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>  CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS

Please address any questions concerning manuscripts to editors Jeff  Buchanan 

or Meg Silver at ojelaeditor@gmail.com.

OJELA’s Call for Manuscripts
Making Story Telling

Volume 50.1
Winter/Spring 2010

Deadline: October 30, 2009

Teaching for the  

Long Term

Volume 50.2
Summer/Fall 2010

Deadline: April 30, 2010

Stories are everywhere in school—in our language arts classrooms, in the 
lunchrooms, in the hallways. Teachers tell stories to their students to convey 
life lessons and encourage appropriate behavior; students tell stories to their 
teachers to validate a common experience and explain an absence. Teachers 
tell stories to each other to celebrate a successful lesson or to reflect upon a 
student’s behavior; students tell stories to each other to complain about their 
teachers and to constitute a sense of community with their peers.

Increasingly, we are learning to use these stories—to read and reread 
them, to tell and retell them, to analyze and reanalyze them—to our ben-
efit, to learn about teaching, learning, and schooling. Specifically, teachers 
are learning to use stories as research and are learning to tell stories to learn 
about their own pedagogical practices and the structures of their classrooms. 
Further, teachers are learning to use storytelling as a genre in their classrooms, 
to teach and use narrative across grade levels for multiple purposes.

For the themed issue, Making Story Telling, we invite stories, stories as 
research, stories about teaching story, story as pedagogy, stories about stu-
dents and teachers writing together.

Nancy Sommers says her work as an English teacher and writing pro-
gram director is “simultaneously exhilarating and exhausting,” consisting of 
“overlapping deadlines, breathless dashes from meeting to memo, from con-
ference to classroom, each day an unfinished draft.” And, at the end of the day, 
there’s no way to know if she’s doing it well. She desires “clarity of vision.”

The clarity we seek is complicated as we are increasingly reminded of 
the state of our profession: a tsunami of retirements in the next 5 years; 50% 
of beginning educators leaving for more lucrative or less stressful positions; 
increasing standardization; and the slippery nature of the discipline itself.

Given these realities how do we encourage good English teaching for 
the long term? Does it make sense to expect clarity of vision in a discipline 
marked by ambiguity and metaphor?

For the themed issue Teaching English Long Term, we invite voices from 
a wide spectrum: new, retired, mentors, end-of-career, administrators, cur-
riculum coaches, students. Which classroom practices or institutional envi-
ronments keep us vested for the long haul? From seating arrangements to 
pedagogical vision; from school schedules to mentorship programs; from 
grammar instruction to alternative assessment; how do we build and nurture 
a community of enthusiastic English teachers?

Volume 50.1, a Golden Year, welcomes two new editors to OJELA. They are Jeff Buchanan of Youngstown 

State University and Meg Silver of the Columbiana–South Side Middle School.
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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 2000 language 
arts teachers of elementary, secondary, and college students. The journal seeks to publish contributions on all aspects 
of language arts learning and teaching.

Articles

Submissions are invited for the 2010 issues of OJELA on the following themes: 

• Winter/Spring 2010 issue, Making Story Telling 

• Summer/Fall 2010 issue, Teaching for the Long Term

See the Call for Manuscripts section of this issue for the full calls for submission.

The OJELA editors also welcome manuscripts on any other topic concerning language arts teaching at any level. 

Poetry

Poetry submissions with teaching or teaching-related subjects will be accepted for review. Submitters should follow 
the Manuscript Submission Guidelines.

Teaching Practices

OJELA is also reviving its section Teaching Matters and, as a result, invites submissions of classroom strategies 
for teaching English language arts at any level, K-college. Submissions must be original teaching ideas and should 
contain: 

• A brief rationale for the activity, explaining how it was developed, how it is used, and for what 
purpose(s).

• A brief lesson plan, listing an objective, materials, target grade level, and means of assessing the activity.

• A description of procedures for using this strategy/activity in the classroom. Include relevant handouts.

Manuscript Guidelines

AUTHOR	AND	MANUSCRIPT	GUIDELINES <

The following guidelines are intended to answer 
the most common questions related to preparing and 
submitting manuscripts to OJELA. More detailed 
questions and other inquiries should be addressed to 
the editors: ojelaeditor@gmail.com

• Manuscripts should be submitted electroni-
cally. Manuscripts should be formatted us-
ing 12-point font, double-spacing, and either 
APA or MLA style. All pages should be num-
bered. In general, manuscripts are expected 
to be 10-20 pages in length.

• All manuscripts should be submitted as three 
attachments in Microsoft Word. The first at-
tachment should be a cover sheet that lists 

the title of the manuscript, author’s name, 
address, school affiliation, telephone, fax, and 
email address. The second attachment should 
contain the title of the manuscript and the 
manuscript text, which should be free of any 
internal references to the author’s identity. 
The third attachment should be a letter that 
guarantees that the article is your original 
work and has not been published or submit-
ted elsewhere.

• Authors should submit their submissions to: 
ojelaeditor@gmail.com
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Manuscripts should have 1-in. margins on all 
sides and be printed in a 12-point font. In general, 
manuscripts are 10 to 20 pages in length, and all pages 
should be numbered.

On one of the 5 copies, attach a cover page with 
the following information: title of the article, author 
name, address, school affiliation, phone number, fax 
number (if available), email address (if available). If the 
article is intended for a themed issue, indicate that also 
on the cover page. Your name (and names of any co-
authors) should appear only on this cover sheet, and 
nowhere else in the manuscript. This ensures an im-
partial review of the manuscript by outside reviewers 
(explained below). 

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

Style issues. The readership of OJELA in-
cludes language arts teachers at all grade levels, so 
we recommend  you adopt a conversational style that 
avoids educational jargon and highly specialized terms. 
Within such a style, the use of “I” is appropriate when 
making personal observations. We do not accept term pa-
pers or other lengthy manuscripts filled with referenc-
es. Manuscripts should also adhere to the “Guidelines 
for Nonsexist Use of Language in NCTE Publications,” 
available from NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, 
IL 61801-1096). 

When a manuscript is accepted for publication, we 
may make suggestions or revisions in consultation with 
the principal author. However, because of 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 MLA or APA style, as outlined in the current 
MLA or APA style manuals.

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 photographer  
and the subjects in the photograph. (For more on per-
missions, see Permissions Policy.)

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, 
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.

Manuscript Acceptance. After your manu-
script is accepted, please submit the final version via 
email attachment (in Microsoft Word 2007 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 GUIDELINES
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FOR	A	SUBMISSION	CHECKLIST	to	help	you	 
organize the required elements of your submission go to  

http://www.octela.org/newoctela/submitrule.html.

Manuscript Review Process

We will acknowledge receipt of your manu-
script with an email. The co-editors initially read all 
manuscripts to assure that they are appropriate to the 
audience of the journal. If we deem the manuscript 
inappropriate, we will send a letter 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 via 
email. In the email 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
Send manuscripts and correspondence to:

ojelaeditor@gmail.com

or

contact Jeff Buchanan

330-941-1641

English Department

Youngstown State University

One University Plaza

Youngstown,	Ohio	44555	

MANUSCRIPT GUIDELINES <

ö
Contribute to the Writing Teachers of Ohio local gallery

õ  

in NCTE’s National Gallery of Writing at  

ù  
http://galleryofwriting.org/galleries/163574  ú
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Introduction to OJELA’s Summer/Fall 2009 Issue

Write Now

 WRITE NOW <

Writing is a creative nightmare! 
Intellectually it seems like it 
should be easy to simply relay 

a message using our native language, but creatively 
we know that the expectations for any piece of print 
are astronomically high, especially for English teach-
ers. Teaching writing is even more difficult and yet 
every Language Arts teacher, in fact every teacher 
who requires that students respond in writing, teaches 
students something about writing. This then was our 
problem in creating this issue: How can we write about 
writing? We know our readers’ expectations are high. 
We know our readers’ qualifications are superior. Like 
our students we fear that we will disappoint. Like our 
colleagues we fear that we will dishearten. Amazingly 
we have been incredibly fortunate that so many coura-
geous authors have accepted our manuscript call for 
this issue and presented us with a wide array of ideas, 
techniques, and examples of writing instruction in 
America. 

OCTELA Past Presidents Michele Winship and 
Marge Ford begin this journal issue with a marvel-
ous interview with children’s author and Caldecott 
Award winner David Wiesner who shares his literacy 
history and explains his writing process. Our featured 
topic for this issue, Write Now, showcases strong 
and intriguing articles from several authors. First Lisa 
Beckelhimer, Michele Griegel-McCord and Cynthia 
Nitz Ris discuss the challenges that developing writ-
ers face when they recast personal and academic writ-
ing into public forms in “From Memoirs to Museums: 
Enhancing Rhetorical Awareness through Public 
Texts.” They remind us of the importance of help-
ing writers refine their texts to fit a specific audience. 
The authors also include an informative list of tips 
to consider when one is helping students recast their 
writing. Next is Melissa Schulz’s essay “A Focus on 
Writing: How to Teach and Assess English Language 
Learners.” Schulz spotlights the variety of learners and 
challenges that face teachers who want to increase the 

English literacy skills of students for whom English is 
a second language. Continuing this theme is Michael 
Reed who writes “Promoting` Voice’ in the Writing 
of English Language Learners: What to Do When 
Language is the Barrier” where he shares the experi-
ences of English Language Learners who were tutored 
by his graduate students. In addition, he discusses the 
challenges that all writing teachers face as they help 
students discover their voice. Our showcase on writing 
concludes with “Discourse, Dinner and Self-Discovery: 
Reflections from a Professional Learning Community” 
by Leslie Eiben, Lynn Klein, Marie Williams, and Deb 
DeBenedictis with Judy Sewell. The authors share 
their experience with The National Writing Project as 
well as demonstrate the power that professional devel-
opment can have in teachers’ lives. In addition, this ar-
ticle illustrates the authors’ experiences in implement-
ing a novel revision strategy in their classrooms. 

Other Considerations include two unique arti-
cles. First, Angie Beumer Johnson and Melinda Spivey’s 
article entitled “If I Were the Director: Critical Literacy, 
The Scarlet Letter, and a Drama Framework” demon-
strates how teachers finely craft academically demand-
ing literary response prompts that elicit thoughtful 
creative responses from their students. Next, Denise 
N. Morgan and Jeffery L. Williams not only show us 
the problems that middle school readers have under-
standing and appreciating the writing found in chapter 
books but also how they demonstrated successful read-
ing strategies for their students in their article “Chapter 
Glancing: Scaffolding Students’ Comprehension of 
Chapter Books.”

Because we have had so many requests for 
Thomas Newkirk’s 2000 OJELA essay entitled 
“Literacy and Loneliness,” we are reprinting it in this 
issue in a section called Worth Repeating. It is easy to 
see why this essay which re-imagines the iconography 
of literacy is so popular. The advice that Newkirk gives 
to teachers will perhaps help engage more students in 
the mystery and joy of reading. Also worth repeating 
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>  WRITE NOW

is a report by noted English educator Katherine Blake 
Yancy who assesses “Writing in the 21st Century.” 
This report, reprinted with the permission of NCTE, 
contrasts the historical manifestations of writing with 
those of this century. The author also reminds us of 
the plethora of genre and circumstance in which writ-
ing plays a role.

