizing, analogizing, 
reflecting on the significance of events (theme) and be-
havior (distanced evaluation of characters). The most 
sophisticated processes are reviewing the whole work 
as the author’s creation and entering 
into a consciously-considered relation-
ship with the author while recognizing 
textual ideology, identity themes and 
the reader’s own reading processes.

Protherough’s (1983) develop-
mental framework also started with an 
analysis of responses to questions he 
asked students about stories they had 
read. In this case, students were 11 to 
16 years old. He identified five levels 
of sophistication of four types of re-
sponse: (1) awareness of theme (based 
on knowledge of how narrative works); 
(2) ability to empathize with charac-
ters and their situations; (3) ability to 
understand characters’ motivations for 
their actions; and (4) ability to predict 
outcomes beyond the written text.

More recently, Wilhelm (1997) developed a 
framework of 10 different dimensions of response that 
students use as they respond to literature. These di-
mensions are grouped into three categories: evocative, 
connective and reflective. Evocative dimensions 
include preparing to read and think about what the 
reading will be like, showing interest in the story, 
relating to characters and noticing clues for creating 
mental images. The connective dimensions include 
building up clues to create meaning that fills in gaps 
in the story, and making explicit connections between 
personal experiences and story experiences. The reflec-
tive dimensions include considering the significance of 
events and behavior to the overall story meaning, rec-
ognizing literary conventions, recognizing the choices 
authors make and evaluating these choices in terms of 
the effectiveness of the story and their influence on the 
readers’ identity construction.

Because the categories in these assessment 
frameworks were generated in one-on-one settings 
where group dynamics among students did not influ-
ence the responses, they were not appropriate in their 
original forms for small group discussions. However, 
we drew on these tools and those for assessing partici-
pation in literature discussion groups to develop our 
assessment tool.

Developing an Assessment Tool
There were two stages to the development of our 

assessment tool: (1) engaging eighth-grade students in 
literature discussion groups and tape recording their 
discussions and (2) analyzing the transcripts of their 
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discussions to determine the types of literary and so-
cial learning students demonstrate. We describe each 
of these stages in turn.

Michelle’s class of 28 grade eight students par-
ticipated in four literature discussion groups about 
books they had chosen following a series of book talks 
by their teacher. These novels were selected based on 
(1) availability in the school, (2) teacher recommen-
dations, (3) protagonists that were male and female, 
and (4) a backdrop that would prompt debate about 
environmental protection, racial tension, social dispar-
ity or teenage angst. Michelle, the teacher, provided 
scaffolding to students through whole-class activities 
where she modeled and worked with students to gen-
erate guidelines for interacting cooperatively in groups 
and responding to literature. Michelle placed students 
in groups according to the novels that they indicated 
were their first choice. All students within each group 
read the same title. The groupings were heterogeneous 
in terms of gender. The class was ethnically diverse, as 
there were students whose families had immigrated 
from Africa, Southeast Asia, Asia, Latin America, as 
well as students with European backgrounds whose 
families had lived in Canada for many generations. 
Before the discussions, each group completed a con-
tract outlining their expectations for behavior in the 
discussion groups and for preparedness to participate 
in the groups. Each group conducted four discussions 
over a two-week period. They negotiated within their 
groups the number of pages they would read to pre-
pare for the next discussion. 

Students prepared personal response journals 
before each meeting to record their reactions and in-
sights on the events and characters in the novel. The 
journals were structured around the 3R’s (retell, relate, 
reflect), a reading and writing strategy that encour-
ages students to think about their reading by first tell-
ing about it (retelling), making personal connections 
(relating) and then, encouraging students to make 
inquiries (reflecting) (Schwartz & Pollishuke, 2002). 
During the discussions, students referred to their jour-
nals. After the discussion meetings, each student com-
pleted a self-evaluation.

In the second stage of developing our assessment 
tool, we read and analyzed the literature discussion 
transcripts, the students’ journals, and their self-evalu-
ations. For each line of each conversation or each idea 
in the journals and self-evaluations, we identified stu-
dents’ Reading and thinking processes in one margin and 
their Social and communication processes in the opposite 
margin. In some cases, we found that the student’s 
contribution demonstrated both reading/thinking 
and social/communication processes. In other cases, 
the student’s contribution demonstrated one or the 
other type of process. Next, we pulled together the 
reading/thinking processes that appeared more than 
once, either within a conversation or across discussion 
groups, to create a set of criteria for assessing students’ 
literary thinking and understandings. 

We followed the same procedure for the social/
communication processes, and we were surprised to 
find in every group, even those that seemed to flow 

smoothly and productively, 
some evidence of social/com-
munication processes that did 
not contribute to peers’ self es-
teem or sense of belonging in the 
group. These processes were not 
excluded because of their ubiq-
uitous nature. Upon examina-
tion of our data, we felt these 
processes needed to be identified 
so that we could address them 
in preparing students for future 
discussion groups.

We compared and con-
trasted the criteria that came out 
of our analyses with those in the 
assessment tools developed by 
Daniels (2002), Evans (2001), 
McMahon, Raphael, Goatley, 
& Pardo (1997), Protherough 
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(1983), Thomson (1987), and Wilhelm (1997). We 
used some of the category headings from these as-
sessment tools and modified others. For example, we 
 created the category header: Makes personal connections 
from Wilhelm’s Connective dimensions. Similarly, al-
though our students’ words and our interpretations of 
their intentions were the leading determinants, in cre-
ating the category header, Evaluating/extending beyond 
the book, we drew from Wilhelm’s Reflective dimension 
and Thomson’s Consciously considered relationship with the 
author, Recognition of textual ideology and Understanding 
of self and of one’s own reading processes. In other cases, we 
created entirely new headings for categories because 
they best captured what students’ contributions to 
their literature group discussions were demonstrating: 
(e.g., Digging into the book). 

We created a checklist from our findings be-
cause we found that having criteria to guide Michelle’s 
observations of her students’ interactions in literature 
discussion groups and her assessment of their journals 
helped her to provide specific feedback while students 
were engaged in the discussions and in student-teacher 
conferences following the discussions. They also helped 
Michelle to identify specific strengths and weaknesses 
to guide follow-up instruction and to frame comments 
written to parents in progress reports. A checklist was 
also a handy tool for Michelle to carry with her and 
check off quickly what she observed as she moved from 
group to group as they engaged in the discussions. 

Figures 1 and 2 show how Michelle filled out 
the checklist while observing two students. The cri-
teria enclosed within brackets are higher level exten-
sions of the criteria that immediately precede them. 
The reading and thinking processes are divided into 
three categories: 

(1)  Digs into the book (using comprehen-
sion processes such as identifying, making 
judgments, inferring, summarizing, describ-
ing, defining, and predicting);

(2)  Makes personal connections (connecting per-
sonal experiences, empathizing, and express-
ing emotional responses);

(3)  Evaluates/extends (assessing the quality, 
stating beliefs/values, drawing conclusions or 
making generalizations, and showing meta-
cognitive awareness of the student’s reading 
processes).

The social/communication processes are divided 
into three categories of behaviors that contribute to 
the flow of conversation and are to be encouraged:

(1)  Negotiates understanding (asking questions, 
providing evidence, restating to clarify, chal-
lenging, and building on peers’ contributions);

(2)  Builds relationships (affirming, showing in-
terest, redirecting, making peers laugh);

(3)  Moves the discussion forward (initiating, 
 continuing, inviting, asserting, negotiating, 
and confirming). 

The category of behaviors to be discouraged be-
cause they hold the discussion back includes putting 
down a peer, making negative assessments of peer’s 
contributions, embarrassing peers, ignoring peers, in-
terrupting, coercing, refusing to participate, and tell-
ing peers what they should think or feel.

Profiles of Two Students
Michelle used our checklist to develop a profile 

of each student’s reading/thinking and social/commu-
nication processes in their four literature group discus-
sions and in their journals and self-assessments. The 
checklist helped her to determine students’ strengths 
and weaknesses in both reading and thinking process-
es and in their social and communication processes to 
guide further instruction. She created spaces for check 
marks for a number of discussion group meetings to 
get a picture of each student’s contributions over an 
extended period of time. As shown in Figures 1 and 2, 
often there were many check marks in some categories 
and very few in others, readily indicating areas that 
could be the focus of instruction. 

What follows are profiles of two of the students. 
These students were selected because they represent 
the wide range of social and literary learning that 
students demonstrated in the literature discussion 
groups. Michelle’s assessment of their literature dis-
cussion contributions shows how the checklist allows 
teachers to highlight specific social and literary learn-
ing that all students, regardless of their abilities and 
levels of confidence in participating in small group dis-
cussions, demonstrate in literature discussion groups 
and in their journals and self-assessments. The check-
list makes it easier to notice these contributions while 
teachers are involved in the busy activities of moni-
toring and providing feedback to students involved in  
the discussions.
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Mohamed’s Social and Literary Learning
Mohamed was a quiet fourteen-year-old boy 

who seldom participated in whole group discussions. 
(Please note that all names are pseudonyms). He often 
tuned out or “day dreamed” and appeared startled 
when asked a question. During independent or small 
group activities, Mohamed enjoyed visiting with his 
many friends in the class and often did not remain 
focused. Though polite and respectful to teachers, 
Mohamed allowed himself to be negatively influenced 
by his peers, resulting in several school suspensions. 

Mohamed chose to read the mystery novel, Break 
and Enter, a murder mystery about a girl who finds a 
corpse, written by Norah McClintock (2002). In an 
interview with his teacher, Mohamed said he selected 
his novel based on his teacher’s book talk: “When the 
teacher read it, it sounded nice. But, as I kept reading, 
it was boring, I didn’t like it. But the end, it turned 
out good. But when the teacher read the first couple of 
pages they were good and then boring and then back 
to good.” 

Mohamed participated in four discussions on 
Break and Enter with four other students (two male 
and two female). As shown in Figure 1, Mohamed’s 
strengths were making personal connections and sum-
marizing. He was also strong in listening and moving 

the discussion forward. In these discussions, in con-
trast to his often-observed group behavior, Mohamed 
stayed on task and completed all the required journal 
responses in preparation of the discussions. He par-
ticipated only after being invited into discussions by 
peers. In terms of Mohamed’s social and communi-
cation processes, most of his contributions involved 
negotiating understanding and affirming the contri-
butions of others. He never held the discussion back. 
Mohamed’s participation showed Michelle that litera-
ture discussion groups were motivating and engaging 
learning activities for Mohamed. His attention to the 
discussion and willingness to keep the conversation 
going had not always been observed in other class ac-
tivities. He also showed positive social behaviors that 
contributed to his and peers’ learning. This had not 
always been the case in other activities.

In terms of reading/thinking processes, Mohamed 
made many personal connections, evaluating the text 
based on his own personal connections or understand-
ings. For example, he said: “I think like the glasses 
thing was kinda dumb. Like if you find glasses on the 
floor, you just leave them. I don’t know but you never 
pick them up, or sometimes you just take them for 
you, you know what I mean?” Mohamed’s contribu-
tions involved summarizing the events, although he 
also drew a conclusion about how characters interact-

ed and inferred the source of a char-
acter’s problem. Throughout the 
discussions, Mohamed evaluated the 
book in terms of how bored he was 
while reading it. Michelle’s assess-
ment using this checklist showed her 
that Mohamed was deeply engaged 
in the book in terms of making per-
sonal connections. He was also think-
ing deeply when he questioned the 
plausibility of events, and inferred 
sources of a character’s problem. The 
checklist guided her suggestions to 
Mohamed in a follow-up student-
teacher conference and her interven-
tion in future literature discussion 
groups of which Mohamed was part. 
She invited him to consider ways to 
evaluate and extend the ideas and 
perspectives in the book.
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Figure 1: Mohammed’s Profile  Assessing Reading, Thinking and Social Processes in Literature Discussion Groups
Name MOHAMED              Dates February 28, March 3, 7, 10, 2005

Titles of Books Discussed Break and Enter

Reading/Thinking Processes Social/Communication Processes
Digs into the Book

      Identifies characters, their problems/conflicts, roles and 
actions

    1  Makes judgments about characters’ actions (with support 
from the story/background social, cultural academic 
knowledge, and experiences/values, etc.)

    1   Infers sources of the characters’ problems/conflicts and 
motivations for their actions (with support from the story/
background social, cultural and academic knowledge, and 
experiences/values, etc.)

    11  Summarizes events (with connections to overall theme of 
story)

   Describes setting and visual images created while reading
   Defines vocabulary with analogies, examples, attributes and 

functions drawn from book and from background knowledge 
   Infers theme/what author wanted to say in book
   Predicts future events (using background knowledge about 

the topic and genre, story information, other books read, 
and personal experience)

 Negotiates Understandings 
  Asks question about vocabulary or part the student did not 

understand
     1   Asks question about characters’ motivations and influences on 

their actions/what student would have done in character’s position
     1   Asks question about accuracy and plausibility of context, actions 

and details in story and about gaps in the information provided
  Provides evidence from story to clarify a peer’s confusion
   Restates what peer said to clarify
     1   Challenges peer’s ideas/assertions with question/statement 

about a gap, error or inconsistency (with support from the 
story/background social, cultural academic knowledge, and 
experiences/values, etc.)

     1   Builds on peers’ contributions to negotiate understandings about 
events, characters’ motivations, context, topic, related life issue, 
etc. by contributing general information, evidence from the story, 
interpretations and opinions, hypothetical and lived experiences, 
etc.

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
“Well I don’t feel bad for him because it was his choice to do all that 
stuff so you know it’s his problem. It’s not like he was forced to do it, 
he didn’t have a gun pointed at his head.”

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
Seldom contributes – needs to be asked directly

Reading/Thinking Processes Social/Communication Processes

Makes Personal Connections
    11  Connects event/incident/character to personal experience/

someone student knows
    1  Explains how student would act/feel in character’s situation
    1  Expresses emotional response to actions/character/theme, 

etc.

Builds Relationships
    1   Affirms what peers have said (sometimes with a qualifier)
       Shows interest in peers’ contributions by asking questions for 

more information or inviting elaboration or clarification
       Redirects topic when notices a peer or self being embarrassed
       Makes peers laugh by exaggerating, using irony, etc.

Evaluates/Extends 
    1   Assesses book in one or two words
      Assesses parts/whole book with elaboration 
       States belief/value related to events/themes in book
    1   Draws conclusion/makes generalization about how people 

interact, their choices and their motivations for their actions 
(showing social/emotional/psychological/ insight)

       Describes own reading processes while reading the book 
and how effective the author was in making the book 
readable and interesting

      Makes generalizations about how books of this genre are 
written and read (may make comparisons with other books 
of similar genre or books/movies, etc. that have other 
similarities)

Moves the Discussion Forward
       Initiates a conversation thread by asking a question
       Continues a conversation thread by responding to question
       Invites a particular student to contribute
    1   Asserts right to contribute
       Negotiates what to read in preparation for next discussion
       Invites/confirms closure of the discussion

Holds the Discussion Back
       Puts down a peer
       Assesses a peer’s contributions negatively
       Asks question/raises topic that embarrasses peer or puts peer on 

defensive
       Ignores peer’s question/point and talks about another topic
       Tells peer what she/he should think or feel
       Interrupts peer
       Coerces peer into participating
       Refuses invitation to participate

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
“I think like the glasses thing was kinda dumb. Like if you find 
glasses on the floor, you just leave them. I don’t know but you never 
pick them up, or sometimes you just take them for you, you know 
what I mean?” 

 “book is boring” 

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
Accused of not having read the book – asserts that he did read the book
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Suki’s Social and Literary Learning
Suki is an articulate, out-going fourteen-year-old 

girl, who is confident in her abilities and has maintained 
an A average in every subject throughout the school 
year. Well liked and respected by her peers for her in-
telligence and willingness to help, Suki was a leader in 
the classroom. 

Suki selected Eric Walters’s (2000) combina-
tion mystery and historical fiction novel, The Hydrofoil 
Mystery. This novel, set in 1915, is about a 15-year-old 
boy who spent the summer with Alexander Graham 
Bell in Nova Scotia. The boy discovered that Bell was 
building a hydrofoil boat to help in the war effort 
against the Germans. Suki based her selection on the 
genre of the novel and the opportunity to learn some-
thing new: “I really like historical fiction and when I 
don’t like it it’s (because it’s) maybe too boring… I 
guess the pull was the world we know the knowledge 
that was going to give in the book and also that it was 
historical fiction and was exciting.” 

Suki participated in four discussions on The 
Hydrofoil Mystery with four other students; two male 
and two female. Suki’s strengths in the social processes 
categories were in negotiating understanding, build-
ing relationships, and moving the discussion forward. 
Most frequently, Suki affirmed what others had said 
and built on her peers’ contributions to negotiate un-
derstanding by challenging her group members to re-
spond to questions critically. When one of her group 
members said that, “It (the novel) was good, it was 
interesting.” Suki prompted her to elaborate, “Good 
yeah, but many things are good. Ice cream is good.” 
This elicited a more detailed reply from her peer: 

“Okay, anyways, I think this story was good and it 
was like a real page turner and the part where I could 
really connect with was where William’s mom is like 
forcing him to do things. My mom does that too. I 
think every mom does that to their kids.” Suki tem-
pered the controlling and interruptive behavior of one 
of her peers, keeping the discussion flowing. She did 
hold back the conversation once when she interrupted 
a peer. Suki’s social participation showed Michelle that 
Suki was actively engaged in the discussions. She was 
adept at inviting others into the conversation, and in 
contrast to findings in a previous study analyzing in-
teractions among boys and girls (Evans, Alvermann & 
Anders, 1998), she was assertive and was not silenced 
by the boys in her group. The literature discussion 
group allowed Suki to further her already well devel-
oped communication skills. The challenges to others 
and the interruption also showed that Michelle’s sen-
sitive guidance was needed to help Suki see how her 
advanced skill level and social popularity placed her 
in a position of power in the group. Michelle found 
that Suki could develop in social terms by considering 
how she might help the less socially competent in her 
group to gain confidence and to feel that they were 
valued contributors to the literature discussion.

