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OJELA’s Call for Manuscripts
Dealing	with	Violence

Volume 49.1
Winter/Spring 2009

Deadline: October 15, 2008

Write Now
Volume 49.2

Summer/Fall 2009
Deadline: March 15, 2009

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? 

Our students are writing more than ever as they craft emails and text messages. 
Writing is an important component of literacy, and as the world evolves, our stu-
dents will have an even greater need of being able to communicate through their 
composition skills. How do you incorporate technology into your writing assign-
ments? What types of compositions are the cornerstones of writing instruction in 
your classroom? Is the five paragraph essay still an essential building block for the 
teaching of writing? How do you use free-writes or journals with your students? 
What strategies work best for peer review, revision, and editing? Multigenre writ-
ing has become a routine in many classrooms; how will this mode of instruction 
translate into the necessary skills for college classrooms that still require traditional 
style papers? What success have you had in teaching research papers? How do you 
handle the paper load?

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.

✦	 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? (October 15, 2008).

✦	 What does writing instruction in your classroom look like? How does it reflect new modes of 
communication? (March 15, 2009)

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.

> CALL	FOR	MANUSCRIPTS	AND	AUTHOR	GUIDELINES
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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 gen-
eral, 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 appro-
priate when making personal observations. We do not 

accept term papers or other lengthy manuscripts filled 
with references. 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 publication  
deadlines we reserve the right to make minor revisions 
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. 

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, 

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
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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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> TEACHING	ABOUT	TOLERANCE	AND	ACCEPTANCE

Tolerance, diversity and acceptance  — 
some of the most important build-
ing blocks upon which our country 

is based! Unfortunately, as with most important 
ideas, nothing is as easy as it appears. The ideas in 
this issue are varied — from Holocaust resources 
to a discussion focused on the hegemony of gender 
stereotypes. Our responders detail the wide range 
of our readership from picture book discussions 
in elementary classrooms through middle school 
journal writing to graduate school philosophical 
discussions. 

Authors who took on the challenge of re-
sponding to our manuscript call for this issue have 
provided some intriguing responses. We are thrilled 
to begin the thematic focus of this issue with an 
interview of children’s author Myron Uhlberg by 
our friend and former co-editor Cynthia Bowman. 
Cindy and her colleague Lisa Ridley share a won-
derful dialogue with Uhlberg about many aspects 
of his career and his experiences. His experience as 
an outsider as a child (the hearing son of two deaf 
parents) informs both his writing and our current 
focus on teaching tolerance and diversity. In ad-
dition to their interview, Cindy and Lisa demon-
strate how teachers can use children’s literature 
in classrooms to address the same social problems 
that many of our other essayists  discuss.

Next is Marge Ford’s interview with Karen 
Zoller “Celebrating the Tolerance Resource Center 
at Notre Dame College,” where she introduces us 
to this important cultural collection in our state. 

The Center, which provides Ohio’s classrooms and 
teachers with access through OhioLINK, among 
other portals, focuses on the study of tolerance in 
general, but contains rich resources for the study of 
Native American stereotyping as well as a wealth 
of Holocaust documents, pictures, and survivor 
interviews. 

Lynn Atkinson Smolen, Linda J. Collins and 
Kristine L. Still share their experiences in elemen-
tary, middle school and college classrooms in their 
article, “Enhancing Cultural Understanding and 
Respect with Multicultural Text Sets in the K-8 
Classroom.” This article provides details on the ef-
fective use of multicultural literature in elementa-
ry and middle school classrooms focusing on fam-
ily, immigrants and the Civil Rights movement. 
In addition to sharing valuable texts, the authors 
describe meaningful response activities. Next, 
William Bintz offers his views on “Using Literacy 
to Promote Tolerance and Understanding.” Bintz 
chronicles the experiences of his graduate students 
as they work with a variety of special needs stu-
dents. He then offers wonderful examples of chil-
dren’s literature that can be used to teach tolerance 
and acceptance of students with specific needs.

In addition to the themed articles, there are 
two interesting pieces of more general  interest. 
First, Patricia Scharer, Pat Gordon, LeAnne 
Sawyers, Joyce Adair and Lisa Walker pres-
ent “Transforming Literacy Practices: A Long-
Term School-University Partnership Supporting 
Teachers as Instructional Decision-Makers.” 

Introduction to OJELA’s Summer/Fall 2008 Issue

Teaching about Tolerance  
and Acceptance
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TEACHING	ABOUT	TOLERANCE	AND	ACCEPTANCE <

The authors, both elementary and college teach-
ers, share their reflections and assessments of the 
changes that Mansfield City Schools have gone 
through during the ten years that they have 
spent implementing the Literacy Collaborative. 
The also share their experiences with PDS2 and 
show how teacher videos can be the foundation of 
meaningful professional development for literacy 
teachers and of significant change for language 
arts classrooms. The second article is by Linda 
H. Plevyak and Kelly R. Campbell who share 
“Multiple Intelligences: Analysis of a Language 
Arts Curriculum.” Their article provides a suc-
cinct overview of the multiple intelligences and 
offers suggestions on the use of each intelligence 
within the language arts classroom in addition to 
showing how teachers use Gardner’s ideas and 
which intelligences are often short-changed.

We are lucky to offer many Familiar Voices 
again in this issue. First, Brian Woerner coura-
geously shares himself as a person and not an icon 
and reminds us of why we became teachers in this 
issue’s “I Am a Teacher” essay. One new aspect 
of this issue is the inclusion of poetry. We are de-
lighted to present “Super(teacher)hero” by Jeffrey 
Harr who shares the rewarding and often frustrat-
ing world of the educator. We are again pleased to 
offer an intriguing essay by Autumn Tooms who 
reminds us that “Diversity Matters: A Look at the 
Simple, the Not So Simple.” Tooms illustrates the 
complexity of this issue’s topic and offers several 
texts that teachers should find enlightening.

Our continuing Teacher Talk segment again 
provides space for teachers to share their successful 
classroom practices. In “Culture Journal Prompts,” 
Jessica Boggs provides a wealth of topics that could 
help upper elementary, middle, and high school 
students articulate their own position on top-
ics focusing on racial, gender and cultural issues. 
Jane Cook details how she and her high school 
students write and produce gift books celebrating 
important times in their lives in “Special Occasion 
Books: The Gift of Love —Authentic Writing at 
its Best.” In “Using African Children’s Literature 
to Promote Interest in the Election Process and 

Citizenship Education,” Loraine Moses Stewart 
uses the South African picture book The Day Gogo 
Went to Vote to demonstrate how international lit-
erature can be used in elementary classrooms to 
meaningfully incorporate social studies citizenship 
essentials into language arts lessons.

Once again Marge Ford uses her internet ex-
pertise to offer websites that support the theme 
of our issue in her “Tolerance Half-Dozen.” Our 
final offerings for this issue are the Book Links 
provided by elementary/middle school language 
arts teacher educator Regina Rees and young adult 
librarians Cynthia Beach, Beverly Chearno, and 
John Waller known collectively as TeenXtreme. 
Rees shares texts that elementary teachers might 
use in their classrooms or recommend to students. 
She has selected books that focus on the other, 
race, gender and the importance of embracing 
differences. Like their elementary colleague, The 
TeenXtreme group reviewed many intriguing 
books in this issue. They share texts that could 
provide any middle school or high school class-
room with provocative discussions focusing on 
race, gender, religion, and politics as they inves-
tigate the ideas of normal, the other, acceptance, 
tolerance, as well as ostracism, shame and hatred. 

The articles and the ideas they contain pro-
vide all of us with much to think about when 
reading and writing and interacting with our stu-
dents. We hope that you, too, will find many re-
sources to enrich your classroom and provide your 
students with opportunities to respond to the im-
portant issues presented here.

Co-Editors	

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

August, 2008
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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 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, 
NCTE’s scholarly journal for secondary language arts edu cators. Colleen was recognized as OCTELA’s Outstanding High School 
Language Arts Educator in 2001.

Susan L. Stevens, Ph.D., was recognized as OCTELA’s Outstanding High School Language Arts Educator in 1996. She has 
since served the Youngstown City Schools as Language Arts, Foreign Language and Social Studies Supervisor and Supervisor 
of Professional Development. She was co- director of the Far East Regional Professional Development Center. She has also 
taught at Youngstown State University and Kent State University where she also was the project director for the Jennings Urban  
Fellows  project.

New! OCTELA  

Membership Referral Program!

OCTELA is offering a referral program as an incentive for recruiting new members. 

For every new member you sign up, your name will be placed in a drawing for a free 

registration for the Spring 2009 Conference! Winners will be notified by January 

1st, 2009! 

Send your name, address, phone number and email address along with the 

registrations you have recruited to:

Ruth McClain,  

644 Overlook Drive,  

Columbus Oh 43214

Registration forms are available online at www.octela.org. Remember, OCTELA 

membership is only $35! 

Copy and mail the form below if needed.

Name: _________________________________________________________________

Address: ________________________________________________________________

Home Phone or Cell: ______________________________________________________

Email: _________________________________________________________________

I am submitting membership forms and payment with this form for the following individuals:

1.  ____________________________________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________

> TEACHING	ABOUT	TOLERANCE	AND	ACCEPTANCE
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MEMBERSHIP FORMS <
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By Cindy Bowman, Ashland University and  
 Lisa Ridley, Delaware Elementary School

An Interview with Children’s Book 
Author Myron Uhlberg

Myron Uhlberg was born in Brooklyn, 
New York, in 1933, in the heart of  
 the great depression. In the days 

of no television, his parents were great readers and at 
a very young age, the author became one as well. His 
deaf father took him to the library often, and he was 
allowed to roam the place, selecting any book that 
caught his fancy. 

He read widely and indiscriminately, the net 
result of which was not so much an accumulation 
of useful intelligence, as a fervid imagination. This 
imagination, coupled with his childhood experience 
of growing up hearing in a deaf household in WWII 
Brooklyn, is the raw material for his autobiographical 
books of fiction. Uhlberg often says, “I don’t so much 
as write a story, as I, rather, remember it.”

His books draw heavily on his experience as the 
first-born hearing son of deaf parents in a Jewish home 
in Brooklyn. Dad, Jackie and Me recollects the sum-
mer of 1947 when he and his father cheered Jackie 
Robinson from the bleachers at Ebbets Field. 

The Printer, Myron’s third book published by 
Peachtree Publishers, is loosely based upon his father’s 
life. This quietly powerful picture book, beautifully 
illustrated by Henri Sørensen, relates the story of a 
deaf printer’s courage and a young boy’s respect for 
his father.

Prompted by another childhood experience, 
Uhlberg wrote Flying Over Brooklyn, published in 1999. 
Recalling the Great Blizzard of 1947, this is the story 
of a young boy’s dream of flying over his hometown, 
now transformed by a blanket of snow. 

Lemuel the Fool reflects Uhlberg’s love of Jewish 
folklore and was inspired by his own family. His 
grandfather “was always looking for the next great ad-
venture,” says Uhlberg. 

Myron Uhlberg has a new children’s book ready 
for release in February. It is the story of Hurricane 
Katrina and is illustrated by Colin Bootman. Look to 
Peachtree Press for more information.

Adding to this powerful collection of children’s 
books, Myron Uhlberg has authored an adult memoir  
a poignant memory of growing up as the hear-
ing son of two deaf parents. Hands of My Father: 
A Hearing Boy, His Deaf Parents, and the Language 
of Love is available for preorders at bookstores or  
http://www.randomhouse.com.

To Uhlberg, writing is a way to relive his child-
hood, “transmuting childhood events into magical imag-
inary experiences.” He hopes to help children discover 
“the magic of words” as his parents did years ago.

I conducted an interview with Mr. Uhlberg via 
e-mail to find out more about his background, inspi-
ration, and the advice he has for young aspiring au-
thors. I then invited Lisa Ridley to share her response 
and that of her students to Dad, Jackie and Me. The 
following are his unedited responses to my questions 
followed  by Lisa’s commentary and my response. 

What influenced your decision to become a children’s 

book author?

MU: Upon retiring at the age of 62, after 40 years 
in the clothing business, I decided I wanted to 
write books for children. My main motivation to 
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do so was the fact that I had recently become a 
grandfather for the first time. I thought it would 
be wonderful if, someday in the future, my 
granddaughter would invite me to her school 
as a visiting author. I clearly imagined that on 
that future day there would be a large banner 
outside her school saying in 3 foot high letters, 
“Welcome Myron Uhlberg, Alex’s grandfather, 
to the Bromwell School.” In my mind’s eye I 
could picture Alex, holding my large hand in 
her small hand, leading me around her school, 
introducing me to all the teachers and all her 
classmates. And you know what? One day it 
happened, just as I had imagined—but with a 
twist. It occurred six years after I had that idea, 
and it was not Alex who held my hand, but rath-
er it was her sister, Kelli, born three years after 
Alex. You see, by the time my first book was 
published, Alex was in middle school.

I know that you did not begin to write until several 

years ago, so I am interested to know what your previ-

ous profession was and if that had any influence on 

your decision to become an author.

MU After graduating from Brandeis University in 
1955, which I attended on a football scholar-
ship, I served in the Army as a paratrooper with 
the 82nd Airborne Division (I had always liked 
high places as a child). Then I spent the next 38 
years in the men’s clothing business in New York 
City. During most of those years I had my own 
clothing company that featured better designer 
men’s sportswear. In this connection, I traveled 
all over the world. This, of course, was not grist 
for the mill of an aspiring children’s author . And 
yet, this background of frenetic, but ultimately 
insignificant activity, led me to conclude how 
meaningless it all was. Upon retiring at the age 
of 62, I decided that I would try my hand at 
something that might prove to be more mean-
ingful. And that might, possibly, outlive me. 

What inspires the topics for your books?

MU After many false starts writing books that I 
thought children (and editors) would like to 
read—with no success—I decided to write sto-
ries that I wanted to read. As Ursula Nordstrom 
said of herself, she was once a child, and had 

not forgotten anything. So I reached back into 
my childhood memories, as the first-born hear-
ing child of two deaf parents growing up in 
Brooklyn during the Depression years and the 
WWII era. So far my autobiographically based 
books of fiction have taken me from age 6 to age 
10. Future scheduled books take me to age 12. 
It seems, therefore, that I will probably run out 
of time before I run out of things in my child-
hood to write about. 

What is the greatest joy you receive from writing chil-

dren’s books?

MU The occasions they provide for interacting with 
children. All children. All ages. I recently visited 
the Ohio School for the Deaf in Columbus. It was 
an amazing experience for me. I suddenly real-
ized, while talking in sign with a deaf boy and 
girl that these children may well have been my 
mother and father when they attended their deaf 
schools some 90 years ago. Also to visit a school 
of hearing children who had probably never seen 
a deaf person, and see how they have an interest 
in my stories about a hearing boy growing up 
with a deaf mother and father. And then to see, 
from their questions, how they related my child-
hood to their own. And, ultimately, the grow-
ing recognition that all childhoods are different 
in the particulars, but the same in matters that 
count: The love of parent and child. The secu-
rity of a loving home. The thirst for language to 
express that love. The desire to learn and thus 
understand their lives.

What has been the highest point for you so far in 

your writing career and why?

MU Many high points. But the greatest was when my 
first book, Flying Over Brooklyn, was published. I 
was 66. My mother, Sarah, now lived with me 
for health reasons. She was then 90. She had had 
two strokes, broke her pelvis twice, had a hip 
replacement, and congestive heart failure—all 
within six months. Her beloved husband, my 
father, Louis, had been dead for 24 years. My 
mother wanted to die. After trying all (to her, 
meaningless) reasons why a person might want 
to live, I said, “Wait. I wrote a book.” She was 
intrigued. She waited, and one day I showed her 
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the advance copy of Flying Over Brooklyn. When 
she turned to the last page, she pointed at the 
mother and boy, looking out the boy’s Brooklyn 
bedroom window at the snow piled feet-high on 
the street below. My mother turned to me and 
pointed at herself, questioningly. “Is that me?” 
she signed. I said yes. And then she cried. 

What kinds of challenges have you faced as a chil-

dren’s book author?

MU No real challenges, as such. The only challenge 
for me is to get my story right. In doing so, I 
have to really dig deep into areas of my child-
hood life that are, sometimes, painful. In doing 
so, I have to deal with emotions that I’ve long 
suppressed or buried outright. So much of my 
childhood was a mingling of deep love for my 
parents mixed with my childhood shame, and 
lack of understanding, at being often embar-
rassed by their deafness. 

What ideas are you currently working on?

MU Currently, I’m deeply involved in the editing/re-
vision process for my next books. One is a sequel 
to Mad Dog McGraw, titled, Mad Dog In Love. 
Then there is the prequel to Dad, Jackie, and Me, 
titled, The Sound of All Things. I’m also work-
ing on a library story; this is a funny one, for  
a change.

How much input do you have in choosing an illustra-

tor for one of your books? If you do have input, what 

shapes your decision?

MU At the beginning of my writing career, Peachtree, 
my publisher, did not consult me at all about 
projected, and then finally selected, illustrators 
for my books. By the time of my last book, they 
involved me very closely in the selection process 
for an illustrator. In that case—Dad, Jackie, and 
Me—they asked me to submit names of artists 
that I thought had the sensitivity and depth of 
feeling that could translate into the art I visual-
ized for the deaf father, the hearing boy, and, of 
course, Jackie Robinson. I felt at the outset that 
an artist of color, who had demonstrated in his 
previous books the depth of his feelings for the 
underdog in life—those who could overcome 

discrimination and thoughtless bigotry—would 
be an ideal choice. My research led me to Colin 
Bootman. Fortunately, for the ultimate success 
of the book, he identified with the father, the 
boy, and Jackie Robinson. The father, because 
his father was an immigrant from Trinidad, who 
spoke with an unintelligible accent. No one in 
Brooklyn could understand him. The boy, be-
cause when he was a boy, he loved his father, 
but was often embarrassed by the way he spoke. 
And for the way they all—Jackie most public-
ly—overcame discrimination.

What advice do you have for young children who 

aspire to become published authors?

MU Try to write something, anything, every day. 
The length is not important. The subject mat-
ter is not important. Spelling, grammar, punc-
tuation, borders, and neatness doesn’t count for 
anything in this exercise. Some of the greatest 
authors not only couldn’t spell, their handwrit-
ing was illegible. The point is to get into the 
habit of writing.

Several of your books deal with the fact that your 

parents were deaf. How has being a hearing child of 

deaf parents affected you in life and as a writer?

MU This fact—my being the first born child of two 
deaf parents—is central to my life as a person 
and as a writer. I would not be the person I am, 
for better or for worse, let alone the writer I am, 
without that fact. I was shaped by this elemen-
tal fact: The first born hearing child of two deaf 
parents. I guess, with practice and experience, I 
might have become a writer if I had not had deaf 
parents. I think, in that case, my writing would 
have been acceptable for publishing—if at all—
based on a degree of professionalism. But I doubt 
if such publishable books would have had any 
distinction. I don’t so much as write a story, as I, 
rather, remember it. And what I remember—the 
essence of my childhood—is being able to hear, 
while my beloved parents could not. And I real-
ize now, at the age of 73, that my life has been 
spent trying to understand that fact. My writing 
is a way for me to do that; to understand.
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Dad, Jackie, and Me is a powerful book that focuses 

on overcoming prejudice and you even write about 

that at the end of the book. In what ways did your 

parents teach you to overcome prejudice?

MU My parents did not overtly teach me anything 
about prejudice, bigotry, and the unthinking 
casual  dismal of the disabled, or people consid-
ered “different” or “foreign” by the general pub-
lic. But in their daily lives—the way each of them 
reacted to such prejudice, and indifference—I 
gained, at the age of 6, the equivalent of a Ph.D. 
in the area of human relations. My parents “over-
came” such—often quite heartless and cruel—
treatment in quite different ways. My mother 
was the soft, sensitive, but ever thinking parent. 
She recognized—even in a mere glance—the 
way hearing people viewed her. She could see 
it in their eyes, in their body language—often 
defensive, and on occasion, hostile. Her reaction 
was always one of understanding; but not ac-
ceptance. Her feeling was that these people were 
profoundly ignorant. They didn’t understand the 
deaf. And that was too bad for them. That, you 
see, was their problem, not hers. My father, on 
the other hand, was hard and strong towards the 
hearing who discriminated in any way towards 
him. He would confront such behavior head on. 
He was a fighter. And he carried about him (I 
could almost see it, as a child) a mantle of outrage 
that people could treat other people in such a 
manner simply because the one could hear and 
the other could not. This held for him when he 
saw a blind person being dismissed as “different” 
by the sighted. Or when he saw a black person 
being treated as less than equal simply because of 
the color of their skin. Such a meaningless thing. 
So it was by example that I came to understand 
the ways of prejudice—the occasional overt acts, 
and the million small indifferent casual displays. 
My parents did not teach me so much as to over-
come this sick manifestation of human behavior, 
as they did to recognize it—in all of its overt and 
subtle forms—and having done so, to dismiss it, 
and get on with your life. 

Lisa’s	First	Graders	Respond	to	Uhlberg
I appreciate the fact that Myron Uhlberg’s 

books provide opportunities to discuss with children 
the effects  of discrimination. I read Dad, Jackie, and Me 
to my first grade class with apprehension about the 
connections they would make to the story. The stu-
dents in my class were white, mostly from rural areas, 
and very few of them were passionate about sports. 
I was sure that very few of them knew about Jackie 
Robinson. Before reading the book, I asked the stu-
dents how many had heard of Jackie Robinson, and 
they confirmed my suspicions. Only one or two stu-
dents said they had heard of him, but no one could tell 
me what was special about him. 
After I briefly explained who 
Jackie Robinson was, I began 
reading the story, still con-
vinced that most of the stu-
dents wouldn’t understand the 
power of the book.

As first graders often 
do, my class shocked me with 
the compassion and empathy 
they had for the characters in 
the book. When the deaf fa-
ther cheered for Jackie at the 
baseball game by yelling “Ah-
ghee” instead of “Jackie,” my students found the fa-
ther’s words funny at first. But when I stopped and we 
talked about why the father spoke that way, my stu-
dents began to understand that it wasn’t something 
humorous at all. Then the boy in the story hung his 
head in shame and embarrassment of his father when 
the other fans turned to stare at his father for the way 
he was speaking. Right away my students pointed 
out that it wasn’t right for the boy to be embarrassed. 
However, several students admitted that they had 
been embarrassed by their parents before and had felt 
the same way the boy in the story did. 

When Jackie Robinson was purposefully tripped 
by an opponent in the book, my students were ap-
palled that anyone would do that to someone else, let 
alone because of the color of their skin. They voiced 
their compassion and concern for Jackie and showed 
me that I had been wrong to think that they wouldn’t 
understand the underlying themes of the book. Myron 

...I began reading the 
story, still convinced that 
most of the students 
wouldn’t	understand	
the power of the book.
As first graders often do, 
my class shocked me 
with the compassion and 
empathy they had for the 
characters in the book.
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Uhlberg writes about discrimination in a way that 
children can understand and apply in their own lives.

Cindy’s	Response	to	Lisa’s	Interview	 
Experience with Uhlberg

Lisa’s first graders illustrated the power of chil-
dren’s literature to help children and adults understand 
fantasy, adversity, and prejudice as well as the inter-
actions with others about our new friends in books. I 
always live the role of the protagonist as I read, and 
I’ve been Clara Barton, Dolly Madison, Rosa Parks, 
and a myriad of women who have made a difference in 
the world. When I met Myron Uhlberg, I realized that 
even an ordinary person like me can have a profound 
influence on others.

As conference chair for the 2005 OCTELA 
Spring Conference, I took the suggestions of several 
friends, authors, and Peachtree Press to extend an in-
vitation to Myron Uhlberg. He was charming, sincere, 
and enthusiastic about talking with teachers about his 
books and his deaf parents. It wasn’t until his keynote 
address on Saturday morning that I observed his depth 
and humor. In American Sign Language, he signed his 
book The Printer for us and made a newspaper hat like 
the one in the book. He spoke openly about his parents, 
but a single vignette touched my heart profoundly. As 
he explained that his father always took him places to 

interpret the questions and comments of salespeople, 
etc., he shared his pain when his father asked him, a 
young boy, to tell him truthfully what the clerk said. 
Tears filled my eyes as Myron said, “Dad, he asked 
what the moron wanted.”