It is an honor to begin the Familiar Voices sec-
tion with Tom Romano’s essay “How to Write.” He 
speaks to the writer in each of us. This is an article that 
will become dog-eared with use. In addition, Romano 
reflects on seminal writing texts and reminds us why 
they have become the pinnacle of resources. The next 
two essays in this section illustrate our continuing series 
entitled “I Am a Teacher.” First is Jennifer Walker’s 
touching confession recounting how much we can 
learn about our work from understanding our weak-
nesses. It is also a powerful picture of resiliency. Our 
second essay comes from Pushcart Prize-nominated 
poet Michael Salinger who focuses on the challenges 
and responsibilities of those authors /artists we invite 
to teach in our classrooms. Next, Marge Ford shares 
her expertise in the “The Writing Half Dozen” where 
she shares six outstanding website resources for all of 
us as we teach writing. 

Entrancing books are described in the Library 

Links section. From picture books to poetry includ-
ing non-fiction Regina Rees describes a number of 
exciting brand new books for young readers. Then 
TeenXTreme librarians Beverly Chearno, Cindy Beach 
and John Waller are” Riding the Vampire Wave with 
Young Adult Readers” as they share the details of an 
abundance of fantasy and paranormal texts.

“Write Now” is the theme for this issue. Because 
this is the most revealing and the most intimate of all 
the language arts, we have been lucky by the depth 
of responses presented. So much of this issue demon-
strates the immediacy and importance of writing and 
writing instruction. Demonstrate your own enthusi-
asm for this topic by posting an entry at theWriting 

Teachers of Ohio local gallery in NCTE’s National 
Gallery of Writing We hope that you and your stu-
dents will participate in the spirit of this enormous na-
tional venture. Enjoy this issue – read now and write 
always!

Co-Editors

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

August, 2009

ö
On a personal note, this is our last issue as edi-

tors. We have enjoyed an amazing three years work-
ing with talented writers while exploring a multitude 
of ideas and classrooms. It has been an exciting, frus-
trating, fast-paced ride and now it’s over. We are so 
grateful for all of you who responded to our calls for 
manuscripts and for all of the help that we have re-
ceived from OCTELA members, from Youngstown 
State University (particularly from the Print Shop), 
from our very tolerant families and especially from 
our never-tiring-always-patient production designer 
Elizabeth Dellinger. 

We join with all of our readers in welcoming new 
editors Meg Silver and Jeff Buchanan. Meg Silver is a 
veteran English Language Arts teacher with experi-
ence with both middle school and high school learners. 
She recently reinvented her classroom as a reading and 
writing workshop and herself as a workshop presenter 
sharing her classroom experiences. Jeff Buchanan is an 
Assistant Professor at Youngstown State University 
whose teaching experience includes urban high school, 
college composition, and pre-service teacher educa-
tion. Both editors are very involved with the English 
Festival at Youngstown State University.
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By Michele Winship and Marge Ford

An Interview with 
David Wiesner

D  avid Wiesner, artist, writer and  
 three-time Caldecott Medal winner, 
informed and entertained OCTELA 

Spring Conference attendees with his humorous sto-
ries and slides of Tuesday’s high-flying frogs and June 
29, 1999’s looming lima beans. We were so intrigued 
with his books and wordless stories that we wanted 
to dig deeper into his creative process and the literacy 
experiences that have influenced his work. 

Early Literacy

What was your earliest memory of interacting with a 

book?

DW: It was one of Provensen’s animal books. A giant 
Golden Book. I still remember the stories and 
the images. It is a book that I look back at as one 
of my earliest recognitions of the power of words 
and pictures. There was a story about a tiger 
that had a birthday party. But the other animals 
wouldn’t come because they were afraid. My 
sister and I couldn’t read the page…it was too 
sad. The memory always comes back. I actually 
found that book later and had Alice Provensen 
sign it. 

I was not a big reader until 8th grade. Having 
watched both of my kids read non-stop, I can 
think of no other single thing that has helped 
them to be great students. I would attribute a 
huge amount of it to how much they’ve read.

What was your favorite book as a child and why?

DW: We didn’t have a lot of picture books around. 
We did have this big book of stories that my 
mother would read to us from at bedtime. I re-
member James Whitcomb Riley’s Little Orphant 
Annie, which she played all the parts and used 
different voices when reading. When she got to 
the end and recited, “And the Gobble-uns’ll git 
you ef you-Don’t-Watch-Out!” I would always 
pull the covers up over my head. The illustra-
tions were black and dark and smudgey and 
mysterious which made listening even scarier. 

I really loved to look at non-fiction things, like 
the World Book Encyclopedia. We had the 
whole set and the supplements, too. I loved the 
pictures of dinosaur paintings of Charles Knight. 
They were so convincing that I thought they 
were photographs! They had such atmosphere 
to them. I also read a lot of the Time-Life books 
about great painters and art movements. I was 
captivated by the images.

Did being read to inspire you to begin using your 

imagination?

DW: I’m sure that it did, although I mostly recall it 
as being something I did on my own. The art 
books and natural history books, as well as many, 
many comic books. Comics were my introduc-
tion to telling stories with pictures. I learned an 



12	 	 	 OJELA  Vol. 49, No. 2  Summer/Fall 2009

An Interview with Artist and Author, David Wiesner

enormous amount from them in terms of visual 
storytelling.

What picture book authors do you read, and who 

were your mentors?

DW: There are so many visionary people making 
books. David Macaulay was a teacher of mine 
when I was at RISD (Rhode Island School of 
Design) and is now a friend of mine and has al-
ways been very supportive. He is a tremendous 
teacher, a terrific teacher. He was the one who 
taught me to think about the book as a world of 
endless possibilities. 

The Kid Who Could Draw

You were “the kid who could draw.” What were you 

drawing in your late elementary and junior high years? 

What about high school?

DW: My mother saved everything that I drew. What 
a great gift. But by junior high school, I was 
saving it, too. I copied lots of things; dinosaurs, 
pages from comic books, even famous paintings. 
You can learn a lot from studying how some-
one else draws or paints. I had many art supplies 
that were handed down from my brothers and 
sisters. I tried every media we had; oils, pastels, 
pen and ink, charcoal. I also watched reruns of 
John Gnagy’s show on Saturday mornings and 
did all of the lessons. 

By the time I was getting into junior high and 
particularly high school, the things I was draw-
ing were self-generated. And many of the themes 
are the same ones I am preoccupied with today; 
Flying things, pigs, vegetables, fish. I return to 
this imagery again and again.

How do you make sense of all of the stuff you have 

kept?

DW: I have a room that has tall open shelves with large 
archival boxes that contain all my art. Every one 
of my books has its own box that holds all the 
art as well as all of its preparatory work. There 
are boxes of my college work and my high school 
work and my grade school work.

Sometimes, “the kid who can draw” doesn’t connect 

as well through reading and writing. What advice do 

you have for that kid?

DW: It would be great if the general school curricu-
lum could accommodate them, if that kid could 
somehow draw in his regular classes, could work 
with the art teacher …you’ll have your own class 
within a class And to be encouraged to work as 
much as they can at home. Have loads of paper 
available! Have a place where they can actually 
do that work, that doesn’t have to be cleaned up 
every day. If parents recognize that desire in a 
child, foster it, because you never know where it 
will go. My father brought me a big old wooden 
drafting table that was being discarded from his 
workplace. That desk became my world, in the 
corner of my bedroom. 

It may be difficult to find outlets within school, 
but try to find a place for the kid to do that…
just recognize it and foster it. Let them create 
without criticism. It doesn’t mean formal art les-
sons…it just means encouraging their imagina-
tion. Formal training can come later. Childhood 
is the time to let the imagination run free.

Drawing the Story

What would the writing process look like for a word-

less or near wordless book?

DW: I think the writing process and the drawing 
process are far more similar than people think. 
They are both about telling a story. I do it with 
pictures, but I think the same structural things 
are going through my head as with someone 
using words. What do I want this character to 
be doing? How do I want them to feel? All the 
things a writer would be thinking, I am think-
ing. What leads to turning the page? What is 
the setup for what’s going to happen? 

It’s a little more loose and fluid with a picture 
because not everyone will interpret a facial ex-
pression the same way. That’s where my editor 
comes in. Sometimes I am too close to it. When 
I get it to the point where I think it is pretty 
close to where I think it should be, then I open 
it up for comments. 
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The wordless book allows for interpretation. Since 
the author’s voice – the text – is not there, each 
reader can tell the story in his or her own voice.

What is the most difficult part of telling a story 

through pictures only?

DW: Leaving things out is one of the hardest parts 
of making a picture book. What I love about a 
picture book is the brevity. How can I tell it as 
simply as possible?

In your presentation, you talked about working in 

layers . What does that look like?

DW: The actual creation of work is a very layered 
thing. I work in layers through tracing paper. 
After I have a rough sketch I will put a piece 
of tracing paper over it and redraw, refining the 
picture. I can take separate elements and move 
them around under the trace until it in the po-
sition I like. This saves much 
erasing and redrawing. I paint 
in watercolor in layers as well 
– it is called glazing. It is a 
method of building up light 
washes of color – letting each 
wash dry before putting the 
next one on. Because water-
color is transparent, each layer 
will affect the layer beneath it 
creating rich luminous color.

Do you ever use computers in your work?

DW: Creating the art, no. Only when it solves a prob-
lem. In Flotsam, a lot of the story is told in the 
pictures of the kids holding the pictures of the 
kids, etc. I couldn’t paint the smallest images 
very clearly at such a small size. I painted the 
small images larger and then through the com-
puter I shrunk them down and inserted them 
into where they would be in the final painting. 

What’s currently on your drawing board?

DW: The book I am working on is a two-character 
story. It has two visual touchstones—Salva-
dor Dali’s landscapes, and the work of George 
Herriman, the creator of Krazy Kat. It’s set out 
in the southwestern US desert. 

Sharing the Story

Do you write for a special audience?

DW: I think I write for the kid I was – and still am. 
I drew pictures because there were things I 
wanted to see and I didn’t know any other way 
to be able to see them than to draw them my-
self. When I was done with a picture, I’d think, 
“Cool!” That’s still why I do it. I guess I am 
making books hoping for that “Cool!” reaction.

How would you like readers to interact with your 

books?

DW: I don’t have any preconceived ideas of how I want 
them to interact with my books, but I’m always 
interested in seeing the ways that they do. I love 
seeing all the versions of Next Tuesday that come 
my way. I like the way they can bring their own 
voice to the story. I love the fact that so many 

of those voices are so funny and off  
the wall.

For more information about David 
Wiesner and his work, visit: http://
www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/
authors/wiesner/home.html

Michele Winship is a teacher, reader, writer and grand- 
 mother who is currently collecting picture books, includ-
ing Weisner’s, for her 4-year old grand-daughter.

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.
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From Memoirs to Museums: 
Enhancing Rhetorical Awareness 
through Public Texts

The morning after the Virginia Tech shoot-
ing, a class of college freshmen composition   
 students — some of whom hadn’t 

yet heard the news — were asked where those who 
knew about the incident had received their informa-
tion and when. One student received the information 
even before much of the news was made public: from 
Facebook. A friend knew a student at VTU who had 
immediately broadcast knowledge about what was 
happening, which was then rebroadcast by her friends, 
exponentially increasing the number of students who 
had knowledge of the shootings. Using such a source 
for news is not unusual; in a non-scientific survey of 
the composition students, 82% listed internet sources, 
including Facebook, as their primary means of obtain-
ing news. Not only were these sources four times more 
likely to be used by students than traditional print 
sources, they were also accessed more frequently — 
multiple times each day as opposed to once or twice 
a week. Interestingly, students also defined news in 
various ways: not only did it include information con-
sidered newsworthy by a general public, but also infor-
mation relating to school, organizations, and friends. 