Suki’s strengths in terms of reading/thinking 
processes were inferring sources of the characters’ prob-
lems (e.g., “I think Billy’s problem is that his father is 
never around, or whenever he’s around, it’s only for 
days or weeks. I mean, for a young boy, you need your 
father mostly all the time. Your mother can’t really 
control you.”) and drawing on background knowledge 
and book information to make generalizations about 
how the book was written, and to define vocabulary 

(e.g., when the group is negotiating their un-
derstanding of what a hydrofoil is, she says, 
“I think they’re like boats that go really fast” 
and then continues after other students pro-
vide input, “it floats about an inch above the 
water – see the way it’s drawn on the cover.”) 
Michelle used the checklist information to 
commend Suki on the depth and richness of 
her thinking about the book, and she encour-
aged Suki to continue to show the range of 
reading/thinking processes, particularly those 
that evaluate and extend the themes and ideas 
in the book. She also encouraged Suki to make 
more personal connections.
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Figure 2: Suki’s Profile                  Assessing Reading, Thinking and Social Processes in Literature Discussion Groups
Name SUKI               Dates February 28, March 3, 7, 10, 2005

Titles of Books Discussed The Hydrofoil Mystery

Reading/Thinking Processes Social/Communication Processes

Digs into the Book
       Identifies characters, their problems/conflicts, roles and actions
    1   Makes judgments about characters’ actions (with support from 

the story/background social, cultural academic knowledge, and 
experiences/values, etc.)

    1   Infers sources of the characters’ problems/conflicts and motivations 
for their actions (with support from the story/background social, 
cultural and academic knowledge, and experiences/values, etc.)

    1   Summarizes events (with connections to overall theme of story)
       Describes setting and visual images created while reading
    1   Defines vocabulary with analogies, examples, attributes and 

functions drawn from book and from background knowledge 
       Infers theme/what author wanted to say in book
    1   Predicts future events (using background knowledge about the 

topic and genre, story information, other books read, and personal 
experience)

Negotiates Understandings 
       Asks question about vocabulary or part the student did not understand
    1   Asks question about characters’ motivations and influences on their 

actions/what student would have done in character’s position
    1   Asks question about accuracy and plausibility of context, actions and 

details in story and about gaps in the information provided
    1   Provides evidence from story to clarify a peer’s confusion
    1   Restates what peer said to clarify
  11   Challenges peer’s ideas/assertions with question/statement about a gap, 

error or inconsistency
    1   (with support from the story/background social, cultural academic 

knowledge, and experiences/values, etc.)
    1  Builds on peers’ contributions to negotiate understandings about 

events, characters’ motivations, context, topic, related life issue, etc. by 
contributing general information, evidence from the story, interpretations 
and opinions, hypothetical and lived experiences, etc.

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
Starts discussion by summarizing events

“I think Billy’s problem is that his father is never around, or 
whenever he’s around, it’s only for days or weeks. I mean, 
for a young boy, you need your father mostly all the time. 

Your mother can’t really control you.”

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
Usually initiates and directs discussion

Tempered peer’s behavior—well suited/matched

Reading/Thinking Processes Social/Communication Processes

Makes Personal Connections
      Connects event/incident/character to personal experience/

someone student knows
    1  Explains how student would act/feel in character’s situation
     ¨ Expresses emotional response to actions/character/theme, etc.

Builds Relationships
    1  Affirms what peers have said (sometimes with a qualifier)
  11  Shows interest in peers’ contributions by asking questions for more 

information or inviting elaboration or clarification
    1  Redirects topic when notices a peer or self being embarrassed
      Makes peers laugh by exaggerating, using irony, etc.

Evaluates/Extends 
    1   Assesses book in one or two words
    1   Assesses parts/whole book with elaboration 
       States belief/value related to events/themes in book
       Draws conclusion/makes generalization about how people interact, 

their choices and their motivations for their actions (showing social/
emotional/psychological/political insight)

    1   Describes own reading processes while reading the book and 
how effective the author was in making the book readable and 
interesting

    1   Makes generalizations about how books of this genre are written 
and read (may make comparisons with other books of similar genre 
or books/movies, etc. that have other similarities)

Moves the Discussion Forward
    1   Initiates a conversation thread by asking a question
    1   Continues a conversation thread by responding to question
  11  Invites a particular student to contribute
    1   Asserts right to contribute
    1   Negotiates what to read in preparation for next discussion
    1   Invites/confirms closure of the discussion

Holds the Discussion Back
       Puts down a peer
       Assesses a peer’s contributions negatively
       Asks question/raises topic that embarrasses peer or puts peer on 

defensive
       Ignores peer’s question/point and talks about another topic
       Tells peer what she/he should think or feel
    1   Interrupts peer
       Coerces peer into participating
       Refuses invitation to participate

Notes/Quotes from Discussions
“I think it was sort of confusing because it was written in the style of those 
times, like Charles Dickens’ time. It’s a little different from what I’m used 
to reading. That’s why it took me awhile to read the 47 pages. . . . Some of 
the words in those days, like ‘batty’, I didn’t know what ‘batty’ was. . . but I 
thought it was a page-turner.”

Notes/Quotes from Discussions

“______ (peer’s name), you’re wasting time”

Recommendations for Using the 
Assessment Tool

We find that the checklist works well as a diag-
nostic assessment tool to inform instruction. Michelle 
used the entire checklist to assess students’ participa-
tion in literature discussions, and the reading/thinking 

processes criteria to assess their response journals. The 
checklist provides specific information for conferring 
with students in student-teacher conferences. Michelle 
can target particular reading/thinking processes and 
social processes for individual, small group and whole 
group instruction. Because students receive specific 
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 information about their contributions after each discus-
sion, they have clear ideas about what they can do to 
enrich their learning before the final grade is given.

With this checklist, teachers can evaluate stu-
dents’ participation in literature discussion groups based 
on their progress over a number of discussion meetings. 
Information in the checklist, combined with students’ 
self- and peer- assessments, reader response journals, 
and culminating activities, provide teachers with a well 
rounded and multi layered understanding of student 
performance. Not only can the checklist be used to 
provide meaningful feedback to students; we anticipate 
sharing the information during parent conferences. The 
checklist provides specific criteria to enable teachers to 
articulate clear reading and social expectations to par-
ents. This gives parents identifiable areas that they can 
work on with their children, as well. 

There are some challenges in using this check-
list in classrooms. Michelle found it difficult to ana-
lyze a group discussion for every member in the group 
using a full criteria list and will focus on a part of the 
checklist at a time next year. For example, she may 
concentrate on one or two of the areas of the checklist 
for one discussion and choose other areas for another. 
Alternatively, she may focus on one or two students in 
each group using the full checklist and then focus on 
the other members of the group during another dis-
cussion. Video taping the discussions is another op-
tion. Teachers could then view the videos and com-
plete the checklists at a time when they are not caught 
up in managing the whole class while carrying out the 
assessment. Tape recording the discussions is also a 
possibility, as it is easier to place a tape recorder in the 
middle of each group than it is to have video cameras 
trained on them.

Discussion groups are meaningful when stu-
dents develop understandings about the books they 
are reading and about ideas that emanate from the 
books, together with developing social processes for 
contributing to productive and thoughtful discussions. 
As such, literature discussion groups provide rich op-
portunities for assessing and teaching in these two 
areas. Our checklist brings these two types of learning 
together with specific criteria for each. We believe that 
our checklist is particularly valuable because it arises 

from behaviors that we observed a number of students 
carrying out while engaged in literature discussions 
with peers. Of course, this is our initial work in this 
area and our checklist is under construction. We invite 
teachers to observe what their students show about 
their literary and social learning and to reconstruct 
this tool for their own classrooms.
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“What Happened to the Children?”: 
Involving Students in Reading 
Comprehension Assessment

 “English and language 
arts teachers must seek 
a balance between giv-

ing students control of their learning through many 
modalities and ensuring that they also improve in the 
areas of reading, writing, speaking, listening, view-
ing, and thinking. This equilibrium is vital to making  
learning important to them” (p. 6).—Bigelow & 
Vokoun (2005)

In 1965, President Johnson “signed into law the 
first federal aid program for high-poverty school dis-
tricts (Cohn, 2007),” noting that the law lacked one 
important ingredient: accountability. One year later, 
Sen. Robert F. Kennedy asked, “What happened to 
the children? Do you mean you spent a billion dollars 
and you don’t know whether they can read or not?” 
Forty-two years later, Cohn asserts, “The No Child 
Left Behind Act is America’s answer to that question.” 
That may be the original intention of the law’s design-
ers, but it falls far short of helping classroom teachers 
see what is truly happening to the children.

The teachers with whom I work consistently 
agree that standardized test scores reflect students’ 
struggles with comprehension. While these educators 
try many techniques for teaching and honing compre-
hension skills, students still struggle. Noted reading 
consultant and researcher Kylene Beers (2003) ob-
serves, “We sometimes confuse explaining to students 
what is happening in a text with teaching students 
how to comprehend a text” (p. 40).

Teachers are looking for ways to help students 
develop and demonstrate reading comprehension, 
not just for the purposes of standardized testing, but 
for lifelong learning as well. Chairman and founder 

of the Center for Performance Assessment and the 
International Center for Educational Accountability, 
D. B. Reeves (2004) asserts that the best preparation 
for standardized tests is “not mindless testing drills, 
but extensive student writing, accompanied by think-
ing, analysis, and reasoning” (p. 92). The same holds 
true for preparing lifelong learners.

While it is difficult for teachers to actively in-
volve students in “mindless testing drills,” teachers 
can create ways to include students in the thinking, 
analysis, and reasoning processes involved with read-
ing. Beers (2003) advocates showing students how to 
comprehend—how to make inferences; how to rec-
ognize the author’s purpose; how to connect to prior 
experiences. Students can then, in turn, show teach-
ers what and how they comprehend. But what does 
this look like in the English language arts classroom? 
How can students show how they comprehend text? 
How can teachers actively engage students in the  
assessment process?

In this article, I share three student-designed 
project ideas that demonstrate how students com-
prehend text: a soundtrack, a collection of letters to 
authors, and a photojournal. The projects invite stu-
dents to be active participants in the assessment pro-
cess. The key is something teachers have heard before: 
student choice. Teachers do not need to be the only 
ones answering the question, “What happened to the 
children?” By creating a space for student-designed 
projects, students and teachers can be active partners 
in the assessment process, striking the vital equilib-
rium between control and improvement (Bigelow & 
Vokoun, 2005).
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Creating Spaces for Students in the 
Assessment Process

At a large, comprehensive, land grant university, 
I teach an adolescent literature course which attracts 
students from a variety of majors, but the majority of 
students in the class plan to teach secondary English. 
I make a conscious effort to select texts and develop 
assignments that students can take and use with their 
own students someday. Because of my belief in student 
choice, well-supported by current research (Atwell 
2007; Janisch, Liu, & Akrofi 2007; Bigelow & Vokoun 
2005; Daniels & Bizar 2004), I invite students to de-
velop their own final course research projects. The proj-
ects must seek to demonstrate how the students com-
prehend text and they must address the three seminal 
course questions: What is adolescence? What is litera-
ture? What is adolescent literature? The assessment 
process begins when students write a formal research 
proposal addressing the following questions:

1. What do you plan to do?

2. What format do you plan to use? Why?

3. What resources will you need?

4. How does this project relate to this course?

5. How might you use this project to inform 
your future career?

In the proposal, students can include any ques-
tions they have for me. For example, a student might 
have a topic or a format in mind, but have questions 
about how and where to locate resources.

I read and respond to each student’s proposal, 
keeping in mind that readers interpret texts in differ-
ent ways. The project ideas in this article all stem from 
such proposals, and they work well as culminating 
texts for a literature unit, semester, or year of study. The 
projects are alternative forms of assessment which can 
be used to replace or to supplement pencil-and-paper 
tests. They allow students to design an assessment for-
mat tailored to their individual learning styles.

Sound Assessment: Using Music to Assess 
Comprehension

I began the semester in my adolescent litera-
ture course by inviting students to read Laurie Halse 
Anderson’s novel Speak, the story of an adolescent female 
who is raped the summer before starting high school. 

The novel examines the dynamics of peer groups, ado-
lescent identity, and overcoming obstacles.

Sandra, a student in the course, created a 
soundtrack for the novel containing three elements: 
carefully selected songs, illustrative liner notes, and 
in-depth personal reflection. The concept behind the 
soundtrack is that the reader selects songs that convey 
how they understand the text. The songs accompany 
discrete passages from the text and work together as 
pieces of a larger whole. The order of songs is partic-
ularly important. The reader can address the careful 
selection of songs through personal reflection—includ-
ing the reasons for choosing a particular version of a 
song—in the liner notes. Liner notes (the pages of writ-
ing that accompany a music CD and include informa-
tion about each song, such as lead vocals, song lyrics, 
individual credits) show how the reader comprehends 
the text by explaining the inferences between what is 
read on the page and what is heard in the music.

Beers (2003) explains that skilled readers iden-
tify characters’ beliefs, personalities, and motivations; 
offer details for events or their own explanations of 
the events presented in the text; and offer conclusions 
from facts presented in the text (p. 65). A soundtrack 
can demonstrate each of these skills.

Identifying Characters’ Beliefs, Personalities, 
and Motivations

Sandra chose to open her soundtrack for 
Speak with the song “Bring Me to Life” by the band 
Evanescence. She explained,

I see this song as a type of theme song for 
the novel. To me, it is Melinda’s plea pro-
fessed to anybody who will listen and help 
her— she is unveiling her vulnerability for 
somebody to save her. The chorus is what 
really grabbed my attention: Wake me up 
inside,/Wake me up inside,/Call my name and 
save me from the dark./Bid my blood to run,/
Before I come undone,/Save me from the nothing 
I’ve become.

This excerpt illustrates how Sandra comprehend-
ed Melinda’s motivation. In the book, Melinda refrains 
from speaking following the rape. Anderson describes 
how Melinda wants to speak at times, but she just 
cannot tell anyone what happened. By choosing this 
particular song, Sandra showed how she understood 
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that Melinda feels like she has become a nothing, like 
she is ready to come undone. This concept is central to 
understanding the story. 

Sandra could have chosen another way to show 
her understanding of Melinda’s motivation, but the 
soundtrack allowed her to use the power of music. 
Sandra went on to comment, “I feel like this song rec-
ognizes and grieves for the loss of the life Melinda had 
before she was raped.” Melinda grieves the loss of her 
life before the rape, particularly the solace and support 
of the close friendship she had in her friend, Rachel. 
She wants Rachel, or any of her former friends, to call 
her name and save her from the dark. Unfortunately, 
that does not happen. Melinda is left to grieve that loss 
until the end of the book. By including the lyrics of 
“Bring Me to Life,” along with her reflection, Sandra 
is able to show her comprehension of the impact of 
that loss.

Offering Details for Events in the Text
As I listened to Sandra’s soundtrack and read 

her liner notes, I was able to experience how she com-
prehended the importance of events in the novel. As 
Melinda experiences her first Valentine’s Day after 
being raped, she is flooded with unexpected emo-
tions. Melinda looks inside herself, struggling with 
the thoughts racing through her mind. She admits to 
herself, “A half forgotten holiday has unveiled every 
knife that sticks inside me, every cut. No Rachel, no 
Heather, not even a silly, geeky boy who would like 
the inside girl I think I am.”

Sandra calls this scene “absolutely heart wrench-
ing.” As a way of offering detail for her explanation 
of the events in the text, Sandra selected “Adagio for 
Strings” by Samuel Barber. She supports this choice 
by sharing,

I hear Melinda’s sobs and gasps in the 
vibrato, I see her hands trembling, and I 
feel utter despair. Her heart is mangled, 
thrown aside by everyone. She feels as 
though not a single person in the entire 
universe loves her: it is one of the most de-
pressing thoughts. The song mourns the 
loss of her last shred of hope.

This song selection showed that she compre-
hended why Valentine’s Day was such a traumatic 
experience for Melinda. It was not just another day; 

it was a day that triggered a watershed of emotions. 
What was once “a half forgotten holiday” has become 
an all too vivid reminder for Melinda of what she has 
lost in the months following the rape. It shows rape 
not as an isolated event, but as an ongoing experience, 
which is a key detail in this novel.

Offering Conclusions from Facts in the Text
 Sandra chose to close her soundtrack for Speak 

with “Here Comes the Sun” by Bob Khaleel. The lyr-
ics address the hope that follows despair: “Little dar-
ling/It’s been a long cold lonely winter/Little darling/It 
feels like years since it’s been here.” Sandra explained 
why she chose this particular song as the last track:

I just thought this was a very appropriate 
song with which to end the soundtrack. 
When I first listened to it, I thought it de-
scribed the book and ending quite aptly. 
The sun is definitely on its way, not only 
in the literal sense of summer time, but 
ominous clouds of fear, guilt and anger 
that she has lived under have parted, and 
a metaphorical sun of hope is beginning 
to peak [sic] through. I also do get a sense 
that things will be ‘all right’ at the end of 
the book.

English teachers often ask students questions 
such as: Did this book have a satisfactory ending? 
What denotes a “satisfactory ending”? Most readers 
like the loose ends tied up; they want to know that 
the protagonist is going to be OK. While readers are 
not certain how it all comes together for Melinda at 
the end of the novel, they are left knowing that she 
is finally able to speak to someone about what has 
happened to her. Sandra showed her understanding 
of the importance of the closing scene in the book by 
selecting a song that reflects weathering the storm and 
facing the “metaphorical sun of hope.” She offered a 
conclusion based on facts presented in the text.

A soundtrack can be an effective culminating 
text where readers not only identify characters’ beliefs, 
personalities, and motivations; offer details for events 
or their own explanations of the events presented in 
the text; and offer conclusions from facts presented in 
the text, but also involve them in assessing reading 
comprehension. 
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Letter Perfect: Using Letters to Assess 
Comprehension

Nick Bantock’s Griffin & Sabine was the inspi-
ration for another student-designed project. Bantock 
requires readers to actually open envelopes containing 
letters written between two characters to reveal the 
story. A reader can write a compilation of letters to 
authors to reveal a different story: how that reader un-
derstands an author’s purpose. 

While Beers (2003) describes the importance 
for skilled readers to identify an author’s purpose, 
state standards, such as the Colorado Model Content 
Standards, break that concept down even further. The 
Colorado Model Content Standards to which I hold 
my students accountable for ninth through twelfth 
grade reading and writing address the importance for 
skilled readers to recognize an author’s point of view, 
purpose, and historical and cultural context. A collec-
tion of letters to authors can be an effective way to 
demonstrate these skills.