At that moment, I knew this was someone 
I wanted to know better, someone who understood 
the cruelty of disability and the effect on the family. I 
make a point to seek out Myron Uhlberg at NCTE and 
ALAN, always sharing stories and listening intently to 
his thoughts on writing and life. Myron Uhlberg has 
become a dear friend, and he and his wife Karen have 
brightened many of my days with their phone calls, 
notes, and a singing telegram. 
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Celebrating the Tolerance Resource 
Center at Notre Dame College

Our themed issue exploring the 
teaching of tolerance and accep-
tance coincides with the celebra-

tion of the tenth anniversary of the Tolerance Resource 
Center at Notre Dame College of Ohio in South 
Euclid. The theme of the anniversary year, “Beyond 
Tolerance, Envisioning Tomorrow,” speaks of the tire-
less efforts of the founders and directors of the center 
in planning, programming and gathering resources for 
researchers, teachers and students that promote toler-
ance and social justice.

The center was the dream of adjunct faculty 
member Margaret “Maggie” Kocevar who became 
interested in the Holocaust while still a high school 
student. As an undergraduate student at Notre 
Dame College and then during her master’s study 
at Cleveland State University and doctoral studies at 
Kent State University, she furthered her research into 
the Holocaust. Her enthusiasm so impressed a repre-
sentative of Stephen Spielberg’s Shoah Visual History 
Foundation that she was invited to join historians 
gathering oral histories of Holocaust survivors. This 
immersion into the ultimate act of intolerance fired her 
with a desire to create a center “that would promote 
understanding and awareness of issues pertaining to 
religious, racial and cultural diversity,” according to 
Dr. Andrew Roth, President of Notre Dame College 
in a recent issue of Notre Dame Today. Sadly, Maggie 
was never to see her dream realized as her life was 
tragically cut short by a heart condition. It was left to 
her friends and family to build her dream of tolerance 
and peace in her memory.

The guiding spirits of the Tolerance Resource 
Center each bring their strong commitment to peace 
and equality to the center. Sr. Mary Louise Trivison 
has long been involved in strengthening Catholic-
Jewish relations. She was largely responsible for the 
successful “Three Gods, One Faith” discussion series 
held at the College last year. Rachel Morris, acting 
director of the center and a friend and colleague of 
Maggie Kocevar, added the dimension of the arts to 
the activities of the center. That involvement brought 
the production of All Things Being Equal to Notre 
Dame College. The play by Faye Sholiton is based on 
a Supreme Court case in which a teacher is laid off. 
It is later discovered that the decision was based on 
race. Native American artist/activist Charlene Teters 
and works by Holocaust themed artist Mary Costanza 
were also part of Center activities. When it came time 
to locate a physical space for all the resources of the 
Center, Library Director Karen Zoller offered her ex-
pertise and energy. She continues to guide the Center’s 
home at the Clara Fritzsche Library and, along with 
Acting Director Rachel Morris and Sr. Mary Louise 
Trivison, plans the ongoing activities of the Center. I 
recently interviewed Karen Zoller about the resources 
and activities of the Center.

The focus of the Center was initially inspired by 

Maggie  Kocevar’s involvement with Holocaust survi-

vors and their stories. How have the Center’s current 

activities evolved from that focus?

KZ Actually, the original vision for the Center was an 
exploration of tolerance in general, even though 



16	 	 	 OJELA  Vol. 48, No. 2  Summer/Fall 2008

Celebrating	the	Tolerance	Resource	Center	at	Notre	Dame	College

Maggie’s experience with the Shoah Visual 
History Foundation contributed to her passion 
for Holocaust studies. In fact, her collection of 
interviews with survivors provides a foundation 
for a large part of the basic collection. Another 
principal donor is Sr. Mary Louise Trivison who 
is still very active in the Jewish Catholic dia-
logue. Finally, the family of Kathy Kaperick, 
impressed with the excellence of the core collec-
tion, donated her extensive body of resources to 
the Resource Center. Kathy traveled extensively 
and collected many pictures and artifacts to sup-
port the curriculum and lesson plan resources 
that are now part of the Tolerance Resource 
Center. Recently, the Center has received several 
grants that help support visits by artists such as 
Charlene Teters. 

How would you describe the outreach of the Center?

KZ Primarily, the Center serves the students, facul-
ty, staff and alumni of Notre Dame College. In 
addition, we are committed to interacting with 
and serving the local community. We have host-
ed two educators’ conferences themed teaching 
about the Holocaust. Through our teacher con-
nection, we are able to reach students in elemen-
tary, middle school and high school. Many of 
our resources are appropriate for those age levels 
and can be checked out by teachers. However, 
teachers around the state can actually use the 
extensive resources of the Center. Since we are 
a member of OhioLINK, teachers statewide can 
borrow from the Tolerance Resource Center with 
their college/university ID. Those in Cuyahoga 
County can use their Greater Access Card from 
Cuyahoga County Public Library. If patrons 
don’t have either, for $5.00 annually they can 
obtain a guest pass and borrow anything that 
circulates from the Tolerance Resource Center. 
This includes books, curriculum guides and vid-
eos. (Karen Zoller is the campus contact person 
for anyone desiring to use the Tolerance Resource 
Center. She can determine the best method of 
circulating the materials)

What activities/programs do you think have had the 

greatest impact on the college and local community?

KZ The Mary Costanza exhibit and accompanying 
events come to mind. Mary Scarpone Costanza 
(1927-2000) was an artist noted for her images 
of mother and child. While a student at Temple 
University, she began what was to become an 
extensive body of work depicting children of the 
Holocaust. Thanks to generous donor support, 
we were able to bring the Mary Costanza exhibit 
to Notre Dame College under the auspices of 
the Tolerance Resource Center. Several lecturers 
spoke on related topics during the fall exhibit and 
the Center sponsored the “Educators’ Workshop 
for Middle and Secondary Schools.” Keynote 
speaker was Dr. Mary Noel Kernan, Co-Founder 
of the National Center for Holocaust Education 
at Seton Hill University. Speakers included Eva 
Broessler Weissman, Holocaust survivor, and 
Dr. Alan DeCourcy who spoke on encountering 
the Holocaust as a student and teacher. Other 
activities during the exhibit included a dance 
performance by the Manchester Dance Ensemble 
interpreting a Holocaust theme, lectures on the 
Shoah and Italy and a theatrical performance. 
Because of the broad range of activities, this ex-
hibit was certainly memorable. However, the 
visit of Native American artist Charlene Teters 
was certainly significant. Her multimedia pre-
sentation was entitled “Home of the Brave” and 
explored stereotypes of Native Americans in a 
city whose sports team is represented by Chief 
Wahoo. Finally, the year long celebration of our 
tenth anniversary with the presentation of the 
film Paper Clips (which can be borrowed from 
the Tolerance Resource Center) and the staged 
reading of All Things Being Equal demonstrated 
the depth of the Center’s exploration of toler-
ance. Paper Clips is a documentary chronicling 
the attempt of the students of Whitwell Middle 
School in Tennessee to comprehend the 11 mil-
lion people who died during the war. They col-
lected 11 million paper clips to represent those 
lives. All Things Being Equal is a play focusing on 
the lives of two teachers caught up in the tur-
moil of a racist decision.
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How  can language arts teachers best utilize the Toler-

ance Resource Center with students?

KZ Certainly, all the activities I’ve described can 
be used in the language arts classroom. The 
Tolerance Resource Center contains many fic-
tion and non-fiction titles that can be borrowed 
for classroom use. There are also many cur-
riculum guides relating to those titles and their 
themes that teachers could use to plan classroom 
lessons. The Center has an extensive focus on the 
arts which would lend itself to commentary, dis-
cussion and creative writing.

The center is looking to develop a strategic plan. 

What do you see as the imperative elements of such 

a plan?

KZ As the Clara Fritzsche Library is remodeled and 
expanded, we hope to find a larger space for the 
resources of the center. In addition, we hope to 
find a permanent director. In this way, we can 
continue and expand our outreach to the local 
community. We are looking for additional ways 
to make people aware of the collection.

How would you best describe the mission and vision  of 

the Tolerance Resource Center in 2009 and beyond ?

KZ The Tolerance Resource Center is committed to 
expanding the definition of tolerance by reaching 
out to groups impacted by intolerance. We have 
focused on genocide in particular with the visit 
of Dr. James Waller who discussed the genocide 
in Darfur. We remain open to exploring preju-
dice in all its forms and helping students and 
teachers confront those realities.

NOTE FROM THE INTERVIEWER: I’m especially 
proud of efforts of Notre Dame College in supporting 
the Tolerance Resource Center since I’m a member of 
the class of 1971. 

To find out more about the Tolerance Resource 
Center and how you might access the materials, con-
tact Karen Zoller at (216) 373-5266 or kzoller@ndc.
edu. 

Karen Zoller, Director of the Clara Fritzsche Library at Notre 
Dame College.

Don’t forget to submit a proposal for the 2009 
OCTELA Spring Conference! Visit  

http://www.octela.org/2009Conference/2009.htm 
for a copy of the Call for Proposals.
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By  Lynn Atkinson Smolen, The University of Akron,  
 Linda J. Collins, The University of Akron, and  
 Kristine L. Still, Cleveland State University

Enhancing Cultural Understanding 
and Respect with Multicultural Text 
Sets in the K-8 Classroom

Teachers and students face many challeng-
es in the 21st century. One of the greatest 
is that our schools, as well as our society, 

have become much more culturally and linguistically 
diverse. Forty-two percent of public school children in 
the United States are minorities (U.S. Education by the 
Numbers, 2008). Along with dramatic demographic 
shifts  in our society, the world is rapidly changing from 
a print-based to a digital communications environment 
in our schools, work, and homes.

Our experiences collaborating with, supervising, 
and preparing teachers in Ohio have taught us that 
classroom teachers recognize the value of multicultur-
al literature, but often need more information about 
this literature and how to use it in the classroom. This 
article addresses this need by providing examples of 
quality multicultural books and response activities to 
use with these books. Through our experiences teach-
ing in elementary classrooms with diverse learners and 
in university settings preparing teachers to work with 
diverse learners, we have learned that multicultural 
literature has a real impact on children. Linda, who 
worked for many years as an ESL teacher in an urban 
district in Northeast Ohio, has found that this litera-
ture greatly benefits English language learners. Seeing 
themselves and their experiences represented in books 
gives these students a sense of pride and helps them 
connect what they read to their own life events. This 
literature also increases their interest in class work. 
Kristine, who is currently the director of a university-
based classroom library program that provides books 
for classroom libraries in grades PreK-3rd in a large 

urban district, has found that multicultural literature 
is valuable for this district’s children. The goal of the 
library program is to use high quality multicultural 
books as role models of responsibility and citizenship 
for students coming from diverse backgrounds. Lynn, 
who has taught in a rural district with diverse learners 
and, now, teaches courses in diversity and literacy at 
an urban university in Northeast Ohio, uses multicul-
tural literature in her courses and in professional de-
velopment workshops to inspire teachers and teacher 
candidates to integrate multicultural literature into 
their daily instruction. 

This article discusses the value of using multi-
cultural literature in the classroom to increase respect 
for differences and to develop recognition of the com-
mon characteristics that all cultures share. We do this 
in the context of the ever-increasing need to prepare 
students for their future by developing their language 
and literacy skills and their expertise in computer-
based technology. We discuss ways of using multi-
cultural literature text sets with both print-based and 
electronic-based response activities. 

“Multicultural literature is literature about ra-
cial or ethnic minority groups that are culturally and 
socially different from the white Anglo-Saxon major-
ity in the United States, whose largely middle-class 
values and customs are most represented in American 
literature.” (Norton, 2007,  77). Yokota (1993) points 
out that multicultural literature is literature that rep-
resents distinct cultural groups accurately, authenti-
cally, and with rich detail.
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Multicultural literature helps students develop 
respect for others and recognize that all people share 
many things in common (Levin, Smith, & Strickland, 
2003). Children learn that despite differences in sur-
face features, people have common features , such as 
family relationships, social interactions, and achieve-
ment of goals (Levin, 2007). Multicultural literature 
breaks down prejudices and corrects misunderstand-
ings of other cultures (Russell, 2004). Research into 
children’s attitudes toward diversity indicates that 
children who read this literature develop more posi-
tive attitudes towards diversity (Bainbridge, Pantaleo, 
& Ellis 1999). (Dressel, 2005). Therefore, teacher-led 
discussions of the multicultural books students read 
are very important.

Multicultural literature builds a bridge between 
culturally diverse students’ background experiences, 
which may not match the background knowledge 
required for success in school, and the classroom cur-
riculum. Seeing their experiences in books has a direct 
and significant influence on minority students’ psycho-
logical, social, and intellectual development (Myers & 
Boothe, 2000). Brown (2002) states that students using 
reading materials that include situations and charac-
ters that reflect their own experiences showed gains 
academically, socially, and personally. Diamond and 
Moore (1995) and Gay (2000) cite studies indicating 
that the degree to which students’ lives and cultures 
are visible in the curriculum predicts academic success. 
Furthermore, these authors state that instruction com-
patible with students’ backgrounds promotes positive 
attitudes towards literacy and helps improve reading 
comprehension, writing quality, and vocabulary .

One excellent way to use multicultural litera-
ture in the classroom is to integrate it with comput-
er-based technology. Blending fiction and nonfiction 
texts with the visual world of the Internet broadens 
students’ knowledge by merging “…both efferent 
and aesthetic reading with viewing and visual repre-
sentation.” (Hancock, 2008, p. 406). Furthermore, 
providing students with opportunities to develop lit-
eracy skills on the Internet helps to prepare them for 
the digital world and their future in the workplace 
(Leu, 1997; Sutherland-Smith, 2002; Castek, Bevans-
Mangelson, & Goldstone, 2006; Cummins, Brown, 
& Sayers, 2007; Anderson; Grant, & Speck, 2008). 
Technology often is even more important for students 
from low income and minority backgrounds. These 
students are likely to have few opportunities outside of 

school to have access to computers (Anderson et al.). 
Technology plays a very important role in promoting 
literacy amongst these students (Cummins et al.).

We have used the guidelines described by 
Darigan, Tunnel, & Jacobs (2002) to build the text 
sets in this article. These authors describe a text set 
as a grouping of books with different titles that are 
related by author or illustrator, by genre, or by theme. 
They recommend that teachers select approximately 
six titles for the text set that range in readability levels 
to meet the varying reading levels in the classroom. 
They suggest that teachers collect six copies of each 
title so there is at least one book available at any time 
for each student in the classroom to read.

Darigan et al. (2002) recommend that teachers 
choose one book from the text set as a read aloud to 
set the stage and build background for the students to 
read the other books in the set independently. They 
also suggest that teachers give a brief book talk on 
each book in the set to introduce the books and help 
students make choices regarding which ones they want 
to read. In addition, they recommend that teachers 
allow students to peruse the books to make choices, 
supported by the teacher’s guidance in matching in-
terests and reading levels to books.

Multicultural Text Sets
In this article we describe three multicultural text 

sets on three different themes. The books are annotat-
ed and literature response activities are recommended 
for each text set. Relating the books by themes helps 
students make text-to-text connections and invites 
discussion of those connections. The books in the text 
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sets have been chosen to correspond to different grade 
level bands. We have chosen the family text set for the 
primary grades, the immigrant text set for the inter-
mediate grades, and the African Americans’ struggle 
for freedom, dignity, and civil rights text set for the 
middle school grades.

Embracing	Diversity	through	Family:	A	Text	
Set for the Early Grades

Family is an excellent topic for a text set to which 
children in the early grades easily relate. Reading books 
that celebrate families from diverse ethnic and cul-
tural backgrounds and family compositions provides  
 children with a bridge between home and school, 
 affirms their personal experiences, and helps them feel 
accepted in the classroom. The following books on 
family provide a rich resource for teachers.

Grandparents Song by Sheila Hamanaka (2003), 
with its rhyme, rhythm, and repeated phrases, is an 
excellent choice as a read aloud to introduce this text 
set. In this illustrated poem, a young girl with green 
eyes lovingly describes her family roots, which in-
clude American Indian, Irish, Mexican, and African. 
Hamanaka’s oil paintings, framed by borders created 
from a variety of materials, including sculpted wood, 
beadwork, and Celtic bas-relief, exquisitely emphasize 
the theme of diversity. 

Celebrating Families, a photo essay by Rosmarie 
Hausherr (1997), presents the families of fourteen 
children . These families come from a variety of ethnic 

backgrounds and rep-
resent different family 
structures, including 
single parents, families 
with two fathers and 
two mothers, families 
with a mother and fa-
ther, multigenerational 
families, and families 
with interracial com-
positions. Each double-

page spread portrays a child’s family and describes 
their background and favorite activities. This text, 
enhanced by color and black and white photos, helps 
children from a variety of family backgrounds feel val-
ued and affirmed, and come to realize that families  
may be diverse but share many things in common, in-
cluding love, commitment, and nurturing.

Carmen Lomas Garza’s (1990) Family Pictures 
is an attractive bilingual picture book, in English and 
Spanish, that describes different activities the author 
engaged in as a child growing up with her Mexican 
American family in Kingsville, Texas, on the border 
with Mexico. On each page, Lomas Garza vividly de-
scribes and illustrates traditional family activities such 
as celebrating a birthday party, picking nopal cactus, 
making tamales, and eating watermelon on a hot sum-
mer evening. Examples such as the papel picado (paper 
cut-out) images, created by the author/artist using a 
traditional Mexican folk art technique, lend authentic-
ity to the text.

In We Had a Picnic This Sunday Past by Jacqueline 
Woodson (1997) an African American family enjoys a 
picnic. Aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents, parents, 
and grandchildren all come to the picnic to savor the 
feast. The mouth-watering fare includes yams, potato 
salad, collards, ham, and chicken fried crisp, as well as 
other delicacies. All dread the arrival of Cousin Martha 
and her too-dry pie (Grandma says Cousin Martha 
“should be in any room but the kitchen”, Woodson, 
1997, unpaged), but with a twist to the story at the 
end, Aunt Martha shows up to the picnic with a store-
bought cake. Diane Greenseid’s exuberant illustra-
tions emphasize the warmth, love, and joy expressed 
by this family.

Seven-year old Marisa and her multi-ethnic fam-
ily prepare for and commemorate the New Year in 
Dumpling Soup by Jama Kim Rattigan (1993). In this 
delightful story, young Marisa helps to prepare the 
mandoo (dumplings) for the traditional holiday feast, 
but her dumplings are not big and plump like those of 
the adults and she is nervous about how her family will 
react to them when they eat the soup. All turns out 
well when her grandfather shows his approval and the 
family asks for seconds of dumpling soup. This book 
is a joyous celebration of respect for family and diverse 
heritage. The story’s cultural authenticity is enhanced 
by Hsu-Flanders’ watercolor illustrations that convey 
the lushness of the Hawaiian tropical landscape, and 
words in Hawaiian, Japanese, and Korean interspersed 
throughout the text. 

In Sawdust Carpets Amelia Lau Carling (2005) 
describes her memories of a traditional Easter Holy 
Week celebration in Antigua. Carling, whose family 
emigrated from China to Guatemala when she was a 
child, recounts her family’s trip to Antigua to visit rel-
atives and enjoy the festivities of this special holiday. 
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Although her Chinese family is Buddhist, her family 
loves to watch the religious processions through the 
streets, celebrating Christ’s annunciation. While in 
Antigua, she joins her siblings and cousins in creat-
ing a carpet made of sawdust, fruit, and flowers for 
the Holy Week processions. The illustrations in wa-
tercolors, pastels, and colored pencils vividly depict 
the characters and setting and emphasize the theme of 
respect for two distinct cultural groups. The Spanish 
words interspersed throughout the text lend authen-
ticity to the story.

Response activities.
In response to these books on family, children 

can create a photo essay similar to the one found in 
Celebrating Families. Using a digital camera or search-
ing for photos on the Internet, students can compile a 
collection of pictures representing the cultural back-
grounds and characteristics of their own families. Once 
collected, the students can import their photos into a 
PowerPoint (Microsoft) presentation in a sequence that 
tells a story about their own family. Then teachers can 
ask students to give an oral presentation to the class 
that tells their family’s story using the slides. Another 
suggested activity is for students to engage in written 
communication with family members and relatives in 
email exchanges. Retelling a story in the text set they 
particularly like, they can describe what was memorable 
and what they learned about the importance of family.

Using Family Pictures as a model, primary grade 
children can also collaborate in creating a class book 
celebrating their families. Each child can write about 
and illustrate a favorite activity they do with their 
families, just as Lomas Garza does in her book. They 
can describe activities such as having a picnic, going 
to a baseball game, or eating Thanksgiving dinner. 
Each student can type his/her story and paste it into 
the pages of a book with the illustration on the top or 
bottom of the page. This book can be shared with the 
whole class and put into the class library to be enjoyed 
by all. 

The Immigrant Experience: A Text Set for the 
Intermediate Grades

In light of the large number of recent immi-
grants arriving in the United States, teachers can select 
from a wide arrange of books on this topic. Reading 

these books helps students recall personal experiences 
related to moving to a new place and appreciate the 
challenges of the immigrant experience. Children from 
immigrant families can identify with experiences they 
read about, such as missing their friends and relatives 
in their home country, adapting to a new school, learn-
ing a new language, and establishing new friendships.

Lowji Discovers America by Candace Fleming 
(2005) is an excellent choice as a read aloud to intro-
duce the immigrant experience to students. Lowji’s 
adjustments to his new life in America reflect uni-
versal concerns of the immigrant experience. Written 
as a series of episodes, this realistic fiction book pro-
vides natural stopping points for discussion. Leaving 
crowded, bustling Bombay, India, for a small Illinois 
town is a dramatic change for Lowji. He experiences 
a vivid contrast to his life in India during a trip to 
All-Mart with his Bape where he finds he can shop for  
everything in one store and there is no haggling over 
prices. Details about Indian culture, religion, food, 
and language are skillfully woven into this story giv-
ing it cultural authenticity.

Frances Park’s (2002) Good-Bye, 382 Shin Dang 
Dong is a story that sensitively conveys the difficulties 
Jangmi, a young Korean girl, experiences when leav-
ing her home to come to America. The reader wit-
nesses Jangmi’s final day in Korea and her loneliness 
and nostalgia when she arrives in Massachusetts. Her 
worries about her new home begin to dissolve when 
she meets an American friend who welcomes her. The 
oil paintings compellingly convey the strong contrasts 
between the Korean and American settings.

The Dream on Blanca’s Wall /El sueño pegado en la 
pared de Blanca by Jane Medina (2004), a collection of 
24 poems in English and Spanish, recounts the strug-
gles of Blanca, a young Mexican American girl. Blanca 
fears that the obstacles in her life will keep her from 
fulfilling her dream of becoming a teacher. Frequent 
trips back and forth to Mexico, family poverty, and 
the challenges of mastering English are only a few of 
the roadblocks she sees. A new student teacher, who 
also has brown skin and a Spanish name, helps Blanca 
see that she can achieve her dream one day. The free 
verse poems are supported by Robert Casilla’s soft, 
black and white illustrations.

In Bernard Wolf’s (2003) engaging essay, 
Coming to America: A Muslim Family’s Story, the au-
thor/photographer shows close-up views of how eight  
year-old Rowan and her family manage the 



22	 	 	 OJELA  Vol. 48, No. 2  Summer/Fall 2008

Enhancing Cultural Understanding and Respect

challenges of adapting to American life while keeping 
their Egyptian identity and Muslim faith. The reader 
follows the daily life of this family in Queens, New 
York, shopping in Middle Eastern markets, preparing 
traditional meals, praying towards Mecca, and going 
to school.