When we assume that we are on the same lit-
eral and figurative page as students when we discuss 
“texts” as relatively stable and identifiable, it is useful 
to consider how public writing — anything from ads 
to blogs to online material — promotes a fluidity of 
understanding as to what a text is, what information 
sources are, and what an audience can expect of partic-
ular genres. This fluidity is one reason why it is impor-
tant to use such a variety of texts to better inform our 

students and ourselves of the rhetoric of everyday life: 
to help equip them with the tools to better analyze 
and create texts that are a significant part of their lives. 
In doing so, we are reinforcing the same skills that 
can be brought to more traditional texts, thereby clos-
ing the gap students sometimes see between the texts 
they are familiar with and the texts they may consider 
only academic. Widening the scope of texts may also 
increase students’ ability to transfer skills to new situa-
tions, whether those are other academic classes or their 
lives outside school. 

From Temples to Texting 

Public writing certainly isn’t a new concept. In 
the broadest terms, public writing is writing that is 
intended for, and therefore written using the rhetori-
cal strategies best suited to, a public audience. Media 
scholar John Hartley (2003) notes that public writ-
ing has been around since people carved messages into 
stone tablets and goes beyond what is currently recog-
nized as “the media” to include ancient texts on tem-
ples, tombs, and monuments. In fact, Hartley (2003) 
explains that public writing “refers not just to alpha-
betic print but to communication by any means that is 
designed to address its interlocutor as ‘the public.’”

Just as Hartley re-envisioned the definition of 
ancient public writing to expand it to non-traditional 
forms, we are now faced with expanding our contem-
porary definition. For example, in a class where stu-
dents read about war, typical sources used would be 
books and articles. Additionally, however, students 
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can learn this topic from letters, speeches, propaganda  
posters, and scripts. Further options include such 
forms of public writing as monuments (consider the 
Vietnam Memorial, for example), blogs and websites, 
and even graffiti and protest literature. 

Incorporating into the classroom new forms of 
public texts and expecting students to produce pub-
lic writing can be an uncomfortable prospect for some 
teachers who may be unfamiliar with new forms of 
public writing. Often, teachers are trying to catch up 
with technology. Many feel overwhelmed with the ever-
expanding range, including blogs, wikis, chat rooms, 
social networks, and various forms of text messaging. 
Yet those are the kinds of public writing that many of 
our students are using. While students are certainly 
more comfortable with new media public writing than 
teachers are, they don’t always translate newer forms of 
public writing to “real” or academic writing. According 
to a Pew Internet & American Life Project study, “At the 
core, the digital age presents a paradox. Most teenagers 
spend a considerable amount of their life composing 
texts, but they do not think that a lot of the mate-
rial they create electronically is real writing” (Lenhart, 
Arafeh, Smith, & Macgill, 2008). Among those who 
send text messages, e-mail, or IMs, or post on net-
working sites, 73% say this communication has had 
no impact on the writing they do for school (Lenhart, 
et al., 2008). Perhaps that perception is partially our 
fault as teachers. Have we placed value on those types 
of writing? The same study found that while “teens 
disassociate e-communication with ‘writing,’ they also 
strongly believe that good writing is a critical skill to 
achieving success” (Lenhart, et al., 2008). 

The findings of the Pew study illustrate the 
compelling need for a more comprehensive approach 
to writing instruction and the benefits that designing 
academic curricula around public forms of writing can 
offer in bridging the gap between the writing our stu-
dents do in and outside of the classroom. At the most 
basic level, using public texts keeps our curricula fresh 
and allows us to engage students in timely issues and 
events. For example, last year’s presidential election 
offered a wealth of texts to examine how rhetoric func-
tions in the public discourse, including candidate web 
pages, campaign speeches, and political ads. Students 
were eager to bring that public conversation into the 
classroom and apply the rhetorical concepts they had 
been studying to these current texts.

Incorporating public texts more fully into the 
classroom can also provide rhetorical authenticity that 
is often missing in academic reading and writing. We 
may use essays from anthologies that offer little or no 
information about the original audience or context, 
thus robbing these essays of their public origins. We 
ask students to write essays that will have no audi-
ence other than their teachers. These kinds of texts 
and assignments  do not really give students an oppor-
tunity to see how texts function in the public realm 
or how writers have to shape their texts in response 
to real purposes, audiences, and rhetorical situations. 
This classroom artificiality is not lost on students, as 
the Pew Study indicates, and only impedes the trans-
ferability of the knowledge and skills we want to con-
vey to our students.

Another important benefit to asking students to 
create their own public texts is the heightened sense 
of ownership that students feel toward their academic 
work. Students can complete their classroom work 
with little to no investment in the outcome, except for 
the grade they receive. This may be due in part to the 
limited exposure the text will receive: instructors and 
possibly peers are typically the only audience. When 
students are asked to create texts that have a broad-
er audience, however, the stakes go up and students 
often take ownership of their work. This investment is 
further enhanced when students can choose the sub-
ject of their work. They have the opportunity to share 
their own concerns and ideas with a wider audience 
from fellow classmates to the general public. 

Recast, Revise, and Reflect  

In our composition classrooms, we assign stu-
dents to read and write a broad spectrum of texts, re-
quiring that they bring the same critical awareness to 
all those texts. In this section, we will review three 
different groups of assignments that serve to take stu-
dent reading and writing from private to public, from 
academic to public, and from public to public. 

Private to Public
A common writing assignment throughout cur-

ricula, from elementary to college, is the narrative. 
This private to public assignment requires students 
to write a traditional, and therefore private, narrative 
based on a meaningful experience in their lives, but 
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then to revise and recast the story into a public genre, 
and finally, to analyze the rhetorical choices they made 
when translating a private story into a public form. 

One problem with traditional narrative writ-
ing assignments is the perceived lack of audience. To 
broaden the scope of audience, teachers may ask stu-
dents to write their narratives for semi-public forums 
such as class websites or oral presentations. According 
to Lowe and Williams (2004) in their article “Moving 
to the Public: Weblogs in the Writing Classroom,” 
such assignments “reflect a restricted definition of 
public,” thereby creating a limited public audience 
to “provide a comfortable writing space.” Here, the 
authors make the point that goes to the heart of re-
casting a narrative into a public genre, which is that 
the same comfort students derive from private writing 
“can also come from community” (Lowe & Williams, 
2004). Students write their stories in the comfortable 
narrative form, translate those stories into a public 
genre, and then share the stories with a somewhat 
limited but still authentic public in the community of 
their classmates and friends. 

It is helpful to provide students with mod-
els of private-to-public narratives as they draft their 
own stories. Nearly any narrative writing that has 
been made public will serve as a useful model. In one 
course, students read Holocaust narratives, including 
Anne Frank’s diary, originally meant as private writ-
ing, the graphic novel Maus, audio and video stories 
on the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum’s website, 
and magazine articles written by reporters touring the 
concentration camps. The class examined how those 
writers have used the same writing process that we 
use: brainstorming or free writing, drafting, revising, 
revising, and revising. It’s helpful also to expose stu-
dents to a variety of public genres, including speech-
es, scripts, and blogs, so that they will consider such 
unique public genres for their own stories.

Students then recast their private narratives 
into various forms, including blogs, feature articles, 
memoirs, interviews, speeches, and MySpace and 
Facebook pages. One student, Meg, recast the story of 
her parents’ divorce into an advice column in Seventeen 
magazine. She began her column with the headline 
“Learning to Live With a Divided Family,” followed 
by a photo of herself sitting between her parents with 
a broken line down the middle of the picture. The 
teaser reads: 

"
Tips for Teaching Public Texts

 Discuss multiple genres of public writing, 1. 

highlighting for students the specific rhetori-

cal aspects of each textual form.

 Place value on new media forms of public 2.	
writing (Facebook, wikis, etc.) by analyzing 

them in class and incorporating them into 

writing assignments.

 Look for comprehensive online resources to 3.	
use as “virtual” stand-ins for non-traditional 

public texts like buildings and monuments. 

 Clearly define technical terms such as pe-4.	
riodical and peer-reviewed journal. Also 

discuss commonly-used terms that might be 

open to interpretation such as news and text.

 Consider limiting the possible options for 5. 

public writing to a range of agreed-upon 

choices so that students (and teachers) are 

not overwhelmed and intimidated.

 Be familiar with any technology or new me-6.	
dia forms ahead of time in order to trouble-

shoot potential problems. 

 When using collaborative venues such as 7. 

wikis, allow students a range of choices as to 

how to use that space. 

 Make sure students review their writing in its 8. 

actual final public form, taking note of how 

the form alters the way in which they read 

the text. 

 If students are not publishing texts in actual 9.	
public outlets, create opportunities for stu-

dents to share their work with their peers 

through presentations or class exhibits.

 Design a grading rubric in class. Use assess-10.	
ment goals for public writing that are similar 

to those of traditional classroom writing. 

Include these goals in the assignment and 

use as a checklist when grading.
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The next few pages contain the story of an 
everyday girl who experienced the breakup 
of her perfect nuclear family. She speaks of 
the before, during, and after of this endur-
ing experience and how it made her the 
person she is today. Her story is yet an-
other reminder to all of us that everything 
happens for a reason and we all must go 
through hard times. …

Instead of speaking in first person, Meg quotes 
herself: “‘One day after school,’ Meg recalls, ‘my par-
ents called a family meeting. My mom started off by 
saying “this isn’t your fault” and I knew what was 
coming.’” 

In her analysis, Meg notes that “writing my story 
in a magazine genre allowed me to make it both per-
sonal and public all in one. Although this genre made 
the story less personal and harder for me to express 
my thoughts and feelings, it also allowed my readers 
to relate to my story more easily. I think writing in 
this style allows the reader to look from the outside in, 
which helps them understand how the story identifies 
with them.”

Shai also wrote in the public genre most ap-
propriate for his subject. He wrote about his father’s 
death when he was just four and, wanting to capture 
the immediacy of the story by using appropriate lan-
guage, he wrote in the genre of a children’s book. At 
the beginning of the story, Shai remembers his family 
before his father became sick: 

I had a really cool dad. We always played 
together and he always had time for me. He 
was a very nice man, everyone at his work 
loved him. I loved him very much too. He 
was the king of our family, mommy was 
the queen, and I was the prince. Sometimes 
daddy called me Winnie the Pooh, or just 
Pooh. 

Shai explained the numerous challenges he faced 
when he recast his story. Of the text, he says:

The story, as written for children, gives 
the author the opportunity to use a more 
simplistic language. Using a children’s 
tone contributes to the personal and emo-
tional appeal of the text. I tried to create a 
rhetorical ‘situation’ that would motivate 
readers to listen either out of concern or 

out of self-identification with the main 
character. 

He also noted that he purposely drew the pic-
tures mainly in black and white: “I also created some 
repetition in the pictures,” he says. “In every picture 
where the kid is with his dad, the dad has a crown and 
the kid has little bear ears to symbolize the special con-
nection they had.” 

Like Shai, other students also used visual ele-
ments to enhance their stories. Maria, for example, 
blogged about her experiences as a runner. “I chose 
the genre of blogging because it is widely recognized 
as a form of free writing and commentary that can be 
used and read by virtually anyone,” Maria writes in 
her analysis. “The setup of the blog I used (blogger.
com) is basic and is meant to be read from the bottom 
up according to its timing. The archive lists all of the 
blog titles and commenting upon these blogs is open 
to [anyone].” 