Recognizing an Author’s Point of View
Like so many students, Nancy, an undergraduate 

teacher education student, was struck by the compel-
ling story of Melinda in Anderson’s Speak. As part of 
her mulitgenre research project, Nancy chose to write 
a letter to the author describing how, like Anderson, 
she “desperately wanted Melinda to have a happy end-
ing, one that left her free of any more hurt and strug-
gle.” Emulating Bantock’s style, Nancy placed the 
letter in an envelope within the pages of her project. 
After reading Anderson’s interview with The ALAN 
Review, Nancy wrote:

As an aspiring writer, your interview with 
The ALAN Review was very insightful. I 
struggle to find characters that are real and 
honest. By hearing that Melinda, a very 
real and dynamic character, was found in 
your nightmares, I took heart. I’m so glad 
to know that characters don’t always have 
to be just made up, instead they can be 
found in anything, even dreams.

By reading the interview as part of her research 
for her project, Nancy was able to more fully under-
stand the author’s perspective and how that point of 
view is reflected through Melinda. Writing a letter 

to an author allows a reader the opportunity to show 
that understanding. Also, when Nancy shares, “I took 
heart,” the reader gets a sense that she will apply this 
understanding in her future reading and writing en-
deavors, as both a student and a lifelong learner.

Recognizing an Author’s Purpose
Skilled readers are able to demonstrate how 

they understand the author’s purpose, or motivations, 
for writing. After reading Karen Hesse’s The Music of 
Dolphins, Nancy wanted to address how Hesse uses 
language to craft a “brilliant” story with well-devel-
oped characters. Nancy’s letter to Hesse addressed the 
author’s purpose for writing in a particular format.

As I began reading the book, I was taken 
back [sic] by the large print and the sim-
plistic [sic] language. However, as I con-
tinued reading, the format of the book as a 
visual representation of Mila’s growth and 
relapse amazed me. What a great idea. I 
liked that you used a few different medi-
ums, including news text, because it gives 
readers, especially students, experience in 
reading more than just novels.

Writing letters demonstrates an understanding 
of how an author has a purpose for using a specific for-
mat when writing. Here, Nancy addressed how Hesse 
uses font size and word choices deliberately, conscious-
ly, to help reiterate how Mila is evolving as a character. 
This connection between form and content is central 
to reading comprehension, and by writing a letter to 
the author, Nancy is able to show herself as a skilled 
reader who is able to recognize an author’s purpose for 
writing in a particular way.

Recognizing an Author’s Cultural and  
Historical Context

A reader can also write letters to question an 
author’s purpose, such as why the author chose to con-
struct a character in a particular way. After reading 
Hard Love (2001), Ellen Wittlinger’s novel of unre-
quited love between a heterosexual male (John) and a 
homosexual female friend (Marisol), Nancy challenged 
why Wittlinger chose to reinforce cultural stereotypes 
instead of choosing to break new ground: 
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Dear Ms. Wittlinger,

I was slightly disappointed in your por-
trayal of Marisol. She seemed to me the 
typical lesbian: she wore dark makeup 
and clothes, was artsy, was easily angered 
by men, etc. I find it hard to believe that 
someone, specifically a boy, would fall in 
love with this stereotype-person. My ques-
tion is simple: why did you choose to por-
tray your character in this way?

Nancy showed she was aware of a particular set 
of cultural stereotypes about lesbians (dark makeup, 
dark clothing, artistic interests), and she implied that 
Wittlinger was equally aware of such cultural stereo-
types. Instead of reading the text passively, accepting 
the author’s point of view as presented, Nancy wrote 
a letter to challenge the author’s choice for represent-
ing Marisol this way. From Nancy’s perspective, the 
subject matter of the novel (the intersection of het-
erosexual and homosexual love) was groundbreaking 
in that it was something she had not encountered in 
her reading before. Nancy saw this text as an opportu-
nity for Wittlinger to push the envelope even further 
and to break out of character stereotypes. She ques-
tioned why Wittlinger would not go that extra step 
and present Marisol as a dynamic lesbian character, 
“someone, specifically a boy, would fall in love with.” 
By doing so, she demonstrated her understanding of 
Wittlinger’s cultural and historical context.

Teachers have options for assessing a student’s 
comprehension of an author’s purpose. Each of these 
letters—written for a variety of audiences and purpos-
es—shows a level of reading comprehension, not just 
by regurgitating facts, but through thinking, analyz-
ing, and reasoning. The art of letter writing can serve 
as the perfect medium for a reader to convey compre-
hension of an author’s point of view, purpose, and cul-
tural and historical context.

Worth a Thousand Words: Using 
Photography to Assess Comprehension

Beers (2003) asserts that skilled readers show 
how they connect text to prior experiences. The 
International Reading Association and the National 
Council of Teachers of English describe this skill even 
further in standard three of the Standards for the English 
Language Arts (1996):

Students apply a wide range of strategies 
to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and 
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior 
experience, their interactions with other 
readers and writers, their knowledge of 
word meaning and of other texts, their 
word identification strategies, and their 
understanding of textual features (e.g., 
sound-letter correspondence, sentence 
structure, context, graphics) (p. 3). 

A photojournal can be an effective way to dem-
onstrate mastery of these skills. A photojournal has 
three key elements: photographs, excerpts from course 
texts, and personal reflection. Denise, an undergradu-
ate teacher education student, described her photo-
journal project this way:

I researched nature imagery in the books 
we read for Adolescent Literature. I took 
pictures all along the Front Range and 
doctored them on the computer. I found 
quotes from the novels and incorporated 
the visual imagery they provided into the 
photographs.

Through a photojournal, a reader can draw on 
prior experiences, show interactions with other readers 
and writers, and demonstrate understanding of tex-
tual features.

Drawing on Prior Experiences
One of the most simple yet visually striking 

photographs in Denise’s journal is a close-up of a bun-
dle of wheat. The reader sees every detail in the stalks 
of grain, carefully bound together with a piece of red 
twine. Next to the photo is this excerpt from J. D. 
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye:

Anyway, I keep picturing all these little 
kids playing some game in this big field 
of rye and all. Thousands of little kids, and 
nobody’s around—nobody big, I mean—
except me. And I’m standing on the edge 
of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I 
have to catch everybody if they start to go 
over the cliff—I mean if they’re running 
and they don’t look where they’re going 
I have to come out from somewhere and 
catch them. That’s all I’d do all day.



62   OJELA  Vol. 48, No. 1  Winter/Spring 2008

“What Happened to the Children?”: Involving Students in Reading Comprehension Assessment

After reading this book, Denise went home 
to her parents’ ranch. Her father had just fin-
ished cutting wheat and setting it in bushels. 
Denise reflected on the string that held the bushel  
together, so trivial yet so vital to keeping the wheat 
together. She wrote,

The element of a rye field is necessary in 
this quote. Rye is a necessity, a staple of 
life: a financial staple for farmers, a dietary 
staple for humans and livestock, as well 
as a staple for the insects that rely on it. 
Nothing is more organic in my mind than 
a field of uncut rye and nothing is more 
useful than a bushel of cut rye. I felt that 
the rye was Holden’s way of equipping 
these children for life, for adulthood; so 
that they cold survive on necessity and not 
on the frivolous.

The pairing of the visual appearance of text and 
photo is central to the photojournal project. On the 
back of the page, the reader can describe how prior 
experiences influenced understanding of how the text 
and photo worked together.

Drawing on Interactions with other  
Readers and Writers

As much as I try to relate to my students’ ex-
periences with adolescence, they always find ways to 
convey their experiences best. I was reminded of this 
as I turned to Denise’s photograph of a cherry tree 
silhouetted against a pale yellow sky. At first, the tree 
seems unremarkable, so I read the excerpt next to it, 
once again from Anderson’s Speak.

This looks like a tree, but it is an average, 
ordinary, everyday, boring tree. Breathe 
life into it. Make it bend—trees are flex-
ible, so they don’t snap. Scar it, give it a 
twisted branch—perfect trees don’t exist. 
Nothing is perfect. Flaws are interesting. 
Be the tree.

In Speak, Anderson challenges the reader to 
draw connections between the symbolism of the tree 
and personal experience. She is counting on the fact 
that readers will be able to relate, in some way, with 
Melinda’s experiences as an adolescent. Needless to say, 
I was eager to read on, to see how Denise connected 
this particular photograph, this textual excerpt, and 

her understanding of how Anderson draws readers to 
interact with other readers and their personal experi-
ences. Denise’s insights did not disappoint. She wrote,

Whenever I look at trees I am struck by 
how they resemble people. In this par-
ticular photo, I thought the Aspen tree 
looked like an elbow. The knot right after 
the joint resembled that rough little patch 
of skin that we all have on our elbows. 
When I first found this quote I thought 
it was very funny “I doubt trees are ever 
told to be the screwed-up ninth grader.” I 
thought it would be an interesting concept 
to try to capture a tree being a screwed-up 
ninth grader.

When I read Speak prior to reading Denise’s 
photojournal, I had not thought about what it would 
look like to capture a tree being “a screwed up ninth 
grader.” Yet Denise is right. This point is pivotal to 
comprehending why the tree is such an important 
symbol in Speak. Her learning style informed my learn-
ing style, and reminded me how I, too, once felt like 
“a screwed up ninth grader.” Now, I cannot read Speak 
without comprehending this important concept—and 
without visualizing that seemingly unremarkable 
cherry tree. A photojournal can highlight how readers 
interact with one another through the experience of 
reading text.

Drawing on Understanding of Textual Features
Jerry Spinelli’s Stargirl speaks to how we, as a 

society, tout the value of the individual, when we re-
ally seek to have everyone follow the same social code 
of behavior. Stargirl is an individual through and 
through, from her pet rat Cinnamon (who accompa-
nies her everywhere) to her ukulele (which she uses 
to sing happy birthday to virtual strangers). Stargirl 
embodies what so many of us seek: a pure heart, void 
of ulterior motives.

The second photograph in Denise’s project was 
a close-up of one arm of a cactus. The quotation from 
Stargirl underneath the photograph reads,

The thing is, there’s no difference any-
more between me and the universe. The 
boundary is gone. I am it and it is me. I am 
a stone, a cactus thorn. I am rain…I like 
that most of all, being rain.
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Denise was struck by Spinelli’s word choices 
and sentence structure here, with how he chooses to 
describe the concept of removed boundaries. Denise’s 
comments about the quotation and accompanying 
photograph demonstrated her understanding of tex-
tual features:

This ended up being my favorite picture 
in the whole book. I love how the cactus 
looks like it is floating in a pond or staying 
dry during a rainstorm. I wrote this quote 
in a circle as a symbol for the continuity 
of the universe. I wanted to emote the en-
compassing quality of the universe, and for 
that matter Stargirl. The effect of making 
just one of the cactus plants stand out and 
blurring the background served as sever-
ing the boundary between Stargirl and 
universe. Nothing else affected Stargirl but 
the universe, especially not in nature, and 
the fogginess shows her oblivion to the im-
mediate outside world and blending with 
the universe itself.

By describing why she chose this quotation and 
why she created this visual effect, Denise showed her 
comprehension of how Stargirl separates herself from 
the outside world, a concept that is key to understand-
ing the novel as a whole.

A photojournal allows a reader to demonstrate 
the ability to draw upon prior experiences, interac-
tions with other readers, and textual features to com-
prehend text.

Conclusion

The student-designed project ideas shared here 
address a wide range of reading skills that are part of 
comprehension: making inferences, recognizing au-
thor’s purpose, and connecting to prior experiences. 
As Janisch, Liu, & Akrofi (2007) attest, “Alternative 
assessment has the potential to reverse the traditional 
paradigm of student passivity and replace it with stu-
dent initiative, self-discipline, and choice” (p. 223). 
The projects included here support this view.

As teachers, we seek out ways to assess students’ 
comprehension of text. This is not always easy. As 
Monnin (2005) notes,

So here is what we know: Assessment is the ulti-
mate goal for both students and teachers. Yet students 

and teachers approach assessment differently. Most 
teachers plan for it. Most students fear it and expect it. 
But what we need is a form of assessment whose out-
come strengthens student test results, as well as fosters 
strong lifelong writing skills (p. 43).

The ideas shared here foster lifelong writing  
skills. From these individuals and their self-designed 
projects, I have learned that students can show us what 
they know and comprehend if we create spaces where 
they feel welcome to bring their own individual learning 
styles to the text, where they feel a part of the assess-
ment process. While I cannot claim that these projects 
will be equally successful in an elementary or second-
ary classroom as they have been in a college classroom, 
I do know students of all grade levels fear and expect 
assessment (and so do many teachers). I believe that 
by creating a space for student choice, students at all 
grade levels can be active participants in how teachers 
assess reading comprehension.

Morgan (2005) challenges teachers to think 
about the types of assessment they currently use 
with students (p. 32). She encourages teachers to ask 
 themselves:

• What assessments do you currently use 
to access information about the students 
in your classroom?

• What information do those assessments 
provide for you about the students?

• How does that information inform your 
teaching?

• What is the most specific thing you 
can say about a student after using this 
 assessment?
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The projects these students created provided 
very specific information about how they compre-
hended text, demonstrating how they made infer-
ences, how they recognized the author’s purpose, and 
how they connected text to prior experiences. Because 
of the breadth and depth of these student projects 
(and hundreds of them not shared here), and because 
student course evaluations consistently cite the value 
of these projects for individual students, I will contin-
ue to create a space for student-designed projects in 
my course. Such projects have radically informed my 
teaching by showing that students do not want to fear 
the assessment they expect is coming; they want to be 
a part of the process.

Student-designed projects such as soundtracks, 
letters to parents, and photojournals give me plenty 
of specific things to say about each reader. At the end 
of the assessment, I know not only whether or not a 
student can read, but I can describe in detail how they 
comprehended text. Involving students in the assess-
ment process has been vital to my own teaching. I 
have seen first hand the value of student choice and 
projects in assessment. It does not take a billion dollars 
to know whether or not the kids can read. Ask them 
to show you.
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Fairfield Senior High School

Hey, Teacher! Get Off That Stage: 
Assessing Student Thinking with 
Socratic Seminars

The discussion in my classroom about race, 
friendship, and changing people’s minds  
   was slow to start on a cold, December 

morning. Frustrated, I knew I needed a strong ques-
tion to really get my kids involved.

“What do you think of Huck’s comment about 
Jim on page 264: ‘I knowed he was white inside’? 
What is Twain trying to tell us?” I ask my college-
prep sophomores. 

Stacey, thoughtful, starts speaking slowly, 
“Well, that seems like Huck is starting to see Jim as 
an equal. I think he knows that he is no better than 
Jim, and he sees that inside, his friend is no different 
than him.”

Ben jumps in, more eagerly than usual, “I think 
that’s a racist comment because Huck thinks white  
is better.”

“But don’t you see that Huck is just using what 
he knows to say that he accepts Jim? I don’t think 
that’s racist at all,” explains Stacey. “He has been 
trained to believe that white is better. He is using the 
words he knows to show that he has changed.”

“Has he changed, though?” asks Maggie. “Does 
he think Jim is an equal? I don’t think Huck is ready to 
see past the color of Jim’s skin. He was raised to believe 
black is lesser, and I think he still believes it. This quote 
just proves that.”

“But Huck doesn’t know any other compari-
son,” argues Stacey. “He has to say, ‘I knowed he was 
white inside’ because that is the only way to say he 
believes Jim is the same as him. I really don’t think 
Huck is racist.”

Stacey, who normally doesn’t speak up much 
in class, was articulating her thoughts in a way that 
sparked lively, thoughtful discussion for several more 
minutes. Half my class sat in a circle with Stacey, and 
all of them spoke up that day. Their peers, sitting in 
another circle outside the discussion group, listened 
attentively, checking their books for textual support 
to use when it would be their turn to talk. They shared 
their thoughts on Huck Finn, Twain’s view of his post-
civil war society, and their opinions about how racism 
affects our lives today. That one reference to the text, 
“I knowed he was white inside,” sparked a conversa-
tion that could not be completed in our 90-minute 
class period. Asking that question was the last thing 
I said to my students during the discussion. I could 
have walked out of that room, and they would have 
continued their passionate conversation. I felt like a 
superhero teacher. 

It wasn’t always this easy

Discussion in my classroom has not always been 
so effortless. At the beginning of the school year, my 
college preparatory sophomores were reluctant to offer 
their opinions about the texts we were reading. They 
seemed worried that they needed to have a perfectly 
formulated, correct answer before they spoke. They 
didn’t seem to be listening to one another during 
discussions, but instead were worried about the next 
thing they would say. In short, discussions about texts 
were painful for all of us.
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I wondered what I could do to engage this 
group. My teaching context demands that students be 
willing to talk and work together to formulate ideas; 
I co-teach a unique English/social studies class which 
combines American literature with world studies, and 
it depends on unusual, deep curricular connections. 
For example, rather than teaching the post-Civil War 
era when we read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
my teaching partner, Allison, and I focus on the con-
cept of social reform. We look at Mark Twain as a so-
cial reformer along with Gandhi, Thoreau, and reform 
movements in Africa. We challenge our students to 
identify school or community issues they believe could 
benefit from change. These connections are not obvi-
ous or surface-level, and our students have to trust us 
and one another to learn how to connect history, lit-
erature, life in America today and then apply all of this 
to their futures. Discussion is the most important tool 
we have to make all this work.

I began to wonder, Can I help my students feel com-
fortable using discussion as a method of learning rather than 
a showcase for correct answers? Can I show sophomores that 
discussion can be a means of processing ideas and learning 
together with peers? I decided to try using Socratic semi-
nars with my sophomores to engage them in meaning-
ful discussion. 

Socratic what? Overview of the Seminar

On seminar day, I have my students arrange 
their desks and chairs in two concentric circles; half 
the class is on the inside circle and half on the outside 
circle. This allows a class of 30 students to turn into a 
much more intimate discussion group of 15; I find my 
students can listen and participate more actively when 
I make the discussion group smaller. The inside circle 
is responsible for discussing the questions/topics I give, 
always with the goal of “learning together” in mind. 
The outside circle is responsible for being active listen-
ers by taking notes, looking up text references, and 
maintaining focus on the discussion. Halfway through 
the seminar, students switch circles and discussion/
listener roles, with the new group starting with any 
“burning comments” they have about the first cir-
cle’s discussion. After reminding students of seminar 
guidelines (no interrupting, no sarcasm, refer to the 
text, listen, work toward learning together) I give the 
opening question for discussion. 