Drita, a Muslim refugee from war-torn Kosovo, 
and Maxie, a sassy African American girl, become 
friends as a result of a teacher’s insightful assignment, 
in Jenny Lombard’s (2006) Drita, My Homegirl. As 
Drita struggles to learn English, fit in with classmates 
who tease her, and cope with her depressed mother, 
she finds it difficult to find a friend. Maxie hides her 
grief over the loss of her mother and acts out in class. 
As a punishment for teasing Drita, Maxie is asked to 
interview Drita about her homeland, Kosovo, and her 
journey to America. As a result, the two girls find they 
have much in common.

In Honeysuckle House, Andrea Cheng (2004) tells 
the story, in alternating voices, of two girls who face 
the challenges of relocation. Sarah’s best friend has just 
moved away and Ting has left her familiar home life 
in China to join her parents in America. Sarah, who 
is ethnically Chinese, is assigned to buddy with Ting. 
Together, the girls work through coping with their 
losses and build a supportive friendship. This chapter 
book is more than an immigration story of cultural 
contrasts and assimilation. It examines issues of friend-
ship, intergenerational differences and differences 
among families.

Response activities.
To introduce the study of the immigrant ex-

perience and help students relate to the characters in 

these books, teachers can have students share the ad-
justments they have made when adapting to a new 
setting. They can discuss their feelings of regret, loss, 
loneliness, and fear of not fitting in.

As students read and discuss the books in this 
text set, the teacher can use events in the books to il-
lustrate different character traits or emotions such as 
courageous, scared, optimistic, generous, hopeful, disappoint-
ed, homesick, or determined. Students can then provide 
examples of how characters in these books demon-
strate these traits. For example, Lowji is optimistic, he 
looks for silver linings, he believes he will have a pet in 
America, and he hears kids playing outside. Students 
can then create a character map with character traits 
and supporting examples from these books. Using this 
graphic organizer, students can then write character 
sketches from their favorite books with main ideas and 
supporting details.

Another option is for the teacher to have students 
discuss similarities and differences across cultures, 
events and characters in the books in the immigration 
text set. Students can then create a comparison chart 
that shows the similarities and differences. This activ-
ity can then lead to writing activities comparing and 
contrasting these elements.

An additional activity is for teachers to guide 
students to develop a readers’ theater script to role-
play the events immigrants in one of the books ex-
perienced when they moved to America. Working 
in groups, students can first identify and discuss the 
event they intend to script. They can determine if 
they want to retell an event as told in the book or 
use specific details  from the story to provide a basis 
for an innovative twist. Students can write scripts that 
include dialogues and events occurring before, during, 
or after the journey of one of the characters. Acting 
out the scripts encourages children to take on new per-
sonalities and express themselves with a different voice 
(Young & Ferguson, 1995).

After becoming acquainted with the characters 
and situations described in the books, students can use 
the Scholastic website: http://teacher.scholastic.com/
activities/immigration/ and compare and contrast cur-
rent immigration to earlier immigration. Immigrants 
from three different periods share details of their expe-
riences at this site. Students can also take an interac-
tive tour of Ellis Island and learn what it was like when 
earlier immigrants entered the United States through 
Ellis Island and Angel Island. Immigration data is 
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available for students to track trends and even create 
their own graphs. Students can also explore cultural 
and historical influences of immigration. The informa-
tion from these websites can enhance students’ under-
standing of the events and characters they read about 
in the text set.

African	Americans’	Struggle	for	Freedom,	
Dignity	and	Civil	Rights:	A	Text	Set	for	the	
Upper Elementary and Middle School Grades

In this 40th commemorative year of the death 
of Martin Luther King, Jr., it is  an excellent time 
to introduce students to a text set on the theme of 
African Americans’ struggle for freedom, dignity, 
and civil rights. This text set includes picture books,  
informational books, and biographies as well as Web 
connections that introduce upper elementary and 
middle school students to this very important period 
in US history.

To introduce this text set, teachers can read 
aloud the picture book, Moses: When Harriet Tubman 
Led Her People to Freedom by Carole Boston Weatherford 
(2006), a Caldecott Honor Book and the winner of 
the 2007 Coretta Scott King Illustrator Award. 
Weatherford’s book powerfully introduces the theme 
of an African American’s struggle for freedom. This 
fictionalized version of 
Harriet Tubman’s life 
underscores the role of 
spiritualism and faith 
that sustained this 
strong woman as she 
struggled to escape 
from the brutality of 
slavery and persevered 
to lead other slaves to 
freedom as the Moses 
of her people. The lyrical text, woven throughout 
with echoes of spirituals, is exquisitely illustrated by 
Kadir Nelson’s dark, dramatic paintings that fol-
low Tubman’s first flight to freedom. This flight is 
recounted in a narrative which is interwoven with a 
compelling conversation between the deeply religious 
Harriet Tubman and God. To help the reader, a for-
ward gives a brief explanation of slavery and an after-
note provides a summary of Harriet Tubman’s life.

Days of Jubilee: End of Slavery in  the United States, 
a Coretta Scott King Honor Book by Fredrick and 

Patricia McKissack (2003), describes the gradual end 
of slavery in the US and the experiences and reactions 
of enslaved peoples as they became free. The authors 
use diaries, letters, slave narratives, and other primary 
sources to document this historical period. They also 
include a detailed description of the Civil War and 
African Americans’ role in it. The text is enhanced 
with photographs taken in the 1800’s and quotes from 
enslaved people as well as from Abraham Lincoln, 
Frederick Douglas, and lesser known people such as 
Mary Chestnut, a southern socialite. The authors’ in-
clusion of contemporary voices lends authenticity to 
this text. A time line and bibliography are included 
at the end.

Pam Muñoz Ryan’s (2002) When Marian Sang: 
The True Recital  of Marian Anderson is a picture book 
that introduces children to the life of the acclaimed 
contralto, Marian Anderson. Ryan selects key epi-
sodes from the life of this talented and brave African 
American woman to help children understand her 
powerful role as a symbol to her oppressed people. 
Portraying a key episode in Marian’s life, Ryan re-
tells when Marian returned to America after being 
celebrated in the opera houses of Europe only to be 
denied the right to perform at Constitution Hall in 
Washington, DC because of a “whites only” policy. 
The climax of the story describes how Marian sang on 
the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1939 to a mixed 
crowd of 75,000 people. Interspersed throughout the 
text are words from spirituals, highlighting the chal-
lenges Marian faced with social injustice and her moral 
strength and courage in the face of prejudice and dis-
crimination. Selznik’s brown sepia acrylic paintings 
dramatically portray America during the 1930’s and 
1940’s. An after note, discography, and bibliography 
provide opportunities for more advanced readers to 
further explore Marian Anderson’s life and music.

Russell Freedman’s (2004) well-researched bi-
ography, The Voice That Challenged a Nation: Marian 
Anderson and the Struggle for Equal Rights, provides more 
advanced readers with an in-depth and insightful ac-
count of this great vocalist’s life and musical career in 
the context of African American’s struggle for civil 
rights. The book is profusely illustrated with photo-
graphs and primary sources. There are notes, a bibli-
ography and a discography to support this Newbury 
Honor book.

Rosa by Nikki Giovanni (2007) recounts, in 
picture book format, the momentous occasion when 
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Rosa Parks refused to move to the back of the bus and 
give up her seat to a white passenger in Montgomery, 
Alabama, thus sparking the year-long bus boycott that 
lead to the Supreme Court decision declaring separate 
seating on buses was unconstitutional. Giovanni’s 
beautiful prose is supported by Bryan Collier’s extraor-
dinary collage paintings that culminate in a double 
page spread illustrating, symbolically, the participants 
in the Montgomery bus boycott marching towards the 
Supreme Court.

Another book that more advanced readers could 
read on this topic is Freedom Walkers: The Story of the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott by Russell Freedman (2006). 
This clearly written photo essay recounts in detail the 
events leading up to the Rosa Parks incident as well 
as the experiences of those unsung heroes who made 
many personal and political sacrifices to participate in 
the Montgomery bus boycott. On almost every page 
spread, the reader encounters fascinating black and 
white photos of those involved in this important his-
toric event, including well-known individuals such as 
Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr. and those less 
known. Freedman also provides chapter notes that are 
fully documented and an excellent bibliographic essay.

Tonya Bolden’s (2007) M. L. K. Journey of a King 
is a photo essay on Martin Luther King’s journey to 
become one of the most important leaders in American 
history. The book first tells of MLK’s early years and 
then details his involvement in the Montgomery 
bus boycott and his leadership in the Civil Rights 
Movement. Most page spreads have photographs with 
detailed captions describing the important people and 
events in MLK’s life. Bolden compellingly relates the 
story, detailing the enormous sacrifices this great man 
made to bring social justice and respect to African 
Americans. The timeline of King’s life in the back of 
the book helps the reader follow the events of his life.

Response activities.
After reading When Marian Sang: The True Recital 

of Marian Anderson, students can view a video clip of 
Marian Anderson singing on the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial in the Penn Library website: http://www.
library.upenn.edu/exhibits/rbm/anderson/ and then 
write an unsent letter to Marian describing how this 
event inspired them.

In response to the picture book biographies, 
Moses, Rosa, and When Marian Sang, students can create 

a biopoem following Hancock’s (2008) suggested for-
mat which provides students with an interesting way 
to respond to the personality, values and experiences 
of a biographical subject. The following is an example 
based on When Marian Sang The True Recital  of Marian 
Anderson.

Marian
Courageous, dedicated, remarkably gifted contralto singer,

Daughter of John and Anna, sister of Ethel May and Alyse.

Who loved her church, music, and her family.

Who experienced prejudice, segregation, and feelings of 
humiliation.

Who aspired to be a great opera singer and sing at the 
Metropolitan Opera House.

Who became a symbol to her people.

Who sang on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial when denied the 
right to sing at Constitution Hall.

Native of South Philadelphia,

Anderson

For a more extensive writing activity, students 
can craft a biographical sketch on one of the individuals 
featured in the books in the text set or another African 
American involved in the struggle for freedom, digni-
ty, and equal rights. The outstanding authors, Patricia 
and Fredrick McKissack, provide students with guid-
ance on how to write biographies at the Scholastic web-
site: http://teacher.scholastic.com/writewit/biograph/ 
index.htm. At this site, they show students how they 
converted their first draft on Frederick Douglass to 
a final draft. They also guide students step by step 
through the writing process and provide a place on 
the website where students can publish their biogra-
phy electronically.

Another response activity involves students in 
creating a book review movie using iMovie ’08 soft-
ware (Macintosh). In small groups, each focusing on 
one of the books in the text set, students can produce 
a movie featuring pictures and audio files downloaded 
from the Internet. They can then add narration to the 
movie by including information on each book and au-
thor and their own critiques of the books. A further 
step for ambitious projects would be to upload the iM-
ovie into the school website, YouTube, or MacWeb 
Gallery for families and other schools to view. Or, 
students could upload the iMovie onto iPods to share 
with others. This activity provides an excellent way for 
students to share information learned from the books 
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they read and see text-to-text connections. Some use-
ful websites that students could refer to for information 
are the Civil Rights Documentation Project website 
http://www.usm.edu/crdp which provides oral history 
as well as audio clips and transcripts of participants 
in the Civil Rights Movement, and the PBS website 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/aaworld/history/index.html 
which offers information on Black history, a time line, 
and links to other websites on African American cul-
ture and history.

Another suggested response activity for this 
text set involves drama. Using information from 
Freedman’s (2006) Freedom walkers: The Story of the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Eyes on the Prize (PBS, 
2006) video series, students can write a short play on 
the Montgomery Bus Boycott. They can form small 
groups, each focusing on a different scene and then 
dramatically perform the play they create or read it 
into a digital recorder as a radio play.

The text sets described here are only a few ex-
amples of the many exciting possibilities available to 
explore with culturally diverse literature. There is a 
rich variety of high quality multicultural books from 
every genre for both children and adolescents. Books 
are available on many different ethnic groups and on a 
wide variety of themes.

Table 1 provides a list of some other text sets to 
explore. We encourage teachers to develop their own 
text sets that meet the individual needs and interests 
of their students. Table 2 lists some excellent Web 
sites for this purpose. 

This article discusses ways to use multicultural 
text sets to increase students’ understanding and em-
pathy towards others, broaden their perspectives, and 
enhance their literary appreciation. It also describes 
response activities to use with this literature. We en-
courage selecting books that represent ethnic groups 
accurately and authentically and discussing the back-
grounds of groups represented in the books to pro-
vide a broader understanding of the cultural context. 
Furthermore, we recommend choosing books repre-
sentative of many different groups so students learn 
about the rich diversity in our society. All the lan-
guage arts skills can be taught using culturally diverse 
literature while at the same time teaching about the 
valuable contributions of many different groups to our 
society. Multicultural literature entertains, informs 
and empowers students. We invite teachers to include 
this wonderful literature in their classrooms.
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Table 1: Other Examples of Text Sets

Intergenerational
Relationships

(primary grades)

Celebrating Literacy
(primary-	grades)

Valuing	Heritage
(intermediate 

grades)

Facing Challenges
(middle school)

Discovering	Self
(middle school)

Grandpa’s Face,  
E. Greenfield (1988)

More Than  

Anything Else,  
M. Bradby (1995)

Show Way,  
J. Woodson (2005)

Kira-Kira,  
C. Kadohata (2004)

The Skin I’m In, 

S. Flake (2007)

Grandfather Counts,  
A. Cheng (2003)

Goin’ Someplace 

Special, 

P. McKissack &  
J. Pinkey (2001)

Dia’s Story Cloth,  
D. Cha (1996)

Sweetgrass Basket, 

M. Carvell (2005)
Becoming Naomi León, 
P. M. Ryan (2004)

Grandfather’s Journey, 

A. Say (1993)
Richard Wright and the 

Library Card,  
W. Miller (1997)

The Keeping Quilt, 

P. Polacco (1988)
Esperanza Rising, 
P. M. Ryan (2000)

Bowman’s Store, 

J. Bruchac (2001)

Halmoni and the Picnic, 
N. S. Choi (1993)

Tomas and the  

Library Lady, 

P. Mora (1997)

Circle Unbroken, 
M. T. Raven (2004)

The Circuit,  

F. Jiménez (1997)
Hold Fast to Dreams, A. 
D. Pinkney (1995)

Abuela,  
A. Dorros (1991)

Thank You, Mr. Falker, 

P. Polacco (1998)
Sienna’s Scrapbook, 
T. T. Parker (2005)

Behind the Mountains, 
E. Danticat (2002)

Thief of Hearts,  
L. Yep (1995)

Fox Song, 
J. Bruchac (1993)

The Librarian of Basra, 

J. Winter (2004)
The Lotus Seed, S. 
Garland (1993)

A Step from Heaven,  

A. Na (2001)
Bud, Not Buddy,  
C. P. Curtis (2005)

 
Table	2:	Websites	that	Feature	Multicultural	Literature

Children’s and Young Adults Literature Resource - Cynthia Leitich Smith 
http://www.cynthialeitichsmith.com/ 

Cooperative Children’s Book Council 
http://www.education.wisc.edu/ccbc/ 

Barahona Center for the Study of Books in Spanish for Children and Adolescents 
http://www.csusm.edu/csb/

American Indians in Children’s Literature - Debbie Reese 
http://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/

Book Links: Connecting Books, Libraries and Classrooms 
http://www.ala.org/ala/productsandpublications/periodicals/booklinks/booklinks.cfm

Notable Books for a Global Society 
http://www.csulb.edu/org/childrens-lit/proj/nbgs/intro-nbgs.html
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 Kent State University

Using Literature to Promote 
Tolerance and Understanding

“He has a strong spirit. I am praying that 
kids stop bothering him.”

–Parent of boy with cerebral palsy

 The above quote is from a recent newspa-
per article entitled “Three attack boy with 
    cerebral palsy” (Cleveland Plain Dealer, 

2008). This article disturbed me, both as a parent and 
teacher. It described an incident in which a 12-year-
old boy with cerebral palsy was attacked by three 
sixth-grade students (two boys and a girl) at their el-
ementary school. Even worse, this was not an isolated 
incident. In the past this boy has been attacked by 
other students, even though a “no bullying policy” 
was in place at the school. 

I was inspired by this boy, as I have been by all 
the special needs students I have taught through the 
years. Regrettably, many of these children all too often 
go to school only to be teased, taunted, ridiculed, and 
even physically attacked by students who have little 
tolerance for and even less understanding of others 
with special needs. This kind of treatment is intoler-
able. What can be done about it? To be sure, school 
boards, central administrations, and school principals 
should continue to develop and implement no bullying 
policies. What can teachers do to help students develop 
tolerance and understanding of others who talk and act 

differently than themselves? One possibility is to read 
and discuss literature that addresses these issues. 

There is a growing body of literature and a va-
riety of other resources that teachers can use to help 
students develop a positive understanding of and tol-
erance for the challenges special needs children face 
on a daily basis. I begin with teacher voices. Teachers 
share important lessons based on their experience 
working with special needs children. Next, I identify 
teacher guidelines or “helpful hints” for using this kind 
of literature in the classroom. Then, I identify types 
of special needs and suggest literature and strategies 
that can be used to help students better understand 
the nature of these needs. I end with final thoughts 
on the power of literature and the potential of special 
needs children to help all of us develop tolerance and 
understanding.

Teacher	Voices

Lyndsey is a young teacher who has limited expe-
rience teaching children with special needs. She states: 

This year I have a child in third grade who 
has autism. I have noticed that he has 
problems with social interaction. The main 
problem is that he has little concept of per-
sonal space and doesn’t know how to ask 
for things that he wants. He wants to be 
accepted so much that he will tell students 
a made-up story to get attention from 
them. What really bothers me, though, is 



Ohio Journal of English Language Arts	 	 	 31

William Bintz

that I see other children in the class being 
very rude and mean to him. Most students 
have little tolerance for his behavior. It’s 
difficult to help these students understand 
why he acts and talks like he does. But I 
am determined to teach them all, especial-
ly about each other. 

Melissa has taught special education for several 
years and is currently a high school literacy coach. She 
states: 

Recently, I had two boys in my class who 
were autistic, one girl with FAS, and one 
with Down syndrome. The hardest part 
was helping the other students identify 
these four as people not a disability. I used 
literature that was designed for children 
with Autism with the entire class, not just 
the two boys. Through the stories, the 
other students began understanding who 
special needs students really are and how 
they learn. It was really amazing! 

Pam is an experienced teacher. She taught special 
education for many years and is currently the Title 1 
District Specialist. She reflects back on her first experi-
ence teaching a child with special needs.

I still remember my first experience work-
ing with a special needs child. He was an 
autistic child in kindergarten. I noticed 
that this child had difficulty separating 
from his mother and vice versa. Disruptive 
behavior and outbursts of temper became 
concerns as was his lack of oral communi-
cation and inability to relate emotionally 
to people. Most times, he seemed to be in a 
world of his own, almost oblivious to those 
around him. He had difficulty following 
directions and responding to the spoken 
word. When he did speak, it was most 
often with a word or in short phrases. He 
rarely responded with a simple sentence 
and never responded with a question. The 
students had difficulty understanding why 
he talked and acted so differently. From 
this experience I learned that children are 
far more accepting and tolerant of others 
who appear and act differently from them 
than we give them credit. 

These teachers offer us three important lessons. 
First, sometimes it is very difficult for students who do 
not have special needs to understand those who do. 
As a result, students all too often operate on little, if 
any, understanding (and sometimes misunderstand-
ing) about others. Second, literature can be a power-
ful tool to increase student understanding of special 
needs. Third, children can be accepting and tolerant of 
others provided we give them the understanding and 
resources to do so. So how do we start?

Guidelines

I posed this question to ten colleagues who have 
much experience working with literacy, literature, and 
special needs children. Based on their experience, they 
suggested keeping general guidelines in mind when 
creating curriculum and using literature about special 
needs. To them, the most important guideline is to be 
sensitive. I then asked them: What does being sensi-
tive look like?

When creating curriculum, being sensitive 
means looking broadly at the concept of special needs; 
celebrating differences, showing the positive aspects of 
special needs, and reinforcing the idea that our dif-
ferences make us unique; collaborating with guidance 
counselors, special education teachers, and parents of 
special needs children; exploring community resources 
and agencies like the muscular dystrophy association 
(MDA), National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), 
etc.; utilizing community events and fundraisers like 
memory walk; and understanding and introducing 
new technologies like cochlear implants and relay 
services for the hearing impaired, as well as accom-
modations like wider doorways, lower counters, and 
access ramps for the physically disabled and assistance 
animals for the visually impaired. 

When using literature, being sensitive means 
selecting literature that promotes a positive image of 
special needs; seeing literature as a tool to build com-
munity in the classroom; creating a safe context for dis-
cussing literature, e.g. keeping the discussion focused 
on characters and events in the literature not specific 
students in the classroom; and consulting commercial 
publishers like Woodbine House that focus on pub-
lishing literature about children with special needs. 
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Types of Special Needs 

The term “special needs” covers a wide vari-
ety of physical, mental, neurological, and emotional 
challenges. I selected specific types based on my per-
sonal experiences working with special needs chil-
dren in both public and private schools. These types 
of needs include: autism, Asperger syndrome, Down 
syndrome, cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy, visual 
impairment, speech disorders, hearing loss, learning 
disability (ADD and ADHD).

Autism: According to the National Institute 
of Mental Health (NIMH), autism is a disorder that 
“causes severe and pervasive impairment in thinking, 
feeling, language, and the ability to relate to others... 
children with autism demonstrate deficits in social in-
teraction, verbal and nonverbal communication, and 
repetitive behaviors or interests.” A recent study es-
timated that 3.4 of every 1,000 children 3-10 years 
old had autism…it is estimated that only 50 percent 
of children are diagnosed before kindergarten (http://
www.nimh.nih.gov/).

My Brother Sammy (Edwards & Armitage, 1999) 
is an effective book to introduce autism to very young 
children. The Flight of a Dove (Day, 2004) is appro-
priate for older students. The former is a tender story 
about two brothers. The older brother, who narrates 
the story, wants a brother who can do the same kinds 
of things he does. However, his autistic brother, named 
Sammy, likes to lie on the grass looking at the leaves 
on the trees. When the older brother starts to better 
understand Sammy, a wonderful relationship results. 
The Flight of a Dove (Day, 2004) is an offering from the 
author of the famous “Carl” books. It tells the story of 
a little girl with autism who responds to the sights and 
sounds of a dove in the classroom. In the end, it is the 
dove that helps the little girl with her autism. 

Group questioning works well with the contents 
of both of these books. Question Jar is a strategy that 
builds on students’ natural curiosity and inclination to 
ask questions. It also allows them to voice and discuss 
these questions in a supportive context. Students orga-
nize themselves in small groups of four. Each student 
has 3-4 post-its. A question jar is placed in the middle 
of the group. The teacher reads aloud a piece of lit-
erature to the class. During or after the reading, each 
student writes one question on each post-it and places 

it in the question jar. Students are encouraged to write 
only “urgent” or “burning” questions on the post-its 
– ones that they are really curious about and want to 
discuss with the group. 

When students have written their questions 
and placed all the post-its in the jar, they use “Four-
Way Compass Share” as a way to discuss the questions 
(Harvey & Goudvis, 2007). This strategy begins with 
each student selecting a compass direction: north, 
south, east, west. North begins by taking one post-
it from the question jar and reading it aloud to the 
entire group. All four compass directions discuss the 
question until the group decides that another ques-
tion should be selected. South then takes one post-it 
from the question jar and the procedure continues 
until time runs out or all questions are discussed. A 
variation is for students to rotate their inquiry bag to 
another group and that group can try and answer the 
questions. 