An example from Maria’s blog exhibits both the 
language and the visual appeal of a blog:

 
POSTED BY MARIA AT 12:28 PM 0 COMMENTS

One Foot in Front of the Other

The first meet I ran in was one I will never forget. 

We traveled to Gatlinburg to compete in a race over 

the summer and I was totally oblivious to what was 

about to take place. Not even knowing the basic lo-

gistics of what a Varsity cross country race entailed 
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I stepped up to the line alongside my teammates, 

hoped for the best, and didn’t know what to expect. 

But I contrived the basic formula for success, put-

ting one foot in front of the other and running past 

the person in front of me.  My legs were wobbly, I 

couldn’t see where I was headed, my stomach was 

pounding, and I breathed in the excitement with a 

wide smile. I had no idea where I was headed but I 

liked where I was at. I just ran for all it was worth. 

Maria wanted to share a simple story and she 
thought the blog genre worked best for that purpose. 
In her analysis, she says: 

Language is contrived to persuade or inform oth-
ers which can likewise be seen in written work’s intent 
to relate to its reader and cultivate a deeper under-
standing… . .I believe that blogging is both an outlet 
for the author and helps its audience to understand the 
authorial voice.

Maria clearly understood the value of genre 
to both the writer and the reader in the rhetorical 
situation. 

Students experienced a number of common re-
actions, responding in surprisingly similar ways to the 
recasting process. One commonality is that the stu-
dents seemed more comfortable sharing their private 
stories in the public genre than they had with sharing 
the original narratives. Several noted that they deleted 
private inner thoughts or separated themselves from 
personal moments by changing first person sentences 
into quotations or dialogue. Many also seemed ex-
cited about making the genre both look and sound 
authentic. In addition to focusing on the features of 
writing common to that genre, many students added 
visual elements and stylistic language to enhance the 
authenticity of their project. Finally, though students 
enjoyed reading the models, they learned more about 
audience and genre through their own public writing. 
Dustin, for example, sums up the assignment best: he 
says it taught him the importance of “assessing and 
attending to the rhetorical situation, the all-important 
relationship between writer, text, and audience.”

Academic to Public
A bedrock assignment of many writing classes 

is the research paper. Most research essay assignments 
teach valuable critical writing skills such as organizing 

a broad topic around a focused thesis and incorporating 
a variety of outside resources. While this assignment 
effectively prepares students for future academic writ-
ing, we may limit the relevancy of this assignment by 
presenting our students with only the academic uses 
for researched writing. There is much to be gained by 
asking students to recast a traditional academic re-
search essay into a more publicly relevant form and 
then to reflect in writing on their rhetorical choices. 
Students begin this assignment by composing a tradi-
tional academic research essay. Particular attention is 
paid to the expectations of the academic audience and 
how those expectations often shape the way in which 
students must present their ideas. 

Once students complete the essay, we then dis-
cuss various ways in which we see researched argu-
ments actually presented outside of a classroom. 
Students will be the first to acknowledge that they are 
not excited about reading a research essay, even if the 
topic is compelling to them. The lengthy research essay 
is not an engaging method of public communication. 
With this awareness in mind, students are asked to 
recast the same information addressed in the research 
essay into a text that has a new audience, a specific 
purpose, and a defined public outlet. Just as we dis-
cussed the expectations of the academic audience, we 
now talk about forms and styles that would be more 
appropriate when communicating to other audiences 
such as young people, government officials, or parents. 
We look at models of public texts that include infor-
mation from multiple sources such as websites, blogs, 
magazine articles, pamphlets, videos, posters, and 
social networking pages. While students rely on the 
material from their research essays, they must decide 
what information to highlight for the new audience 
and what styles and rhetorical approaches will convey 
that information most effectively. 

With this assignment, students are actively en-
gaged in shaping their content and communication 
strategies for a given audience and specific public outlet 
in a way that most traditional classroom assignments 
do not explicitly address. For example, Todd recast his 
original research essay, which analyzed the marketing 
techniques of companies that advertise unhealthy and 
addictive products to young people, into a newspaper 
editorial entitled “Child Killer: Tobacco and Alcohol 
Marketing to Kids.” In his reflection, Todd explains 
his rhetorical decisions: 
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Choosing parents as my targeted audi-
ence did have a large effect on the final 
outcome of my recast project. I chose to 
include some startling statistics concern-
ing the alcohol and cigarette campaigns, 
intending to grab their attention and show 
them how their kids were being negatively 
affected by these marketing schemes. I…
then moved onto the ways in which par-
ents can help combat these campaigns [in-
cluding] talking with children about the 
dangers of smoking and drinking, spend-
ing time with children and monitoring 
what they watch and are being exposed 
to, and pressuring government officials to 
take action against these marketing cam-
paigns that are geared toward children. 

Todd’s audience awareness also helped him de-
termine how to narrow the scope of his editorial. In 
the research essay, he discussed a variety of products 
including alcohol, tobacco, fatty foods, and luxury 
goods. In the recast, he omitted the sections on luxury 
goods and fatty foods because, in Todd’s words:

Many parents encourage materialism by 
offering their children materialistic re-
wards when they do something good. 
Therefore rather than fight a losing battle 
I decided to simply omit the materialistic 
aspects of my research project. I also chose 
to omit the fatty food section for some of 
the same reasons. Many parents without 
realizing it encourage their children to eat 
unhealthy foods. Busy and/or lazy parents 
who consistently go through McDonalds 
and other fast food restaurants are giving 
their child no other options other than 
fatty fast food. 

Todd made strategic choices to avoid the topics 
about which many parents feel ambivalent, thereby 
increasing his chances of convincing his audience to 
take action.

The recasting process also forced Todd to con-
sider the conventions of the editorial form. His writing 
took on a more journalistic style. Todd said he began 
with a reference to the impending ten year anniversary 
of the landmark civil lawsuit against tobacco com-
panies so that his text would have a “current news” 

angle. His last paragraph even directly addresses his 
parental audience; he writes:

Parents and caregivers, please take action 
and control of this desperate situation. The 
children need your support. If nothing is 
done these harmful marketing campaigns 
will continue to negatively influence your 
children. I urge you to get out and make 
a difference. Stop these campaigns from 
reaching today’s youth before irreversible 
damage is done. 

While this kind of direct address is not appropri-
ate in an academic essay, it is common in newspaper 
editorials. This illustrates how students can develop 
a more sophisticated awareness of the differences 
between  various rhetorical situations and contexts.

Another student, Richie, turned his research 
essay on obesity into a poster/pamphlet combination 
to be displayed in his college’s food court. He wanted 
to target college students because, as he notes, “the 
goal of my project is to spread awareness to people 
who can make a difference themselves [and] college 
students are a prime group for this objective.” Richie’s 
rhetorical choices illustrated an awareness of the limi-
tations of his chosen public form. He knew that, due to 
the level of activity and visual clutter in a food court, 
his public text would need to first grab the attention 
of his potential audience and then provide an oppor-
tunity for more detailed information. To accomplish 
these two goals, Richie created a poster that showed 
three disturbing photos of obesity under the headline, 
“The Key to Killing Obesity Now.” The sole purpose 
of this poster was to entice viewers into reading the 
pamphlet that accompanied the poster and in which 
he discussed in more detail the causes of obesity and 
ways young people could combat this problem. 

Other recast projects included a blog highlight-
ing increased pressure on young athletes, a newsletter 
aimed at educating employers about the attitudes and 
expectation of their Generation Y employees, and a 
handout to be included in a college orientation hand-
book discussing ways that students can effectively use 
technological tools such as Blackboard while avoid-
ing the potential pitfalls these programs can present. 
Student response to this recast project was primarily 
positive. They were pleased, students said, to have 
the chance to share their work with a larger audi-
ence. In general, the recasts illustrated a sophisticated 
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understanding of how rhetorical situations affect the 
composing process.

Public to Public
Another method of fostering the public-academ-

ic connection is to move the locus of rhetorical analy-
sis beyond even those texts that are considered new 
media public writing, such as ads, blogs, and cam-
paign rhetoric, to non-traditional texts that hearken 
back to John Hartley’s reminder that texts include all 
communication aimed at the public. Just as students’ 
rhetorical skills can be turned to an ad to analyze both 
its literal meaning and what it says about our culture, 
those skills can be used to better understand public 
spaces such as parks and museums. Such sites extend 
students’ understanding of what can be “read” and 
analyzed and form the basis for written responses. An 
added benefit is the movement of students outside the 
classroom, thereby extending even further their con-
cept of audience as well as texts. 

Just as most communities have sites that are rich 
in historical or contemporary relevance, Cincinnati 
is fortunate to have many such sites, including The 
National Underground Railroad Freedom Center 
(Freedom Center). This institution seeks to bridge 
historical events and bring to life what are referred 
to as the “unfreedoms” such as poverty, slavery, hun-
ger, and illiteracy. In one composition classroom, the 
Freedom Center was one of the primary texts along 
with Frederick Douglass’ Narrative and contemporary 
articles, videos, and internet material relating to the 
various unfreedoms. These texts formed the basis for 
traditional research essays that, in turn, were recast for 
a variety of public purposes. Additionally, students 
created a class wiki and videotape to further publicly 
promote their work. 

The class began by reading and analyzing 
Douglass’ Narrative as a model for examining vari-
ous rhetorical strategies. Students then toured and 
analyzed the Freedom Center itself. There, students 
were confronted with the bricks and mortar reality of 
an institution that could also be rhetorically examined 
through a variety of means: the written texts created by 
the Freedom Center (its website, its brochures); writ-
ten texts about the Freedom Center (history, reviews); 
the existence of the Freedom Center itself at this time 
and place; its exhibits (including written, video, and 
interactive displays); and its outreach activities. For 

the tour, most students arrived by public transporta-
tion, thereby allowing them to see the surrounding 
communities as well, with different races and socio-
economic lifestyles represented within them. 

Students’ intermediate assignments calling for 
rhetorical analyses of the Freedom Center, as well as 
reflective writing on their experiences, suggested that 
such work helped to provide them a better understand-
ing of not only a public entity within their community 
but more traditional texts as well. In Derek’s response, 
he notes that the tour “was able to reemphasize the 
topics we had touched on in our class discussions, 
and [the exhibits representing] the many hardships 
the slaves had to go through strengthens the power 
of Douglass’ Narrative and shows even more clearly 
the character of Douglass.” The analysis also provided 
insight into the context in which the Freedom Center 
exists; in Annie’s reflection she states, “Communities 
teach values, skills, knowledge, and culture by pro-
moting organizations that have those same principles. 
Those organizations in turn offer firsthand experiences 
to citizens through community involvement.” 

As students moved to their research projects, 
they used the Freedom Center as a source of informa-
tion about their topics and as inspiration for suggested 
solutions for the problems explored. Student topics 
ranged from the use of genetically modified foods to 
combat hunger, to local concerns with homelessness, to 
scientific and technological illiteracy. Mike notes in his 
research project that his encounter with the Freedom 
Center made him realize that tackling hunger through 
science alone was unrealistic because of the plethora 
of causes and the need for multiple reactions to the 
problem. Thinking about freedom made him consider 
“the freedom [of each of us] to be able to make deci-
sions about our own fate.” Dennis suggests that just 
as illiteracy has been “used as a weapon to enslave and 
oppress different groups of people,” dominant groups 
could, through denial of scientific literacy, deny free-
dom to others to better understand the world around 
them. Because of the Freedom Center’s outreach ac-
tivities, students could also see these broad concerns 
as more personally relevant. Maggy describes herself 
as having become “a more passionate advocate of pre-
venting homelessness than [she had been] before.” 
Students’ enthusiasm seemed to translate into higher 
quality research projects overall especially in regard to 
recognizing the significance of their work. 
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In moving to recast their research papers into 
public texts, students chose a variety of outlets. Recasts 
included letters to political representatives and local 
newspapers, blogs promoting activism among their 
peers, and letters to campus officials arguing that left-
over student meal tickets should be used to provide 
food for local homeless shelters. These recasts required 
students to choose new strategies to persuade more lim-
ited audiences of their arguments and to be even more 
aware of the public nature of their work. Throughout 
the process, the class used a wiki to facilitate feedback 
from peers, which also served to promote awareness 
of audience. Students decided to retain all the steps of 
this process on the wiki and to open it to the public 
so other students might see how projects could move 
from initial idea to finished product. Students’ final 
presentations were also videotaped at their suggestion 
to make a permanent public record of their work. 