The route the seminar will take from here de-
pends on two things: my teaching objectives and what 
my students need to focus 
on for their own learning. 
Keeping these two things 
in mind allows me to main-
tain controlled focus over 
the seminar while also allow-
ing my students to take the 
seminar in directions that 
are engaging for them. For 
example, in my Huck Finn 
seminar, my first class of students took a long time to 
reach depth in discussing Twain’s purpose in writing 
the book. Although I am not looking for correct an-
swers in seminar, I do have objectives that I am work-
ing toward. In this seminar I want my students to reach 
the point that they understand Twain’s use of satire to 
comment on the racism still plaguing post-Civil War 
America, and his goal of changing people’s actions 
through his writing. My first group needed several 
follow-up questions before completely understanding 
Twain’s purpose. My second class that day nailed the 
purpose immediately with two students’ comments: 
“Twain wrote this to change his society” and “It’s so 
obvious that the book was written to make people see 
how stupid it is to hate someone based on race.” With 
the mention of the word “race,” these students took 
their conversation on a path that my first class didn’t 
come to until the end of the discussion: racism in the 
book and how it affects us today. While my first class 
seemed reluctant to discuss the racial slurs in the book, 
the second class immediately wanted to sort out why 
Twain would use the n-word so many times. Katie 
gave a text reference to the conversation Huck (who 
is pretending to be Tom Sawyer) and Aunt Sally have 
about an accident on a boat. When Aunt Sally asks if 
anyone was hurt, Huck responds with, “‘No’m. Killed 
a nigger’” (Twain, 1981) (p. 234). This sparked a rich 
discussion for my students. They worked together 
to examine Huck’s motivation in saying this: had he 
forsaken his friend Jim and immediately reverted to 
his racist ways when he was with other white people? 
Was Huck really smart and didn’t want Aunt Sally to 
be suspicious, so he responded the way Tom Sawyer 
would have? 

None of these topics were in my original semi-
nar questions, but this was an important conversation 

I begin to wonder, can 
I help my students 
feel comfortable using 
discussion as a method 
of learning rather than 
a showcase for correct 
answers?
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for my students. This brief incident in the book was 
meaningful to them, and they wanted to sort out their 
thoughts about this character that they had grown to 
like. They wanted Huck to be different than the other 
white characters in the book; they believed in him. This 
section of the book confused them, so they needed to 
understand it by talking together. Eventually, Katie 
brought her original text reference full circle when she 
said, “I believe Twain used that quote I said in the be-
ginning to open our eyes even more. That statement, 
referring to black people as not even human, not even 
worth a mention when they were killed, is a huge eye 
opener. It makes me understand how much hatred and 
racism Twain witnessed in his society.” This is what I 
love about seminar discussions; the focus is on the “hot 
topics” in my students’ minds. Their reading processes 
are honored through these discussions (See Appendix 
A for Huck Finn questions).

Preparing for Seminar: Writing Questions; 
Mentally Preparing Yourself

Creating questions requires more work for the 
teacher than facilitating the actual discussion. A good 
seminar needs to have an opening question, five to 
seven core questions, and a closing question. I always 
start with my objectives or goals: what do I want stu-
dents to learn during the seminar? For example, in my 
seminar on Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, I want 
students to learn the purpose for the social commen-
tary chapters in the book; I want them to examine 
characterization in the book; I want them to consider 
Steinbeck’s purposes in writing the book; I want them 
to apply their understanding of the book to their own 
lives today. After establishing my objectives, I write 
my opening question. This question is designed to 
give every student on the inside circle an opportunity 
to speak, use a text reference, and generally kick-start 
the discussion. The opening question works best when 
it is fairly broad, can be answered in multiple ways, 
and does not have a “correct” answer. My opening 
question for The Grapes of Wrath seminar is “What is 
one word to describe the book as a whole? Please ex-
plain and use text references for support when pos-
sible” (Appendix B).

The core questions focus on the objectives I’ve 
established and ask students to get more specific and 
focused in the discussion. Since I want my students 
to examine characterization, I ask, “Who is the leader 

of the ‘fambly’?” This question works well for a book 
like The Grapes of Wrath because there are several 
thoughtful answers. Some students want to talk about 
Ma Joad and her strength in keeping the family to-
gether. Others focus on Tom Joad and the changes 
he undergoes throughout the novel. Jim Casy comes 
up as another leader; though he is not a blood relation 
of the family, several of my students make a case for 
him as the impetus for change in the book. The core 
questions lead my students to work together to make 
meaning. Good questions will keep the discussion 
focused and thoughtful. While I want my students 
to discover some of Steinbeck’s purposes for writing 
the book, I use a series of questions rather than ask-
ing “What is Steinbeck’s purpose?” As students work 
together to examine the series of questions, they gain 
depth that would be lacking if they were simply asked 
about purpose. 

The closing question is designed to show stu-
dents that the text we are discussing can be applied to 
something else: another text, history, their own lives. 
For The Grapes of Wrath seminar, the closing question 
asks students to compare the evolution of one charac-
ter in the book to the stages in the cave analogy from 
Plato’s Republic (a text we read as we begin a unit on 
democracy that includes The Grapes of Wrath). Plato’s 
piece uses symbolism (prisoners in a cave, a slow ascent 
up a steep and rocky slope) to show that freedom and 
democracy require individual thought, choice, and ac-
tion. This question allows for many different thoughts 
to start brewing since there are several characters that 
undergo major change. The discussion gets interest-
ing as students banter about different characters going 
through the symbolic steps. 

Listen…

In addition to writing thoughtful questions, the 
teacher’s main role in seminar is to listen carefully as 
students talk. The only times I talk during seminar are 
to give the questions, clarify a question if needed, and 
(very rarely) run interference if things get too heated 
or off topic. Often, all I will need to say is “Let’s get 
back to focusing on the text” to get the discussion back 
on track. Occasionally, I will have a student, or two, 
who dominates the conversation, and I handle this in 
several ways. First, I make a general statement at the 
beginning of the seminar reminding students to work 
together and to give others the opportunity to speak. 
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Sometimes I have to be a little more direct during a 
seminar. For example, Noel, a vocal student, domi-
nated the first part of The Grapes of Wrath seminar. 
Although his thoughts were well-stated, he was not 
giving others enough time to add depth or respond 
with more questions. During a lull in the conversa-
tion, I said, “Please remember to encourage others to 
speak,” hoping he would take my hint. He didn’t. I 
tried again during another lull, “If you’ve spoken a 
lot, give others a chance to have their voices heard.” 
Again, he didn’t seem to understand that I was speak-
ing to him. Rather than shut him down completely or 
embarrass him by specifically telling him to stop talk-
ing, I spoke to him after class:

“Noel, how did you think seminar went for 
you?” I asked.

“Great!” he responded enthusiastically. “I really 
got to say everything I wanted, and I learned some 
new things.”

“How do you think seminar went for the rest of 
your inside circle?” I watched his reaction carefully and 
could see when it finally hit him.

“I talked too much, didn’t I?” he asked, redden-
ing. “I’m sorry. I was excited to say what I thought. I 
thought that when there was a pause, I should speak.”

We discussed how Noel could use his quick 
thinking to help others have a voice in seminar. He 
decided to try asking some questions in the next semi-
nar, turning his thoughts into a question that his peers 
could answer rather than giving his answer himself. 

This worked to slow him down and help him listen to 
others. Noel still needed my help in reminding him to 
talk less, so he asked me to give him a signal when he 
needed to take a break. 

The First Seminar—You Must Be Brave

The examples I have given so far show thought-
ful students discussing rich topics with depth and 
support. I’ve found that it takes time and practice for 
students to become comfortable and confident during 
seminar. The first time we do seminar, I spend time 
discussing the seminar expectations with my students. 
I explain what I mean with things like “no interrupt-
ing,” “no sarcasm,” and “listen,” and we discuss ex-
amples of positive and negative behaviors that could 
occur during seminar. I take great care to explain the 
most important expectation: Work toward learning to-
gether. This, I tell my students, is the reason we do 
seminars. I explain that they have an opportunity to 
discover something that they might not think of on 
their own during a seminar discussion. We talk about 
the fact that there are not right and wrong answers in 
a seminar; it is not like a multiple choice test. We talk 
about how a seminar is different than a debate, that 
this is not a forum to persuade with answers they al-
ready know. I tell them that I purposely will ask them 
difficult questions, and they should understand it will 
take them time to work together to make meaning of 
the question. I explain that they might change their 

mind during a seminar, that they may have 
a gut reaction when they hear a question, 
but what their peers say may lead them to 
a new type of understanding.

This is a lot for my sophomore stu-
dents to hear. They don’t really get it. They 
also don’t believe me when I tell them that 
there will be long, uncomfortable silences 
at first. I tell them that this is okay, that 
I expect some silences, and other than re-
stating questions or reminding them to 
focus on the text, I will not talk or partici-
pate. I also make it clear that the students 
in the outer circle have the toughest job: 
they are the listeners. They may take notes, 
use their books to find text, and formu-
late their own opinions, but they may not 
speak. About halfway through the class 
period, I’ll have the two circles switch, and 
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then we continue with our questions. I don’t re-ask 
the same questions, but students are free to bring up 
ideas that began in the first circle.

As I give the opening question for our first semi-
nar on a “safe” topic—our classroom expectations—
students giggle and fidget. No one speaks. No one 
jumps to answer the opening question: “What is one 
word to describe the classroom expectations? Explain 
and support your answer.” I wait. They stare at me. 
Finally, Matt, an outspoken, funny student says, “Ms. 
Alfonsi, you’re not really going to let us just sit here, 
are you?”

I smile and nod. I say, “I’ll ask the question 
again, now that you’ve had time to think about it.”

Finally, Kristen speaks. “I think the expectations 
are obvious. We know how we’re supposed to behave.”

Stacey responds, “I disagree. I think it is differ-
ent than rules. It says right here [referring to printed 
classroom expectations] ‘an expectation is different 
than a rule.’”

“Yeah,” says Kim. “I think it gives us some free-
dom, like our teachers are going to trust us to make 
good choices because we want to, not because they are 
threatening us with a detention or something.”

I’m excited. My students are adding depth and 
referring to the text. Kim, who has been quiet in class, 
has spoken up. Then the conversation dies.

We wait. More giggles and uncomfortable shifts in 
chairs. More staring into space. Again, Matt can’t stand 
it and speaks up. “Can we have a new question?”

“No,” I say. “I think other people can answer 
this. Remember, I asked for one word to describe the 
expectations. What do others think?”

The conversation continued, slowly, until we 
switched the inside and outside circles. The second 
group was more comfortable since they had been lis-
tening and observing up to that point, so the pauses 
became less uncomfortable.

I took time at the end to discuss how students 
felt. Many said they were uncomfortable and felt 
awkward. Stacey said, “I think it will be easier the 
next time because we will discuss something bigger.” 
Stacey was right. I planned our next seminar for half-
way through The Grapes of Wrath. Students did have 
more to say. After the second seminar, I was anxious 
to know what they thought. Was it more comfort-
able? I asked them to complete a short reflection to 
tell me their thoughts on seminars so far. Sara wrote, 
“I think I had a better performance with The Grapes 

of Wrath seminar. I think this is true because I was 
very into our book, and I was excited to talk about it.” 
Other students echoed these thoughts. Amy wrote, “I 
was nervous in the first seminar and didn’t know what 
to say. I wasn’t as nervous this time.”

Many of my students were quite comfortable and 
outspoken by our third seminar. We went on to have a 
total of seven seminars during our 18 week semester. I 
tried to have seminars whenever we finished a particu-
larly thought-provoking text. I didn’t want to overuse 
seminars because I believe they could lose their effec-
tiveness if students came to see them as routine or as 
an ordinary part of our school week. 

What My Students Say

As part of the final, my students wrote a reflec-
tive letter about their learning. Students mentioned 
seminars often as a learning tool that they enjoyed and 
found important. Aryn, a confident speaker, wrote, “I’m 
including seminars because I love them. I have learned 
that you can help support how you feel when you learn 
other people’s viewpoints. Something they say can help 
you better explain yourself.” 
Greg, who is a musician and 
writes song lyrics and poetry, 
wrote, “The seminars are so 
amazing—each one as great 
as the next. I live my life to 
figure out what people think 
and feel. I could never un-
derstand people when I was 
closed in and not open with 
others about my ideas. Now 
that I have learned to share, my mind has opened a 
new doorway for my life.” Nichole, a learning disabled 
student, wrote, “Through the many seminars we have 
had, I have improved greatly at voicing my opinion. 
I’ve learned to not be afraid of how people feel about 
what I have to say. I also understand the meanings of 
more things in life. This will help me in the future be-
cause it has taught me to let my voice be heard.”

Meg, who was reluctant to speak during our first 
two seminars, wrote in her final reflection, “This year 
beginning to do seminars has helped me so much with 
my learning. It has taught me a lot more about my-
self than I knew. It made me realize that when you 
discuss things with a group, you’re most likely going 
to get more out of your learning. It also made me feel 

“....I could never under-
stand people when I was 
closed in and not open 
with others about my 
ideas. Now that I have 
learned to share, my mind 
has opened a new door-
way for my life.”
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more free and comfortable to say what’s on my mind 
or anything I believe. When we have seminars I liked 
knowing I wasn’t the only person thinking something.” 
Meg’s comments helped me cement what I believe is 
most valuable for students participating in seminars: 
her idea that discussion can help you get more out of 
your learning. I’m excited that my students were able 
to give voice to their growth in learning.

Assessing the Seminar and the Students

I love seminars because they are student-cen-
tered, engaging, and full of depth. As a realistic, time-
strapped teacher, I also love them because they are 
simple to assess. Assigning a participation grade for 
students can be done during seminar. No mountains 
of papers to grade, no deciphering messy handwrit-
ing or worrying more than the kids do over missing 
assignments. I keep a class roster on my desk dur-
ing each seminar and highlight student names in two 
colors: one color for the inside circle and another for 
the outside circle. As students speak, I sit behind the 
outer circle at my desk and use a simple system to dis-
creetly record each time someone speaks, when a text 
reference is used, when a student-generated question 
occurs, when someone demonstrates depth by “pig-
gybacking” on another comment, and when a student 
encourages someone else. After the seminar, I use a 
checklist to show each student what characterized 
her performance, and then I assign a grade. I use a 
point system in my classroom, and seminars are always 
worth 20 points. I look at a student’s performance ho-
listically rather than thinking “speaking so many times 
equals this many points.” As we progress through the 
semester, I try to honor students who have grown 
significantly in seminar performance. For example, 
Dan, who is extremely shy, never spoke until our last 
seminar. He spoke up twice, which was a tremendous 
accomplishment for him. His two comments earned 
more points than two comments did for a student who 
spoke in every seminar. He didn’t earn full credit, but 
he did have the pride in knowing he earned legitimate 
speaking points for himself. On the opposite end of 
the spectrum, Noel, my outspoken student, could 
earn more points by not speaking in the seminar. His 
goal was to encourage others through his questioning, 
so I looked for that in his seminar performance. 

What about the Kids Who Don’t Talk?

In most seminars, I had a few students who 
didn’t speak. Some were shy, some hadn’t completed 
the reading, and some need more time to formulate 
their thoughts. Since it is important to me that stu-
dents have an opportunity to earn a grade, I give my 
students the option to write down their thoughts 
about the discussion and turn them in the next day 
after a seminar. I don’t give them a list of questions, 
but rather tell them to rely on their notes to comment 
on their peers’ ideas. I require them to include new 
thinking, not just rehash what others said, and I ask 
them to include text references for support. Early in 
the semester, a student may be able to earn full credit 
through her writing, as long as it presents new ideas 
and is well supported. As the semester goes on, the 
writing counts for less credit as I expect students to be-
come more comfortable with the process. Depending 
on the group of students, I may eliminate the writing 
option altogether near the end of the semester. 

What We Learned

Seminars proved to be a useful, thought-provok-
ing discussion tool in my classroom. My students sur-
prised me by exploring rich, sophisticated topics with 
depth and support. Patience proved to be the most 
important key in helping my students find seminars 
to be a comfortable learning process. Even my quietest 
students were participating a little by the end of the 
semester. During the final Huck Finn seminar, all of 
my sophomores in both my classes spoke. Now, some 
only spoke once, but it still felt like a teaching victory. 
Seminars will continue to be an integral aspect of my 
classroom. The focus on students, the depth of think-
ing, and the confidence seminars inspired in my stu-
dents made it the most worthwhile teaching method 
in my tool kit. My students helped convince me that 
seminars are worth the time it takes to set up, practice, 
and implement in class. Matt, my student who was so 
uncomfortable with the silence in the first seminar, put 
it best in his final reflection: “Seminars. I believe that 
this was my favorite way to discuss what I learned in 
reading. I learned that people take information in and 
try to understand it in their own way. I believe this is 
a key learning skill I need for life because it teaches me 
to see things in other people’s point of view. Doing 
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this will make me a better team worker in life and will 
help me with new concepts and information.” 
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Appendix A

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

Final Seminar Questions

Opening Question:

What is one word to describe this novel and why?

Core Questions:

What do you think was Twain’s purpose in writing 
Huck Finn?

Why did Twain use an adventure novel to express his 
purpose?

Why does Twain center his story around pre-Civil 
War times (slavery) to comment on his post-Civil 
War times?—use other texts from the unit for sup-
port in addition to Huck Finn

Hemingway quote: “All modern American litera-
ture comes from one book by Mark Twain called 
Huckleberry Finn.” What do you think future 
American authors (Steinbeck, Miller, Thoreau) 
learned from Twain’s book?

Why did Twain choose this setting for the book?

What does Tom Sawyer represent to Huck?

How is Tom representative of some portion of this 
society?

Has Huck changed (especially regarding race)?

Closing Question:

What lessons from the novel can we apply to our 
lives today?

Appendix B

The Grapes of Wrath

Final Seminar Questions

Opening question:

What is one word to describe the novel? Explain your 
opinion and support using text references.

Core questions:

In what ways is this a happy or unhappy ending? 
Explain your opinion.

What is the mood created by Steinbeck in the ending 
of the novel?

Why did Steinbeck choose to end the book (or stop 
writing) where he did?

Why did he not tell us what happened to the Joads?