Asperger Syndrome: In Asperger’s Syn drome, 
affected individuals are characterized by social isola-
tion and eccentric behavior in childhood. There are 
impairments in two-sided social interaction and non-
verbal communication. Though grammatical, their 
speech may sound peculiar due to abnormalities of in-
flection and a repetitive pattern (www.aspergers.com). 
Asperger Syndrome is considerably more common 
than “classic” autism. Whereas autism occurs in about 
4 out of every 10,000 children, estimates of Asperger 
Syndrome have ranged as high as 20-25 per 10,000 
children (http://www.asperger.org/MAAP_Sub_Find_It-  
Publications_ Stephen_Bauer_Article.htm)

Two books are particularly good for introducing 
children to Asperger Syndrome. One is All Cats Have 
Asperger’s Syndrome (Hoopmann, K., 2006). This is a 
sensitive book that highlights some of the similar char-
acteristics between cats and those who have Asperger 
Syndrome such as sensitive hearing, eating habits, etc. 
Similarly, My Best Friend Will (Lowell, 2005) is told 
through the eyes of Jamie, a friend to Willie who has 
Asperger Syndrome. Through Jamie, we learn how 
Willie is not just different but unique and special.

Both books are effective in providing informa-
tive descriptions of Asperger Syndrome. What’s New 
is a strategy that builds on students’ inherent interest 
in learning new information (Harste, Short, & Burke, 
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1988). During a read aloud or while reading indepen-
dently, students use four boxes drawn on a sheet of 
paper to record four ideas they found new or surprising. 
Afterwards, students share their ideas with a group of 
friends. As a culminating event, students can integrate 
their ideas and post them on a What’s New Wall. 

Down Syndrome: Down Syndrome is a con-
dition in which extra genetic material causes delays in 
the way a child develops and often leads to mental re-
tardation. Down syndrome occurs in one out of every 
733 live births and more than 350,000 people in the 
U.S. have this genetic condition (www.ndss.com).

Be Good to Eddie Lee (Fleming, 1993) is the 
story of a little girl, Christy, who develops an unex-
pected relationship with her neighbor, Eddie Lee, a 
boy with Down Syndrome. One summer day, Christy 
and her friend Jim Bud find their way to a pond. 
Unbeknown to them, Eddie Lee follows. Initially, they 
try to dissuade him from following, but in the end in-
clude him in their play. At one point, Eddie Lee shows 
the two a place where they see frog eggs and water 
lilies. By the end of the day, they learn that Eddie Lee 
is special, unique, and a good friend. 

We’ll Paint the Octopus Red (Stuve-Bodeen, 
1998) is also a story about sibling relationships. Emma 
is a child who is about to become an older sister. 
Although not thrilled at the beginning, she becomes 
excited about the new arrival. When her brother Isaac 
is born, the family learns that he has Down Syndrome. 
Emma talks about all the things she can do with Isaac. 
Her father agrees but cautions that Isaac will have to 
do those things at a slower pace. After the story, this 
book includes a question-and-answer section that ad-
dresses important information on Down Syndrome.

Like What’s New, Looking for Surprises is a 
strategy that helps students focus on new understand-
ings, surprises, and anomalies (Harste, Short, & Burke, 
1995). Teachers read aloud or students read the same 
selection independently. Either during or after read-
ing, students write one quotation from the selection 
on each of four 3” x 5” cards. Students are encouraged 
to choose items that are new, exciting, or cause them 
to rethink or reread. Each student then orders his/her 
cards from the most surprising to the least. Then, stu-
dents come back together in a group. Finally, students 
read their top surprise to the group and share why 
they chose it. 

Cerebral Palsy: According to the National 
Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke 
(NINDS) “the term cerebral palsy refers to any one of 
a number of neurological disorders that appear in in-
fancy or early childhood and permanently affect body 
movement and muscle coordination but don’t worsen 
over time. Even though cerebral palsy affects muscle 
movement, it isn’t caused by problems in the muscles 
or nerves. It is caused by abnormalities in parts of the 
brain that control muscle movements” (http://www.
ninds.nih.gov/disorders/cerebral_palsy/cerebral_palsy.
htm). A reasonable estimate is that 700,000 children 
and adults up to age 50 are living with CP in the US, 
and there are more boys born with cerebral palsy than 
girls (http://www.ucpresearch.org/).

Nathan’s Wish: A Story about Cerebral Palsy (Lears, 
2005) is a wonderful story that will appeal to animal 
lovers. Nathan is a little boy with cerebral palsy. His 
neighbor, Miss Sandy, takes care of injured birds. One 
day she finds a wounded owl and starts to nurse it back 
to health, but the bird’s broken wing fails to heal prop-
erly. Nathan suggests that, although still injured, the 
bird could still care for orphaned owls. Through this 
plan for an injured bird, Nathan teaches us that every-
body is valuable and has contributions to make. 

Rolling Along: The Story of Taylor and His 
Wheelchair (Heelan, 2000) is the story of a little boy 
with cerebral palsy. Although Taylor can use a walker, 
he prefers a wheelchair because he can go much faster. 
Throughout the story, Taylor teaches readers about 
his condition, his challenges, and his desire to be inde-
pendent. In the end, the most important story is that 
in many ways he is just like everybody else. 

Both stories deal with adaptation and using a 
variety of talents. Turn and Talk is an interactive read 
aloud strategy that enhances student reading compre-
hension by seamlessly integrating listening, talking, 
and reflecting (Harvey and Goudvis, 2007). Students 
organize themselves in pairs. The teacher places num-
bered post-its at points in the text where natural tran-
sitions occur. Episodic changes make particularly good 
transition points. While reading, the teacher stops at 
each post-it and invites students to “Turn and Talk” 
to their partner. Pairs of students then share the 
substance of their talk with the class. After reading,  
students  complete and share a quick write noting what 
the selection meant to them. 
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Muscular Dystrophy: According to the 
National Institute of Neurological Disorders and 
Stroke (NINDS), the term muscular dystrophy refers 
to a “group of more than 30 genetic diseases character-
ized by progressive weakness and degeneration of the 
skeletal muscles that control movement. Some forms 
of MD are seen in infancy or childhood, while oth-
ers may not appear until middle age or later” (http://
www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/md/md.htm). More than 
one million Americans are affected by neuromuscular 
diseases. About 250,000 have some form of muscular 
dystrophy (http://www.mda.org).

My Buddy (Osofsky, 1994) is a story about a boy 
and a dog. They meet at a special camp where the boy 
learns how to give commands to the golden retriever 
and the dog, in turn, helps the boy accomplish every-
day tasks. After camp, the relationship grows stronger 
at home and at school. This relationship highlights ev-
erybody’s need to be independent.

Buddy’s relationship with his service dog mirrors 
dependence in group discussion. Discussion Stems is 
a variation to turn and talk and a strategy that helps 
students have rich conversations about the books they 
read or are read to them (Hoyt, 2000). When turn-
ing and talking, students are encouraged to use a dis-
cussion stem to start or extend a conversation. These 
stems include: 

I wonder…

I realized…

I think…

I wish I could…

The story made me think of…

If I could change…

I noticed…

I liked…

I feel…

What if…

My question is… 

Visual Impairment: According to the 
National Dissemination Center for Children with 
Disabilities (NDCCD), “the terms partially sighted, 
low vision , legally blind, and totally blind are used 
in the educational context to describe students with 

visual impairments” (http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/fact-
she/fs13txt.htm). Approximately 100 Americans are 
visually disabled without corrective lenses (70 million 
are myopic) and 80 million Americans suffer from po-
tentially blinding eye disease (http://depts.washington.
edu/ophthweb/statistics.html).

Knots on a Counting Rope (Martin & Archambault, 
1987) is a heartwarming story about the relationship 
between a young Navaho Indian boy and his grand-
father. Since birth, the boy has been named Boy-
Strength-of-Blue Horses and hears the story of that 
birth from his grandfather. The name is important 
because the boy is blind and relies on the strength of 
his name, the guidance of his grandfather, and his own 
courage to carry-on in life, even though the life of his 
grandfather is ending. 

Storytelling is a strategy that builds knowledge 
and experience. Save the Last Word for Me is a strat-
egy that helps students use conversation to extend 
comprehension (Harste, Short, and Burke, 1995). 
Students individually read the text, or have the text 
read to them. While reading, students write on the 
front of a 3” x 5” card any segment of the text (words, 
phrases, or sentences) that particularly catches their 
attention. They can be interesting, worthy of discus-
sion, or things that students particularly agree or dis-
agree with. On the other side of the card, students 
write what they want to say about each selected quote. 
Then, they rank their cards in order of interest or im-
portance. One group member begins by reading his/
her first quote. Other group members then comment, 
one at a time, about that selected quote. The student 
who reads the quote then has “the last word” about 
why he selected that segment. Each group member 
takes a turn. 

Speech Disorders: According to the American 
Speech-Language-Hearing Association, “when a per-
son is unable to produce speech sounds correctly or 
fluently, or has problems with his or her voice, then 
he or she has a speech disorder. Difficulties pronounc-
ing sounds, or articulation disorders, and stuttering 
are examples of speech disorders (http://www.asha.
org/public/speech/disorders/). Between 6 and 8 million 
people in the United States have some form of lan-
guage impairment. The prevalence of speech sound 
disorders in young children is 8-9%. By the first 
grade, roughly 5% of children have noticeable speech 
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disorders; the majority of these speech disorders have 
no known cause (http://www.asha.org/students/professions 
/overview/sld.htm). 

Hooway for Wodney Wat (Lester, 2002) is a hilari-
ous book that combines important lessons about bully-
ing and tolerance for someone with a speech disorder. 
Wodney (Rodney) is a shy rat who is constantly teased 
by other rats because he can’t pronounce his r’s very 
well. At one point, a bully named Camilla Capybara 
joins in the harassment. Wodney, however, outwits 
Camilla one day during a game of Simon Says on the 
playground and saves himself and the other rodents 
from the big bully. 

Literature Circle Discussion Log is a strategy 
that helps students learn how to discuss books in small 
groups (Hill, Scholick, Noe, and Johnson, 2001). 
After reading, students use this log to record favor-
ite sections, questions, and words from the text. The 
log  includes three parts: 1) A part that I would like 
to share with my group, 2) One question that I have 
about the reading, and 3) Record three words from the 
reading that you wonder about and want to discuss 
with your group. 

Hearing Loss: According to the Alexander 
Graham Bell Association for the Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing (AGBELL), “hearing loss affects 12,000 chil-
dren born in the United States each year, making it the 
most common birth defect. According to the National 
Institute on Deafness and Other Communication 
Disorders, that means an estimated 28 million people 
in the United States have some degree of hearing loss” 
(http://www.agbell.org/). Approximately 28 million 
Americans have a hearing impairment and hearing 
loss affects approximately 17 in 1,000 children under 
age 18 (http://www.asha.org/students/professions/over-
view/hla.htm).

Dino the Deaf Dinosaur (Addabbo, 1997) is the 
story of a deaf dinosaur who wants to learn sign lan-
guage, but her parents disagree. Dino runs away into 
the forest and befriends Otto the owl, Camilla the 
chipmunk, and Moliere the mole. Otto knows some 
sign language and together the group helps each com-
municate with each other.

Most children fancy themselves artists. Sketch to 
Stretch is a strategy that integrates art and language 
to support comprehension (Harste, Short, and Burke, 

1995). After reading a selection, students think about 
what they read and then draw a sketch of what the se-
lection means to them. When sketches are complete, 
each person in the group shows his or her sketch to the 
others. Group participants study the sketch and say 
what they think the artist is attempting to say. Once 
everybody has had an opportunity to hypothesize 
an interpretation, the artist gets the last word. Each 
group member takes a turn. The group may choose to 
select one illustration that best depicts their reading to 
share with the larger group. 

Learning Disability (ADD and ADHD): 

According to the Attention Deficit Disorder Associ-
ation (ADDA), the terms attention deficit (AD) and 
attention deficit hyperactive disorder (AD/HD) are 
basically referring to the same disorder. AD/HD is 
a “diagnosis applied to children and adults who con-
sistently display certain characteristic behaviors over 
a period  of time. The most common core features 
include: distractibility (poor sustained attention to 
tasks), impulsivity (impaired impulse control and 
delay of gratification), hyperactivity (excessive activity 
and physical restlessness). Approximately 7.8 % of all 
school-age children, or about 4.4 million U.S. children 
aged 4 to 17 years, have been diagnosed with ADHD 
at some point in their lives. (http://www.add.org). 

Sparky’s Excellent Misadventures: My A.D.D.  Jour-
nal, by Me (Sparky) (Carpenter & Ford, 2000) is the 
story of a little boy who, at best, is quite lively. He has 
red hair and is very active. He also has A.D.D. Sparky 
records his ups and downs in a journal and through it 
he learns about himself and readers learn about him. 

Acting as a recorder mirrors journaling. Text Sets 
is a strategy that helps student make connections across 
texts that share a similar theme or topic. Teachers de-
velop a text set on a particular topic like hearing loss. 
Before browsing the texts in the set, one group mem-
ber acts as a scribe and writes down anything group 
members currently know about that chosen topic. 
They may also share any questions that might be an-
swered as the texts are read. Members then read one 
book each, several books, or all the books in the set. 
Afterwards, the group comes back together to identify 
and discuss what new information they have learned, 
what new questions they might have, and other re-
sources through which they might find information. 
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Final Thoughts

I began this article with a disturbing story of a 
young boy with cerebral palsy who was attacked by 
other students at his school. I hope this article provides 
teachers and parents with resources that can be used to 
teach others not only about tolerance, but also under-
standing and accepting differences. Let me tell another 
story. It is about a young man named David who grew 
up in Hillsboro, Ohio. When David was young, he 
contracted a rare blood disease that would eventually 
take all four of his limbs. In eighth grade, David fell 
in love with wrestling and despite his “special needs,” 
he joined the wrestling team In the beginning, he 
lost many of his matches. But with perseverance and 
dedication, he eventually represented Hillsboro High 
School at the state wrestling tournament. He won 
every match in the tournament except the last one. In 
the end, he won the hearts of everybody. He had the 
understanding and support of the entire school.

Hopefully, this story of David, as well as all the 
other stories I’ve included here, will be a constant 
reminder  of how special children with special needs 
really are. 
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Websites
Aspergers Syndrome (www.aspergers.com)

Children’s Disability Books 
(http://www.childrensdisabilities.info)

Children’s Disabilities & Special Needs
(http://www.comeunity.com)

The Stuttering Foundation (www.stutteringhelp.org)

Book Awards
The Dolly Gray Award for Children’s Literature 

in Developmental Disabilities. This award was initiat-
ed in 2000 to recognize authors, illustrators, and pub-
lishers of high quality fictional children’s books that 
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appropriately portray individuals with developmental 
disabilities.

The Schneider Family Book Award, given an-
nually by the American Library Association, honors an  
author or illustrator for the artistic expression of the 
disability experience for children and teens. See: http:// 
www.ala.org/ala/awardsbucket/schneideraward/schneider 
awardrecipients.htm

Film: 
Reiner, R. (2005). A child with special needs. [Motion pic-

ture]. United States: Parents’ Action for Children. 
This film features families with special needs children 
who share their personal stories in order to help other 
families understand the experiences, emotions and 
challenges they will encounter.

ADD/ADHD smart solutions: Ways to improve your child’s 
behavior. (2004) [Motion picture]. United States: 
Associated Producers Inc. This film describes alterna-
tive ways to help children with ADD and ADHD. 

Aronson, J. (2002). Sound and fury. [Motion picture]. United 
States: New Video Group. This film discusses the 
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deaf people.

Brack, J. C. (2006). Sensory processing disorder: Simulations 
and solutions for parents, teachers, and therapists. [Motion 
picture]. United States: Autism Asperger Publishing 
Company. 

Brown, T. (2003). Scars (Bullying Prevention Series) [Motion 
picture]. United States: PizzaOwl Productions. This 
film offers a powerful and uplifting story about a 
bully who had to become a victim in order to under-
stand the pain of bullied and tormented children. 

Brown, B. (2006). Cerebral palsy: What teachers need to know. 
[Motion picture]. United States: World Educational 
Resources Group. This film describes what teachers 
need to know in order to best work with people with 
cerebral palsy. 

Buckley, S., Shott, S., Pueschel, S., & Kumin, L. (2005). 
Discovery: Pathways to better speech for children with down 
syndrome. [Motion picture]. United States: Blueberry 
Shoes Productions. 

Classic Helen Keller Film DVD: 1948 learning disabilities, deal 
and blind helen keller history pictures film video dvd. (1948) 
[Motion picture]. United States: Quality Information 
Publishers. 

Coulter, D. (2007). Understanding brothers and sisters on the 
autism spectrum. [Motion picture]. United States: 
Coulter Video. This video shows siblings that other 
kids are facing the same challenges they face, and 
explores a range of ways the kids interviewed have 
learned to get along with and enjoy their brothers 
and sisters.

Garey, D. & Hott, L. R. (2007) Through deaf eyes. [Motion 
picture]. United States: Public Broadcasting System 
(PBS). This film is a documentary that highlights 
the artistic, sports, and educational accomplish-
ments of the nation’s deaf citizens, as told from their  
perspective. 

Gwazdauskas, J. & Gwazdauskas, P. (2006). Educating 
peter. [Motion picture]. United States: Direct Cinema 
Limited. This film describes the story of Peter’s first 
year in a regular classroom with normal children.

Haines, R. (2000). Children of a lesser god. [Motion picture]. 
United States: Paramount Pictures. This film de-
scribes a teacher newly hired at a school for deaf chil-
dren and his relationship to a student who is deaf.

Kirk, M. (2004). Misunderstood minds: Understanding kids 
who struggle to learn. [Motion picture]. United States: 
WGBH Boston. This film spends three years fol-
lowing five families with children who struggle with 
learning disabilities. 

Kiss My Wheels. [Motion picture]. (Available from: http://
www.disabilityworld.org)

Describes a competitive, coed high school wheelchair bas-
ketball team whose leaders are, coincidentally, from 
Indian and American Indian communities, and who 
do not flinch from all the confrontations of adoles-
cence with a disability. 

Kumin, L. (2006). What did you say?: A guide to speech intelli-
gibility in people with down syndrome. [Motion picture]. 
United States: Woodbine House. This film looks at 
the importance of speech intelligibility (understand-
able speech) and what makes clear speech challeng-
ing for people with down syndrome. 

Lavoie, R. (2005). Last one picked…first one picked on: Learning 
disabilities and social skills. [Motion picture]. United 
States: Public Broadcasting System (PBS). Look at 
Me. [Motion picture]. U.K. (Available from: http:// 
www.disabilityworld.org). A dramatization about  
friendship between two boys, one with poor 
communication  skills and the other who is deaf, who 
forge their relationship around the accidental death 
of a pet. 
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My Flesh and Blood. [Motion picture]. (Available from 
http://www.disabilityworld.org) This is a documen-
tary showing the daily family life of a woman and her 
11 adopted disabled children from abroad and from 
the U.S. 

Ogden, N. (2004). Kids and attention deficit disorder. [Motion 
picture]. United States: Campbell and Company. 
This film discusses how to understand and deal with 
children with attention deficit disorder. 

Ogden, N. (2004). ADD goes to school. [Motion picture]. 
United States: Campbell and Company. 

Olsen, C. S. (2006). Stop bullying: Standing up for yourself and 
others. [Motion picture]. United States: Paraclete 
Video Productions. Through expert advice and 
 students’ real-life experiences, Stop Bullying! gives 
students concrete steps they can take to respond to 
 bullying.

Passport to friendship: Facilitating peer play for children with asd. 
(2006) [Motion picture]. United States: Behavioral 
Intervention Association. This film discusses treat-
ment and remediation to young children diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorders.

Rosen, P., Lavoie, R., Eagle Hill School Outreach & Peter 
Rosen Productions. (1989). How difficult can this be? 
The F.A.T. city workshop: Understanding learning dis-
abilities. United States: Public Broadcasting System. 
This program looks at the world through the eyes of 
a learning-disabled child by taking you to a unique 
workshop attended by parents, educators, psycholo-
gists and social workers.

Sheridan, J. (2005). My left foot. [Motion picture]. United 
States: Miramax Films. This film describes the life of 
an Irish artist and writer Christy Brown, whose cere-
bral palsy kept him confined to a wheelchair.

Small Differences. [Motion picture]. (Available from http://
www.disabilityworld.org). This film describes a 
group of kids with variety of disabilities interview 
adults with disabilities about how they are making 
communities more accessible and what their jobs are 
like. The kids are in charge of this delightful film. 

Tass, N. (2000). The miracle worker. [Motion picture]. United 
States: Fountain Productions. This film describes the 
story of Helen Keller. 

The Champion. [Motion picture]. Mexico. (Available from: 
http://www.disabilityworld.org). Documentary about 
girl with Down syndrome.

Wurzburg, G. (2005). Autism is a world. [Motion picture]. 
United States: CNN Productions and State of the 
Art. This film is a documentary about the author who 

is autistic. The film seeks to educate the public about 
autism as well as to empower persons in the autistic 
community. 

Television Programs
(2006). ABC News 20/20: A moving journey. [Television 

broadcast]. United States: ABC News. This show 
pro files the remarkable life of a salesman who was 
born with cerebral palsy.

(2007). ABC News 20/20: Bullies. [Television broadcast]. 
United States: ABC News. This show looks at the 
lasting and tragic consequences of being bullied and 
the daily torture that bullied children suffer.

(2007). ABC News Primtetime: Deaf kids. [Television broad-
cast]. United States: ABC News. This show describes 
the story of a revolutionary teacher who helps deaf 
kids learn how to actually form their words. 

(2007). ABC News Primetime: Autistic children. [Television 
broadcast]. United States: ABC News. This show re-
ports how one family decided to devote their lives and 
their savings to pursue a cutting-edge and sometimes 
controversial-therapy for their sons.

(2007). ABC News: Aspergers Syndrome. [Television broad-
cast]. United States: ABC News. This show talks 
with kids with aspergers syndrome struggling to un-
derstand the language of life. 

(2007). 60 Minutes- Diagnosis: Autism. [Television broad-
cast]. United States: Central Broadcasting System. 
This show reports on the effort to diagnose and treat 
autism. 
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Super(teacher)hero

No cape, no tie 
(since tenure)

Just a briefcase  
and a degree 
I don’t need 
to know the truth:

We’re just as broken 
as these kids 
older, grayer, more pissed about taxes (surely) 
but more responsible 
too 

to keep them from killing 
one another, 
themselves, 
with words, guns, or disconnection

to keep them from thinking 
that the truth 
is better off stashed 
in the dark 
with abuse, shame, and depression

to keep their pens dipped 
in ink 
equal parts mixed 
with understanding, tolerance, and compassion

and, most important, 
(if I remember my job 
is to be more human than teacher)

to help them 
survive the supervillain 
of adolescence.

By Jeffrey Harr

Super(teacher)hero



>  TRANSFORMING LITERACY PRACTICES 

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

By Patricia Scharer, The Ohio State University 
 Pat Gordon, Mansfield City Schools 
 LeAnne Sawyers, University of Chicago  
 Joyce Adair, Mansfield City Schools 
 Lisa Walker, University of Chicago 

Transforming Literacy Practices: A  
Long-Term School-University Partnership 
Supporting Teachers as Instructional 
Decision-Makers

When Pat Gordon became the 
first literacy coach in Mansfield 
City Schools in 1995, she was 

prepared to become a literacy coordinator for the K-2 
staff at Hedges Elementary School, the lowest achiev-
ing building in her district. She had trained for seven 
weeks at The Ohio State University and knew that 
she was ready to be a school-based staff developer who 
coached teachers every morning and taught students 
each afternoon. What Pat didn’t realize was that her 
training with the Literacy Collaborative® at The 
Ohio State University was the beginning of a district-
university partnership that would span more than a 
decade and move her into a district-level leadership 
position where she would work to expand literacy re-
form to all the district’s elementary schools. This part-
nership would bring educators from the district and 
the university into a dialogue about how to deepen the 
district’s literacy reform efforts. Among other efforts, 
these partners would work collaboratively to develop 
coaches’ and teachers’ capacity to reflect on and ana-
lyze both teaching and student learning as a way to 
fine-tune instructional decisions and better support 
students’ literacy development. 