Student efforts to repurpose their research proj-
ects for broader public consumption helped reinforce 
for them the need to fully understand their work and 
the strategies necessary to promote different goals to 
different audiences. They appeared to take more own-
ership of their work, to be able to explain it to oth-
ers more comprehensively, and to appreciate more the 
various steps in the process from initial determination 
of subject matter through multiple revisions.

The Power of the Public

These assignments have appeared to be instru-
mental in improving students’ ability to read texts and 
to effectively produce their own. By asking students 
to move between academic and public writing, they 
become aware that any text, including non-traditional 
ones such as public places, contains information that 
can be read rhetorically. This helps to break down the 
dichotomy of texts for classroom use versus texts in 
the “real” world and leads students to more fully com-
prehend the connection of writing and research with 
real-life events and activities. Instructors also chal-
lenged their own ways of thinking about texts and en-
large their repertoire of teaching and learning tools to 
more fully engage their students. This fluidity of texts 
and our ability to access them will only continue to 
increase. Providing a range of texts and writing assign-
ments allow both students and teachers to hone the 
rhetorical skills necessary to navigate the increasingly 
complex representations of the world around us.

"
Assessment and Standards

As students practice recasting their ideas into 
multiple forms of writing (private, academic or 
public), they are learning and perfecting several 
skills expected by state and national assessment 
standards. Ohio’s Writing Process Standard, for 
example, expects that, “The writing process in-
cludes the phases of prewriting, drafting, revis-
ing and editing and publishing. They learn to plan 
their writing for different purposes and audiences” 
(Ohio Department of Education [ODE], 2008, p. 
40). Further, the NCTE and International Reading 
Association Standards for English Language Arts 
(2009) require that, “Students employ a wide 
range of strategies as they write and use different 
writing process elements appropriately to com-
municate with different audiences for a variety of 
purposes.” More specifically, benchmarks for the 
Writing Process Standard indicate that students 
at various levels must be able to “prepare writ-
ing for publication … that follows an appropriate 
format and uses a variety of techniques such as 
electronic resources and graphics” and “deter-
mine audience and purpose for self-selected and 
assigned writing tasks” (ODE, 2008, p. 40-42). 
When students focus on reading and writing in a 
public genre, they must tailor their writing based 
on audience, purpose, and form. Public writing 
assignments also place an increased emphasis 
on the publishing process. Reading public texts 
and writing for a public audience are some of 
the most effective ways to teach and learn rhe-
torical concepts such as audience awareness and 
purpose. 
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A Focus on Writing: How to Teach 
and Assess English Language 
Learners

In many schools, educators find themselves 
teaching students who are learning English as  
 a second language. Many teachers are often at 

a loss because they realize that their background and 
training has not prepared them to help the students 
develop English quickly while simultaneously learn-
ing other subject matter. The total number of English 
Language Learners in the public schools is more than 
4.5 million students or 9.6% of the total school popu-
lation (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). 
Writing assessment and instruction are critical for all 
students in elementary school. Elementary teachers, 
need to know how to evaluate and instruct English 
Language Learner’s writing progress. Unfortunately, 
many instructors are unprepared for the unique needs 
and complexities that accompany English Language 
Learners in elementary schools . 

The U.S. federal No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB) of 2001 has established mandates for writing 
assessment and instruction. Title I of NCLB requires 
that English Language Learners attending public 
schools at levels K-12 should be assessed in the vari-
ous language domains (i.e. listening, speaking, read-
ing, and writing). NCLB, also requires the inclusion of 
English Language Learners in statewide standardized 
testing. The results of statewide standardized tests 
highlight the achievement of each subgroup and all 
subgroups must meet Adequate Yearly Progress for 
the schools to meet state requirements (Abedi, 2004). 

English Language Learners have not performed 
at the same academic level as their native-English 
speaking peers, and the achievement gap is not likely 
to close in the near future (Strickland & Alvermann, 

2004). As elementary schools increase the demands for 
student performance in the early grades, students en-
tering school without basic literacy skills are at a dis-
tinct disadvantage. English Language Learners bring 
a wide range of educational experiences and diverse 
academic backgrounds to school. Most of the literacy 
assessments administered in elementary schools are in 
English only which presents a potential threat to the va-
lidity of assessments when English Language Learners 
lack enough English to understand the test items.

State standards for literacy are transforming 
 elementary education. As elementary classroom teach-
ers consider assessing English Language Learners there 
are several guiding principles suggested by Hurley and 
Blake (2000) that teachers should keep in mind:

Assessment activities should help teachers • 
make instructional decisions.

Each assessment activity should have a spe-• 
cific objective-linked purpose.

Assessment activities should grow out of au-• 
thentic learning activities.

Assessments of student learning should be • 
longitudinal…they take place over time.

Assessment strategies should help teachers • 
find out what students know and can do…
not what they cannot do.

The holistic context for learning should be • 
considered and assessed. (pp. 91-92)

State standards can assist teachers in planning 
effectively linked instruction and assessment practices 
for English. 
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Appropriate Assessment for English 

Language Learners

As teachers assess English Language Learners, they 
need to ask themselves some fundamental questions  
such as: Can I assess English Language Learners in my 
own classroom? Can I get help from a school liaison or 
translator who speaks the students’ native language? 
What specific aspects of writing am I going to assess? 
In order to answer such important questions, teachers 

will need to learn more about their students’ prior 
schooling and background at home.

Understanding English Language Learners’ 

Literacy Backgrounds

English Language Learners enter schools today 
from vastly different backgrounds. Teachers should 
not make assumptions that all English Language 
Learners who speak the same language also share 

Table 1.  Categories of English Language Learners

Newly arrived students with adequate formal schooling
Have been in the country for fewer than five years,•	
Have had an adequate degree of schooling in their native country,•	
Perform in reading and writing at grade level,•	
Find it relatively easy to catch up with their peers,•	
Have difficulty with standardized tests,•	
Have parents who are educated speakers of L1 (native language),•	
Developed a strong foundation in their L1,•	
Demonstrate the potential to make fast progress in English, and•	
Have found it easy to acquire a second or third language.•	

Newly arrived students with limited formal schooling
Have recently arrived in an English speaking-school (fewer than five years),•	
Have experienced interrupted schooling,•	
Have limited native-language and literacy skills,•	
Perform poorly on achievement tests,•	
May not have had previous schooling,•	
May experience feelings of loss of emotional and social networks,•	
Have parents who have low literacy levels, and•	
Could have difficulty learning English.•	

Students exposed to two languages simultaneously
Were born in the United States but have grown up in households where a language other than English is spoken,•	
Live in communities of speakers who primarily communicate in their L1 or go back and forth between two languages,•	
Have grown up exposed to two languages simultaneously,•	
May not have developed academic literacy in either L1 or L2 (second language)•	
Often engage in extensive code-switching, thus making use of both linguistic systems to communicate, and•	
Have acquired oral proficiency in a language other than English first but may not have learned to read or write in that •	
language.

Long-term English language learners
Have already spent more than five years in an English-speaking school,•	
Have literacy skills that are below grade level,•	
Have had some English as a second language classes or bilingual support, and•	
Require substantial and ongoing language and literacy support.•	

Adapted from Freeman and Freeman (2003)
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the same family or cultural values. While it is impor-
tant for classroom teachers to become knowledgeable 
about all of their students’ lives outside of school, 
it is essential if the students are English Language 
Learners. Freeman and Freeman (2004), have estab-
lished four categories to help classroom teachers bet-
ter understand English Language Learners and their 
backgrounds: newly arrived students with adequate 
formal schooling, newly arrived students with limited 
formal schooling, students exposed to two languag-
es simultaneously, and long-term English Language 
Learners. (See Table 1 for a detailed description of 
these categories).Understanding that their English 
Language Learners come from very different literacy 
backgrounds can help teachers select developmentally 
appropriate, writing assessments. 

English Language Learners are not a homog-
enous group; their academic abilities can range from 
emergent readers, writers, and speakers of English to 
proficient readers, writers, and speakers of English. The 
most effective teachers of English Language Learners 
understand the vast differences amongst individual 
students’ academic performance and they focus on 
what each individual student is capable of achieving 
instead of what the student cannot do.

The Importance of Teachers’ Expectations

It is critical for teachers to instruct all learn-
ers within a supportive environment. An elementary 
teacher needs to create a manageable classroom that 
encourages flexibility so all students’ can progress at 
their own pace. English Language Learners will be 
more successful when teachers are willing to accept 
English Language Learners’ approximations while 
they are learning to write. Each student has a unique 
and different starting point, so teachers need to re-
main flexible and open-minded about individual writ-
ing progress over time. If a teacher expects English 
Language Learners to be at the same point as their 
age-equivalent peers, he or she is setting these students 
up for failure. Teachers who have such inappropriate 
student expectations are viewing students through a 
deficit model, which does not capture what students 
are capable of doing; this perspective focuses on what 
students cannot do. Teaching should focus on where 
students are performing when you first meet them at 
the beginning of the school year and moving them for-
ward in their development until that last day of the 
school year (Vygotsky, 1978).

Teaching Writing is a Complex Process

Lisa Delpit (1988) argues that the conventions 
of writing need to be explicitly taught to African 
American students in the United States because the 
language and assumptions of the school are often un-
familiar. Delpit (1988) explains, if you are not already 
a participant of the dominant culture, being told ex-
plicitly the rules of the culture makes acquiring power 
easier. Delpit states, “Unless one has the leisure of a 
lifetime of immersion to learn them, explicit presenta-
tion makes learning immeasurably easier” (pg. 283). 
Teachers of English Language Learners should also 
consider the importance of implementing explicit 
writing instruction that is tailored to meet students’ 
individual needs. What does it mean to teach writing 
explicitly? Let’s begin with what it does not mean. It 
does not mean to return to teaching traditional gram-
mar or meaningless skill and drill that lack meaning, 
purpose, and ownership in writing. Explicit teaching 
of writing should focus on real-life use, so that an un-
derstanding about language is developed in the con-
text of actual language use. Authentic, explicit writing 
instruction should foster social interaction among the 
teacher and his or her students.

Approaches	to	Writing:	Helping	English	
Language Learners Build a Writing Process 

There are four different approaches to help 
English Language Learners begin to build a writing 
process (See Table 2 for a detailed description of the 
four different approaches). They are:

Language experience• 

Shared writing• 

Interactive writing• 

Independent writing.• 

Each writing approach has a different purpose, 
but they are all closely interrelated. Social collabora-
tion is a critical component for the language experi-
ence approach, shared writing approach, and the 
interactive writing approach. 