If Steinbeck couldn’t “end” the book because he did 
not know the fate of the migrants, why did he write 
the book? What was his purpose?

How/where would you place Steinbeck in the Cave 
Myth? Why?

Who do you believe is the main character of the 
novel? Justify your choice. 

Closing question:

Explain how one character’s changes show that he or 
she evolves through the stages of Plato’s cave analogy.

 

Christene Alfonsi is a teacher at Fairfield Senior 
High School. 
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From Compliance to Resistance: 
Three History Lessons and an 
Underground Curriculum

In May of 2005, about seventy-five members 
of NCTE’s Conference on English Education  
    gathered in Atlanta for a “Leadership and 

Policy Summit.” According to the organizers, Dana 
Fox and Suzanne Miller, the stated purpose of this 
meeting was to rethink “issues related to the prepa-
ration and continuing professional development of 
English language arts teachers and teacher educators.” 
Even though those attending the meeting did work in 
concrete ways to address that purpose (Reconstructing 
English Education…), it has become clear to me that 
there was also an unstated purpose, and that was to 
figure out how to continue practicing as language 
arts professionals in an era of standards education that 
seems increasingly hostile to teachers, teacher educa-
tors, and students alike. I don’t need to explain here 
what I mean. Every teacher, teacher educator, and 
student feels the increasing heat generated by federal 
and state governments, state departments of educa-
tion, and various special interest groups, all bent on 
pressuring us to comply with standards imposed from 
outside the classroom, to invest large quantities of 
time in bureaucratic procedures only remotely con-
nected with the processes of teaching and learning 
English language arts, and to reduce classroom work 
to preparing for tests and assessments of uneven qual-
ity and usefulness.

What I do want to explain in this essay are ideas 
that I took away from the summit that have led me to 
what I think might be a productive way of respond-
ing to the pressures of standards education. In order 
to accomplish that, I will first go back in time and 
examine how we arrived at the place where we find 

ourselves now, and then go on to propose a way that 
I believe might help us begin to turn the trajectory of 
our own history and reinterpret the role of teachers in 
American education.

History Lesson Number One

For years, It has been common for proponents 

of standards education to blame failing schools 

on teachers and teacher educators; however, if, 

in fact, schools are failing, standards proponents 

themselves must accept a significant share of  

the blame.

Here’s a case in point. Not too long ago, I was 
sitting in the kitchen eating lunch and listening to our 
local NPR station’s midday show, when I heard a re-
porter interviewing a prominent business leader and 
educational policy maker. The business leader was 
commenting on the recommendations of the current 
“independent commission” he was serving on and la-
menting—as he has for years—the sorry condition of 
our state’s schools. According to him, the problem is 
that the schools lack clear-cut performance standards, 
and the solution is simple: establish rigorous state stan-
dards that hold teachers and students accountable.

But the reporter apparently didn’t think it was 
all that simple because she followed up by pointing 
out that the state’s schools already have performance 
standards for both students and teachers. The intro-
duction of this fact seemed to make the business leader 
somewhat uncomfortable and to render him silent, a 
condition he quickly recovered from by calling for 
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even more standards, and from there the interview, 
like the proverbial caravan, rolled on.

If this reporter had been feeling confrontational, 
she could easily have pressed the business leader fur-
ther by pointing out that since 1983 and the publica-
tion of A Nation at Risk, not only our state but the 
whole nation has worked relentlessly to establish mul-
tiple programs of local, state, and national standards 
and tests in order to leave no child behind and make 
America more competitive in the global marketplace. 
But despite all this effort, the widespread perception 
persists, encouraged by people like the business leader, 
that our schools are failing and our society is teetering 
on the brink of collapse. 

So, if the reporter had been feeling really con-
frontational, she could have asked the question that 
never gets asked: “Hello! How can it be that after 
twenty-three years of unfettered expansion of stan-
dardized education, testing, and accountability mea-
sures, the schools are still failing and no one is holding 
standardization and the standardizers themselves ac-
countable for the failure?”

History Lesson Two

Actually, standardized education has a much 

longer tradition of failure than simply the last 

twenty-three years. Furthermore, blame for 

those failures should not be limited to politicians, 

bureaucrats, and business leaders; English lang-

uage arts professionals have been compliant since 

the very beginning.

If the reporter had read the work of education-
al historians like Raymond Callahan, Larry Cuban, 
Herbert Kliebard, and Kate Rousmaniere, she could 
also have pointed out that the current tradition of stan-
dardized education dates back to at least 1910, when 
policy makers adopted a system of industrial efficiency 
to deal with the complexities of operating larger and 
larger urban and consolidated schools. In addition to 
marking the beginning of standardization, the adop-
tion of this system, known as “scientific management” 
or “Taylorism” (so named after Frederick Taylor, who 
developed it), also marks one of many points in history 
when policy making became further removed from the 
hands of those closest to the educative process—teach-
ers—and transferred to the government and various 
species of “independent commissions.” 

For English teachers, the most familiar reference 
to Taylorism might be the passage in the novel Cheaper 
by the Dozen where Taylor’s associate, Frank Bunker 
Gilbreth, after having studied the motions of brick-
layers in order to standardize 
the practices of bricklaying, 
used his new skills to impress 
the future Mrs. Gilbreth. 
Another example, which 
lacks the charm of the novel 
but is directly relevant to 
the current standards move-
ment, is David Snedden’s 
1925 proposal for dividing 
the curriculum into units 
called “peths,” some as small 
as a single spelling word, 
and then standardizing 
teachers’ actions in order to deliver specific strands of 
peths to students in order to prepare them for careers. 
According to Snedden, an early proponent of what we 
today call “scripted” teaching, it might take only ten 
to twenty peths to make a motorman, but from 200-
500 peths “to produce a good farmer or homemaker” 
(Kliebard, 1994, p. 97). 

Franklin Bobbitt and the  

Importance of Curriculum

The impulse behind standardized education 
is naive faith in being able to scientifically enumer-
ate lists of universal standards, objectives, and per-
formance goals that students can master piecemeal 
and which will somehow prepare them for the innu-
merable, unpredictable, complex activities of further 
schooling and years of service to the economic needs of 
the nation. From the start, curriculum design has been 
a primary vehicle for delivering standardization, and 
there exists no better early example of this approach 
than the work of Franklin Bobbitt, especially his 
1924 book How to Make a Curriculum. Bobbitt (1924) 
employed “activity analysis” in order to itemize day-
to-day human actions and organize them into major 
fields (p. 8). Then, with scientific flourish, he proposed 
over two hundred “major objectives of education,” as 
well as “hundreds, even thousands of specialized oc-
cupations” (Bobbit, 1924, p. 11-29) that schools could 
bring forth one at a time to prepare young people for 
corresponding life challenges. Bobbitt (1924) focused 
on the English language arts in two chapters, one 

“...How can it be that 
after twenty-three years 
of unfettered expansion of 
standardized education...
the schools are still failing 
and no one is holding 
standardization and the 
standardizers themselves 
accountable for the  
failure?”
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aimed at “literature and general reading” and the 
other at “English expression,” and came up with items 
that seem eerily familiar.

Back to the Future

Even a quick reading of Bobbitt’s (1924) work 
from the early twentieth century demonstrates that it 
is a direct route from his standardized lists of activities 
and objectives to the standardized lists of activities and 
objectives that make up current standards and bench-
marks curriculum documents, which to a large degree 
define education in the early twenty-first century. This 
applies not only to a similar use of activity analysis and 
listing of student performances, but to specific items 
as well. Let me cite just three of nearly countless exam-
ples of this confluence of thinking from the 1920s and 
the 2000s. Compare, first, Bobbitt’s (1924) “activity” 
number fourteen for reading, students “will formu-
late…criteria of judgment relative to the worths of 
readings of various kinds” (Bobbitt, 1924, p. 95), with 
standard ten from the Massachusetts English Language 
Arts Curriculum Framework, “students will identify, 
analyze, and apply knowledge of the characteristics 
of different genres” (p. 4). Second, compare Bobbitt’s 
(1924) “objective” number one for English expression, 
“ability to use language in all ways required for proper 
and effective participation in community life” (p. 252), 
with the State of Massachusetts’ “Guiding Principle 
10” for English language arts, “…an effective English 
language arts curriculum nourishes students’ sense of 
their common ground as present or future American 
citizens in order to prepare them for responsible par-
ticipation in our schools and civic life” (p. 6). Finally, 

compare Bobbitt’s (1924) 
“objective” seven for English 
expression, “ability effec-
tively to organize and ex-
press one’s thought in writ-
ten form: (a) Memoranda; 
(b) Letters; (c) Reports; 
(d) Giving directions; (e) 
Written addresses” (p. 252), 
with the main points of the 
Kansas State Department of 
Education’s standard one for 

writing, “the student writes effectively for a variety of 
audiences, purposes, and contexts” using “narrative,” 
“expository,” “technical,” and “persuasive” discourse 
(Lierz-Ziegler, p. 1-8).

I’m not suggesting that there is anything inher-
ently wrong with these items—from either century—
as objectives for language arts education. What I do 
think, though, is that (1) the form standards education 
takes today is a logical extension of the form it took 
eighty years ago, and (2) the repetition of this form 
can’t be separated from a similar repetition of con-
tent and method. In other words, what is passing for 
reform today is, in fact, nothing other than what has 
been in place all along, and if our schools are perceived 
as failing, then standards education must be part of 
the problem, not the solution. 

English Teachers’ Compliance
It would be hard, of course, for standardized cur-

riculums in the twenty-first century to represent the 
best thinking of the 1920s without the compliance, 
willing or coerced, of English language arts profession-
als. It is we, after all, who write the national standards 
as well as the local standards and benchmarks docu-
ments that conform to the templates we are assigned. 
Likewise, eighty years ago there was similar compli-
ance by NCTE as part of a national buy-in to Bobbitt’s 
(1924) standardized curriculum. Essie Chamberlain 
(1925), in her president’s address before the fourteenth 
annual meeting of NCTE in St. Louis on November 
28, 1924, declared that the most important aspect of 
the “general policy” she was recommending was to 
work on a plan “for the scientific study of the curricu-
lum which is in harmony with the principles developed 
by Professor Bobbitt” (p. 5). Consequently, she pro-
posed a curriculum-building project based on “studies 
of activity analysis which seek to discover the demands 
of business, home, and community life upon English” 
(p. 5).

Chamberlain (1925) further proposed that 
NCTE undertake a scientific study of “the term 
English” by investigating “what skills and knowl-
edges of English are demanded by the home, busi-
ness, and civic affairs”(p. 6). Toward that end, at the 
business meeting of the council in 1924, the mem-
bership of the survey committee resolved to appoint 
a committee on the “place and function of English 
in American life” (p. 74). A year later, the report of 
that committee’s activity analysis resulted in a list of 
items such as “interviews,” “reports,” “instructions,” 
“conversation,” “public speaking,” “writing,” “notes 
and memos,” and “listening” (p. 129) that could be 
employed as the basis for proliferating further lists 

....what is passing for 
reform today is, in fact, 

nothing other than  
what has been in place  

all along, and if our 
schools are perceived as 

failing, then standards 
education must be part of 

the problem...
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of items in a scientifically standardized language  
arts curriculum.

Bobbitt’s (1924) activity analysis and cur-
riculum gave birth to NCTE’s activity analysis and  
curriculum, and when we fast-forward to current 
standards and benchmarks, it is easy to see that the 
standardized curriculums of today are the living leg-
acy of those who accepted this approach as legitimate. 
And why wouldn’t it seem legitimate? Doesn’t it seem 
to make sense to believe that if we can just generate 
the right lists of everything we want students to do, 
and if we can just teach each thing the right way, then 
in the end we will get it right?

I don’t think so. The lesson from our own his-
tory is that no one is ever going to get it right this 
way because it’s the wrong way. The lesson is that the 
schools we have today are the product of this kind of 
thinking, and if there ever was any hope of it work-
ing, there would have been some sign of it by now. 
Further, if our counterparts in the 1920s had listened 
more to Bobbitt’s (1924) critics than Bobbitt him-
self, we might not be in this fix now. Dwight Bode, 
for example, as early as 1927, predicted the outcome 
we have arrived at in the twenty-first century. What 
bothered Bode (1927) more than anything else about 
Bobbitt’s (1924) curriculum was the total lack of 
context—philosophical, ethical, social—that could 
lend some kind of meaning and coherence to what 
essentially was a list of fragments to be taught as if 
the whole of life is exactly the sum of its parts and 
learning nothing more, as a philosophy professor of 
mine once put it, than “just one damn thing after an-
other.” In the end, it was Bode’s (1927) position that 
such an approach lends itself more to the formation of 
“mechanical habit” (p. 87) than learning, and “leaves 
as much room for the mechanical and hidebound  
pedant as for the enlightened and progressive teacher” 
(p. 88). The process of deskilling teachers, in other 
words, started a long time ago. 

Searching for Alternatives: An 
Underground Curriculum

Many years ago a friend of mine, Dale 
Cushinberry, used to say, “People complain all the 
time that the schools don’t work. Well, they’re wrong; 
the schools work fine, just exactly the way they were 
designed to work.” What he meant, of course, was 
that if an educational system is based on models taken 

from business and industry, 
and if curriculum is reduced 
to the mechanical teaching of 
fragments, then what critics 
perceive now as failure was 
inevitable from the begin-
ning—just as Bode (1927) 
foresaw. The question is, what 
alternatives are there and how do we break out of the 
program of thinking that has been running the last 
eighty years?

Well, for starters, there are some ideas out 
there—theories and models available and operating in 
practice right now—that would lead to a much dif-
ferent, more comprehensive approach to teaching and 
learning English than the mechanized, standardized ap-
proach we have inherited from the 1920s. One of these 
is literacy theory—or even New Literacy Theory—in 
which students’ uses of language outside the school are 
taken seriously, and language education extends be-
yond the mechanics of reading, writing, speaking, and 
the schoolhouse walls, to critical thinking and argu-
ment; community action; technological literacy; visual 
composing; and literary forms.

Another current and practiced theory is Activity 
Theory, which differs dramatically from the simplistic 
nature of activity analysis. Activity Theory asks us to 
think beyond isolated activities to interconnected ac-
tivity systems that take into account not only the doer 
and what is to be done, but the doing itself in all its 
manifold connections. Yet another alternative is the 
ambitious and controversial New Basics curriculum in 
Queensland Australia, which is designed to replace a 
fragmented, skills-based curriculum with one based on 
complex, long-term learning tasks that create a con-
text for organizing instruction and student action. In 
a curriculum based on New Literacy Theory, Activity 
Theory, or New Basics, students would not master 
goals and objectives piecemeal; rather, as people do in 
real life, they would develop skills while working on 
larger integrative tasks that require them to marshal 
their performative abilities to accomplish some coher-
ent purpose, for example, publishing a book, produc-
ing a film, or solving a social or community problem. 
(For examples see Kist (2005) p. 44, 106.)

But as promising as these ideas might be, trying 
to accomplish educational reform by invoking theories 
is at best a long-term project with an impressive losing 
record at initiating change. More likely to succeed in 

“People complain all the 
time that the schools don’t 
work. Well, They’re wrong: 
the schools work fine, just 
exactly the way they were 
designed to work.”
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the short term, I believe, is to focus on one thing all 
three of these theories and curriculum models have in 
common: all three of them, to varying degrees, radi-
cally reinterpret the role of teachers in educational re-
form by placing them at the center of the action rather 
than on the margins.

This modest but revolutionary idea corresponds 
with something I have been observing more and more 
in my own work in schools. I’ve been noticing that 
some teachers, even though they have been to vary-
ing degrees deskilled, marginalized, or scripted, are 
finding ways of influencing policy, even if that means 
seizing the curriculum—by force or stealth if neces-
sary—and reshaping it in ways that reflect what they 
understand to be the language and learning needs of 
their students and their communities. In some cases 
teachers are getting themselves into positions where 
they can revise official curriculums; in more cases, 
though, teachers are simply refusing to fully comply 
any further. Instead, they are taking control in their 
own classrooms, individually or in collaboration with 
others, and are resisting standardized education, either 
by exploiting it for their students’ benefit or by creat-
ing and supporting an underground curriculum.

One way of thinking about this kind of re-
sistance is “teaching in the cracks.” The phrase is 
Stephen Kucer’s (2006), not mine, but I have been 
and continue to be a willing accomplice in this pro-
cess. By “teaching in the cracks,” Kucer (2006) means 
that teachers “look for times during the day or week 

when they are not scripted and…use those times to 
teach dimensions of literacy that may be ignored in 
the district mandated curriculum. Or, to look for ways 
in which they can modify or expand instruction to fit 
the needs of the children and still meet district/state 
mandates” (p. 4). 

Even though my day job is English teacher edu-
cation, my vocation is poet and poet-in-the-schools. 
Because poetry has not been a genre highly valued by 
standards proponents over the years, work in this area 
has become increasingly scarce. Still, in the last year or 
so I have been in seven classrooms in six districts, where 
teachers (and one administrator) have found ways of 
resisting the standardized curriculum by broaden-
ing it to include serious attention to poetic forms and  
multigenre discourse. Some of this work has been taken 
up very publicly during the school day, and some of 
it has gone underground after school or in classroom 
work bootlegged into the official curriculum.

Now, the work of one poet may not seem like 
much of a sign that teachers are seizing the curricu-
lum; however, I have discovered that I am not alone. 
There are other poets, researchers, and teachers out 
there who are witnessing or participating in the very 
same kind of resistance work. Valerie Kinloch (2005) 
describes a program that she participated in as poet 
recently in Texas (surely one of the states most com-
mitted to state control of teachers), that gave students a 
rare chance to work in school using their out-of-school 
language and poetic forms. In work closely parallel-

ing Kinloch’s (2005), Maisha 
Fisher (2005), Korina Jocson 
(2005), and Glynda Hull (2003) 
all present qualitative studies of 
other standards resisting pro-
grams operating both outside 
the school and during the school 
day. In some cases this kind of 
teaching relies on inspiration 
from organizations like June 
Jordan’s Poetry for the People, and 
sometimes it is based on noth-
ing more—or less—than teach-
ers who decide on their own to 
go underground, like the radical 
New York teacher, John Taylor 
Gatto (2006), determined that 
no system of schooling is going to 
get between them and providing 
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their students a wider range of language experiences 
than the official curriculum allows. Sometimes, also, 
such resistance occurs as a result of teachers making 
contact with outsiders, as in the case of Ernest Morrell 
and M.R. Jeffrey (2002), Duncan-Andrade’s use of hip-
hop music in the classroom in ways that meet the de-
mands of the standardized curriculum, but at the same 
time resist its tendency to reduce literary education to 
fragmented lists and test-driven pedagogy.