Stories of change similar to Mansfield’s have oc-
curred across the U.S. as schools and districts have en-
gaged in literacy school reform initiatives. Mansfield’s 
experience of trying to bring about change in teaching 
practice within and across schools may share similari-
ties with those of other districts where literacy coaches 

are at work. Within the Literacy Collaborative, over 
900 literacy coordinators have trained since 1994 at 
one of three universities: Georgia State University, 
Lesley University, and The Ohio State University. (For 
additional information about Literacy Collaborative as 
a school reform model, visit http://www.literacycol-
laborative.org.) The story of Mansfield stands out as a 
case of a group of coaches in a district who responded 
to reform challenges by taking full advantage of col-
laborative opportunities with university partners to 
advance their reform work. After providing an abbre-
viated history of Mansfield’s path, this article takes a 
closer look at this collaboration through a focus on one 
of the district-university initiatives—the trial use of a 
set of web-based video cases for professional develop-
ment as a way to foster thoughtful analysis of teaching 
and learning.

A	Partnership	for	Over	a	Decade

Changes in Mansfield City Schools through-
out the past 10 years have occurred in both breadth 
and depth. The district’s long-term commitment to 
change can be examined in light of Coburn’s concern 
about the limited number of schools that have been 
involved in reform projects for over four years arguing 
that “schools that successfully implement reforms find 
it difficult to sustain them in the face of competing 
priorities, changing demands, and teacher and admin-
istrator turnover” (2003, p. 6). In contrast, Mansfield 
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City Schools sustained their reform for over 10 years 
with the goal of helping each literacy teacher become 
an expert instructional decision-maker charged with 
creating classrooms that support the individual needs 
of learners and increase student achievement through 
ongoing professional development and coaching 
(Darling-Hammond, 2004). 

Three years after Pat began her work as a literacy 
coordinator at Hedges, word spread across the district 
that the young readers and writers who had struggled 
so much in the past were making unprecedented 
learning gains. With the support of Joyce Adair, who 
was then the director of federal programs, Pat led a 
series of district-level awareness sessions to share the 
changes in instruction at Hedges where teachers were 
no longer planning lessons based on the sequence of a 
basal program or relying heavily on whole-group in-
struction. Instead, children were learning to read and 
write through a language and literacy framework that 
guided the teacher’s decisions based on the needs of 
each student (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; McCarrier, 
Pinnell, & Fountas, 2000; Pinnell & Fountas, 1998). 
Within each 2½ hour literacy block, young readers lis-
tened and responded as the teacher read from quality 
children’s books; worked in small group guided read-
ing lessons with classmates of similar ability; read big 
books and poems enlarged for the whole group; stud-
ied letters, sounds, and how words work; and spent 
time each day reading independently from a collection 
of books purposely selected for each child to assure 
successful independent reading. Writing instruction 
during the literacy block included shared writing as 
the teacher scribed the class stories, interactive writing 
as the teacher shared the pen with individual students 
to jointly compose texts, and writing workshop that 
began with a mini-lesson, continued with independent 
writing and teacher conferencing, and concluded with 
a group sharing. Each literacy block offered teach-
ing-learning opportunities within large group, small 
group, and individual contexts. 

By the 1998-99 school year, the Mansfield board 
of education decided that the most cost-effective way 
to have a literacy coordinator in each building was to 
ask Pat Gordon to return to OSU to take the next 
level of professional development and become an  
on-site literacy collaborative district trainer. This 
would enable her to train literacy coordinators for each 
elementary school in Mansfield. By 2003, literacy re-
form in Mansfield had achieved breadth and spread to 

all nine elementary schools. At each school a trained 
literacy  coordinator was coaching the K-2 teachers 
and providing on-site staff development. The district 
also was beginning to train literacy coordinators for 
grades three through five as well.

Challenges

“We’re just not making enough of a difference!” Pat 
said as she worked with a group of teachers to analyze 

student achievement data for their school. “Too many of our 
children are reading below grade level.”

Although the district had a trained literacy co-
ordinator in each elementary building by 2003, Pat 
observed that not all of the K-2 teachers had begun to 
utilize the language and literacy framework. There were 
those who embraced the classes and coaching led by the 
building literacy coordinator, but others more reluctant 
to change their practices or work with a coach. Uneven 
implementation of school reform initiatives is a chal-
lenge documented in the research literature (Coburn, 
2003; Vernez, Karam, Mariano & DeMartini, 2006). 
Pat knew that further efforts to encourage teachers to 
change their literacy instruction were needed. She also 
observed that the teachers beginning to implement the 
framework were not yet making instructional decisions 
rooted in student learning. Each element of the lan-
guage and literacy framework is a powerful individual 
tool that has greater potential when use of each element 
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is selective, instruction is based on student needs, and 
instruction is linked across elements. In some class-
rooms beginning to implement the framework, it ap-
peared that the individual elements were being used 
more as parts of the day to accomplish than a dynamic 
framework within which to make expert instructional 
decisions based on evidence of student learning. It was 
evident that in those classrooms, it was time to move 
beyond the initial conversations of “what is the teacher 
doing?” to the deeper question of “what will shift stu-
dent learning?”

Joyce, Pat’s supervisor, saw similar obstacles. 
She thought that the challenge of literacy reform in 
Mansfield was captured by the work of Heifetz & Linsky 
(2002) who argue from a business perspective  that a 
difference exists between technical change (changes in 
behavior that are at the procedural level but do not 
require changes in beliefs) and adaptive change (chang-
ing beliefs about the nature of teaching  and learning). 
Moving from technical change to adaptive change 
meant being able to “read the child” to inform instruc-
tional decisions rather than “reading the manual” for 
what comes next in the scope and sequence chart. Joyce 
knew that a shift to reflective, child-centered teaching 
might begin with procedural changes but needed to 
deepen into adaptive change to be most effective.

Pat began addressing these challenges by asking 
her literacy coordinators, “Do we utilize the analysis 
of student work to its greatest potential?” She worried 

that the literacy coordinators tended to focus dur-
ing coaching sessions on what the teacher was doing 
rather than what students were learning. Changing 
this would require a shift in the literacy coordinators’ 
knowledge of students, classrooms, and teachers. It 
would also require a shift in how they coach teachers 
in their buildings. They would need to redefine their 
role to become a critical friend, placing themselves on 
that fine line between an evaluator and friend to move 
beyond “fixing the lesson” to a more generative stance 
that would help teachers reflect deeply on their prac-
tice and engage in collaborative problem-solving in 
ways that support student learning across contexts.

In 2003, an evaluation firm hired by the dis-
trict to conduct an outside review of both literacy and 
math instruction confirmed Pat’s observations that 
in some classrooms students engaged in “busy work” 
with “relatively low expectations.” The evaluation re-
vealed a gap between those classrooms and classrooms 
with a higher level of implementation of the Literacy 
Collaborative framework. Based on the district’s in-
vestment in “knowledgeable and enthusiastic” literacy 
coordinators, the recommendation was to move to a 
“fuller implementation of the [Literacy Collaborative] 
model” to accelerate progress.

Collaborating with the University

District literacy leaders and faculty affiliated with 
both Reading Recovery® and Literacy Collaborative at 
The Ohio State University met to discuss a new, deep-
er relationship between the district and OSU to meet 
the needs of the teachers and students in the district 
as identified in the outside review. Reading Recovery, 
designed by New Zealand’s Marie Clay, is a required 
intervention for struggling first grade students  in 
all Literacy Collaborative schools; Clay’s work has 
deeply influenced the design of the language and lit-
eracy framework (1991; 2001; 2002; 2005). Three 
complementary initiatives were designed to support 
high quality literacy instruction in Mansfield. In the 
first, OSU Reading Recovery trainers and district staff 
would work together to increase the effectiveness of 
services provided to the lowest achieving first graders. 
In the second, OSU Literacy Collaborative Trainers 
would support the literacy coordinators’ classroom 
coaching work. The third initiative, which is the focus 
of the rest of this article, brought Mansfield’s full lead-
ership team together with leaders from other districts 
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as collaborators to field-test a technology-assisted 
Professional Development Support System (PDS2) for 
K-3 literacy educators (Bryk et al., 2004). 

PDS2:	A	Collaborative	Design	 
Project to Promote Inquiry into Teaching 
and Learning

PDS2 is a uniquely collaborative design proj-
ect involving three groups of people: 1) researchers, 
design specialists, and literacy educators from the 
University of Chicago, Northwestern University, 
OSU, and Lesley University; 2) Teachscape, a com-
mercial web-based professional development provider; 
and 3) numerous cooperating classroom teachers and 
literacy professional developers. The goal of this de-
sign effort is to create a web-based system to extend 
and enhance the capacity of literacy professional de-
velopers to engage teachers in sustained, evidenced-
based professional development. Initiated in 2003, the 
project is an outgrowth of a long-term collaboration 
between the Literacy Collaborative and the Center 
for Urban School Improvement at the University of 
Chicago. PDS2 integrates an extensive library of video 
case-based professional development materials and re-
sources, authoring tools for customizing these materi-
als to meet particular needs, and on-line forums for 
networking and collaborating with professional com-
munities. Users can quickly and easily search the web-
based system for videos based on grade level, topic, or 
instructional context. (For a more detailed description 
of PDS2 go to http://www.iisrd.org/software_pds2/
index.shtml.) 

Co-designing	Resources	and	Tools	for	
Teacher Learning

As one of many districts across the country grap-
pling with the challenges of scaling-up instructional 
reforms, Mansfield provided an opportune test-bed for 
investigating if and how access to PDS2 could sup-
port large-scale transformation of literacy teaching 
and learning.

Mansfield’s initiation into the PDS2 research 
and development phase of the project began in 2004 
when Pat and four of her school-based coaches partici-
pated in a focus group periodically assembled by the 
PDS2 design team to provide feedback on the PDS2 

technical and content design work. This group tested 
the technical usability of the system and suggested 
specifications to make it as user-friendly as possible. 
On the content side, designers enlisted the help of the 
focus group in the creation of components that would 
maximize the value of PDS2 video cases as learning 
tools. This collaborative work resulted in video cases 
that include un-narrated, minimally edited clips of ac-
tual K-3 classroom literacy lessons, teacher reflections, 
student work artifacts, and snapshots documenting 
the physical classroom environment. In addition, each 
case also includes contextual information, written 
commentary to prompt analysis of the teaching and 
learning captured in the clip, professional develop-
ment ideas for using the resources in a variety of con-
texts, suggested reference materials, and frequently 
asked questions.

Engaging	the	District	Leadership	Team	in	
a	PDS2	Learning	Group

Through the shared experience of observing, an-
alyzing and discussing a diverse range of video cases in 
this development phase, Pat and her school-based coor-
dinators could see the potential of PDS2 to help them 
address some of the barriers to achieving a full and 
deep transformation of their district’s literacy instruc-
tion. In the following year, when a working prototype 
of the PDS2 was made available to the focus group, 
Pat invited all of her district’s literacy coordinators to 
join the group, and recruited a number of them to open 
their classrooms to the camera so that their own video 
cases could be included in the PDS2 library. 
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Experimentation with the use of video case-based 
methods for the professional development of teach-
ers—based on effective use of written case models  from 
the business, medical and legal fields — has begun to 
define the value the case approach holds for the im-
provement of teaching and learning (Merseth, 1996; 

Sherin, 2004; St. John & 
Stokes, 2003). More specifi-
cally, this experimentation 
suggests three ways in which 
cases can be used effective-
ly: 1) as exemplars of “best 
practices,” 2) as tools with 
which to practice analysis 
and decision making, and 3) 
as catalysts to self reflection 
(Merseth, 1996). The PDS2 
library was designed to in-
clude video cases that would 
accommodate all three types 

of uses in order to make the system relevant for a va-
riety of learning purposes by users with varying needs 
and expertise.

As Pat and her team explored the PDS2 library 
during the focus group sessions, they looked for video 
cases that would help differentiate their professional 
development based on the needs of their teachers and 
students. They theorized, for example, that cases that 
modeled “best practices” would be most valuable for 
initiating teachers into new instructional practices and 
raising their awareness and understanding of the dis-
trict’s vision for literacy instruction. As one literacy 
coordinator observed: “A couple teachers are first year 
teachers and they just wanted some more experience of 
what does this look like? one was a kindergarten teach-
er and she wanted to see what writing workshop might 
look like in a kindergarten classroom. She just wanted 
another picture and so we went in and looked at a video 
of a lesson and just talked about the structure. It was 
kind of a procedural thing in some respects...”

They also hoped that by organizing shared op-
portunities for viewing and discussing multiple ex-
amples of what was possible, including examples 
captured in anonymous classrooms but also in their 
own demonstration classrooms, they might provide a 
safe entry point and motivation for reluctant teachers 
to join their peers in the instructional change process. 

The team’s experiences in the focus group sessions 
helped them see possibilities for using PDS2 resources 

to increase the depth of implementation of the literacy 
framework. They wanted to develop strategies for using 
these resources to deepen the practice in classrooms 
where teachers were “doing the framework” and had 
reached a level of technical or procedural competence 
but were not yet skilled at aligning their instruction 
with student needs. Researchers have pointed out that 
teachers need continued and varied levels of support 
to progress from the stage of procedural competence 
to a stage in which they have internalized  the ability 
to size up the complex situations of everyday teaching 
and learning and to adjust their instruction appropri-
ately (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Stein & D’Amico, 2002; 
Van Es & Sherin, 2002). Getting to this stage requires 
practice observing and analyzing teaching and learn-
ing, and the use of video cases can extend opportuni-
ties to get this practice. PDS2 designers have taken 
the stance that cases that capture complex everyday 
instruction, including commonly occurring dilemmas, 
can be particularly effective tools for this work. They 
have included in the system’s library video cases that 
are not presented as “best practices” manuals for in-
struction, but rather as learning tools to help teachers 
hone their observation, analysis, and problem-solving 
skills and build their own professional judgment. 

Real Classrooms, Real Teaching,  
Real Students

Because the use of “best-practices” video for pro-
fessional development was a comfortable norm for the 
Mansfield team, some members were initially skeptical 
about the value of cases they felt contained more “prob-
lematic” elements of practice. One literacy coordinator, 
for example, noted, “I understand that it’s important 
for the videos to be about real classrooms. I understand 
your reasoning there, but—what if I want her to see 
more of a model lesson?” However, participation in the 
PDS2 learning group, where they had the opportunity 
to collectively analyze, debate, and hypothesize about 
the teaching and learning captured in these cases, 
brought about a shift in their thinking. As one partici-
pant put it, “I think videos that aren’t perfect should 
lead to a better conversation. If they were perfect, [we] 
wouldn’t really have much to talk about.” 

In focus group sessions, the literacy coordina-
tors often discussed the strength of the videos because 
they reflected real teaching and learning contexts as, 
in the past, some teachers had rejected videos that 

Researchers have  
pointed out that teachers 

need continued and  
varied levels of support  

to progress from the stage 
of procedural competence 

to a stage in which they 
have internalized the 
ability to size up the 

complex situations of 
everyday teaching...
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seemed too perfect commenting that it could only be 
done in that classroom, not classrooms in their district. 
The commentary by individual teachers, either writ-
ten or in video format, were appreciated by Connie 
who noted that “we looked at her comments after we 
watched the teaching of the lesson, just so they can 
hear her thinking about it. I thought it was a really 
good way for them to talk about a real life experience 
with a teacher telling her rationale for making the 
decision that she made. And it’s so funny after that 
training class, the next day, one of my kindergarten 
teachers said that it made her think about how she 
changed what was going on in her classroom and for 
three days afterwards, everyday, she would come up to 
me saying, ‘I can’t believe what they did.’” Jean found 
the range of videos helpful so she could “go to guided 
reading and just look at book introductions. I found 
one that was very conversational and one lesson where 
it was more teacher giving the question and students 
answering. I wanted them to see the difference. So, 
that was good—to actually see that difference.” 

The challenge for this group then became how 
to facilitate productive conversations around these cas-
es—conversations that would get past evaluative judg-
ments about whether the teaching is right or wrong to 
deeper discussions based on analyses of the evidence of 
student learning and reflection on the implications for 
instructional decision-making. Through the process of 
selecting video cases and designing prompts to pro-
mote this type of inquiry and discussion participants 
began to realize they had the tendency to focus too 
much on structural and procedural issues when look-
ing at and discussing the video cases. This realization, 
in turn, led some to reflect on what the focus of their 
classroom observations as school-based coaches had 
been and how they might re-think how they facili-
tated coaching conversations. Deb, for example, ob-
served “I’m beginning to look at the video with more 
of a critical eye, from a coach’s perspective. It’s been 
hard to create questions to lead our discussion toward 
deeper reflection but I’m beginning to think in a dif-
ferent way.” Based on these learning group experi-
ences, each Mansfield literacy coordinator began to 
formulate plans to establish similar learning Groups in 
their schools with the hope that it might help extend 
and enhance their conversations about teaching and 
learning, and in the process stimulate action-taking.

Forming	School-based	PDS2	 
Learning Groups

As the Mansfield literacy coordinators took PDS2 
into their school-based work, they experimented with 
a variety of uses and tested out their theories about 
how access to these shared resources might support 
the change process. Deb, for example, was working 
with a group of teachers who had no prior experience 
with the literacy framework and noted, “We’ve had 
a lot of success in our initial class using the videos. 
I think we’ve chosen some really good ones.” This is 
an example of Merseth’s first category of video use—
exemplars. With a group of more experienced teach-
ers in another school, Stacey selected videos based on 
questions and issues that came up at team meetings. 
These videos were used as a catalyst for joint problem-
solving using the video as a shared resource. Within 
the safe space of an anonymous video, teachers could 
practice their analysis of student learning, teaching, 
and decision-making. Stacy explained that “I can find 
the video asset and take it to a grade level meeting 
based on whatever questions that they may have. So, if 
they want to see how a teacher supports students dur-
ing a guided reading lesson or what kind of language 
she uses when that kid has stopped at a specific word 
or what kind of things or strategies or whatever, I’ll 
say, next Tuesday, let’s get together in the computer 
lab and let’s work this through.” In this context, the 
videos were used to fine-tune teachers’ decision-mak-
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ing skills and think through a problem of practice, an 
example of Merseth’s second use of video. 

Literacy coordinators also reported that they used 
the video cases for their work with individual teachers 
in ways that led to self-reflection, Merseth’s third cat-
egory of video case use. One of Teresa’s kindergarten 
teachers had been thinking about how writing work-
shop was going in her kindergarten classroom. “She 
didn’t feel comfortable enough with what she was 
doing. She just wanted another picture so we went in 
and looked at one of the lessons and talked about the 
mini lesson and how she carried that through her whole 
lesson too.” The web-based access enabled Teresa to 
use a particular video in the midst of a coaching ses-
sion simply by logging on to the classroom computer. 
Watching the teaching and learning in another class-
room together provided a rich opportunity for Teresa 
and the teacher to talk about writing workshop and 
move from reflection into action as the teacher contin-
ued to explore how writing workshop could support 
her kindergarten students as writers. When a teacher 
asked Ron some questions during a coaching session 
about a video he had shown in class he quickly ac-
cessed the clip and told the teacher, “Instead of me 
answering the question, let’s go back and look at it 

and see if you can answer the question yourself based 
on what you see.” Ron reflected on his use of PDS2 
and commented, “that it worked real well.” 

Their work with PDS2 has begun to reach more 
teachers and deepen practice. This collaboration has 
provided literacy coordinators with a useful tool that 
they have been able to put to use in a variety of ways. 
At the same time, using the tool as part of this re-
search and development initiative and working with 
university personnel have begun to challenge their 
ideas about how to use video resources; pushed them 
to think about the extent to which and the ways they 
support teacher reflection; developed their ideas for 
fostering reflection; and given them experience as they 
have tried the ideas in their schools. 

Using	Data	to	Plan	for	the	Future

Pat and Joyce studied the district’s fall Ohio 
Third Grade Reading Achievement scores between 
2004 and 2006 for insights into the effectiveness of the 
district’s efforts since 2003, the year that each elemen-
tary building had a trained literacy coordinator (see 
Table 1). The percentage of third grade students in 
the Limited Range had dropped from 49.2% to 36% 
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with corresponding rises in the percentage of students 
in the Basic Range from 20.1% to 23% and the A+ 
or Above Proficient range from 30.8% to 42%. These 
early results are an encouraging indication that the lit-
eracy initiatives in Mansfield are supporting student 
learning and moving students from the Limited Range 
to higher achievement. However, there is still more 
work to be done that involves students, educators at 
every level, parents, and the community. 

The changes in Mansfield City Schools since 
1995 have been based on two important beliefs. The 
first recognizes the importance of investing in teachers 
as the instructional decision-maker with a deep un-
derstanding of how children learn and ways teachers 
can foster students’ development as readers and writ-
ers. To do so requires high quality staff development 
beyond the one-shot, make-it-take-it inservices of the 
past. Hiebert, Gallimore, and Stigler argue that “there 
is a growing consensus that professional development 
yields the best results when it is long-term, school-
based, collaborative, focused on students’ learning, 
and linked to curricula” (2002, p. 3). However, these 
goals for professional development are not reached 
quickly or easily. The second key belief in Mansfield 
is that teacher learning does not happen overnight or 
within a context of switching reading programs every 
few years. Instead, leadership in Mansfield City Schools 
has committed their resources to developing instruc-
tion leaders for every classroom to meet the needs of 
every child. And, they have not been alone along the 
way. Their long-standing partnership with The Ohio 
State University faculty expanded into a multi-univer-
sity collaboration that has provided the district with 
university-level support and the chance for the uni-
versities to trial new technological tools in pursuit of 
deepening teacher understandings to support student 
literacy learning. 

Coburn (2003) writes with concern that “the his-
tory of public school is replete with evidence of reforms 
that barely scratched the surface of schooling, failing 
to reach into the classroom to influence instruction” 
(p. 4) and argues that “to be ‘at scale’ reforms must 
affect deep and consequential change in classroom 
practice” (p. 4). Mansfield City Schools has been able 
to leverage their collaborative relationships to involve 
a range of outside institutions and university person-
nel to gain access to expertise and resources beyond 
their own internal capacity. Supported by the district’s 
commitment to long-term professional development, 

this multi-faceted partnership is working toward im-
plementing literacy reform in Mansfield City Schools 
with both breadth and depth to support the ultimate 
goal of increasing the literacy achievement of young 
readers and writers. 

Authors’ Note: Support for the focus group ses-
sions was provided through a grant from the Martha 
Holden Jennings Foundation. PDS2 was developed 
with funding from the MacArthur Foundation and the 
William Flora Hewlett Foundation.

The work described here has been supported 
by a Teacher Quality Grant from the Institute for 
Educational Sciences, R305M040086, “Can Literacy 
Professional Development be improved with Web-
Based Collaborative Learning tools?: A Randomized 
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Multiple Intelligences: Analysis of a 
Language Arts Curriculum

With the new No Child Left 
Behind Act, schools and teach-
ers are being expected to teach 

to every child’s needs. Teachers are feeling the demands 
of teaching to the test and lack time to create appropri-
ate lessons that allow each child to strive. Each child has 
talents and weaknesses that can either help or hinder 
their learning. The latter should not be the case. We 
should be encouraged “to ask not how smart a child 
is but, how are they smart” (Rettig, 2005, p. 255). 
Gardner (1993) has discovered eight intelli gences that 
each person possesses with levels of interest and abil-
ity varying, depending on the intelligence. “Most chil-
dren fall somewhere in between highly developed in 
some intelligences, modestly developed in others, and 
relatively underdeveloped in the rest” (Stanford, 2003,  
p. 81). Teachers need to help students become aware 
of and support aspects of their intelligence profiles 
which are areas of strengths as well as less developed 
areas (Hopper & Hurry 2000). 