Determine Multiple Authentic Writing 

Assessments

Teachers can learn more about students’ individ-
ual writing strengths and weaknesses if they conduct 
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multiple, authentic writing assessments over time. 
Some examples of authentic writing assessments in-
clude: Self-assessment checklists, informal writing con-
ferences, and writing portfolios. Authentic assessment 
tools will provide the teacher of English Language 
Learners with insights about their students’ writing 
development and showcase their writing progress over 
time. Meaningful assessments should reveal what stu-
dents know about the writing process and should help 
the teacher learn how he or she can modify instruction 
to help all of their students reach the designated stan-
dards and curricular goals established by the state and 
their school district.

Effective writing assessments give teachers the 
opportunity to simultaneously assess and instruct stu-
dents. For instance, when a teacher talks to a student 
during an individual writing conference, the teacher is 
engaging in ongoing learning and assessment. An exam-
ple of some questions to use during a informal writing 

conference are located in the Writing Conference Chart. 
(See Table 3 for an example of a Writing Conference 
Chart). When students engage in this type of writing 
conference, they learn how to further develop their 
writing and the conference provides teachers with infor-
mation for future instructional decisions. 

Effective Assessments and Effective 

Teaching are Interrelated

Effective teaching is the key to sustained aca-
demic achievement for all students, especially English 
Language Learners who may struggle with writing. 
Effective teachers are able to differentiate writing 
instruction to meet the needs of all students at all 
points in the educational continuum. Teachers must 
become knowledgeable about state mandated writing 
standards, and they must conduct ongoing, informal 

Table	2.		Four Writing Approaches for English Language Learners

Language Experience
Teachers demonstrate the writing process in front of students.•	
It is important that all students can see the teacher as he or she writes legibly on a piece of chart paper or board in front •	
of the students.
When the teacher writes for the students, you free them to express meanings in oral language without having to concern •	
themselves with the mechanics of written language.
Teachers try to use the students’ exact words to reflect their current language abilities and to keep student ownership of •	
the writing process.

Shared Writing
Teachers act as a scribe and demonstrate the writing process in front of students.•	
Teachers emphasize the composing process of writing and solicit assistance from the students so they can work together •	
to plan the writing content.
Moire McKenzie (1985) who developed this process says, “Shared writing is collaborative processes between teacher and •	
children, and children and children. Children begin to get in on the craft of writing” (pg. 8).

Interactive Writing
Teachers who experimented with shared writing developed interactive writing (McCarrier, Fountas & Pinnell, 2000)•	
Involves a dynamic, collaborative literacy event in which the children compose writing together with the teacher.•	
Students and the teacher determine certain words, phrases, the organization, and text layout (McCarrier, Fountas & •	
Pinnell, 2000)
Students can move beyond approximation in shared writing and participate in the writing process.•	

Independent Writing
Students have the opportunity to work alone and use their individual understanding of the writing process to compose •	
texts.
Teachers conduct writing conferences with individual students to support them as they work on revising, editing, and •	
publishing their writing.
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writing assessments such as self-assessment checklists, 
informal writing conferences, and writing portfolios. 
The knowledge gleaned from individual student as-
sessments will help teachers tailor instruction to help 
all English Language Learners achieve English lit-
eracy. By understanding English Language Learners’ 

background and their current writing ability, teachers 
will be equipped with the knowledge to provide ef-
fective writing instruction and meet the unique needs 
of all students. When appropriate assessment and ex-
cellent teaching exist in classrooms, English Language 
Learners will make consistent writing progress. 

Table	3.		Writing Conference Chart

Before the Writing Conference: Determine the purpose of the writing conference
I explain to Maria that I want to see if she is able to write two sentences about a book she just read in guided reading. I •	
want to see if she can write complete and meaningful sentences about what she just read.

During the Writing Conference: I share with the student what I am noticing about her writing. I want to determine how well 
she understands the concept of a sentence. 

I ask Maria to write two sentences about a book she just read during her guided reading group. •	
I highlight how she effectively wrote two sentences about the book she just read.•	
I highlight how it is important to reread what you write and to ask yourself the following question: Does my writing make •	
sense?

At the end of the Writing Conference: 
I remind Maria to continue to monitor her writing and to make sure that she rereads her writing when she is done.•	
I remind Maria to ask herself if her writing makes sense.•	
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Promoting ‘Voice’ in the Writing of 
English Language Learners: What To 
Do When Language is the Barrier

Yuki (not his real name), from Japan,  
arrived at his school in northwest Ohio  
 in October, 2006 unprepared for the 

linguistic and cultural challenges which his fourth 
grade, all-English environment would present him. 
A bit shy and not accustomed to voicing his opinion 
in class, he made steady progress in English but still 
felt reluctant to speak up in class or respond to rou-
tine questions posed by his teacher. Offering personal 
opinions or interjecting personal expressions was also 
highly unlikely. Yuki’s difficulties were compounded 
by his lack of English proficiency and his mainstream 
teacher’s emphasis on structured writing.

However, Yuki had the good fortune to be tu-
tored in English by an ESL graduate student, Aya, 
who had just attended an on-campus forum relating 
to the need for infusing ‘voice’ into the writing tasks 
of English Language Learners (ELL’s). Armed with a 
modicum of information and a wealth of enthusiasm, 
Aya was determined to experiment with several meth-
ods for injecting voice into Yuki’s under-developed 
English writing.

Her first efforts to reach Yuki on an emotional 
level came through short conversations in Japanese in 
which she attempted to establish basic background 
facts about Yuki ‘s likes and dislikes, family back-
ground, sources of anxiety, etc. After a few sessions, 
this was followed by a reading lesson based on the 
book I Like Me by Nancy Carlson. Aya capitalized on 
the affective dimensions of the book by showing Yuki 
some personalized examples of things she liked, and 
directed Yuki to go home and draw some things he 

liked. With Aya’s assistance, Yuki was able to then 
attach his feelings and commentary to those draw-
ings through oral dictation. Based on comments from 
Aya, Yuki responded with an enthusiasm that he had 
not exhibited in his mainstream classroom. He pro-
duced a host of items such as ‘I like strawberry’ and 
‘I like   (other items)   which also led to extended ver-
bal interchanges in English about these personalized 
preferences.

Animated responses such as the one displayed by 
Yuki are not chance results. Most well-trained writ-
ing teachers know that students derive great pleasure 
and display more enthusiasm for writing when they 
discover that their written words can be utilized as 
personalized tools for self-identity and meaningful dis-
covery. While many teachers might dismiss the pos-
sibility of cultivating voice among the ELL population, 
cultivating this attribute within writing for ESL stu-
dents might be even more imperative than for native 
English speakers.

Seeking	a	Definition	of	Voice

An examination of the literature related to the 
concept of voice in writing reveals that this is a mul-
tifaceted, multidimensional construct. Boutte (2002: 
6) defines ‘voice’ as “…the articulation and sharing 
of one’s world, one’s experiences, and one’s vision.” 
Berlin (2000:6) suggests that “Writing…is an act, 
a creative act in which the process—the discovery of 
true self—is as important as the product—the self dis-
covered and expressed.” hooks (1990) seems to have 
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an even broader framework, emphasizing that, in a 
post-modern framework, voice involves promoting 
the emergence of individuals who define themselves 
in multiple ways. That is, students create many I’s by 
their simultaneous existence in multiple communities 
defined by culture, class, gender, age, ethnicity, etc. 
In a modern, multicultural society such as the U.S., 
finding one’s voice must also deal centrally with what 
some have called identity politics. Schools symbolize 
what Pratt (1991) has labeled as one “contact zone” 
wherein divergent cultures meet and younger writers 
must decide for themselves which communities and 
identities their voice represents. From my perspec-
tive, voice signifies attempts through the medium of 
writing, to develop personal creativity, share personal 
ideas, as well as cultivate and articulate one’s unique 
identity. Often this must be done in a multicultural 
and multilingual setting. 

Given such a complex construct, developing 
voice within any population of students presents a 
daunting task, so one can easily imagine the difficul-
ties within a population of English Language Learners, 
who, by definition, lack the complete set of linguistic 
tools in English needed for full personal expression. 

Developing Voice is a Formidable Task: 

Before exploring the notion of promoting voice within 
the writing of English Language Learners, it should 
first be acknowledged that mainstream language 
arts teachers face formidable challenges in develop-
ing voice in their students’ writing. Even in the most 
encouraging and writer-friendly environments, it is 
often difficult to realize the goal of having students 
find their voices, and consistently write with personal 
expression. 

As writing teachers are keenly aware, a trusting 
and accepting environment must first be created be-
fore writers will venture to reveal their most personal 
thoughts and perspectives. Teachers must take active 
steps to reward students for venturing to expose their 
personal ideas and emotions, even within the protect-
ed confines of the classroom. They must also trust that 
the writing teacher will provide respectful, gentle and 
encouraging feedback. Finally, they must see a clear, 
beneficial purpose in reorienting much of their writing 
from safe, formulaic approaches to what is ostensibly a 
more risky mode of expression.

Throughout the past decade, teachers’ efforts 
to help students express their feelings and viewpoints 
have often been frustrated and thwarted by state 

proficiency testing, which often relegates writing to 
formulaic procedures. Despite the fact that person-
alized themes may be used, proficiency testing ulti-
mately rewards coherence and a simplistic clarity . It is 
no wonder that many teachers have shied away from 
encouraging students to avoid the use of personalized 
expression as a major part of their writing repertoire. 
The No Child Left Behind legislation, with its overem-
phasis on yearly standardized testing, has intensified 
the pattern of encouraging students to write essays by 
blindly adhering to a set of somewhat rigid rules, and 
emphasizing a low risk approach which minimizes per-
sonal input.

Reasons	for	Promoting	Voice	with	ELL’s	
and Bilinguals. 

Given this current climate for writing, many ESL 
teachers might tend to avoid this goal altogether, hav-
ing concluded that merely getting an ELL to pass the 
state proficiency exam or demonstrating `adequate 
yearly progress’ (AYP) is the most that can be hoped 
for. This attitude is quite understandable, and in some 
respects reflects a current reality for ELL’s. That is, they 
must first attain a minimal writing proficiency which 
allows for successful navigation of the writing curricu-
lum, and ultimately helps them to graduate from high 
school. These realities notwithstanding, it would be a 
true loss for teachers to discard the goal of developing 
voice in the writing of the ELL’s. Before abandoning 
this goal, writing teachers need to recognize that it is 
often these very students who have the most dramatic 
voice to be uncovered, and one that often contrasts 
quite starkly with the general population of students. 