Speaking of Ernest Morrell (2005), he is also be-
hind another example I think is worth noting, seminars 
for urban teens that he co-directed from 1999 through 
2005. Like other out-of-school literacy programs, these 
seminars created occasions for teachers to move outside 
the box of standardized school curriculums, to work 
with students and parents in their local communities 
on research projects, and to produce texts in a wide 
range of genres for a wide range of audiences. Morrell’s 
(2005) seminars made it possible to overcome the frag-
menting effects of standardized schooling in the pro-
cess of collapsing the separation between school and 
community and connecting a re-invigorated curricu-
lum to broader academic and social contexts. There are 
a lot of cracks out there to teach in.

Meeting the Standards of Democracy
Compared with the sheer bulk and weight of 

government-sponsored standardized education, the 
examples of teacher resistance and the underground 
curriculum I have summarized may not seem to add 
up to much. Yet, there is something healthy about 
such modest resistance against great odds. Especially 
healthy, I would say, is teachers’ commitment to 
genres that are of compelling interest to students and 
of equally compelling disinterest to policy makers. 
Even healthier is the fact that this diversity of genre 
and form is matched by the diversity of sites these ex-
amples of resistance are drawn from, including urban 
schools certainly, but rural and suburban schools as 
well. There is something at work here that wants, as 
William Faulkner said, not only to survive, but to pre-
vail. In my view, the proliferation of programs like this, 
large and small, formal and informal, offer testimony 
that decades of standardizing education in narrow 
service to business interests—as important as those 
interests surely are to all of us—is not large enough 
for a country as large as the United States, which was 
founded on the vision of a broadly educated, indepen-
dent-minded citizenry. Standards education, by this 

high standard, is simply not enough; its group-think 
mentality might contribute to an orderly society but 
falls far short of the minimum standard for educat-
ing young people who will have to be able to think 
critically and creatively to win the war on terror and 
compete in the global economy. Given our history as 
a nation, it should not be surprising that there is resis-
tance in the form of an underground curriculum. If a 
revolutionary and democratic society is not meeting its 
significant needs with its officially sanctioned institu-
tions like schools—and I believe ours has not and is 
not—then the members of that society, if they have 
the capacity and resolve, will find ways to meet those 
needs—and I believe we are beginning to do that, one 
teacher at a time.

History Lesson Number Three 

One solution to the problems caused by stan-

dardized education is for teachers to find the 

means for enacting an already existing plan 

for moving from control of an underground 

curriculum to control of the official curriculum 

and the administration of schools.

Even though this proposal may make me seem 
ridiculously idealistic, it is not a new idea, nor is it 
mine. In 1986, only three years after the publication 
of A Nation at Risk (1983) and the birth of the current 
phase of standards education, the Carnegie Forum on 
Education and the Economy commissioned a “Task 
Force on Teaching as a Profession (1986),” made up 
of business executives, educational administrators, 
and two politicians, including one governor (but of 
course, no teachers!). Many of us, if we remember this 
group at all, remember it as the group that first pro-
posed the plan to create a program of National Board 
Certification for teachers. What many of us have for-
gotten are the details of that plan.

The original proposal was much more ambi-
tious than the current program, which has created 
a national, volunteer cadre of board certified teach-
ers scattered around the country. The plan actually 
called for using National Board Certification as only 
the first step in a reform program to establish teachers 
as the main source of local educational policy. Central 
to this proposal was a major overhaul of the school 
bureaucracy in which board certified teachers would 
function as “lead teachers” in schools governed by an 
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executive committee of other board certified teach-
ers in charge of not only curriculum but all aspects 
of school operations. In this governance structure, 
instead of being hired by administrators, teachers 
would do the hiring of both faculty and administra-
tors, and administrators would be accountable to the 
executive committee of teachers. The executive com-
mittee would also oversee a large staff of instructors, 
aides, technicians, and assistants, and would be in 
charge of developing standards in ways that worked 
best in the local community of the school. The basic 
principles upon which this system would be founded 
were “providing a professional environment for teach-
ing,” achieving “professional autonomy for teachers,” 
viewing “the school as collegium,” and accomplishing 
“school-site budgeting and state deregulation” (A na-
tion prepared: Teachers for the 21st century, 1986, 
pp. 56, 58, 61).

This is a real school reform plan, not one based 
on a worn-out, eighty-year-old system. Yet, except 
for having given rise to a successful and rigorous pro-
gram of National Board Certification, it has fallen far 
short of its bold objectives. It is not too late, however. 
There is still the detailed plan for fuller implementa-
tion within the pages of A Nation Prepared (1986), as 
well as the theoretical support furnished by Activity 
Theory, New Literacy, and New Basics. In addition, 
and just as important, there is also the professional 
and moral authority of America’s board certified 
teachers, and other teacher-leaders, including the re-
sistance forces behind the underground curriculum. 
Many of the preconditions necessary for real change 
are in place. 

To conclude, I want to suggest five things that 
I think will be key if teachers decide to take the next 
step and begin disturbing the universe. First, the 
 curriculum is a good point of entry since teachers still 
maintain various measures of both official and sub-
versive control over portions of curriculum and cur-
ricular policy. Second, teachers must identify leaders 
within their own ranks—including National Board 
Certified teachers—who can be effective in manag-
ing the processes of change. Third, teachers must 
identify and ally with influential stakeholders in their 
own communities who are capable of thinking out-
side the box and influencing current policy makers. 
Fourth, change in schooling and the role of teachers 
will not come about simply through open rebellion on 
the part of individuals or of district or state collective 
bargaining units—although recently Detroit teachers 
showed that aggressive, united use of the stick does 
get attention. So fifth, at some point, the goal must 
be to move beyond resistance to constructive, open-
ended dialogue with the current policy makers, who 
must understand that for too long teachers have been 
excluded from the process and that the loss of their 
informed judgment is a primary factor in the persis-
tent perception that America’s schools are failing. If 
the current policy makers are as serious about saving 
America’s democracy and economy as they seem to 
be—and, based on my familiarity with the truly ear-
nest business leader who appeared in the opening of 
this essay, I believe they are—then they will begin to 
listen, and the schools might at long last really begin 
to change. 
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Assessment Memories

For the first time, I’ve been teaching a 
course that is devoted only to studying as-
sessment in literacy. It’s actually the last 

time this course will be offered, as our faculty has de-
cided that assessment issues should be interwoven into 
all of our methods courses. But for now, the students 
in my course (who are studying to be 7-12 English/
Language Arts teachers) are embarking on a study 
of formative and summative assessment methods lit-
eracy; the history of literacy assessment (Myers, 1996) 
including both classic “best practices” texts (Atwell, 
1998; Beers, 2003) as well as recent developments in 
standardized testing and alternative assessments in-
cluding use of new media (Hicks, et al., 2007).

To begin this course, I’ve been having the students 
think about their memories of assessment. Within a 
typical literacy autobiography assignment, I asked stu-
dents to focus on their memories of assessment. Most 
of my students were born in the mid-1980s and their 
memories of assessment are relatively fresh. Many of 
them remember taking state achievement tests which 
started being administered in Ohio in the early 1990s. 
I also asked students to speculate about how their as-
sessment experiences will influence the way they assess 
in their own English classrooms. 

Maybe you will see yourself in their memories or 
maybe you will see the teacher you want to be. I know 
they did, and I did.

End-of-Chapter/Book Tests

Most of the students remembered taking a 
plethora of paper/pencil tests in which their memories 

of plot events were assessed. Several students remem-
bered that most of their literacy assessments were de-
signed, it seemed, to make sure they had read the as-
signed text, with no other apparent purpose. “I always 
hated the nit-picky reading quizzes that asked what 
a character was wearing on page such and such,” one 
student remembered. “I hated being penalized for not 
knowing the slightest details that had nothing to do 
with the rest of the story.”

Several students remembered teachers who used 
assessment to label students. “I remember having 
a teacher who simply just told me to give up,” one 
student said, “because I was a ‘dumb jock’ who was 
not ever going to be intelligent or creative enough to 
write well. I worked really hard on the next paper and 
improved my writing greatly. She refused to grade it, 
because she told me that it was not my writing, as I 
was not capable of writing well, and that I must have 
plagiarized. This has stuck in my head as a terrible 
way to assess a student’s work. I am now determined I 
will be more patient and encouraging when assessing 
every single one of my students, not just the ones I feel 
are the most talented.”

Indeed, many students talked about being in-
spired by the negative assessment experiences they 
had—inspired not to repeat these kinds of assessment 
experiences for their future students. “Now that I am 
older,” one student wrote, “I can see that these types 
of (low-level) quizzes are not always the best forms of 
assessment. If I do use the traditional quiz method, 
I will be sure to ask higher-level thinking questions 
to assess whether a student has read and understood 
what he or she has read, as opposed to asking students 
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to read in order to memorize small details that may not 
have much to do with overall meaning and interpreta-
tion.” Another student talked about the monotony she 
experienced as an English student and her desire to use 
multiple forms of representation in assessing her stu-
dents as a way to avoid such monotony—“Because of 
the lack of variety in these assessments, when I assess 
my own students, I will make an effort to use different 
forms of assessments. Students can be creative in their 
own assessments by keeping a reading journal while 
reading a book or creating a portfolio (for example). 
These would reach students who are bored with or 
don’t do as well with more traditional assessments.” 
Another student focused on his desire to use more 
project-based assessments because of its influence on 
memory: “Students should be able to take in what 
they read and apply it to their lives…I don’t vividly 
remember a single book based on a test I took on it. 
However, I remember every novel with creepy detail if 
I had to complete a project on it. Whether that project 
(was) writing a journal on it, using a video camera, or 
even just making a poster. Something that is interac-
tive and requires students to think about the material 
and not just remember it is the key.”

Project-based assessments

Many future teachers did indeed remember proj-
ect-based assessments, that allowed for use of a wide 
variety of media, in very clear detail. “I will never for-
get,” one student stated, “dressing up as a Polly from 
Madeleine L’Engle’s Dragons in the Waters. Our assign-
ment was to choose a book outside of class to read, and 
then we were to share the book with the rest of the 
class as if we were a character from the book. That was 
the same year we read Tears of a Tiger and made our 
own yearbooks for the characters in the books. These 
were very different ways to look at the books we had 
read, and I remember the books better because of the 
projects that we did with them. It was different than 
taking a test on a book, where facts are often crammed 
into my head for the test, and then float out again 
soon after. With the projects, I was forced to think and 
analyze the books in ways I probably would not have 
done otherwise. In working on these projects, I referred 
back to the books many times to look up facts, and I 
became very familiar with each work. I feel like the 
projects helped me to make a personal connection to 

the books, especially at such a young age when I was 
still learning how to analyze writing. Projects were a 
fun and creative way to teach that.”

However, one student did express a negative ex-
perience with a project-based assessment, pointing out 
the importance of fairness in the grading of the project 
and indirectly pointing out the potential flawed valid-
ity of some of these kinds of assessments. She reported 
that her class was assigned to create a board game 
based on a book they were reading. She had loved 
the book, “but the group of guys I was working with 
hated it… and did not read it… The guys spent all 
their time coming up with this elaborately complex 
board game—we even had electronic light up score-
boards! I threw in a few random facts from the book, 
but otherwise the game was totally not based from 
the book. However, our game was so high tech and so 
complex that our teacher totally overlooked the lack 
of book references and gave us all A+ for creativity. 
And the guys got away without having to read the 
book. Now that’s something I will definitely be on the 
lookout for as a teacher.”

Several students were impressed with how 
some of their teachers guarded against such in-
valid assessments, remembering how their teach-
ers stressed explicit assessment criteria and use 
of rubrics. One student had extensive experience  
being assessed with rubrics throughout his school 
district: “Our teachers graded us upon a 6 point ru-
bric scale. There were different rubrics for analytical, 
expository, and narrative writing. Our teachers also 
used rubrics for other assignments, such as speeches, 
journalism writing, etc. In English class, if we did 
not have a test, we had a rubric that graded us on 
content, grammar/mechanics, style, among other 
areas…Overall, I think rubrics are a great tool for 
assessment. As a student, it was easy to get a good 
grade if I had a rubric to guide me through a paper 
or project.” Still, this student noticed some limitations 
to rubric use: “If I see errors in a paper that did not 
(include that issue as a criterion), then I cannot de-
duct points from that student’s grade. Thus, rubrics 
work on a trial and error basis; it may take a couple 
of drafts and times to get a rubric for a specific assign-
ment correct.” This student’s concerns about rubrics 
echo Kohn’s (2006) recent critique of rubrics as an  
assessment tool.
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Portfolio-Based Assessment

Several of the students mentioned having experi-
ence with being assessed with portfolios. One student 
reminisced, “In my senior honors class in high school, 
we had a portfolio project that we worked on all year. 
I really loved it. We had requirements that we had to 
complete by certain deadlines so that students didn’t 
fall behind, but the teacher gave us a lot of freedom 
about which pieces we worked on. I felt that I could 
wait for the time or inspiration to write honestly and 
passionately instead of trying to force it out in time for 
the due dates. I really enjoyed the assignments.”

Students who had experience with portfolios en-
joyed both the variety of assignments that they expe-
rienced, but also the cumulative nature of seeing one’s 
work over time. “I enjoyed collecting my best work 
over an extended period,” one student said, “(getting 
to) revise my work, and showcase my accomplish-
ments throughout the school year. Both the portfolios 
and journals (I did) also contained reflections that ex-
pressed my innermost feelings, thoughts, and beliefs. 
Those assessments were personal and meaningful to 
me. As a result, I will use portfolios and journals to 
assess my own students. I believe it gives them the op-
portunity to express themselves and their creativity in 
a variety of ways, which appeals to diverse learners.”

Summing Up

Whatever assessment technique was being used, 
the students felt that the key was that it needed to be 
fair and virtually transparent. “When I was a senior in 
high school,” one student remembered, “I had the best 
English teacher… I clearly remember on the first day 
she laid out how she was going to evaluate us. She told 
us that, every book we (would) read, we (would either 
write) a paper (or do) a project and she (would) not 
assign anything new until we (got) our last assessment 
back. She told us there would be periodical reading 
quizzes and our final would be a cumulative portfolio 
of our work from the year. She gave us freedom in our 

projects and papers; we were allowed to write or pres-
ent on anything relating to the novel. I’ve had classes 
where it was tests, papers, and quizzes and a final mul-
tiple-choice test at the end of the year. It was so much 
better and I learned a lot more her way than I did in 
any English class.”

It’s exciting to think about what the assessment 
memories will be of my students’ future students when 
they reminisce, say, in the year 2030 or 2040! These 
future teachers have been thinking about what litera-
cy assessment will look like in their future classrooms, 
and their plans are ambitious: “Throughout my aca-
demic career, I have had my learning assessed in a va-
riety of different ways. I have had to demonstrate my 
knowledge of subject material through tests, papers, 
quizzes, PowerPoint presentations, videos, portfolios, 
conversations, presentations, and even dance perfor-
mances. Because of my experiences as a student, I have 
learned that some types of assessment work for certain 
situations and some don’t. All students have their own 
strengths and weaknesses, which is why it is important 
to use a variety of assessment methods. My experienc-
es as a student have shown me that the possibilities for 
assessment are almost limitless.”
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Behind the Green Curtain: Insights 
on Leadership, the Culture of 
Writing, and Educating the Principal

Do you remember reading The 
Wonderful Wizard of Oz? I do. 
I was nine years old and had 

just seen the movie over the Thanksgiving holiday. 
Naturally, I begged for red sparkly shoes. Because my 
mother was a teacher, I got a copy of L. Frank Baum’s 
book instead. Under the covers of my bed, armed 
with a flashlight, I learned two very important things: 
Movies are nowhere near as vivid as a book, and being 
a leader means that people respect you because leaders 
fix the problems of a group. 

I had not really thought about Dorothy again 
until I became a principal in Phoenix, Arizona. On my 
first day at work, the head of the teachers’ union gave 
me a video tape of The Wizard of Oz with a big smile 
and said it was therapy for when the job got stressful. 
After my first semester in the front office, I decided 
it was time to take a little trip down the yellow brick 
road. I found that my second adventure with Dorothy 
brought a different perspective on leadership. While I 
had remembered that the wizard could do anything, 
I had forgotten that he was a master illusionist. I had 
forgotten that Toto pulled down the green curtain to 
reveal not an omniscient superhero, but a man try-
ing to keep things running smoothly in his kingdom 
and convince everyone through illusion and hard work 
that he was omniscient and powerful. 

Guess what? Principals are just like that. When 
we assume the role, we immediately are considered 
the curriculum leader, chief safety officer, publicist, 
and therapist of our school. We become The Wizard 
and there is a palpable pressure to be all to all con-
stituents in a school community. The problem is that 
it is impossible for the designated curriculum leader 

of a school to have a depth of knowledge in all cur-
ricular areas (Tooms, Padak, and Rasinski, 2007). We 
might explore one or two in depth because of a district 
mandate or our own personal interest. Or we might 
eschew curricular areas all together in favor of focus-
ing our energy on community building or mentoring  
new teachers. 

Principals commonly build a repertoire of talk-
ing points in order to demonstrate their credibility in a 
myriad of contexts. This does not replace an in-depth 
knowledge of curriculum design or delivery. Perhaps 
in the Emerald City Schools all principals happily de-
clare their dependence on teacher leadership teams 
that focus on the particulars of various subject strands. 
But our schools are not in Oz, and we have just looked 
behind that green curtain. We know better. 

We know that the scariest of all notions is that 
principals don’t like to admit they have a shallow 
contextual framework in some areas of instruction. 
Principals, like any leaders, are afraid that admitting 
their ignorance means showing their colleagues what 
lies behind the green curtain. Doing so would mean 
relinquishing some of our credibility and authority. 
According to Greene and Elffers (1998):

“Power is in many ways a game of ap-
pearances, and when you say less than 
necessary, you inevitably appear greater 
and more powerful than you are… hu-
mans are machines of interpretation and 
explanation; they have to know what you 
are thinking. When you carefully control 
what you reveal they cannot pierce your 
intention or your meaning.” (p. 34)
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This view is not malicious on the part of the 
leader, it is simply a piece of leadership training. 
School administrators learn early on that part of the 
community’s expectation for the principal is he or she 
is omniscient and able to address any problem- be it 
guns or low OGT scores. With that said; what do we 
do, Toto? 