We need to look at these intelligences and 
select the highly developed intelligences within indi-
vidual children to push their learning even further. 
Hickey (2004) found that when students find their 
own area(s) of learning strength, they begin to dem-
onstrate excitement and pride in their work. Lash ex-
plains, “in order to assist our children in getting the 
most from their learning experiences, we first must 
identify the areas of intelligence in which each child 
excels” (2004, p. 13). Lash (2004) also mentioned that 
she believes each child has not just one, but two, more 
developed intelligences and the rest are a unique blend 
of low to medium abilities. 

Because each child is unique and learns in dif-
ferent ways it is obvious that one particular teaching 
method will not work for all children at all times. 
Teachers would greatly benefit their students if they 
use a wide variety of teaching methods that expose 
students to numerous learning experiences (Stanford 
2003). Consider Lego building blocks and being re-
quired to only use the rectangular block to build with; 
our ability to build structures would be limited. If we 
had various types of blocks that could be intercon-
nected in different ways, we could build a plethora 
of patterns and structures that provide more com-
plex designs . The implementation of diverse teaching 
methods and their connection to the multiple intel-
ligences works in the same way. 

What are the Multiple Intelligences?

The multiple intelligences were developed by 
Howard Gardner as he originally described seven 
differen t intelligences people demonstrate with an 
eighth intelligence being added later (1993). The eight 
intelligences include: linguistic, logical-mathematical, 
spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, in-
tra personal, and naturalist. The ninth intelligence 
currently being discussed is existentialism (Gardner, 
2006).

The linguistic intelligence focuses on being 
word smart. People who have high linguistic intel-
ligence are good spellers, have a good memory for 
names, places, dates, and trivia. The logical-mathe-
matical intelligence focuses on being number smart 
with some reasoning skills. These people enjoy playing 
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strategy games like chess and checkers and are will-
ing to spend lots of time working on logic puzzles. 
Spatial intelligence is geared toward picture smarts 
with images. Spatially intelligent people enjoy jigsaw 
puzzles and other visual activities; they are good at 
using many details to describe events. Musical intel-
ligence focuses on tone, rhythm, and timbre and is 
categorized as music smart. Musically gifted learners 
enjoy playing musical instruments, singing, or collect-
ing music. The next intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic, 
focuses on the whole body and the hands and is body 
smart. The people who are highly developed in the 
bodily-kinesthetic intelligence have a difficult time sit-
ting still and need to touch things in order to learn 
more about them. Interpersonal intelligence is dem-
onstrated when children have a developed social un-
derstanding and are people smart. They have good 
people skills, have many friends and enjoy socializing 
with others in large and small groups. Intrapersonal 
individuals can understand themselves well and are 
self-smart. Self-smart individuals display a strong will 
and an independent spirit; they have a realistic sense 
of their strengths and weaknesses. The eighth intel-
ligence is the naturalistic intelligence where children 
have an understanding and connection with nature. 
If people demonstrate this last discovered intelligence, 
they may possibly be pet lovers, enjoy gardening, and 
are generally ecologically aware (Lash, 2004). 

When we look at these intelligences, we must 
consider how we are going to incorporate each of them 
into our classrooms so each child’s strengths can be 
supported and further developed. “The master code 
of this learning style model is simple: for whatever 
you wish to teach, link your instructional objective to 

words, numbers or logic, pictures, music, the body, social in-
teraction, personal experience and/or nature” (Armstrong, 
1994, p. 26). 

Ways We Can Incorporate the Multiple 
Intelligences into the Classroom

When planning a lesson it is imperative to think 
about the following questions that highlight the mul-
tiple intelligences: 

How can I use the spoken or written word? 
How can I bring in numbers, calculations, 
logic, classifications, or critical thinking? 
How can I use visual aids, visualization, 
color, art, metaphor, or visual organizers? 
How can I bring in music or environmen-
tal sounds, or set key points in a rhythm 
or melody? How can I involve the whole 
body, or hands-on experiences? How can I 
engage students in peer or cross-age shar-
ing, cooperative learning, or large-group 
simulation? How can I evoke personal 
feelings or memories, or give students 
choices? (Armstrong, 1994, p. 27).

Along with asking questions, teachers must 
think beyond the norm. As teachers broaden their ho-
rizons and begin to include intelligences they will find 
themselves expanding their knowledge of techniques, 
tools, and strategies beyond the usually taught lin-
guistic and logical ones (Campbell, 1997). 

Michael Rettig (2005) explains how the eight in-
telligences can be incorporated into learning through 
toys and play materials, lesson plans, and centers 
(2005). “When teachers center lessons on the students’ 
needs, it optimizes learning for the whole class. Each 
of the intelligences has potential in every learner and 
it is part of a teacher’s job to nurture and help the chil-
dren develop their own intelligences” (Nolen, 2003, p. 
119). However, teachers do not have to develop nine 
different lesson plans. Instead, they should develop 
rich learning activities that nurture each student’s 
mixture of intelligences (Moran, 2006). Teachers must 
learn how to integrate what they are doing in order to 
allow more students to connect with their strengths. 
Stanford (2003) suggests that teachers use textbooks 
as a guideline only and focus on providing varied op-
portunities for students to learn and show evidence of 
learning (2003).
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Ways We Can Evaluate Using the Multiple 
Intelligences

When teachers are using the multiple intelli-
gence theory for teaching and learning in the class-
room, they must look at how they are assessing 
children and change the way they assess student learn-
ing based on their instruction (Chapman 1993). Some 
examples of changes in assessment include: logs and 
journals, graphic organizers, observational checklists, 
video samples, rubrics, portfolios, impersonations, 
dramatizations, creating concept songs and raps, link-
ing music and rhythm with concepts, explaining to 
or teaching another, autobiographical reporting, and 
hands-on labs/demonstrations. Using these differ-
ent forms allows students to adapt their learning to 
how they learn best and share those experiences with 
others. The “evaluation must be completed in a more 
subjective manner so that assessments and test can ac-
count for various learning styles and reveal the kinds 
of knowledge that each individual has, rather than ex-
pecting or assuming that all learners have the same 
learning styles and should be able to demonstrate 
their knowledge of the material exactly the same way” 
(Lash, 2004. p. 15). 

An important part of developing new assess-
ment tools is to make sure that they are measuring 
the correct things. New assessments that are devel-
oped should not focus on whether or not students can 
gather knowledge on a topic, but rather if the students 
can develop the ability to use skills and strategies ap-
propriately for various situations (Stanford, 2003). 

Multiple Intelligences in the Classroom to 
Promote Better Education

Research has shown that using the multiple in-
telligences to teach children is effective. In relation to 
the importance of getting along with others, Moran 
(2006) found that multiple intelligences in the class-
room helps to develop “collaboration across students…
students with compatible profiles can work together 
to solidify and build on strengths” (p. 24). 

Using multiple intelligences in the classroom 
leads to students developing their strengths and being 
able to use those strengths to become life-long learn-
ers. “They are able to learn and improve their intel-
ligences through their lives” (Brewer, 2005) which 
supports the idea that the children are developing 

skills to help them with problems they might come 
upon in real life (p. 19). 

This study examined which intelligences were 
found in the newly adopted language arts curriculum 
at an Early Childhood Education Center in southwest 
Ohio. The researcher, a first grade teacher, analyzed 
three units of study in the curriculum to see which 
multiple intelligences were included and which were 
missing. Emphasis was placed on more about what 
needs to be added to a language arts curriculum for 
all children to learn best. This study also sought to 
discover activities that can strengthen the curriculum 
and assist teachers with children’s learning. 

The results from this study show the signifi-
cant difference in the diversity of multiple intelligenc-
es used within the language arts curriculum units. The 
linguistic and interpersonal intelligences are included 
in all of the 30 lessons. Spatial and intrapersonal in-
telligences are found in at least 23 of the 30 lessons 
though they overlap in a number of lessons there are 
some lessons in which they are separate. The musical 
and bodily-kinesthetic intelligences are found in 8 les-
sons, again, with some overlap but with some lessons 
only highlighting one of these intelligences. The least 
emphasized intelligences were logical-mathematical 
(highlighted in four lessons) and naturalistic (high-
lighted in one lesson). The language arts units that 
were studied show a heavy emphasis on linguistic, spa-
tial, interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences. The 
logical-mathematical, musical bodily-kinesthetic and 
naturalistic intelligences were highlighted in fewer of 
the language arts lessons. 
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Amount of Intelligences in Each Lesson

The results from this study show that of the 
thirty lessons analyzed the minimum number of in-
telligences included in a lesson was three with the 
maximum of seven. The average number of multiple 
intelligences in each lesson is 4.23. The one lesson that 
included seven multiple intelligences could be brought 
to teachers’ attention as it seems to be a model of what 
an ideal multiple intelligence lesson would look like. 
The majority of the lessons had between three and five 
multiple intelligences represented in the procedures.

The findings from this study provide insight to 
which multiple intelligences are being included in a 
language arts curriculum for early childhood children. 
There seems to be an imbalance to the use of multiple 
intelligences in language arts’ lesson planning devel-
opment. Teachers, curriculum leaders, and adminis-
trators will hopefully use this knowledge to choose 
language arts curriculum that supports the needs 
of all children. If a school already has an established 
language arts curriculum, they may consider adding 
additional activities to the lessons to allow some of 
the least emphasized multiples intelligences (logical-
mathematical, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, and natu-
ralistic) to be developed.

The developers of this program have an impor-
tant role to play in the inclusion of multiple intelli-
gences. Research shows that children learn best when 
numerous multiple intelligences are presented for 
the children to experience. What role do the teachers 
need to take? The teachers need to understand how 
their children learn best. After they have gathered 

information about how their children learn, they need 
to include language arts activities that allow children to 
gain the most knowledge and understanding through 
meaningful, quality experiences. Some suggestions for 
each multiple intelligence are listed below:

Linguistic Intelligence: play memory 
games, use trivia questions, explain more 
for deeper understandings, and include 
talking with others in partners, groups, 
and whole group settings

Logical-Mathematical Intelligence: cre-
ate problems that allow children to use 
vocabulary to explain how to solve the 
problems, use numbers to label charts and 
whole group activities, allowing children 
to make tables and graphs to represent 
their findings

Spatial Intelligence: give children the 
opportunity to take pictures of items that 
represent vocabulary words, talk about 
white space in pictures and graphs,  when 
making a list of word families draw the il-
lustrations on the board to help the chil-
dren understand the words you are using

Musical Intelligence: instead of doing 
all pencil/paper or verbal retellings, allow 
students to create songs or raps to explain 
what has happened in the book they read, 
when doing the word family brainstorm-
ing activities sing “Down by the Bay” and 
have the child add the rhyming words to 
the end, use the songs as transitions from 
directions to the activity to reinforce what 
they are suppose to be doing

Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence: act 
out what molecules act like when they are 
changing from solid to liquid to gas, in-
clude dramas, puppet shows, taking field 
trips around the building to observe and 
record or to find new vocabulary, do jump-
ing jacks when practicing spelling new 
words

Interpersonal Intelligence: instead of 
just partner activities, take it one step fur-
ther and create a partner or small group 
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project, the children work together over 
an extended period of time to develop a 
project to present to the class

Intrapersonal Intelligence: give children 
space to stop and think without interrup-
tions, ask questions that allow children 
to reflect upon their own experiences in a 
journal, connect with the vocabulary in a 
personal way in their journals

Naturalistic Intelligence: go outside and 
observe nature to help connect with sto-
ries and vocabulary the students are learn-
ing, have the children plant a tree or bush 
and have them write stories about how it 
changes throughout the year, allow them 
to read to a pet therapy dog.

School districts could develop a committee of 
teachers and/or curriculum directors to review lan-
guage arts lessons to see which multiple intelligences 
are included. This committee would be able to study 
the strengths and weaknesses of the language arts cur-
riculum in relation to the multiple intelligences being 
emphasized. Understanding how students learn and 
adapting curriculum to fit the students’ needs is ulti-
mately what makes for quality teaching. 
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Appendix A 
Data	Collection	Grid

Linguistic
Logical-

Mathematical
Spatial Musical

Bodily-
Kinesthetic

Interpersonal Intrapersonal Naturalistic

4-1 X X X
4-2 X X X X
4-3 X X X
4-4 X X X X
4-5 X X X X X X X
4-6 X X X X X X
4-7 X X X X X
4-8 X X X X
4-9 X X X
4-10 X X X X X

8-1 X X X
8-2 X X X X X
8-3 X X X X
8-4 X X X X
8-5 X X X X X
8-6 X X X X X
8-7 X X X X
8-8 X X X X
8-9 X X X X
8-10 X X X

12-1 X X X
12-2 X X X X
12-3 X X X X
12-4 X X X X X
12-5 X X X X
12-6 X X X X X
12-7 X X X X
12-8 X X X X
12-9 X X X X
12-10 X X X X X

Linda H. Plevyak, Ph.D. is an associate professor of teacher education at the University of Cincinnati. You can contact 
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By Brian Woerner 

I Am A Teacher

Every fall I tell my classes I was not always good 
at English. They cock their heads and squint at me 
like skeptics: am I being sincere, or is this a ploy to 
establish rapport? I tell them I had a hard time under-
standing poetry, and my high school research paper on 
English castles earned me a disappointing C minus.

Immediately the hands go up. “Wait a second,” 
someone says. “So why did you become an English 
teacher?”

Like most people who identify themselves as 
teachers, I am a product of a long line of great edu-
cators. My students, however, are quick to recall the 
injurious ones—“She humiliated me in front of the 
class!”; “I can’t believe he said my drawing was poor!” 
—but they also remember the first book a teacher put 
into their hands, a glowing comment at the end of an 
essay. At the beginning of the year, I share with my 
students my own “indelible” teachers, the ones who 
have left a distinct fingerprint on my life by their com-
passion, their rigor, their passion and vision. I stop just 
short of expressing that, in addition to their individual 
spirit, they are also a record of the people they have 
known and the books they have read. It’s something 
I hope they’ll experience later on in my course: why 
Odysseus’ journey is more important than the destina-
tion, why Hester Prynne is more than the sum of her 
decisions.

This fall marks my sixth year in the profession. 
When I mentioned to a relative that I was now able 
to apply for tenure at my high school, she scrunched 
up her face and asked, “Do you really plan on staying 
much longer?” I am well aware of the rampant burn-
out, the drain and strain that causes too many young 

and talented teachers to leave the classroom for good. 
I’m also aware of my generation’s habit of moving 
around from career to career, the modern-day odyssey 
of finding oneself. 

What has kept me teaching all this time? It isn’t 
the grading. Or the dental insurance.

I teach because of those class discussions that get 
interrupted by the bell.

I teach because a good audience hook in a stu-
dent’s essay is better to me than any movie trailer, 
anytime.

I teach because I’m always curious.
I teach because I like hanging around words.
I teach because at least one former student al-

ways asks if I still do my one-man five-minute perfor-
mance of Romeo and Juliet, voices and all.

I teach because every movie about teachers never 
seems to get it quite right.

I teach because of the beaming seniors who run 
into my classroom waving college acceptance letters or 
employment applications or military registrations.

I teach because I think my students ought to 
meet at least one person whose idea of an “American 
Idol” is Walt Whitman or Ralph Waldo Emerson.

As I write this essay, my seniors are reading 
Beowulf, my freshmen are brainstorming themes for 
short stories, and my juniors are learning about Puritans 
in America. How much of this will they remember next 
year? Perhaps the question is a bit naïve; after all, how 
much of this will they remember tomorrow? In that re-
gard, teaching feels like a Sisyphean task. My students 
forget literary terms as often as they forget bringing 
pen and paper to class. Each year feels like a return to 
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square one, no matter what grade level I’m teaching. 
“What is a topic sentence? What’s a transition? Who 
remembers how to set up an outline?”

Most of my friends are in other careers, lucra-
tive jobs in business or technology. I knew that was 
never the path for me. My vocation is also my avoca-
tion - where else can I get paid to work with language 
and literature all day? My students learn about Nobel 
Prizes. They hear a good poem every day. They know 
how to get me off topic by asking about the current U. 
S. Poet Laureate, and stare in shock as I recite Pulitzer 
Prize winners with as much reverence as if they were 
presidents. When my seniors explore careers later this 
month, I know many of them will look for the money. 
Some will inherit the family business. Only a few are 
thinking of teaching. The other day, the guidance 
counselor came in my room and talked about future 
plans with my seniors.

“What do you want to do with your life?” he 
asked as he stood by my podium. “Ask yourself what 
you’d like to be.”

I thought about the difference between doing 
and being. At first, they seemed like such disparate ele-
ments. What I do: grade papers, make lesson plans, 
resist doodling in faculty meetings with minimal suc-
cess. What I am: inquisitive, kind-hearted, exacting. 
Surely, my students will be more than their jobs? 
Surely, my life isn’t measured in the foot-steps taken 
between my desk and the blackboard, like Prufrock 
and his coffee spoons?

But then, like any good reader of literature, I 
looked at the question another way. I could probably 
have been a good shoe salesman. I might have been a 
successful accountant. But there is no other career in 
my mind that fits me like this one. The person I am is 
the blueprint for the life-work that I do. I don’t teach 
because I’m all out of options, or because I will never 
become a good novelist. 

I teach because I am who I am. To paraphrase the 
poet Rumi, the beauty I love is what I do. I am a word, 
a whole book, on fire. I am a fire. I am a teacher.

Brian Woerner teaches English at Troy High School in Troy, Ohio. He is also a member of the Ohio Writing Project at 
Miami University.
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By  Autumn Tooms 
 Kent State University

Diversity Matters: A Look at the 
Simple, the Not So Simple

I have come to understand that experience 
in the classroom brings opportunities to 
col lect sure fire lesson plans, lists of books 

that make perfect gifts, openers to class discussions, 
learning from colleagues, and class projects … Like 
the mythic John Keating in The Dead Poets Society, I 
use my repertoire to help strategize the best way to 
inspire my students to fearlessly consider the simple 
and not so simple. 

It is at this juncture of the simple and not so 
simple that I have been finding myself lately in rela-
tion to the word diversity. I have bled through a forest 
of legal pads and an army of Sharpie markers trying 
to understand, write about, and teach this word. The 
term is anything but simple and I have recently come 
to the following list of ideas and texts that help me 
consider diversity with my students:

1.	Diversity	is	not	just	about	color

When I hear or read the word diversity, the first 
thing that comes to mind is a kind of ethnic binary – 
something like “black and white.” Of course, this is 
a gross error. Perhaps instead, I think “Yes I know, 
black, white, brown… all the colors of the rainbow, 
blah, blah, blah.” Wrong again. In fact, “Diversity re-
fers to difference along the contours of race, gender, 
religion, and sexual identity” (West, 2004). To believe 
that diversity is best defined by one contour, such as 
skin color, is not only outmoded thinking, it is naïve. 
One of the biggest reasons for this kind of binary 

thinking is a concept directly related to diversity that 
is not often discussed outside the walls of academe: 
Hegemony. 

2.	If	you	are	going	to	talk	about	 
diversity, then you had better talk  
about hegemony

Hegemony is defined in terms of  how groups or 
individuals can maintain their dominance over other 
groups of individuals in a society via coercion rather 
than violence (Gramsci, 1971). This phenomenon is 
achieved through persuading those in the subordinate 
group to accept, adopt, and internalize the dominant 
group’s definition of what is normal (Kumashiro, 2004). 
Veiled oppression such as this is achieved via mecha-
nisms such as the media and school curriculum which 
are used to inculcate and maintain this viewpoint and 
the power of the dominant class (Apple, 2001). Those 
who are subjected to hegemony are rarely aware of it 
because messages of what is normal permeate every 
pore of society through symbols, language, and other 
cultural structures influenced by the dominant group. 
For example, feminists would argue that examples of 
hegemony include television programs of the 1950’s 
that depict women only in the role of housewife or 
school curricula that allowed only boys to enroll in in-
dustrial arts classes and only girls to enroll in home 
economics classes. In terms of sexual identity, it can be 
argued that the heterosexist nature of school curricula 
is hegemonic because it rarely depicts anything other 
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than heterosexual relationships as normal (Capper, 
1999). Critical race theorists would argue that there 
are constant cultural messages in which it normalcy is 
depicted in such a way that those who are not Anglo 
are intellectually inferior but athletically superior 
(hooks, 1991). Thus, the problem we have in society is 
that many of us fail to recognize that diversity (i.e. dif-
ference) is the norm and that some of us live a life of privilege 
and others do not. Privilege, in this context, does not 
refer to monetary wealth, but rather to a “taken for 
granted” kind of existence that is easy to see only by 
those who do not have it. 

3.	Teaching	effectively	is	dependant	on	the	
contextual framework of the teacher 

I believe that part of the way we, as teachers, 
can find inspiration and courage as educational lead-
ers is to increase not only our sphere of influence, 
but also to deepen our understanding of the discus-
sions surrounding issues of diversity. With that said, 
I offer a few pieces of literature focused on issues of 
diversity. One of the most earth shattering articles 
about white privilege was written in 1988 by Peggy 
Macintosh. This seminal work entitled White Privilege 
and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming To See 
Correspondences through Work in Women’s Studies.” uses 
the metaphor of unpacking a knapsack to articulate 
the struggle of coming to understand the concept of 
white privilege. Macintosh noted: 

…whites are carefully taught not to rec-
ognize white privilege, as males are taught 
not to recognize male privilege. So I have 
begun in an untutored way to ask what it 
is like to have white privilege. I have come 
to see white privilege as an invisible pack-
age of unearned assets that I can count 
on cashing in each day, but about which 
I was “meant” to remain oblivious. White 
privilege is like an invisible weightless 
knapsack of special provisions, maps, pass-
ports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools, and 
blank checks. Describing white privilege 
makes one newly accountable. My school-
ing gave me no training in seeing myself 
as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged 

person, or as a participant in a damaged 
culture. I was taught to see myself as an 
individual whose moral state depended 
on her individual moral will. My school-
ing followed the pattern my colleague 
Elizabeth Minnich has pointed out: whites 
are taught to think of their lives as mor-
ally neutral, normative, and average, and 
also ideal, so that when we work to benefit 
others, this is seen as work that will allow 
‘them” to be more like’ us. (1988, pp. 3)

In an effort to help others interpret what a cul-
ture of white dominance and privilege means in day-
to-day life, McIntosh generated a list of privileges 
taken for granted by those who were not members of 
an ethnically marginalized group. She recommended 
readers use the list as a tool to reflect and build em-
pathy to other oppressed groups. Her essay is of such 
import, that the phrase “unpacking privilege” is now 
common place among those who discuss and teach is-
sues related to difference.. 

In my own classes, I place a copy of Macintosh’s 
list on the overhead projector and ask my students to 
read through the items and identify what grabs their 
attention. I then ask them to explain why a particular 
item hits home. I also invite my students to brainstorm 
similar lists along the lines of male privilege, Christian 
privilege (in the United States), and heterosexual priv-
ilege. I have found that this classroom project fosters 
powerful conversations. 

Here are five sentences that encapsulate the tak-
en-for-granted privileges that some people enjoy who 
are not marginalized by hegemony. 

1. Celebrations of the holy days in my religion 
take place regularly in my school, to the point 
where the teachers and students are excused 
from school in order to observe them. 

2. I am free to publicly display affection for my 
partner, date, or spouse, when walking in a 
shopping mall, attending the prom, eating 
dinner in a restaurant, grocery shopping, run-
ning in a neighborhood park, or attending a 
school community event. 

3. If I were a successful athlete, physical edu-
cation, drama, art, or dance teacher, I could 
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feel confident that people will not assume my 
success is based on my sexual identity, gen-
der, ethnicity, or religion. 

4. I can do well in a challenging situation with-
out being called a credit to the group that 
shares my sexual identity, ethnicity, gender, 
or religion. 

5. If I choose to be assertive, or emotional, my ac-
tion will not be seen as the result of my sexual 
identity, gender, ethnicity, or religion. 