For example, among a population of 10 ELL’s in 
a typical urban school, it would not be uncommon to 
have a student who has trekked across the mountains 
of Afghanistan with his/her parents to escape the rav-
ages of the Taliban, or a student who has moved back 
and forth between Puerto Rico and several points on 
the U.S. mainland, or a student who has experienced 
the tribulations of border crossings from Mexico. In 
fact, the travel experiences of Mylinh, an ESL student 
who attended high school in Los Angeles, may be 
quite typical:

Mylinh, an ethnic Chinese from Vietnam, 
fled her native country in 1979 at the age 
of nine, escaping by boat along with nine 
of her siblings.
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Her parents and two younger siblings 
stayed behind and at the time of the inter-
view were still living in Vietnam. During 
a one-year stay in Hong Kong, while they 
waited to find a sponsor for their entrance 
into the United States, Mylinh attended 
ESL classes with students of differing ages 
and proficiency levels. Subsequently, she 
accompanied her older brother and sis-
ters to Portland, Oregon where she en-
tered fourth grade. Here she was placed in 
mixed ESL classes which she attended for 
two years…

[Two years later] Mylinh moved to 
California because a sister and her husband 
had found work in Los Angeles. Mylinh 
accompanied this sister and entered junior 
high in the area. (Peitzman & Gaddo, eds. 
1994:7)

The need for ELL’s to sort through the maze of 
possible identities and allegiances offers another com-
pelling rationale for writing teachers to encourage and 
cultivate personal expression within this population. 
With the school as a focal point for conflicting val-
ues, such expression may actually allow for some much 
needed venting of psychological and emotional ten-
sions brought on by having to confront a bewildering 
set of values, actions and behaviors which exist in the 
worlds through which these learners must move each 
day. Minami (2000:193) describes the way in which 
the school often becomes the focal point for such 
transitions: 

In multicultural U.S. society, cultural dif-
ferences bring about complicated issues . 
Once a child has started schooling, the pri-
mary agent of socialization changes from 
the primary speech community to the 
secondary speech community, namely the 
school. Following the mainstream cultural 
norms and values, the school often tries to 
reshape the child’s interaction style, par-
ticularly in the classroom. 

The adjustment process experienced by Japanese 
students, as described below, serves as an exemplar 
of the adjustments faced by all cultural groups. The 
types of adjustments may differ in nature and de-
gree, but the fact remains that most ELL’s must reach 

some degree of accommodation between their native   
culture and the predominant Anglo culture within the 
schools. As Miyanaga (1991: 96) states:

The difficulty and frustration that Japanese 
commonly experience in America comes 
from the fact that their passivity is an 
active expression of their values. To the 
Japanese, to be quiet and to listen is active, 
not passive. In a classroom with American 
students, students from Japan rarely raise 
their hands or speak up. They have been 
trained, as American students have not, 
to wait for a sign of approval from the 
teacher.

Given the highly varied backgrounds possessed 
by many ELL’s, it becomes hard to justify avoiding the 
pursuit of voice the writing curriculum. These experi-
ences cry out for expression in the classroom and offer 
a compelling argument for cultivating expression of 
voice within this population. Also adding impetus to 
the imperative for voice in writing comes the need, as 
cited earlier by hooks (1990), to sort out possible mul-
tiple identities and allegiances. This sorting out pro-
cess should not have to occur in a random manner. It 
seems obvious that the school provides an ideal venue 
for personal introspection and discovery; it seems 
counterproductive and unwarranted to hope that this 
will occur later in life on a person by person basis.

Starting Points with ELL Writers. Many sec-
ond language writers have not yet internalized the 
many of the complexities of spoken or written English 
grammar, nor do they have an adequate vocabulary. 
This absence of grammatical competence needs to 
be conceptualized in much the same way as missing 
knowledge in any other content area. Fortunately 
though, these skills can be gained developmentally 
over an extended period of time through writing scaf-
folds, instruction and meaningful writing applications. 
Naturally, students who bring writing capacities and 
experiences in their native language will progress more 
rapidly towards native writing competence since they 
already have developed some cognitive schema related 
to writing. 

Initial writing tasks can be so overwhelming and 
burdensome for second language writers that the teach-
er needs to design tasks with minimal complexity, and 
then reinforce them by intensive syntactic scaffolding. 
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This syntactic scaffolding supplies the basic gram-
matical structure for the writing tasks and needs to 
be thoughtfully considered by the teacher before pre-
senting the assignment to the student. A good starting 
point would be activities that can be orally dictated, 
yet still allow for creative expression. These initial dic-
tated activities can begin to tap the dimension of voice 
related to past experiences, and serve to validate the 
child’s background experiences which often exceed the 
range of experience of non-ELL class members. 

Using Multicultural Literature to  

Promote	Voice

The use of multicultural literature and the posi-
tive reaction of second language writers to it consti-
tutes an endless storehouse of rich material which can 
motivate these writers to reach outward to find their 
own personalized expression. Exposure to multicultur-
al literature can allow ELL’s to reveal deeply hidden 
emotions and concerns. This can often serve as a trig-
ger for students to see glimpses of their own unique 
experiences, which are frequently outside the experi-
ential realm of their less traveled, English-speaking 
peers.

The real challenge is how to convert the read-
ing of a multicultural trade book into an appropri-
ate writing experience. Two specific trade books, The 
Whispering Cloth and When Africa Was Home are great 
resources for inspiring student work. In The Whispering 
Cloth, Pegi Deitz Shea adroitly presents two conflict-
ing values faced by Mai, a young Hmong refugee who 
has fled Viet Nam and is living in a refugee camp in 
Laos. Mai’s grandmother teaches her the fine needle 
work needed to portray key life events on the special 
pa’ndau story-cloth. Tempted by the lure of money 
which could be gained through sale of the cloth, Mai 
struggles but eventually rejects her initial inclination 
to sell her story-cloth. The whispering from the cloth 
eventually predominates over the attraction of a mon-
etary gain. 

As a follow-up to this story, which underscores 
the priceless aspects of one’s native or home culture, 
ELL’s can be asked to name, illustrate and write about 
cultural heirlooms which are valuable and perhaps so 
priceless that they would never be put up for sale. The 
teacher can create a syntactically scaffolded task like 
the one that follows which can be dictated or com-
pleted in writing as the student is able:

What it was like to move away from my 
original home:  ___________________

One item from my home/my culture which 
is very valuable is:  _____ ____________

The reason that it is too valuable to sell 
is _______ _______________________

The student response can come through a vari-
ety of journal writings in which the teacher-generated 
format is copied into a journal, or it can be handed out 
for completion on a separate sheet of paper.

When Africa Was Home by Lynn Williams is an-
other thought-provoking, multicultural trade book 
which delves into the difficulties of transitioning be-
tween divergent cultures. In an ironic twist to the 
traditional pattern of having other cultural groups 
come to America, this story relates the experience of 
an American boy, Peter, who grows up in Africa. Peter 
acculturates to a different language, different foods, 
eating on the floor and running freely with his African 
friends across the savannah. 

English Language Learners from other cultures 
will certainly identify with the psychological strain 
placed upon Peter when he temporarily returns to the 
U.S. with his parents only to experience alienation and 
anomie amidst the strange towering buildings of New 
York, strange `unappetizing’ food such as pizza and a 
hostile winter climate. The oral discussion and follow-
up writing can again come in the form of ‘structured 
syntactic leads’ generated by the teacher, as seen in the 
model below:

Peter found the buildings and food in 
America to be different and strange. 

Something I find different or strange in 
America is ______ _________________

Peter missed the warm weather, food and 
his friends

Something I miss from my home country/ 
the last place I lived is _______ _______ 

Using Predictable Books for  

Creative Writing 

Not every writing task for ELL’s can or should 
tap into the experiential or cultural aspects of their 
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lives. A significant aspect of voice relates to the notion 
of individual creativity. As Bridwell-Bowles’ (1998: 
159) commentary makes clear, creativity helps to clar-
ify “…where voice comes from, and one’s true identity 
within the social space of schools where cultures clash 
and grapple with each other.” Creative activities also 
assist young writers to discursively separate their own 
feelings and opinions from those which have been so-
cially created. In line with Bouttee’s definition, this 
creativity allows one to share his/her world, experienc-
es and vision just as effectively as a focus on any other 
dimension of writing. 

The use of predictable books can prove to be of 
immeasurable value and utility for ELL’s in promot-
ing creativity. For writing tasks directed at second lan-
guage learners, these predictable books can function 
as the springboard from which the creative writing is 
launched. The core feature of a predictable book is a 
repeating or progressive syntactic pattern or refrain, 
and not a predictable plot as some might believe. This 
repeating syntactic pattern provides extra grammatical 
reinforcement of structures which ELL’s may not have 
mastered. These repetitious phrases can concomitantly 
serve as the pattern on which to base creative writing. 

As an example of a creative writing exercise 
linked to a predictable book, one might first select a 
book such as We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, by Michael 
Rosen. Then, using computer-generated pages with 
large print at the bottom, the teacher may convert 
the original pattern into a creative writing exercise in 
which the original key nouns, verbs, or adjectives are 
substituted for as part of an individualized or group-
based writing exercise. Students create and illustrate 
their own original book based on syntactic patterns 
from the original story. To show how this works in 
practice, a page from the original story line has been 
presented below.

We’re going on a bear hunt. We’re going 
to catch a big one. 

What a beautiful day! We’re not scared! 

Oh-oh! Grass! Long wavy grass. We can’t 
go over it. 

We can’t go under it. We’ve got to go 
through it. 

Swishy, swashy! Swishy, swashy! Swishy, 
Swashy!

At this point the author will defer to the exper-
tise of some real second graders who created and illus-
trated their own version of the story by filling in the 
underlined areas.

We’re going on a panther hunt. We’re 
going to catch a big one. 

What a beautiful day! We’re not scared! 

Oh-oh! A rainstorm! A thunder lightening 
rainstorm. We can’t go over it. 

We can’t go under it. We’ve got to go 
through it. 

Boom, crash! Boom, crash! Boom, crash!

Complementing Literature with Pictures to 

Generate Story Writing

Group story writing from pictures based on an 
original trade book can also provide enough scaffold-
ing, yet include the dimension of creativity that real 
writers crave. King Bidgood’s in the Bathtub by Audrey 
Wood depicts a group of hapless medieval courtiers 
who are victimized by a king who wants to do every-
thing from eating dinner, to holding a masquerade ball 
in his bathtub. Groups of ELL writers can use a maga-
zine like Better Homes and Gardens to select pictures of 
four locations around a typical house where someone 
they identify (perhaps a group member), wants to do 
something outrageous. 

This children’s book also happens to be some-
what predictable. Therefore, depending on the amount 
of scaffolding required, the teacher can either prepare 
sheets with syntactic scaffolding or just let the writers 
use as much of the pattern from the book as it neces-
sary. Stanza I below contains wording from the origi-
nal story, while Stanza II depicts the creative events 
linked to the kitchen, which is one of the house loca-
tions the group might select. 

Stanza I

“Help! Help!” cried the Page when the 
sun came up.

“King Bidgood’s in the Bathtub, and he 
won’t get out!
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Oh, who knows what to do?”

“I do,” cried the Knight when the sun 
came up. “Get out!

It’s time to battle!”

“Come in!” cried the King, with a boom, 
boom, boom. 

“Today we battle in the tub.”

Stanza II

“Help! Help!” cried the Leon (group mem-
ber) when the sun came up.

“Miyuki’s (another group member) in the 
Bathtub, and she won’t get out!

Oh, who knows what to do?”

“I do,” cried the Juan (3rd group member) 
when the sun came up. “Get out!

It’s time to skate!”

“Come in!” cried Miyuki, with a swish, 
swish, swish. 

“Today we skate in the kitchen.”

Personalized Writing Techniques Cultivate 

Voice

Tapping into a student’s unique background 
experiences or most intimate feelings is a proven tech-
nique for generating quality writing. In the case of 
ELL’s, limited writing skills in English can often be 
compensated for by use of drawings, pictures or pho-
tographs. The following four techniques all meet the 
criteria of stimulating personalized reactions, while in-
corporating visuals which can substitute for the words 
which more advance English speakers would be able 
to provide.
A. Life Story Maps. One autobiographical-type of 

writing technique is to employ a Life Story Map 
created by the child. However, I recommend a 
slightly different format from the Life Murals 
recommended by Peregoy and Boyle (2005) . 

They suggest using the Life Mural to generate 
separate writing works. The Life Story Map is 
designed to depict five or six major events within 
the child’s life, by displaying or illustrating them 
on a large poster board or newsprint. 