I contend that we need to recognize that princi-
pals, like the Wizard of Oz, feel pressure to be omni-
scient and that the expectation is unreasonable. Every 
administrative office has a green curtain somewhere, 
and no administrator wants to look ignorant. We need 
to think about how to start conversations with our 
principals that center on weaving a culture of writing 
and reading in schools, authentic writing assessments, 
and threading writing through the entire curriculum. 
While I am currently not wearing my Glenda the 
Good Witch crown, I can offer advice from my own 
experience and research. 

Weaving a culture of writing  
and reading in school 

Literacy teachers and English teachers know 
this, but many educators may have forgotten that as 
one increases his or her focus on literate behavior, an 
improvement in writing is bound to follow. Does your 
school promote a commitment to literacy? If so, that 
is wonderful. Ask yourself how that commitment is 
visible in the letters to parents and the extra curricu-
lar activities of the school. Are there poetry slams and 
writing contests? Terrific. How about opportunities 

for students to share videographies and other kinds of 
interactive literacies? Does your staff have book talks 
for the community or for each other? If not, why not 
ask to start one. And don’t assume the book of focus 
needs to be about pedagogy. Suggest topics that are 
fun and inclusive. When was the last time a staff mem-
ber was able to include thoughts on literate behavior 
or writing in the school newsletter home? When was 
the last time a student was invited to write something 
for the school or community newsletter? Have a short 
story contest for the staff and let the students be the 
judges. The stories can be woven into class time. Or 
host a school wide contest to see who can take a stan-
dard story and give it the most creative new ending or 
twist. Are you reading these suggestions and thinking 
to yourself “This sounds great, but no one is here to 
put in the extra time to manage these kinds of activi-
ties.” I humbly urge those of you with this opinion to 
find out if there is anyone in your building seeking to 
become an administrator. 

If there is such a colleague, he or she will be re-
quired by the state of Ohio to complete an internship. 
Supervising these kinds of school wide activities are 
perfect administrative internship activities. Why not 
brainstorm a list of activities to build a culture of writ-
ing and reading in your school with your colleagues 
and then give it to your principal for use with his or her 
next administrative intern? Or perhaps the principal 
might take on some of these challenges. Talk to the 
principal about how these activities would be a great 
public relations piece for an upcoming meeting of the 
Governing Board. Principals and superintendents are 

always happy to share good news about 
teaching and learning with the community. 

Authentic writing assessments 

The OGT preparation book is not 
the only assessment of good writing. Few 
principals may understand this as their only 
education of writing assessments comes in 
snippets from professional development 
days and talking points picked up at confer-
ences and meetings. Take the time to see an 
outsider’s point of view of your classroom 
and patiently teach your principal why a video 
project can be just as (or more) important 
than a journal entry or written short story. 
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Be strategic and make an appointment to talk to 
your principal about the authentic instruction in your 
class during a time outside of the evaluation cycle. 
This demonstrates a genuine commitment to sharing 
with your principal what is going on in your class as it 
allows him or her to focus on your points rather than 
a fleeting five minute conversation in the hallway dur-
ing lunchtime. Catching a principal during the school 
day is the worst thing a teacher can do if he or she 
wants to teach us something. Make an appointment 
early in the morning or at the end of the day to talk 
about these issues. When you see your principal at a 
basketball game or in the cafeteria, you need to know 
that she may have just spent twenty minutes listening 
to a parent vent. Or he may have just finished pulling 
apart a series of fights between students, or she may be 
thinking about how to tell the staff that someone dear 
to the school community just passed away. Principals 
may seem preoccupied because they are working 
through a problem that they are not able to discuss 
with you. So make sure that efforts to teach your prin-
cipal are timed in such a way that he or she is in a fresh 
and attentive state of mind. 

Threading writing through the entire 
curriculum 

Are you working at a high school? Are you 
thinking that there is no way you can get people in 
math and science to weave writing into their curricu-
lum delivery? It is my pleasure to assure you that it 
can be done! I was a Biology and Chemistry teacher 
before I was a principal. One of the greatest experienc-
es I ever had was when one of my colleagues knocked 
on my door, introduced himself as the new writing 
teacher and asked if we could collaborate on a unit 
themed around Walden. We brainstormed lessons that 
integrated Thoreau’s work with standards, and experi-
ments that could be conducted in our community. We 
asked students to imagine Henry David Thoreau lived 
through our shared classes. My colleague pushed me 
to not only rethink the puzzle of delivering instruction, 
he got me interested in Henry David Thoreau. Ask 
your principal to help you find those colleagues who 
are looking for leadership opportunities; ask if the fac-
ulty can have time to think about how to integrate the 
curriculum in creative ways that challenge students to 
read and write. Suggest that a mentoring program for 
new teachers be centered on integrated writing units. 

Look for ways to get students interested in writing and 
performing plays and short stories for younger students 
in lower grades. See if the drama teacher is willing to 
collaborate with the writing teachers. And if you find 
that your colleagues say they are not interested, make 
an appointment with your principal, explain what you 
are doing and ask what can be done to motivate your 
faculty to be more collaborative. Explain why these 
activities allow more practice with writing and could 
ultimately result in higher OGT scores. 

Good writers are not born. The ability to com-
municate complex ideas in a simple way is not a trait 
like red hair or fair skin. Writing 
is an excruciatingly lonely activ-
ity that can bring immense joy 
and richness to one’s life. But 
in order to embrace writing 
skills, one has to stay focused 
on them—much like one has to 
keep a focus on a healthy life-
style through exercise. Writing 
and reading can take you across boundaries, time, and 
space. But first you have to look behind the green cur-
tain to understand that one of your most important 
students may well be your principal. 
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By Karla Hieatt Bisig 
Wilmington High School

I Am A Teacher

I am a teacher, but I hate waking up early. I re-
sent having an alarm clock dictate my rising. 
Rather, I enjoy waking leisurely and slowly. 

The month of August is a month I hold especially dear: 
I know that once the month passes, it will be quite 
awhile before I can allow my internal alarm clock to 
rule my life once again. 

My husband does not share my love of sleeping 
in. He is an early riser, through and through. He has 
never understood why—or how—I can sleep past the 
sunrise. Likewise, not being a teacher, he is on a reg-
ular working schedule all twelve months of the year. 
Who knows? Maybe he is a tad jealous of my flexibility 
in sleeping during the course of the calendar year. In 
any case, he was in a very good mood on a particular 
August morning when he came in at 6:30 and stirred 
me from my sleep.

“Karla, wake up.”
I heard him, but chose to ignore him. I thought 

to myself, “Maybe if I keep my eyes closed, he’ll give 
up.” It didn’t work.

“Karla, come on. Get up.”
Grumbling to myself, I rolled over, toward the 

sound of his voice and mumbled in a whiny voice, 
“What? This is my LAST morning to sleep in. What’s 
going on?”

“There’s a surprise for you downstairs.”
Suddenly, I was wide awake. “A surprise? Oh! 

What is it?” I jumped out of bed, put on my glasses, 
and ran downstairs. “James, where is it? What did you 
get me?”

I could hear him chuckling from upstairs and 
heard him tell me to look out on the front porch. With 

a smile on my face, I opened the front door only to 
find a disaster area that caused my smile to disappear. 
Toilet paper was strewn everywhere: the porch furni-
ture, the flower beds, the shrubs, the trees, the mail-
box, the lamp post. Even the columns that run along 
the porch, holding up the overhang, had a crisscross 
pattern of toilet tissue running back and forth between 
them. As I peered out into the yard, forks were stuck 
into the turf as far as the eye could see.

I heard my husband calling to me from the inside 
of the house. “Karla, I think they wrote you a message 
with the forks. Come up here and see!”

I stormed back into the house, slamming the 
front door, and stomping up the stairs. Stupid kids…
what a buncha creeps…there’s no way they left a message…too 
stupid…inconsiderate…seriously…on my last day to relax 
before going back to stupid work… Even our dog was not 
safe from my wrath, “Really, couldn’t you have barked 
at least once? Just once!” The dog just looked at me 
like I was crazy and went on his way. Continuing my 
tirade, “This is NOT why I became a teacher…”

Why did I become a teacher? I had hopes of 
fostering, if not creating, a love of reading and writ-
ing. I wanted to offer my students what so many of 
my teachers had not offered me: an environment where 
debate was encouraged and expected, where various 
readings and interpretations could be acknowledged. I 
wanted my students to feel like they could talk to me 
and confide in me. I wanted to have a rapport with my 
students that would allow for both jokes and serious 
conversations. I did not, however, want to wake up to 
find my front yard vandalized.
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Standing at the window, I looked down and saw 
“Hi B” written in the grass. Well. Suddenly, I knew 
who was responsible. Only one student during my 
teaching career has ever called me B. I looked at James. 
“Tim did this. And I’m betting Drew was in on it too. 
And, more than likely, Sean.”

As I cleaned up the mess, I could not ignore 
the irony of the situation. I kept thinking about 
why I had become a teacher—and I kept think-
ing about Sean, Drew, and Tim, the culprits who 
had graduated the past spring and had appar-
ently decided to pay me one last visit before leaving  
for college.

I had hopes of fostering, if not creating, a love of reading 
and writing. Sean has to be the most well-read student 
I have ever encountered. He loves reading; he loves dis-
cussing text. As a sophomore, he was somewhat quiet 
in class, but he would come in and we would talk about 
what books he had read over the weekend. Sean would 
fill his journal letters with mini-reviews of the stories he 
encountered and would tell me whether or not I should 
read them. He was especially fond of the classics, but 
would take suggestions as to what he should read next. 
I wanted to offer my students what so many of my teachers 
had not offered me: an environment where debate was encour-
aged and expected, where various readings and interpreta-
tions could be acknowledged. Although I did not always 
agree with Sean’s interpretations, it was hard to argue 
with him. His writing and analytical skills were also 
superior. When he was named Valedictorian, it came 
as a surprise to no one. Sean allowed me to foster and 
encourage his love of reading—making me feel like a 
great English teacher.

I wanted my students to feel like they could talk to me 
and confide in me. Of the three vandals, I am probably 
closest to Drew. Drew had been in my advisory group 
during his tenure in high school, which put us together 
more often. As his advisor, it was my job to keep track 
of his grades, to make sure that he was getting his col-
lege applications filled out, to send him birthday cards, 
to provide him with Pop-Tarts, and to get to know 
him. After completing my sophomore English class, 
Drew would continue to visit me when he was both 
a junior and a senior. An outstanding student on his 
own, Drew was always concerned with his grade point 
average and came to me for help. Sometimes we would 
edit and proofread essays, sometimes we would talk 
through an assignment until he understood what the 
teacher wanted him to do. Toward the end of his junior 

year, we talked about prom. Drew wanted to go with a 
certain girl, but was unsure if he should ask her. I en-
couraged him to go for it; I knew that she, a student in 
my current class, liked him. Plus, they would be a cute 
couple. “Oh, Mrs. Bisig, I don’t know…” After he had 
confided in me, Drew allowed me and another teacher 
to play matchmaker for him. Ultimately, the girl in 
question became his girlfriend.

I wanted to have a rapport with my students that 
would allow for both jokes and serious conversations. Early in 
his high school career, Tim decided that he would call 
me B. Tim was always pushing the boundaries, seeing 
what was acceptable and what would get him in trouble. 
During one creative writing assignment in particular, 
he decided to test me. “B, my main character’s name is 
One-Testicle Tim. He’s a pirate and he had an accident. 
He’s not autobiographical though. I was just going for 
alliteration” The other kids in the class were watching 
wide-eyed. Tim was waiting, and when I said, “Well, 
what kind of accident did he have?” I was golden. For 
the next three years, Tim and I would joke with each 
other. Yet, at times, we would have serious conversa-
tions about life, college, family, and friends. This bal-
ance worked for Tim and he produced more work in 
my English class than he did in any of his others.

There definitely was irony in the toilet papering 
situation. The three students who made me feel like an 
accomplished teacher had incited me beyond belief dur-
ing those early morning hours. Later the next day came 
the sheepish e-mails and discussions, “We have pictures. 
Do you wanna see?...Oh, B, we knew you wouldn’t yell 
at us or anything…We had to do it during the summer. 
After all, you’re a teacher, 
and you’d be awake in the 
middle of the night dur-
ing the school year. You 
have all that grading you 
always do.”

I guess they are 
right. Even without my 
last day of sleeping in, I 
am a teacher…

Karla Hieatt Bisig currently teaches sophomores and 
seniors at Wilmington High School in Wilmington, Ohio. 
In 2007, she was selected as Ohio’s Outstanding English 
Language Arts Educator and was recognized as a High School 
Teacher of Excellence by NCTE. The current Vice President 
and Secretary of OCTELA, Bisig and her husband James are 
expecting their first child in June. 
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The Assessment Half-Dozen

So many websites, so little time! Did you ever get overwhelmed by lists of recommended websites? Do you really remem-
ber what you stashed in your Favorites? Here is a little list of quality websites to support authentic assessment in the 
English Language Arts Classroom.

http://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/assessment/index.html
Have you ever become lost in the language and theory of assessment? Then navigating through this Concept to 
Classroom self-paced workshop entitled Assessment, Evaluation and Curriculum Redesign is a must. Participants work 
through Explanations( by experts like Diane Ravitch), Demonstrations (including classroom videos), Explorations and 
Implementations. The Concept to Classroom series also includes other topics that touch on assessment.

http://www.learner.org/view_programs/view.programs.html
Annenberg Media, sponsored by the Annenberg Foundation, produces videos available on demand to support class-
room teachers and learning. Browse Teacher Resources by Discipline (in the drop down menu) and choose Education 
and Education Reform to access programs like School Testing – Behind the Numbers. You might also want to explore 
resources in your content area. This site provides an additional opportunity to learn about assessment.

http://school.discoveryeducation.com/schrockguide/assess.html
Kathy Schrock always maintains links to quality classroom resources – and her treasure trove of useful assessment links 
is no exception. From rubrics to ideas for alternative assessment, you are sure to find some useful resources here

http://portal.success-ode-state-oh-us.info/
The Ohio Department of Education provides this portal to support the Achievement Tests and the Ohio Graduation Test. 
Practice tests, links to standards and other appropriate parts of the ODE website are provided. Some features require a 
password.

http://jonathan.mueller.faculty.noctrl.edu/toolbox/index.htm
Jonathan Mueller’s Authentic Assessment Toolbox provides background on authentic assessment and then numerous 
examples at all grade levels of tasks, rubrics, portfolios and other assessments. All examples have been gathered from 
students in his graduate classes.

http://www.greece.k12.ny.us/instruction/ela/Index.htm
The Greece Central School District supports a rich website with many strategies and graphic organizers for authentic as-
sessment of reading and writing. Pay special attention to the Tools for Reading, Writing & Thinking.

Disclaimer: Didn’t find your favorite site? Remember, this is a “little” list for you to explore. You can also find this list 
in a clickable format on the OCTELA website at http://www.octela.org/newoctela/newresources.html.

While you’re there, explore the other resources for English Language Arts teachers maintained by our grade level liaisons. 
Do you have a suggestion for a great resource? Email Marge Ford at margeford@gmail.com and the editorial team will 
evaluate it for inclusion on the resource page.
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Reviewed by Regina Rees  
Youngstown State University

Non-Fiction Books for 
Early Readers
Research tells us that young readers choose non-fiction reading 
more often than fiction when they browse those library shelves. 
Regina Rees shares some engaging titles that not only entertain 
but also inform.

The Long Gone Lonesome History  
of Country Music

(2007) by Brett Bertholf. Little, Brown & Co. 

If your achy breaky heart has been crushed be-
cause your true love has just left on the last train out of 
town, don’t head for the nearest honky-tonk, pick up 
The Long Gone Lonesome History of Country Music. This 
clever picture book tells the history of country music 
from Mother Maybelle Carter and Gene Autry to 
Faith Hill and Garth Brooks. Realistic but whimsical 
illustrations help to explain the various types of coun-
try music including western swing and rockabilly. The 
reader is introduced to some of the most famous coun-
try stars and how they influenced the music industry 
through snappy text that has a real country twang. 
This glimpse into the world of country music is a great 
addition to an American culture unit.

Comets, Stars, the Moon, and Mars 
(2007) by Douglas Florian. Harcourt.

Take off to outer space with twenty poems 
about the planets, galaxies, and other celestial bodies. 
Upbeat verse and stunning, mixed media collages cel-
ebrate the wonder and beauty of space while cleverly 
imparting information. The poem dedicated to Venus 
proclaims “scalding hot surface, nine hundred degrees. 
Nothing can live there, no creatures, not trees.” In a 
poem added to the book right after the Pluto contro-
versy, Florian bemoans the fate of the little planet:

“Pluto was a planet. Pluto was admired. Pluto was a 
planet. Till one day it got fired.” This visual and poetic 
treat is sure to delight readers of all ages.

The Vegetables We Eat 
(2007) by Gail Gibbons. Holiday House.

What do tomatoes and pumpkins have in com-
mon? What state produces one-third of the vegetables 
in the United States? Gail Gibbons has planted the 
answers along with a bounty of other interesting in-
formation in this book about vegetables and how they 
are grown. The reader learns about tubers, bulbs, 
and stem vegetables through simple but informative 
text and colorful, accurate illustrations. Students will 
want to eat their veggies after reading about them in 
this book. (By the way, tomatoes and pumpkins are 
both fruits, and California produces one-third of the 
 vegetables.)

3-D ABC: A Sculptural Alphabet 
(2007) by Bob Raczka. Millbrook.

“The more you look at a sculpture, the more you 
see.” This advice serves as the theme of Raczka’s latest 
art book for children. This alphabet book consists of 
photographs of important pieces of sculpture accom-
panied by short messages that help the reader examine 
the piece. The book features Picasso’s Guitar, Indiana’s 
Love, and other modern works that will intrigue read-
ers at every level. 

LIBRARY LINKS: NON-FICTION BOOKS FOR EARLY READERS <
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Fooled You: Fakes and Hoaxes  
Through the Years 

(2005) by Elaine Pascoe. Henry Holt.