The powerful list unpacks the notion of privilege 
because it indicates that those who hold the majority 
of social power take privilege for granted. For example, 
heterosexual students don’t consider that they may be 
putting their health and safety in danger by admitting 
publicly who they find attractive and desirable. I ask 
my students to consider Mathew Shepard, the student 
who was murdered because he was openly gay. The 
concept of open and closed is rooted in discussions 
about “the closet”. This topic leads me to highly rec-
ommend Larry Gross’ “Contested Closets…”

Like it or not, our students are struggling to 
understand their own sexual identity. Because of ho-
mophobia, many of our students face depression and 
even suicide because there are not enough systems in 
place to help them understand and feel good about 
who they are. There are countless studies noting the 
relationship between bullying, sexual identity, along 
with the ever escalating suicide rate among gay teenag-
ers (Kumanshiro, 2001; Lugg, 2003). Contested Closets 
focuses on the politics of “outing” and examines this 
controversial issue from both sides of the argument 
through examinations of some historic outings of pub-
lic and not so public people in The United States. 

The puzzle of outing has proved a yeasty op-
portunity for my students to think about the fluid 
meanings of “right” and “wrong”, identity, and the 
consequences of “outing” their own friends. For ex-
ample, when a politician who has demonstrated that 
he is blatantly homophobic is outed, many cheer be-
cause he or she is revealed as a hypocrite. Is that a good 
thing? The politician suffers, yet the hypocrisy (and 
perhaps even the hegemony that contributed to his/
her hypocrisy) is revealed. However, what about the 
public persons who are outed, like the famous tennis 

star, Martina Navratilova? Is it acceptable for them 
to be robbed of their privacy and suffer public scru-
tiny over something that may have nothing to do with 
their public persona and how they earn a living? Some 
say yes it is acceptable; because “outing” helps to dem-
onstrate to society that there are many people who are 
members of the sexual minority, yet remain invisible 
because of hegemony and fear. Others say that outing 
is “bad” because it causes pain, embarrassment, and 
even the loss of employment, to those who are outed. 

Classroom teachers can consider diversity in 
brave ways that crawl into the souls of students and 
inspire them to consider the simple and the not so sim-
ple. This work is not for the faint of heart, but I argue 
that failing to do so may contribute to the alienation 
of some of our students because they are not given 
a voice. Our everyday efforts must push the cultural 
envelope in order to weave the confidence our students 
need so that they can think for themselves. No one 
has a more difficult or noble calling than we do. The 
work of honoring diversity requires stamina, commit-
ment, and a willingness to remain both learner and 
teacher. If we get overwhelmed, we must remember 
that perhaps our greatest challenge as educators must 
be our commitment to ensuring a learning environ-
ment based on equality for all of our students. 
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Culture Journal Writing Prompts
Submitted by Jessica Bennett 
Brookpark Middle School, Grove City, OH

Are you tired of using the same journal writing 
prompts every year? Is it difficult for you to incorpo-
rate culture and the diversity it celebrates into your 
classroom? Try something different! The following 
prompts can be used to ignite conversation in your 
classrooms. Try some today.

Culture Journal Writing Prompts
1. In which period of history would you have liked to 

have lived? How would the culture be different? 
How would life in general, be different?

2. Name four types of discrimination. How do you 
think they affect the people involved?

3. What impact would you like to make on the 
world? 

4. Do you think students in other parts of the coun-
try and in other parts of the world share your con-
cerns? Why or why not?

5. What are the disadvantages and advantages of 
being female? What are the disadvantages and ad-
vantages of being male?

6. What can people do to avoid physical and verbal 
fighting, while still defending themselves?

7. How might a person change after surviving a natu-
ral disaster?

8. How does government impact culture?

9. What is the worst problem facing the world today? 
What do you think people should do to help solve 
the problem?

10. How do movies and television programs affect rac-
ism and discrimination? 

11. Why do gangs exist? What do people see in gangs? 
Do they separate people or bring them together?

12. What do you think of Immigration Laws? Do you 
believe that anyone should be allowed to come to 
America? Why or why not?

13. How are different cultures portrayed through the 
media? Is this stereotyping? 

14. Are there any universals across cultures? What are 
they and what makes them universal?

15. How would you adapt if you had to move to a 
country where you knew nothing about the society 
or culture and did not speak the language? Would 
this be an easy or difficult transition?

16. What impact does fashion have on racial stereo-
types? Does it develop positive or negative views 
about individual cultures? 

17. Listen to the Martin Luther King, “I Have a 
Dream,” speech. Respond to how it made you feel. 
How does the crowd impact the mood? 

18. When people come to America from different 
countries should they have to learn how to speak 
English? Why? Whose responsibility is it to teach 
them?

19. How have the ways we view different cultures 
changed over time? Do you think they will con-
tinue to change? Think about specific cultures and 
use specific examples.
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The email tagline on my computer read “Megan’s 
Babysitter.” Intrigued, I opened it in my high school 
classroom. It read: 

Mrs. Cook, 

You don’t know me, but I was the baby-
sitter for one of your freshmen students. 
Megan has you for English and she wrote 
her Special Occasion Book for me and my 
family. I never knew that we had such 
an impact on her and her little brother! I 
cry every time I read it. When my friends 
come over who also know Megan, they 
read it with me and we cry again. Thank 
you so much. Please keep having kids do 
this assignment. 

Never before in my 31 years of teaching have 
I ever received thank-yous for a writing project that 

I assigned to my freshmen students. Then, in 2006, 
I added the Special Occasion Book as an assignment  
into my Honors 9 English class. This multi-genre 
 project has brought me the most rewarding  thanks 
imaginable. 

The project was an original writing idea de-
veloped out of a teacher scheduling conflict in 
Beavercreek City Schools in Beavercreek, Ohio. To 
celebrate the positive resolution of that conflict, the 
idea for Birthday Books or Special Occasion Books, as 
they’ve come to be called, emerged in 1992. A group 
of my friends, including both teachers and students, 
started the tradition of honoring someone by writing 
a storybook for that person and delivering the book to 
the recipient a chapter at a time. A gag gift also ac-
companied each chapter. The last delivery of the day 
was followed by a party, sometimes simple and other 
times elaborate. 

Special Occasion Books: The Gift of Love–Authentic Writing at its Best
Submitted by Jane Cook,  
Beavercreek City Schools, Beavercreek, OH

20. Are there cultural divisions within our school? 
Defend your opinion with examples.

21. What are some negative things you know about 
that go on in other parts of the world? What are 
some positive things you know about that go on in 
other parts of the world? 

22. Why is it important to address/talk about cultural 
differences? How can that improve society and 
prevent racism or can it? 

23. Who are some of the people responsible for the 
progress that has been made in the United States 
regarding racism and discrimination? How/Why 
did these people have such success?

24. What can you do to make people new to our coun-
try feel more comfortable and confident?

25. List stereotypes faced by different cultures.

26. Is public education sensitive to the needs of every 
culture? How? What could schools do to make it 
possible for every student to succeed?

27. How does your family impact who you become as 
an adult? What traits are passed down from one 
generation to the next?

28. What are some traditions your family shares? What 
makes your family unique? How is your family the 
same as other families?

29. How has technology brought different groups of 
people together? How has it separated people?

30. Think about famous rappers, actors or athletes. 
What makes you want to be like a celebrity?

31. What makes people different? What makes people 
the same?

32. Do you judge things that you may not understand? 
Why could this be harmful or helpful?

Jessica Bennett is an 8th grade teacher at Brookpark Middle School.  This is her fifth year teaching in South-Western 
City Schools.
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The success of implementing that writing proj-
ect in 2006 inspired me to use it in four classes last 
year and moved the idea up into my “keeper status” 
of useful and enjoyable writing assignments. The proj-
ect can be tied in to any number of areas or units. It 
applies to the elements of fiction, original story writ-
ing, grammar and punctuation, voice and perspective, 
mood and tone, graphic layout designs, art, poetry, 
music, photography, different novels that emphasize 
the importance of the individual or the force of love, 
and just about anything else you can think of! I choose 
to tie the Special Occasion Books to my Holocaust 
unit. My students write a Special Occasion Book to 
honor someone whom they love or whom they con-
sider influential in their lives. I point out to my classes 
that many survivors have said the ability to remember 
love is what allowed them to resist the Nazi’s dehu-
manizing treatment and, ultimately, allowed them to 
live. My presentation to my students is very graphic.

I place a large box wrapped as a present with 
ribbons and bows on a desk in the front of the room. 
Then I say, “Today, I bring you a present. It is the gift 
of love. (I open the large box and a mylar heart-shaped 
balloon pops out.) This writing project is called Special 
Occasion Books. It is an original idea, born from the 
imaginations of an eclectic group of people, who sim-
ply love one another. Like all things, this idea has a 
beginning.” Then I share a bit of the idea’s history and 
read them one of the books, one that is more general 
in nature. Most of the books do not make good read-
alouds. Because the stories are so closely tailored to the 
individual being honored and his/her loved ones, many 
private jokes are incorporated which are difficult for 
“outsiders” to understand. 

In class, I offer a few more ideas of plots and 
variations and then I have the students brainstorm 
by listing as many people as they can that they truly 
love, people who are special or who have been spe-
cial in their own lives. Next, I ask them to pick three 
whom they consider most important to them. Here I 
also ask that these three people be still living. I want 
them to be able to present the book if they so choose. 
It is important to note that you cannot write a good 
Special Occasion Book without really knowing the 
person well. You do not have to be personal friends 
with the person, but your interaction with the person 
must be more than a brief acquaintance. For example, 

one group of students wrote 
a story about their 8th grade 
band director, who was retir-
ing. They incorporated into 
their storyline all the songs 
that they had played for their 
concerts the year they had 
him as a band director. What 
a tribute! They also included 
jokes that had emerged dur-
ing the year during class and at their shows. It was 
clear he had made their lives better and he was loved. 
What a way to go out! My guess is that he will cherish 
that book more than any other retirement tribute he 
received. 

I model in-depth brainstorming by using the 
overhead and putting down a name of someone I have 
done a book for or the name of someone I am writ-
ing a book for at present. They follow suit and repeat 
this process for the three people they listed. Next, they 
share the information for the one they like the most 
with someone in the class. 

Following the sharing, I give them a handout, 
entailing what they will be doing. The handout lists 
the following information: 

• Select someone still living to honor with this 
project 

• Write alone or with a group. The group 
members need not be in this class, or in this 
school or in any school for that matter. The 
only requirement for group members is that 
they all love the honoree, too. 

• Create a storybook for this person. You may 
use any format or type of writing that seems 
appropriate to honor the individual . 

• Include a minimum of four chapters or sec-
tions and a maximum of seven. If you have an 
idea that varies from this, you need to run it 
by me for approval. 

• Make the story visually appealing and incor-
porate attractive layouts and paper. Pictures, 
drawings, clip art, and/or stickers, etc may be 
used to enhance the story. The book may be 
any size, but 8 ½” by 11” is the most com-
mon because of the ease of printing from the 
computer. 

I place a large box 
wrapped as a present 
with ribbons and bows on 
a desk in the front of the 
room. Then I say, “Today, 
I bring you a present. It is 
the gift of love....
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• List what gift would go with each chapter, 
but you do not have to purchase the gift. Gag 
gifts that pertain to the story somehow are 
usually chosen. 

• Celebrate! Present your book to the class. 

They are amazed that they may work with any-
one they want, even people not in this class, or not in 
this school, or even those folks who are not in school at 
all!! If students do not like group work, they may opt 
to create the book alone. The due date is set so that 
they have four to five weeks to complete their books. 

Most like a group or at least a partner. My 
students have written books for high school gradua-
tion, family traditions, weddings, father’s day and, of 
course, birthdays. One student even wrote a book for 
the high school choir director, making her the Muse of 
Choral Music. Another young lady wrote a book for 
her junior high youth group. It was about their mis-
sion trip and recaptured all the fun and love and learn-
ing that they had shared. She delivered her book one 
chapter a Sunday over several weeks during Sunday 
school. How clever! The types of books and stories are 
limited only by the imaginations of the writers. 

One young man this past year created his book 
on a web site and shared it in class as a multimedia 
presentation. He honored his mother, who is a chef, by 
creating a recipe and explaining how the ingredients 
went together to create love. 

Some stories are very realistic; others deal with 
dreams and goals of the honoree, still others go back 
to childhood remembrances. Many of the books dip 
into fantasy, using comic book, cartoon, and fairy-
tale storybook characters. One book written by my 

“birthday group” and me was a feminist spin on Snow 
White and the Seven Dwarfs! Narration for this story 
included these words, 

“It had been renamed Snow White and the 
Six Vertically Challenged. The playwright 
was making a statement of some sort. 
What were their names? Let’s see, they 
were Snarly, Crazy, Sneaky, Pushy, Handy 
and Perky” 

Special Occasion Books range from the very seri-
ous to slapstick comedies to satires of spoofs. They ref-
erence movies, television shows, and books- both old 
and new. One young man did a take-off of The Wizard 
of Oz in which his grandmother was transported to Oz 
and had to find her way home again. When students 
present their books in class, they seldom read them 
aloud. They usually just give an overview of what hap-
pens and who appears in the book. Each of these sto-
ries has tons of private jokes woven into it. Students 
will explain some of the jokes. This way we all get to 
share and I have some idea what the jokes mean when 
I actually read them. Then they explain what gifts 
would accompany each chapter if they were to actually 
present the book to the honoree. I do not make them 
actually buy the gifts, but some students do because 
they want to present their work and make the person 
they’ve written about feel loved. 

That first year of special occasion books, two 
girls came in my class one day and said, “You’re  
Mrs. Cook, right?” I nodded, wondering who they were 
and why my identity was important. “We just wanted 
to thank you for teaching that birthday book idea to 
Rachel. We’re part of her writing group and we gave 
the book to our friend yesterday during school. It was 
such a blast! She was so surprised! Everybody thought 
it was so cool! We felt happy just watching her. And 
we were kind of proud of ourselves, too.” I still can’t 
remember the names of those girls. But I can tell you 
I have never before had strangers come into my class 
and thank me for teaching anybody anything. It felt 
pretty good. The most touching thank-you came the 
next fall. Kristen came back and thanked me for hav-
ing assigned this book. She had written her book for 
her grandfather, celebrating their family traditions at 
her grandparents’ home, and had given it to him the 
past Easter. She had come back last year from Spring 
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Using African Children’s Literature to Promote Interest in the  
Election Process and Citizenship Education
Submitted by Loraine Moses Stewart 
Virginia	Commonwealth	University,	Richmond,	VA

“An understanding of civic ideals and practices 
of citizenship is critical to full participation in society 
and is a central purpose of the social studies” (National 
Council for the Social Studies, 1994, p. xii). Therefore, 
it is essential for elementary teachers to embrace civic 
engagement as both a practice and a set of skills that 
must be nurtured (Diamond, 1997). In 1994, the 
National Council for the Social Studies outlined a list 
of five questions that learners confront when studying 
ideals and practices of citizenship understanding. The 
questions were, “What is civic participation and how 
can I be involved? How has the meaning of citizen-
ship evolved? What is the balance between rights and 
responsibilities? What is the role of the citizen in the 
community and the nation, and as a member of the 
world community? How can I make a positive differ-
ence?” (p. 30).

During this period when our country is in the 
throes of a history-making election, it is an opportune 
time for elementary teachers to explore the answers to 
these questions with their students The themes sug-
gested by these questions can help build a framework 
for aligning civic ideals and practices. The award win-
ning international picture book The Day Gogo Went to 
Vote by Elinor Batezt Sisulu is the perfect resource to 
support this framework. There are several ways each 
question/theme can be explored in the classroom.

1. What is civic participation and how can 
I become involved? 

The Day Gogo Went to Vote focuses on the first 
election in South Africa where black South Africans 
were allowed to vote. It vividly depicts a 100 year 
old grandmother who is affectionately referred to 
as “Gogo” and her indomitable desire to vote in the 
April, 1994 election. In spite of the knowledge that 
she would either have to ride a crowded bus or walk 
to the polling station, Gogo was determined to par-
ticipate in the election. She explained her rationale to 
her great granddaughter, Thembi, after she contin-
ued to ask her why she wanted to vote so badly by 
stating, “Thembi, black people in South Africa have 
fought for many years for the right to vote. This is the 
first time we have a chance to vote for our own lead-
ers, and it might be my last. That is why I must vote, 
no matter how many miles I have to walk, no mat-
ter how long I have to stand in line!” (Sisulu, 1996, 
p. 14). Gogo’s strong words of conviction exemplified 
the type of spirit and attitude we would like to instill 
in all citizens. Many of our students have witnessed a 
renewed emphasis on the need and desire to cast their 
votes as they watched their parents and the country go 
through the months leading to the November 2008 
presidential election. 

Break all excited about the affect the book had had 
on her whole family. But now, she wanted to update 
me that her grandfather had died suddenly over the 
summer. Her grandma told her that the book had 
become one of his cherished possessions and he had 
shared it with a lot of his friends and neighbors. With 
that book, she had made him feel so proud. She also 
let me know that the book was really special to her 

grandma as well. She was glad she had shared her love 
while she could. 

These rewards might not equate to winning a 
Pulitzer or a Nobel Prize, but for me those unexpected 
thank-yous were of more value. The Special Occasion 
Book fulfills it mission. It allows for purposeful writ-
ing, limited only by the imaginations of the writers. 
More importantly, it perpetuates the cycle of love. 

Jane Cook is in her thirty-third year of teaching Speech and ninth grade English at Beavercreek High School. For the 
past seven years, she has also served as the Speech and Debate Coach.
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Teaching Suggestions
• Upper elementary students can get involved 

in the campaigning process by selecting one 
of the current presidential candidates and 
follow his or her campaign efforts for one 
month. A cooperative learning strategy such 
as jigsaw could be used to allow the students 
to share their information with classmates. A 
mock election could be the culminating activ-
ity to allow students to experience the voting 
process.

• Upper elementary and middle school students 
can research then compare and contrast the 
history of voting in South Africa with voting 
in the United States. 

• The lesson outlined on Michelle Mea cham’s 
web page titled, “South Africa: The Day the 
Apartheid Ended” can be taught to early el-
ementary students. It can be found at http://
teacherlink.ed.usu.edu/tlresources/units/byrnes-afri-
ca/micmea/index.htm (Utah State University).

2.	How	has	the	meaning	of	citizenship	
evolved? 

A brief glance into the evolution of citizenship 
in South Africa is alluded to in The Day Gogo Went to 
Vote when Gogo shares the many stories of her life and 
her ancestors’ with her great granddaughter, Thembi. 
Yet, the biggest change regarding citizenship is the 
center of the story as Gogo fights to participate in her 
newly acquired ability to exercise her right to vote. 

Teaching Suggestions
• Upper elementary and middle school students 

can begin the process of examining the evolu-
tion of citizenship in South Africa by taking a 
closer look at citizenship in the United States. 
They can begin with the days of slavery when 
Africans and African Americans were viewed 
as property instead of citizens then create a 
time line that depicts the changing faces 
of citizenship for African Americans in the 
United States. 

• As a means of completing the first sugges-
tion, students can use index cards to write 
a definition of citizenship for each period of 

time examined. Displaying and examining 
the cards in a timeline format will provide 
students with a visual of the events, plus al-
low them to have a vivid look at how the defi-
nition of citizenship has changed over time.

3.	What	is	the	balance	between	rights	and	
responsibilities? 

The extent to which Gogo was willing to go in 
order to vote implied that she viewed voting as a right 
and a responsibility of which she planned to take full 
advantage. Finding a balance between rights and re-
sponsibilities can often be a challenge for not only chil-
dren but adults alike. The fact that so many Americans 
fail to vote is a prime example of how some individu-
als don’t view their right to vote as a responsibility. 
Thembi’s many questions about the voting process 
while at the polling station with Gogo clearly implied 
that she wanted to know more about it. In fact, she 
asked so many questions that her mother finally told 
her to stop asking so many questions. Nevertheless, 
Thembi showed that voting was a right and responsi-
bility that she was looking forward to and preparing 
for when she stated, “I have to ask questions so I will 
be prepared to vote by the time I am eighteen years 
old” (Sisulu, 1996, p. 22).

Teaching Suggestions
• Lead students through a brainstorm to dif-

ferentiate between rights and responsibilities. 
Create a T-chart to display the two lists.

• Share other children’s books that depict ex-
amples of exercising rights and responsibilities 
such as Jamal’s Busy Day by Wade Hudson. 

4.	What	is	the	role	of	the	citizen	in	the	
community and the nation, and as a 
member of the world community? 

Gogo’s family, friends and neighbors exhibited 
their roles as citizens in the community when they all 
took interest in Gogo’s desire to vote and worked to-
gether to get her to the polls, walk her through the 
process, celebrate her successful voting trip to the poll, 
and the newspaper coverage and picture because she 
was the oldest voter in the township. Prior to voting 
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day, word spread throughout the township that Gogo 
wanted to go vote but it was too far for her to walk 
and everyone knew the bus would be very crowded. A 
rich man, Mr. Ramushu, who owned many shops in 
the township, volunteered to send his driver and car to 
take Gogo to vote. He informed everyone at the poll-
ing station that she was coming so when she arrived, 
she did not have to stand in line but was allowed to 
enter immediately to cast her vote.

Teaching Suggestions
• Students could interview elders in their fami-

lies to identify their views on the roles of 
citizens in the community, nation, and world 
today compared to their roles during their 
childhood and young adult years.

• Newspapers can serve as a resource to identify 
examples of good citizens and their roles in 
the community, nation, and world. If access 
to newspapers from different communities can 
be obtained, examples from the papers can be 
compared from community to community.

4.	How	can	I	make	a	positive	difference?”

Gogo’s role in the election was a model example 
of exercising one’s right and responsibility to vote as 
a means of making a positive difference. Others who 
watched her were inspired by her strength and sense 
of perseverance.

Teaching Suggestions
• Students can make predictions about what 

would have happened if Mr. Ramushu had 
not sent his car and driver. Taking a closer 
look at what could have happened can help 
them realize what a positive difference his act 
of kindness made. 

• Students can look at situations in their school, 
home and community to identify things that 
need attention and begin making plans for 
doing something that could have a positive 
impact. 

Just as Gogo teaches Thembi by example, teach-
ers can lead their students to an understanding of 
Election 2008.
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The Tolerance 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 the teaching of tolerance and 
acceptance in the English Language Arts Classroom.

http://www.tolerance.org/

Whenever the concept of teaching tolerance and acceptance comes up, it is this site that comes to mind. A 
project of the Southern Poverty Law Center, Teaching Tolerance supplies kits and resources to many schools, 
classrooms and libraries, all with the purpose of reducing prejudice in classrooms and schools.

http://www.notredamecollege.edu/tolerance/index.htm

The website of the Tolerance Resource Center of Notre Dame College describes the resources of the center and 
provides information on upcoming events. Of immediate use are the excellent Tolerance and Diversity/Native 
Americans Bibliographies linked at the top of the home page.

http://teachers.museumoftolerance.com/mainjs.htm?s=3&p=3

The Museum of Tolerance is the educational wing of the Simon Wiesenthal Center. Although the lessons 
connected to this link are aligned with California standards, it would be easy to find the appropriate Ohio 
standard.

http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson294.shtml

Education World’s Teaching @ Tolerance lists several lessons gathered from various sources that deal 
with tolerance. Be sure to “click” under additional resources for even more lessons.

http://www.teachersagainstprejudice.org/index.html

Teachers Against Prejudice work to “increase awareness of prejudice and discrimination.” The lists of 
recommended books and films under resources are conveniently divided by school level. Video guides 
are available for a nominal fee..

http://www.ushmm.org/

The United State Holocaust Memorial Museum provides many resources online for teachers, students 
and researchers. The Holocaust Encyclopedia is especially helpful.

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

Celebrating Diversity 
Through Literature
How do we help young children understand the concepts of 
tolerance and diversity? Regina Rees suggests a variety of picture 
and chapter books that will help start classroom discussions about 
these important ideas.

Different Like Coco

by Elizabeth Matthews (Boston: Candlewick, 2007)

“The most courageous act is still to think for 
yourself. Aloud.” 