Did you ever see fairies flitting in the garden? 
Have you seen Big Foot’s huge footprint while hiking 
in the woods? If you believe the stories of people who 
have seen these incredible sights, then Fooled You will 
help you understand how these fakes and hoaxes came 
about. Elaine Pascoe explores eleven popular legends 
and tells the stories of the perpetrators and the gull-
ibility of the public. She also provides advice about in-
ternet frauds and provides websites to visit to discov-
er more information about urban legends and other 
hoaxes. Whimsical illustrations by Laurie Keller add 
to the fascinating details in the book.

State Shapes: Ohio 
(2007) by Erin McHugh. Black Dog & Leventhal.

Ohio history comes to life in this book shaped 
like the state. Clever illustrations and lots of interest-
ing information about Ohio make this a great book 
for fourth grade Ohio History or for any student who 
is curious about our state. Two characters, Peter and 
Laura, take the reader on a tour of the state and ex-
plain everything from the meaning of the name Ohio 
to all of the inventions that originated in the state. 
Information about the history, geography, interesting 
places, and people are packed into this forty-five page 
book. In addition, each page has an Ohio trivia ques-
tion and answer that provides fun facts for the reader. 
After reading this book, students will understand why 
Ohio is “the heart of it all.” 

Our Fifty States: A Family Adventure 
Across America

(2006) by Lynne Cheney. Simon & Schuster.

Lynne Cheney has teamed up again with dy-
namic illustrator, Robin Preiss Glasser, to create this 
colorful tribute to the United States. Beginning with 
the New England states and moving west, the book 
gives each state a one or two page spread filled with 
information including a map, state bird, flower, nick-
name, and other symbols and important facts. The 
oversized format allows each page to be packed with 
colorful illustrations and easy to read text. Our Fifty 
States is a must for every classroom library.

The Journey that Saved Curious George: 
The True Wartime Escape of  

Margret and H. A. Rey
(2005) by Louise Borden. Houghton Mifflin. 

The exciting story of the authors of Curious 
George is beautifully chronicled in this account of 
Margret and H. A. Rey’s lives. Beginning with their 
respective childhoods and continuing through their 
courtship, marriage, and eventual escape from Nazi 
occupied Paris during World War II, Borden’s text 
and Allan Drummond’s delightful illustrations engage 
the reader with the dramatic story of the Rey’s journey 
through Europe to New York. The reader will learn 
how a little French monkey named Fifi became Curious 
George. In addition to the beautiful illustrations, pho-
tographs and primary documents and artwork add to 
the charm of the book. Although World War II and 
the Nazis might be a bit intense for younger readers, 
this account is handled with sensitivity so students will 
not be frightened. This is a wonderful book for all fans 
of Curious George.

Regina Rees is an assistant professor in the department of teacher education at Youngstown State University. She has 
over twenty years of teaching experience in grades four through twelve. Regina is also a professional storyteller. She is 
currently the Vice President of OCTELA. 

Regina Rees
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The Radioactive Boy Scout: The True Story 
of a Boy and His Backyard Nuclear Reactor 

(2004) by Ken Silverstein. Random House.

Silverstein tells the story of teenaged loner David 
Hahn, a mediocre but scientifically gifted student who 
in the summer of 1995, in a shed behind his mother’s 
house in a Detroit suburb, managed to build his own 
nuclear reactor using radioactive elements found in 
household items such as smoke detectors and lantern 
mantles. Determined to contribute to the worldwide 
need for cheap, clean power, the results of his ex-
periments were so successful—and dangerous—that 
when his activities were finally discovered the EPA 
utilized Superfund money (cleanup funds earmarked 
for the worst hazardous waste sites) to dispose of the 
shed and its contents. Silverstein touches on a number 
of disturbing facts: how David’s parents and teachers 
never intervened in his obsessive pursuits; the pronu-
clear ideology Hahn picked up from the Boy Scouts; 
and how David received crucial tips on creating a neu-
tron gun from a Department of Energy official. While 
readers may marvel at Hahn’s ingenuity and resource-
fulness, the most chilling (if unspoken) theme of this 
story is how a gifted and/or determined individual 
could possibly duplicate David’s feats—with less in-
nocuous intentions.

Chew On This: Everything You Don’t Want 
to Know About Fast Food 

(2006) by Eric Schlosser and Charles Wilson. 

Houghton Mifflin.

In this young-adult adaptation of his 2001 adult 
work Fast Food Nation, Schlosser teams up with Charles 
Wilson to expose the inner workings and outer reper-
cussions of the fast-food industry for the generation 
that is the primary target of their business acumen. 
Though not as in-depth as FFN, Chew On This none-
theless covers a broad spectrum: the advent of the fast-
food restaurant and its effect on society, the question-
able marketing strategies of fast-food corporations and 
the plight of fast-food workers, the inhumane treat-
ment of livestock destined for slaughter and processing 
(as well as the ghastly working conditions for humans), 
the often stomach-churning world of food processing, 
the effect of fast food on the farming industry, fast 
food and the obesity problem, and much more. While 
the authors clearly have an agenda with this book, all 
facts are painstakingly documented in their effort to 
be “transparent” and in response to claims of inaccu-
racy from fast-food corporations. Written in a lively 
but factual style, this book will be—ahem—devoured 
by teens from middle to high school for both leisure 
and school-oriented reading.

Reviewed by Cynthia Beach,  
Beverly Chearno and John Waller,  
Public Library of Youngstown  
and Mahoning County

Non-Fiction Books for 
Young Adults
Traditionally, students seem to have the most difficulty working 
with non-fiction text on standardized assessments. Yet, non-
fiction reading will comprise the majority of their functional 
reading as adults. The TeenXtreme librarians suggest these titles to grab the interest of older students 
and give their reading skills a boost.

LIBRARY LINKS: NON-FICTION BOOKS FOR YOUNG ADULTS <
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The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation
(2006) by Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colón.  

Hill and Wang/Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

At eight hundred pages of small-print text, a 
reading of the official 9/11 Commission Report is a 
formidable challenge for any reader. This adaptation, 
developed with the full support of the chair and vice-
chair of the 9/11 Commission, uses the graphic novel 
format to both condense the report and enable the 
Commission’s findings to reach a new audience. While 
this “comic book” approach may at first glance appear 
to trivialize the tragic events of that day, this is not the 
case. In fact, the visual format in many ways provides a 
clearer understanding than a text-only publication can 
provide: for example, the stories of the four doomed 
flights are given on the same foldout pages, allow-
ing readers to grasp how simultaneous events over-
whelmed America’s national information and defense 
systems. With the majority of text taken directly from 
the official report, the analysis in the remaining chap-
ters cuts to the core of the historical, political, eco-
nomic, religious and procedural underpinnings of 9/11 
and the effect it has had on the world. The excellent 
full-color art and added dialogue (easily distinguish-
able from the text of the report) bring the individu-
als involved to life—from major political figures and  
Al-Qaeda operatives to plane passengers, office work-
ers and firefighters. Powerful and accessible, this is es-
sential for any library.

My So-Called Digital Life: 2,000 Teenagers, 
300 Cameras, and 30 Days  
to Document Their World

(2005) by Bob Pletka (Creator/Compiler).  

Santa Monica Press.

Inspired by a technology workshop about the 
power of digital media to tell stories in words and im-
ages, Pletka armed 2,000 students from 32 California 
middle and high schools with digital cameras and, for 
one month in early 2005, asked them to document 
in pictures and writing their day-to-day worlds. The 
result, distilled from 1,000 essays, 2,000 blogs and 
nearly 60,000 photographs, is this remarkable and il-
luminating book. Divided into chapters such as Before 
and After School, Learning in the Classroom, How 
Students Play and Technology, the work allows the 
participants to share, in their own words, their often 

insightful perceptions of their lives. With surprising 
clarity, the students document their often grueling 
schedules (many of which begin with a pre-dawn com-
mute to school), critique dull teaching methods that 
rely on repetition and copying, weigh the pros and cons 
of schoolyard surveillance cameras, lament the preva-
lence of drugs and violence in their neighborhoods and 
schools and express joy in creativity through art, music 
and athletics. Also worthy of note is Pletka’s moving 
introduction, a challenge to administrators to rethink 
the way school is taught in the electronic age. Adults 
and teens will be equally provoked and enlightened by 
this raw but vital collaboration.

The Burn Journals
(2004) by Brent Runyon. Alfred A. Knopf.

In The Burn Journals, Brent Runyan relates the 
year of physical and psychological therapy he under-
went following his horrific suicide attempt. At age 
fourteen, he doused himself with gasoline and lit 
a match. Frustratingly, he is reluctant to voice his 
thoughts and feelings to parents, doctors, and thera-
pists—all those who can and want to help him. But 
the reader has a window into Brent’s mind and gets an 
intimate look at his frustration, self-doubts, and anger 
at himself. Brent does not begin the healing process 
until he comes to terms with his own culpability. As 
the book closes, Brent is stepping off the school bus to 
begin his first day of high school and his journey back 
to life. An excellent read that pulls no punches with 
language or situations, Runyan’s book reveals a teen’s 
innermost conflicts and that destructive behavior is 
not the solution.

Letters to a Young Brother
(2006) by Hill Harper. Gotham Books/ 

Penguin Group.

Letters to a Young Brother is actor Hill Harper’s 
guide to motivating African American teens to take 
control of their own lives. Through emails and letters 
to a “young brotha”, he imparts the valuable lessons 
he learned from both of his grandfathers. Successful 
men who pulled themselves up through hard work and 
determination, they mentored him and taught him 
to think for himself, have a plan of action, and work 
hard to attain goals he had set for himself. Harper uses 
questions he has personally received from young men, 
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positive advice from other prominent role models, and 
his own experiences to counsel young men of color in 
their conduct of life. Not something your average boy 
in the ‘hood would read (especially given the frequent, 
jarring and somewhat condescending use of the term 
“brotha”), give this to older not-at-risk teens looking 
for something motivational. 

My Kind of Sad: What It’s Like to Be 
Young and Depressed

(2006) by Kate Scowen. Annick Press.

Kate Scowan has worked in residential and com-
munity-based youth programs for over fifteen years 
and brings that experience to My Kind of Sad: What 
It’s Like to Be Young and Depressed. Youth of every gen-
eration have had challenges, but arguably the youth 
of today have many more cultural and societal issues. 
Scowan provides an overview of depression, discusses 
the definition of depression, and examines ways in 
which it manifests itself, e.g. anxiety, eating disorders, 
self-mutilation, bipolar disorder and the ultimate ex-
pression—suicide. Depression has no gender boundar-
ies; both boys and girls suffer from it. While it tends to 
be more common in boys in the younger years, depres-
sion appears more frequently in girls during adoles-
cence. Included at the end of the user-friendly format, 
are hotline numbers, helpful websites and chapter-by-
chapter subject listings of resources (book and website) 
teens may consult.

Stiff: The Curious Lives of  
Human Cadavers

(2003) by Mary Roach. W. W. Norton.

From the first line, which compares being dead 
to being on a cruise ship, you know that Stiff is going 
to be a funny ride. This is not to say that Mary Roach’s 
book is disrespectful of the dead. She just has a deft 
way of introducing comic relief when the details of 
what happens to our bodies once we “pass on” become 
a little too much. I will admit that I read a good deal 
of the book with my face screwed up in a grimace of 
discomfort, but I kept reading because the writing 
is spectacular and the information quite fascinating. 
Roach takes us through various ways in which cadav-
ers are “employed” to the benefit of mankind. They 
are used as crash test dummies, aid us in the fields 
of forensics and surgery and are utilized in airplane 

crash investigations. She also explores what it is like 
for those who work with the dead every day. A good 
deal of historical research is included, but the most 
interesting pieces are found in the sections where Ms. 
Roach herself is involved in the explorations and asks 
the tough questions in her interviews with the scien-
tists and doctors who work with the dead in order the 
help the living. 

We Beat the Street: How a Friendship  
Pact Led to Success

(2005) by Drs. Sampson Davis, George Jenkins and 

Rameck Hunt with Sharon M. Draper.  

Dutton Children’s Books/Penguin.

This true story of how three young men from 
Newark, New Jersey banded together to not only sur-
vive their tough neighborhoods but to succeed in their 
ultimate dream of becoming doctors leaves behind the 
typical biography style and reads like one of Sharon 
Draper’s award winning novels. We Beat the Street fol-
lows the lives of these three inspiring men from their 
childhoods to their lives now in practicing medicine. 
Their friendship pact made as teenagers and some 
positive role models helped them to overcome seem-
ingly insurmountable odds in their quest to leave be-
hind negativity and reach for their goal. Interspersed 
with their story are “conversations” with each doctor 
in which the doctors explain how sometimes experi-
ences and situations can teach or inspire or develop 
into great things. Their story is not sugar coated. The 
doctors tell us about their failures along with their suc-
cesses including some brushes with the law, trouble 
at school and doubt in their own abilities. Plagued by 
poverty, violence and distraction each of the doctors 
agree that in the end, their friendship is what brought 
them through. 

It’s Your World—If You Don’t Like It, 
Change It: Activism for Teenagers
(2004) by Mikki Halpin. Simon Pulse.

Whether one would like to help animals, fight 
racism, save the environment, stop school bullying, 
put and end to war, stop the spread of HIV/AIDS, 
protect civil rights or defend women’s rights, this is a 
one-stop resource. Teens interested in becoming activ-
ists whether from home, school or in their community 
will find basic explanations of current problems,  

Cynthia Beach, Beverly Chearno, and John Waller
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suggestions for being part of the change and real 
life stories by teens that are currently changing their 
world and have been affected by their experiences. 
Halpin provides readers with reading suggestions, 
website information, hotline numbers, addresses and 
in some cases form letters to be sent to the appropriate 

government agency. Halpin suggests teens “test them-
selves” for bias and warns against becoming a part of 
any organization that breaks the law. All teens look-
ing for a way to make a difference in a meaningful 
way will find a wealth of valuable information to help 
change the world. 

TeenXtreme is the appellation ascribed to the jovial triumvirate that coordinates systemwide young adult services for the Public 
Library of Youngstown and Mahoning County. Beverly Chearno is an adult specialist and founding member/overall coordinator of 
TeenXtreme and has been with the library for 35 years. During that time, she has been a children’s librarian, a branch supervisor 
and a regional coordinator in addition to her current position. Cindy Beach is also a founding member of TXT. An adult librarian 
who specializes in young adult services, she has been instrumental in developing teen services at YPL. John Waller, the newest TXT 
member, also divides his time between adult and young adult services but likes to think of himself as a young adult… uh, librarian. 

Calling All Artists & Photographers 
OJELA is looking for more than just great authors … 

We’re looking for great artists, too!

Picture Your  
Students’  
or Their Art  
Here!

Do you have students’ work, pictures or original art that 
capture the spirit of student life? Do you have photo-
graphs of your students or classroom that reflect the 
themes of future OJELA issues? Have you saved some 
great action photographs that illustrate best practice in 
reading, writing and teaching English language arts? If 
so, consider submitting them for publication in a future 
issue of OJELA!

Paintings, drawings, cartoons, photographs— your sub- 
missions could appear on OJELA’s cover or within its 
text as illustrations.

For more information email Marge Ford at margeford@gmail.com. 
See page 2 — Call for Manuscripts for specific themes of future issues.

All submissions must include the following:
•Artist Name
•Grade
•Teacher’s Name
•School Address & Phone #
•Permissions for reproduction

Scanned images or digital photographs 
should be no smaller than 12.5” wide or 900 
pixels and no larger than 31” or 2200 pixels 
wide. Submittal as RGB (color) is preferred.  
Images downloaded from internet sites  
or embedded in documents will not be  
accepted.

An easy way to determine the quality of your 
electronic image is by file size. A file 900 pixels 
x 1200 pixels will be about 3000k. A file 2200 
pixels x 3000 pixels is approximately 19 megs 
or 19000k. Large files can be uploaded via 
ftp if needed. For more details see Manuscript 
Guidelines, Art & Photography on page 4 of this 
issue or email edellinger@southern.org.
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Mark Your Calendars!

OCTELA Spring Conference

March 7 & 8, 2008
Columbus, Ohio

Join in Celebrating the Power of Reading, featuring outstanding authors, and breakout sessions 

focusing on reading and writing strategies, technology, differentiation, diversity, and more. Con-

firmed authors include:

Susan Campbell Bartoletti, Luong Ung, and Rick Sowash
Susan Campbell Bartoletti has written picture books, novels, and nonfiction for young readers, 
including the Newbery Honor book Hitler Youth: Growing Up in Hitler’s Shadow. Her work has received 
dozens of awards and honors, including the ALA Robert F. Sibert Award for Nonfiction, the NCTE Orbis 
Pictus Award for Nonfiction, the SCBWI Golden Kite Award for Nonfiction, and the Jane Addams 
Children’s Book Award. Despite writing about depressing subjects such as the horror of the Third Reich 
in Hitler Youth, famine in Black Potatoes: The Story of the Great Irish Famine, and child labor in Kids on Strike! 
and Growing Up in Coal Country, and the pain of arranged marriages in A Coal Miner’s Bride, she insists 
that she has a good sense of humor, no doubt a defense mechanism developed as a result of teaching 
eighth grade for eighteen years. She lives with her husband in northeastern Pennsylvania. They have two 
grown children.

Luong Ung is a survivor of the killing fields of Cambodia. Her memoir, First They Killed My Father: 
A Daughter of Cambodia Remembers, was a national best seller and has been published in eleven countries. 
Lucky Child describes how she was reunited with her family after years of persecution in Cambodia.  
Luong Ung is the national spokesperson for Campaign for a Landmine-Free World. For a preview of 
her compelling story, log on to: www.luongung.com.

Rick Sowash has lived in Ohio all his life. He is a storyteller, composer, and author. He has de-
lighted audiences with his tales about the animals and heroes of Ohio. Rick has written musical scores for 
several documentaries about Ohio and recently performed at Carnegie Hall. Rick’s books include: Heroes 
of Ohio: 23 True Tales of Courage and Character, Ripsnoring Whoppers!: Humor from America’s Heartland, and 
Critters, Flitters and Spitters: 24 Amazing Ohio Animal Tales.

For more information, visit http://www.octela.org

>  OCTELA SPRING CONFERENCE
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