Coco Chanel

The name Chanel is synonymous with classic, el-
egant clothing. This picture book tells the story of how 
Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel, a skinny, orphan from the 
poor side of Paris, became the first fashion innovator of 
the twentieth century. Coco always thought that she 
was different. She had a wild imagination and loved 
to create stories and romanticized versions of her life. 
As a tailor’s apprentice, Coco’s imagination turned to 
creating fashions that set women free from the confin-
ing undergarments of the time. Although the clothing 
she created was originally considered shocking, people 
soon began to accept the “different” styles that Coco 
produced. Classy illustrations take the reader through 
Coco’s life and depict how her self-assured attitude 
made her the toast of Paris and the world fashion 
scene. This celebration of Chanel’s legacy is more than 
just about fashion—it is a reminder that “in order to 
be irreplaceable, one must always be different.” 

Grace for President 

by Kelly DiPucchio (New York: Hyperion, 2008)

When Mrs. Barrington showed her class a post-
er of all of the U.S. presidents, Grace Campbell was 
shocked that there were no girls. How could that be? 

Grace decided that she wanted to be president. The 
class decided to hold a mock election with members 
of the class serving as the Electoral College. Readers 
learn how the U.S. president is elected as they follow 
Grace and her opponent through debates, rallies, and 
the roll call vote of the Electoral College. Does Grace 
Campbell become the first female president? Check 
out this clever picture book to find out. This is a great 
book to have on hand for the up-coming election. 

Beauty and the Beaks: A Turkey’s 

Cautionary Tale 

by Mary Jane and Herm Auch  
(New York: Holiday House, 2007)

The local barnyard chicks love to congregate at 
the Chic Hen Beauty Salon and gossip with Beauty, 
the owner. Their happy little clique is disrupted when 
Lance, a local turkey, comes in to get spruced up for 
a big feast. The chicks are immediately jealous since 
they have not been invited. They change their tune 
when they discover that Lance is going to be the main 
course at the Thanksgiving feast. In order to save him, 
the chicks decide to give Lance an eggstensive makeover 
so his owner will not recognize him on Thanksgiving 
Day. Handmade chickens and settings photographed 
in vibrant colors along with creative text capture the 
reader’s attention as the chicks learn acceptance and 
Lance learns humility. Lots of plays on words using 
“fowl language” add to the humor. This is an eggcellent 
book to share with younger readers 

CELEBRATING	DIVERSITY	THROUGH	LITERATURE	FOR	EARLY	READERS <
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The Lemonade Club

by Patricia Polacco (New York: Philomel, 2007)

Based on a true event in the author’s life, this 
story addresses the issue of cancer. The kids like to 
make fun of Marilyn because she is chubby. When she 
begins to lose weight, her best friend, Traci, thinks 
she has an eating disorder. Marilyn argues that she is 
not trying to lose weight. A trip to the doctor reveals 
that Marilyn has leukemia. Traci and their wonder-
ful teacher, Miss Wichelman, offer Marilyn the en-
couragement she needs to get through her ordeal that 
includes a lengthy stay in the hospital and chemother-
apy. Marilyn worries that the rest of the class will not 
accept her since the chemo has made her hair fall out. 
When she arrives back to school she is surprised that 
the entire class has shaved their heads to match hers. 
Patricia Polacco has created a sensitive story that is 
filled with hope. It reminds students that even when 
bad things happen to good people, it is important to 
accept and support them through the tough times. 
Polacco’s warm illustrations add to the poignancy of 
the story. 

Abe’s Honest Words

by Doreen Rappaport (New York: Hyperion, 2008)

“The moment came when I felt that slavery must 
die that the nation might live!”

This magnificent picture book combines bio-
graphical information about Abraham Lincoln, his 
important words, and breathtaking illustrations by 
Kadir Nelson. Doreen Rappaport focuses on Lincoln’s 
sense of integrity and honesty as she tells his story 
from humble beginnings to his rise to the presidency. 
She reminds the reader that Lincoln was a man who 
just wanted to do the right thing while serving others. 

She has carefully chosen some important quotes from 
Lincoln’s diaries and speeches that highlight his beliefs 
and determination to end slavery and heal the coun-
try. The book also includes a timeline and additional 
resources about Abraham Lincoln. This book is a must 
for readers of all ages. 

Henry’s Freedom Box

by Ellen Levine (New York: Scholastic, 2007)

This is the true story of Henry Brown, a slave 
who was separated from his family and sent to work 
in a warehouse. After enduring a life without freedom, 
his own wife and children are sold away. Henry con-
stantly dreams of freedom in a world of oppression. 
He takes a chance and mails himself to freedom in the 
North. Illustrations by Kadir Nelson add to the appeal 
of this story of determination and bravery. This story 
is a tribute to the strength of the human spirit and the 
importance of freedom. 

The Secret Seder

by Doreen Rappaport (New York: Hyperion, 2005)

This suspenseful tale of World War II relates the 
story of Jacques, a young French Jew, who risks his 
own life in order to participate in the Passover Seder 
meal. Jacques and his father must find their way to a 
secret hideout, where other brave men are celebrating 
this sacred meal. Jacques is torn between his faith and 
fear of the Nazi soldiers. When he sees the bravery 
of the other men, who have taken this risk, he real-
izes how important it is to stand up for one’s beliefs. 
Inspired by a true story, The Secret Seder is an inspi-
rational book that will teach students about injustice 
and demonstrate courage and faith. 

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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Prep

(2005) by Curtis Sittenfeld. Random House.

Reading Sittenfeld’s debut novel as an adult is 
like stepping back in time to relive vividly those awk-
ward, angst-filled years of high school that many of us 
are just supremely grateful to have survived. A typical 
14 year-old girl from the Midwest, Lee attends a pric-
ey boarding school in the East as a scholarship student. 
This is a decision she has come to on her own much 
to the misgivings of her parents, a decision that she 
examines in minute detail and one that she can’t quite 
articulate. Struggling both academically and socially, 
Lee is an invisible member of the student body. Not 
always a likeable character, Lee is at once self depre-
cating and judgmental. Even so, the urge to cheer her 
on and wish her the ability, finally, to see her own self 
worth is very strong. So desperate is her yearning to 
have even the smallest amount of acceptance that she 
begins a secret affair with one of the golden boys of the 
school even though she knows that the relationship 
will go nowhere. The graphic details of this and other 
sexual encounters make this book a choice for older 
young adult audiences. As well as being an agoniz-
ingly honest, almost wincingly painful coming of age 
story, Sittenfeld also tackles issues such as social class, 
race and gender with a spot on authentic voice. 

Luna 

(2004) by Julie Anne Peters.  
Little, Brown & Company.

Although Julie Anne Peters’ book is titled Luna, 
it is really a story about two girls, Luna and Regan. 
Peters introduces the reader to Luna as she parades 
in pretty dresses with flawless makeup and beautiful 
wigs in front of her sister Regan’s mirror in the middle 
of the night. She always holds this fashion show in the 
middle of the night because this is the only time it is 
safe for Liam to embrace the girl he truly feels that he 
is. Regan is the only one who knows Liam’s secret; he 
is transgender. He is a boy who desperately needs to 
live his life as a girl, as Luna. This knowledge comes 
with a hefty price tag. Regan has always been Liam’s 
secret keeper, has always covered for him, has always 
run interference for him and has always worried that 
Liam will finally decide that living a life as Liam is not 
enough. Regan feels this responsibility so keenly that 
she begins to lose her own self in the all-encompassing 
drama of being Luna’s sister. “Sometimes I feel as if 
my brother and I shared a life, his.” Peters tells the 
story from Regan’s point of view both in the present 
and in flashbacks that give us a glimpse of what it has 
been like to grow up as Liam and what it is like to 
fiercely love and resent your sister. 

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

Celebrating Diversity 
Through Literature
Perhaps because so many teens worry more about fitting in 
than standing out, TeenXtreme was challenged to find intriguing 
texts that will help teachers broach the ideas of diversity and 
tolerance with their students. The provocative titles that they have chosen will definitely get students 
talking to one another.

CELEBRATING	DIVERSITY	THROUGH	LITERATURE	FOR	YOUNG	ADULTS	 <
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Does My Head Look Big in This?

(2005) by Randa Abdel-Fattah. Orchard Books. 

Abdel-Fattah’s debut novel is a wonderfully 
witty coming of age story full of the typical 11th grade 
challenges like boys, school troubles, image issues and 
parental problems. Amal is a perfectly average teen-
age girl with some not so average “identity hyphens.” 
She is an Australian born Muslim-Palestinian. She is 
funny and smart and also deeply devout. When Amal 
turns 16, she decides to wear the hijab full-time as a 
badge of her faith. Suddenly everyone has an opinion. 
Her refreshingly open-minded parents are supportive 
but force Amal to consider the ways being the only 
girl wearing the hijab in her post 9/11 prep school 
will affect her life. She also receives some support from 
a teacher who finds a secluded spot for her to pray  
at school. 

The book, while brilliantly funny, manages to ad-
dress some more weighty issues without being preachy. 
Amal faces racism and ignorance. She is turned down 
for a food court job at the mall because her head cover-
ing is not hygienic, and she loses the love of some truly 
loyal friends. Abdel-Fattah has written a thoughtful, 
insightful book that is sure to appeal to teens of any 
faith or belief. 

A Wreath for Emmett Till

(2005) by Marilyn Nelson, Houghton Mifflin Co. 

In 1955, Emmett Till was a fourteen-year-
old Black youth from Chicago visiting relatives in 
Mississippi. During that visit, he was dragged from 
his uncle’s house, brutalized, lynched and thrown into 
the Tallahatchie River for supposedly whistling at a 
white woman. His mother insisted on an open-casket 
funeral so that the savagery of the attack would be 
evident. Emmett’s murder raised a national uproar 
that was fueled even more by the travesty of a trial for 
his two accused murderers who were found not guilty. 
Later, one of the defendants revealed his guilt and the 
involvement of others. Marilyn Nelson was nine years 
old back then and never forgot it. Whether to exorcise 
her own pain or to remind us of one of the horrific 
events that led up to the civil rights movement, she 
chose a relatively old and rare literary form—a heroic 
crown of sonnets—as her method. The use of a “he-
roic” literary form emphasizes the heroism of Emmett 
and all victims of racial discrimination and intolerance. 

Vivid illustrations by Phillippe Lardy enhance the 
work. At first glance, it may look like a picture book, 
but it is in no way that ephemeral. It leaves a last-
ing impression, both literally and visually, and should 
work well as a class read-and-discuss project.

Parrotfish.

(2007) by Ellen Wittlinger,  
Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers

Angela/Grady narrates his “coming out” during 
the time between Thanksgiving and Christmas of his 
junior year. Never comfortable dressing and behaving 
as a girl, he cuts his hair, begins dressing as a male, 
changes his name and tries to begin the adjustment 
to being male. Reactions of family and others run the 
gamut of easy acceptance, to ignoring the issue, to ac-
tive harassment. The first-person narrative allows the 
reader to share in Grady’s thoughts and emotions. 
However, Grady isn’t alone in having to learn to live 
with the consequences of his actions. He comes to re-
alize that his family and friends have adjustments to 
make, too. Another loner becomes his friend and tells 
him about parrotfish, a species that can change from 
female to male. Now feeling less of a freak, Grady 
finds support from surprising sources. Themes of bul-
lying and intolerance are also addressed as the teacher 
and Grady’s friends, old and new, help to turn the 
tables on a bully’s hurtful prank. The family’s annual 
Christmas “spectacle” brings humor to the novel. The 
resolution may come a bit too easily and does not an-
swer all the questions Grady and the reader may have 
about transgender issues, but Parrotfish is a thought-
provoking book that should help to build awareness 
of the increasing number of transgender teens and an 
understanding of their struggles.

Raiders Night

(2006) by Robert Lipsyte. HarperTempest

Football co-captain and wide receiver Matt 
Rydek looks to be in line for a scholarship to a top 
school, especially if the team has a winning season. 
Odds on that happening are good since most of the 
team is shooting up on steroids and high on painkill-
ers. But then comes Raiders Pride Night—the begin-
ning of the end. On the last night of preseason football 
camp, when seniors haze the newcomers, Ramp, the 
sadistic co-captain of the team, brutally sodomizes one 
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of the new players. He swears all the players to secrecy 
and intimidates them into a cover-up through emails 
and innuendo. Matt realizes he should do something 
to help Chris, the student who was attacked, but he 
has too many of his own issues—desire to get away 
from his controlling father, revulsion of Ramp’s ac-
tions, drug dependence, fear of ruining his college op-
portunities and the growing realization that he failed 
Chris and the team. It’s a gritty novel that explores the 
underbelly of high school football. Mature teen read-
ers will see that Lipsyte pulls no punches about team 
drug use, sexual assault, racism, sexism, and winning 
at all costs. 

Accidents of Nature

(2006) by Harriet McBryde Johnson.  
Random House.

The power of Johnson’s debut novel is that it 
allows readers, through the eyes of 17-year-old Jean, 
the chance to view a world that few Norms (i.e. fully 
functioning people) ever get the chance to see. Because 
she has cerebral palsy, Jean relies on other people for 
many things even though she has always been treat-
ed by her family, and has always viewed herself, as a 
“normal” person. In the summer of 1970, however, 
Jean experiences her first time away from home when 
attending Camp Courage, a camp for disabled teens. 
Jean has never before met another person with a dis-
ability; so, from the moment on the first day when 
she meets fellow wheelchair-bound teen, Sara, Jean’s 
views of the world, and herself, begin to shift. Caustic, 
witty, straight-shooting (and highly intelligent) Sara 
is on her own crusade of sorts to expose the insidious, 
and perhaps unconscious, ways in which the Norms 
condescend to the “Crips” and provides the single 
most pervasive influence on Jean’s changing percep-
tions. Jean, however, is no mindless follower; while she 
disagrees with Sara on some points and is affected by 
other friends, she comes to realize that with Sara, and 
with the other campers, she can truly be herself. The 
author, herself wheelchair-bound, examines issues of 
race, feminism, identity, sexuality and equality with 
equal parts intelligence, candor and humor. Most im-
portantly, she provides an important and unique per-
spective on the ways in which “Norms”, despite the 
best of intentions, perpetuate powerlessness in those 
they seek to help.

Jesus Land: A Memoir 

(2005) by Julia Scheeres. Counterpoint.

In another debut effort, this one an Alex Award 
Honor Book, journalist Julia Scheeres offers an alter-
natively humorous, disturbing and poignant portrait 
of growing up in a fundamentalist Christian family 
with two adopted African-American brothers. Scheeres 
brings to light Issues of racial, religious and social in-
tolerance as she faithfully depicts the disparity between 
the religious beliefs and actions of her parents. Her 
mother is cold and harsh, obsessed with a lost dream 
of missionary life, who displays what amounts to con-
tempt for her children, natural and adopted. Her father 
is cruel, absent and viciously abuses the boys while only 
lightly punishing his daughter. Outside of the house, 
Scheeres meets with ostracism and outright hatred for 
being the sister of the only black kids in school, and the 
author confesses, unflinchingly her guilt and shame at 
abandoning her little brother, David, in her search for 
acceptance. When David reacts to the imprisonment 
of his troubled older brother Jerome, and Scheeres at-
tempts to forget her troubles through alcohol and ca-
sual sex with a local boy, first David and then Scheeres 
herself are sent to a Christian reform school in the 
Dominican Republic. Their parents virtually abandon 
them demonstrating the subtle but important theme 
of adult/religious intolerance for the foibles and ex-
perimentation of the teenage years. Through all of the 
trials Scheeres faces, including unspoken sexual abuse 
by Jerome, the tenderness and constant love in her re-
lationship with David provides a foundation for Julia 
Scheeres in this highly recommended work.

American Born Chinese

(2006) by Gene Luan Yang. Roaring Brook Press.

In addition to being the first graphic novel to win 
the Printz Award, Yang’s finely wrought work was also 
a 2006 National Book Award finalist. As an example 
of that rarest of breeds - an American graphic novel 
that focuses on nonwhite characters - this memorable 
tale deftly (and humorously) explores issues of self-im-
age, cultural identity, self-acceptance and tolerance. 
Yang expresses these themes as a series of three stories, 
each of which features a central character. In the first, 
the Monkey King focuses on a figure from Chinese 
mythology who desperately desires recognition as a 
god, with all the attendant respect and benefits. In the 

Cynthia Beach, Beverly Chearno, and John Waller
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second , Jin Wang, is a teen who experiences bigotry 
and ostracism when his family moves from Chinatown 
to an exclusively white suburb. Finally, Danny, a 
popular high school athlete, fears for his social status 
when his embarrassing, over-the-top Chinese cousin 
Chin-Kee comes to visit. Each character is flawed but 
likable, and a surprising twist at the climax of the tale 
shows that all three share a deep and (possibly) unex-
pected connection. Throughout, art and text support, 
and sometimes comically contradict, one another. The 
stories have an easily accessible and almost simplistic 
feel to them; despite this, they thoughtfully examine 
the complex topics they embody. The resulting power 
of the work as a whole bears the stamp of a talented 
and accomplished storyteller - graphic or otherwise.

Daniel Half-Human and the Good Nazi

(2004) by David Chotjewitz;  
translated by Doris Orjel. Atheneum.

In 1933, Daniel Kraushaar and his best friend 
Armin idolize Hitler and the Nazi party and are eager 
to join the Hitler Youth despite their parents’ objec-
tions. Shortly after mingling their blood to seal their 
friendship, though, Daniel learns to his horror that his 

mother is of Jewish descent and that, despite his fa-
ther’s pure Aryan blood, the Nazis now consider him 
less than human. When the party rises to power two 
years later and the Kraushaars’ secret leaks out, the 
family is increasingly persecuted. Armin, however, who 
by this time has risen through the ranks of the Hitler 
Youth, continues to aid the family from a distance, and 
even falls in love with Daniel’s wholly Jewish cousin, 
Miriam. The unfolding events are told in a kind of 
extended flashback from 1945, when an adult Daniel, 
now in the Royal British Army, visits the ruins of his 
childhood neighborhood. The unresolved final scene, 
in which Daniel meets his old friend, will spark debate 
about not only what exactly happened but also about 
the conflict between duty, convictions and friendship. 
Chotjewitz skillfully explores issues of intolerance and 
mindless bigotry, especially in his rendering of the 
early appeal of Hitler and his party and, conversely, 
many Germans’ opposition to and revulsion with their 
rising power. Most importantly, though, Chotjewitz 
shows how nearly an entire nation can come to accept 
the persecution and destruction of a scapegoat ethnic 
group. Orjel’s translation is remarkable for its clarity 
and power. A Printz Honor book.

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. 
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OCTELA Spring Conference

March	27	&	28,	2009
Columbus, Ohio

Award winning young adult novelist Alex Flinn learned to read early and often, yet she com-
pensated for this early proficiency by absolutely refusing to read the programmed readers required by the 
school system—workbooks where you read the story, then answered the questions.  Years later, she is still 
connected to the struggles and issues of students, publishing stories that touch the hearts of all who read 
them.  Flinn writes for adolescents because she never quite got over being one. In her mind, she is still 
thirteen, running laps on the athletic field.  Her dedication to and connection with teenagers is apparent 
in her critically acclaimed novels Breathing Underwater, Fade to Black, Breaking Point, Nothing to Lose, Diva, 
and Beastly. 

As the author of picture books, middle-grade fiction and 
young adult novels, Angela Johnson truly speaks to stu-
dents. With her multi-faceted personality, she wanted to be 
an author since the age of seven. Writing was something she 
breathed in from that early age, yet always found it to be a 
mystery. Thankfully, she explored that mystery, becoming the 
Coretta Scott King and the Michael L. Printz award-winning 
author of numerous books including The First Part Last, Bird, 
Songs of Faith, and When I am Old with You.

David Wiesner is one of the best-loved and most highly acclaimed 
picture book creators in the world. His books have been translated into over 
a dozen languages, and they have won numerous awards, including, most 
notably, three Caldecott Medals and two Caldecott Honor awards.  To date 
David Wiesner has illustrated more than twenty award-winning books for 
young readers. Tuesday (1992), The Three Pigs (2002) and FLOTSAM (2007) 
have all been awarded the prestigious Caldecott Medal, making Wiesner 
only the second person in the award’s long history to have won three times.  
Once published, his books are often included in classroom settings as creative 
springboards for art, writing, and even drama lessons. In addition, they are 
used by ESL classes, allowing students to express themselves creatively while 
being free from the pressures of having to translate words literally. For more 
information, visit http://www.octela.org

 OCTELA SPRING CONFERENCE <
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OHIO COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 

2009 Spring Language Arts Conference—March 27 & 28, 2009 
Crowne Plaza North, 6500 Doubletree Avenue, Columbus, OH 43229 

Building Bridges: Connecting Ideas and Methods 
FEATURED SPEAKERS: Alex Flinn, Angela Johnson and David Wiesner 

SHARE A COPY OF THIS REGISTRATION WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES! 
**Registration confirmed via email** 

Last name:  First name:  

Home street address:  

City: State: Zip: 

Work Phone: (        )   Home Phone: (       ) 

**EMAIL:                                                                                                            (confirmation via email ONLY - please print legibly)    

County of employment:  School district/Institution:  

Elementary Middle High School Coll/Univ. Student Consultant Librarian Retired other 
Job Assignment: 

Check Choice            

Full Registration Fee: $160.00 (includes 2 morning beverage services, 2 luncheons, and full program) 

Friday only: $85  (circle choice of day)  (includes morning beverage service, 1 luncheon, program of the day) 
Saturday only: $85  (circle choice of day)   (includes morning beverage service, 1 luncheon, and program of the day   

Friday luncheon: ! chicken/pasta      ! vegetarian     Saturday luncheon:  ! chicken/pasta ! vegetarian 

Optional Graduate Credit, Ashland University (1 Semester hour): $200 (payable to Ashland) in addition to full registration 
Full Graduate Credit forms, registration, and requirements will be available onsite; DO NOT send payment with registration.  

OCTELA Membership included; already a member? Your membership will be automatically extended. 

TOTAL Amount enclosed $ ________________.  Make checks payable to OCTELA  

YOUR REGISTRATION FEE MUST BE RECEIVED BY March 20, 2009.  PLEASE INCLUDE:  PERSONAL CHECK, MONEY ORDER, OR 

SCHOOL CHECK/P.O. WITH THIS REGISTRATION FORM.  REQUESTS FOR REFUNDS MUST BE MADE BY MARCH 20, 2009.  There 
will be a $30 processing fee for all cancellations, but there will be no refunds made after March 20, 2009.OCTELA Tax ID#: 31-090-1978. 

STUDENT UNDERGRADUATE REGISTRATION 

Student Name: __________________________________________    is a full-time undergraduate student.  

Faculty Advisor Signature ____________________________     College/Univ. Affiliation: _________________________________ 

_______   $60.00 for full conference. $30 for either Friday or  Saturday, inc. lunch (circle choice) 

Friday luncheon: ! chicken/pasta      ! vegetarian     Saturday luncheon:  ! chicken/pasta ! vegetarian 

  PAYMENT VIA CREDIT CARD 

If institutional card, include institution address, with zip 
and ID number here: 

!  VISA 

!  MasterCard 
Card Number (inc.  3 digit code on back) 

Exp. Date:  Amt. charged: Signature: 

MAKE A COPY FOR YOUR RECORDS 
Send to: Marge Ford • 83 Creed Circle • Campbell OH  44405 

Phone: 330-755-0162  Fax: 330-755-7808  

margeford@gmail.com             http://www.octela.org 

TENTATIVE CONFERENCE HOURS: 

7:30-10:00 a.m. daily - registration 

Friday – 7:30 a.m. –3 p.m. 

Saturday – 7:30 a.m. – 3 p.m. 

*Make hotel reservations directly with Crowne Plaza. Staying at the conference hotel helps keep conference prices low! Reservation Website: 

http://www. Crowneplaza.com/columbusnorth. Group Code line:  OCT 

Phone:  1-614-885-1885, toll free 1-800-2CROWNE 

The deadline to receive the OCTELA conference rate is March 5, 2009 
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