  The first step in creating a Story Map for 
ELLs is for the learner to orally relate five or six 
landmark events to be depicted or illustrated 
in some manner. With the teacher’s assistance, 
these can be further developed and then trans-
ferred to sections of the poster board as headings 
or one-sentence descriptions. Next, the student 
can either illustrate each picture or select pic-
tures from magazines to serve as approximate 
representations of his/her life events. The final 
procedure within this method should consist of 
an oral presentation of the Life Story Map to the 
class or other audience, employing the teacher’s 
assistance as needed. 

B. Using ‘I Remember.’ Autobiographical-type 
activities need not include a chronological pan-
orama of the major events in the student’s life 
span. An activity entitled “I Remember” can 
focus on just one memorable event from the 
child’s past. This can be dictated and illustrated 
in much the same way as the Life Story Map; 
however, the teacher needs to extract the maxi-
mum amount of detail, depth and complexity 
from the child. It seems quite apparent that this 
type of activity will most likely evoke some expe-
riences from a previous time, place and culture. 

  One student I worked with chose the 
Taiwan earthquake as her centerpiece for illus-
tration. Without question the vivid memories 
of this event triggered a landslide of memories, 
which led not only to graphic illustrations but 
also to a stream of connected written explana-
tions coming straight from the heart.

C.  Create A Personal Flag. Flags are highly sym-
bolic markers of national identity. As such, ELL 
immigrant students or American-born ELL’s 
with cultural ties to a homeland are likely to be 
keenly aware of the flag from their country of 
origin and have some emotional attachment to 
it. This emotional association can be converted 
into positive writing energy by having the teach-
er first examine some selected flags with the stu-
dents. A key portion of the review should entail 
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verbalizing the symbolism contained within the 
various colors and symbols of each flag.

  These steps are preceded by the teacher’s 
challenge to students to create their own, high-
ly symbolic flag which should represent major 
components of their self-identity. Teachers 
might want to model the process by showing 
his/her own personal flag. The voice aspect of 
the flag creation process comes by blocking off 
sections around the outside of the flag for expla-
nation of the colors and symbols. Dictation and 
teacher assistance, as with all the techniques rec-
ommended in this article, constitute alternative 
writing options for ELL’s. 

  Because it would be hard to imagine any-
thing much more personalized and identity 
related than one’s own flag, this activity virtu-
ally guarantees the attainment of some voice. 
Coupled with this comes the creative fun of 
defining the location or extent of your own 
`personal territory’ with a unique flag, which 
presents teachers with the makings of an ideal 
activity for generating voice.

D.  A ‘This is Who I Am’ Collage. The This Is 
Who I Am Collage entails having each student 
select pictures from magazines which reflect the 
multi-dimensional nature of a his/her personal-
ity. A typical student, for instance, might select 
a picture of a soccer star to represent his/her 
athletic nature, or the picture of a child using 
a computer to symbolize an inquisitive side to 
his/her personality, or a picture of a large family 
gathered for a meal to acknowledge the impor-
tance of extended families often commonplace 
in other cultures. Again, the teacher or another 
classmate can help attach the necessary writing 
beneath each picture. A systematic explanation 
of the composite parts of the “This Is Who I Am” 
poster can be presented in much the same fash-
ion as the Life Story Map and ‘I Remember.’

  A variation of this activity, which falls more 
in line with the high tech skills which many stu-
dents bring to school, is that proposed by Lam 
(2000) . Lam showed that ELL’s can create their 
own web pages, replete with symbols and state-
ments relating to country of origin, personal 
preferences and identity statements. These web-
sites don’t require much text and can serve as 

a springboard for Internet dialogues related to 
both current and evolving identities. 

Summarizing The Use of Personalized 

Writing Techniques

The oral presentation of all recommended items 
represents another form of voice expression. Getting 
one’s message to an authentic, outside audience not 
only adds credibility to the writing process, but also 
validates the value and uniqueness of one’s contribu-
tion, not to mention the fringe benefits of added oral 
practice in English. Also, for beginning writers, the 
voice they speak with should be virtually identical to 
the voice they write with. Both dictation and oral pre-
sentations validate this important speaking-writing 
connection.

These activities accomplish a range of worthy 
goals simultaneously. Foremost, they serve to pro-
vide a much needed `voice’ relating specifically to 
the child’s experiences. The dictation and subsequent 
grammar and composition assistance provided by the 
teacher allow for an accurate expression of the child’s 
experiential voice to emerge.

Journals 

Journal writing of all varieties is routinely recom-
mended as a prime technique for furthering expression 
of voice ( Peregoy & Boyle 2005) (Ariza et al. 2002). 
Whereas most ELL researchers would argue for open-
ended, unstructured journal writing, I would suggest 
that, at least initially, teachers substitute `syntactical-
ly scaffolded writing’ in place of unstructured journal 
writing. For example, students can be presented with 
the following structured prompts for personal or dia-
logue journal writing.

Today I am feeling (tired, sad,  confused, 
awake, happy). I think I am feeling this 
way because __________ ____________
______________________________ or

Something that we eat or do different 
at home from what we do/eat at school 
is  _ ____________________________

For these journal entries, the topic and gram-
matical structure have been supplied, not with the 
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intent of stultifying expression, but instead to inter-
ject much needed content guidance and grammati-
cal structure during the early writing stages.

Conclusion 

The goal of achieving voice within the writing 
curriculum of non-English proficient students is both 
achievable and worthwhile. Whereas an ESL writing 
teacher might initially be tempted to reject this goal 
due to the overbearing demands of today’s testing jug-
gernaut, the rationales as well as the practical sugges-
tions contained in this article should supply convincing 
evidence that this population may, in some ways, be 
an ideal target group for the development of voice. 

There is no doubt that voice can and should be 
promoted within the writing curriculum for this group. 
The two key guideposts to keep in mind as teachers 
endeavor to implement their voice-based writing les-
son are: 1) select creative, authentic tasks and 2) pro-
vide intensive, syntactic scaffolding within those tasks. 
The rewards the classroom teacher will reap will far 
outweigh any risks, and obviously, ELL writers will be 
the ultimate beneficiaries of these efforts.
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By Deb DeBenedictis, Leslie Eiben, Lynn Klein,  
and Marie Williams, with Judy Sewell 
Teacher Consultants, National Writing Project, Kent State University

Discourse, Dinner and Self-Discovery: 
Reflections from a Professional 
Learning Community
“The path to change in the classroom core lies within and through teachers’ professional 
communities, learning communities which generate knowledge, craft new norms of practice, and 
sustain participants in their efforts to reflect, examine, experiment, and change” (McLaughlin & 
Talbert in NWP & Nagin, 2003, p. 57-58).

The sky is already darkening at 4:00 as teach-
ers, bookbags full, plod through north- 
 east Ohio snow. Five teachers, rather 

than heading for home, choose instead to fight traffic 
and fatigue as they head for their professional learning 
community (PLC) meeting. What does the PLC offer 
that wins out over home and rest?

Five teachers who attended the National Writing 
Project at Kent State University (NWP-KSU) Summer 
Institute (SI) during June and July of 2007 were yearn-
ing to replicate this “intellectual home,” this place of 
renewal as well as scholarship. Therefore, they decided 
to take advantage of an opportunity to form a profes-
sional learning community to discover more about a 
strategy for teaching revision. Here is their story about 
why a teacher would choose to be part of a PLC.

National Writing Project at Kent State 

University Summer Institute

After participating in the NWP-KSU Summer 
Institute in 2007, all of us were left with a myriad 
of tools, resources, and ideas to use in our classroom. 
We recognized that having these new tools and imple-
menting them in our classrooms were two different 
things. Many teachers can relate to the time when 

we’ve introduced a new skill in our class but have 
ended up reverting to what we were comfortable with 
because of time constraints, unexpected results, and 
lack of support. As educators we are always search-
ing for 1) more effective ways to reach our students, 
2) the tools to help us do so, and 3) conversations to 
validate what we are doing. Parker Palmer (1998) be-
lieves that “if [teachers] want to grow in our practice, 
we have two primary places to go: to the inner ground 
from which good teaching comes, and to the commu-
nity of fellow teachers from whom we can learn more 
about ourselves and our craft” (p. 141). Throughout 
the Summer Institute we had experienced what Louis, 
Marks, and Kruse (1996) identified as four compo-
nents of professional learning communities: shared 
norms and values; collective focus on student learn-
ing; deprivatized practice; and reflective dialogue (in 
Henderson & Gornik 2007, p. 190). We wanted our 
experience to continue so that we could continue to 
grow as professionals as well as individuals. But how? 

Gathering Kindling

Little did we know that the answer to our 
dilemma was waiting in the wings. Deb D---, Co-
Director of NWP-KSU, was able to secure funding 
from NWP in Berkeley to form a study group to 
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research the writing strategy called Make it Better/
Make it Worse1. 

Deb: At a recent NWP Writing Retreat I was en-
couraged to pursue my study of this strategy 
via a study group, possibly consisting of five or 
six teachers who would meet four or five times 
for about three hours each time throughout 
the school year. The PLC was funded, in part, 
because “this was interesting assessment work 
broadly conceived and work that could well be 
of interest to others throughout the [NWP] net-
work” (P. LeMahieu, personal communication, 
July 29, 2008). 

Make it Better/Make it Worse (MIB/MIW) 
was one of the tools we were curious about trying in 
our own classrooms based on our experiences with the 
strategy during the Summer Institute. However, we 
needed some support, encouragement, and scaffold-
ing to embolden us. We volunteered to be part of the 
five member group which consisted of Lynn K---, an 
elementary/special education teacher; Marie W---, a 
parochial, middle school teacher; Leslie E---, a middle 
school teacher; Megan N---, a high school teacher; and 
Peg E---, also a high school teacher. The populations 
which we taught represented urban, rural, suburban, 
and inner ring suburban students. Our group met five 
times during the 2007-2008 school year to share how 
we used MIB/MIW in our classrooms, to offer and get 
feedback from each other, and to help each other set 
goals. We met informally at Deb’s home following 
the school day, sharing and chatting over pizza and 
brownies. Initially, we all thought that joining this 
study group would encourage us to use the MIB/MIW 
strategy in our classroom throughout the year, and it 
did. However, we were surprised that the camaraderie, 
conversations, and the support we received from each 
other were the accelerants fueling our commitment to 
this PLC.

1  Make-It-Better/Make-It-Worse is a writing 
revision strategy whereby students consider their writing 
from both ends of a continuum. The strategy asks students 
to re-write an initial draft making it worse as well as better. 
Students then reflect on what they did to make their writ-
ing worse as well as better. For more information on this 
topic see Andrews-Beck, 1989, and DeBenedictis, 2006.

Deb: Allington (2001) studied professional conversa-
tions. He found that effective schools had more 
teachers engaged in professional conversations, 
and that these conversations were mostly one-
to-one or small group (Johnston et al., 1998 in 
Allington, 2001). A PLC built around studying 
the MIB/MIW strategy could not only help these 
teachers learn how to use the strategy in differ-
ent contexts and grade levels; it might also in-
spire them to extend their PLC conversations to 
colleagues in their own buildings. I felt strongly 
about securing funds for this endeavor to honor 
the extra work these teachers were doing by of-
fering stipends. Because I obtained funding to 
implement this PLC, I believed it was important 
to honor the parameters that were suggested, 
such as meeting five times for a period of three 
hours each time. I wanted NWP Berkeley to see 
that the stipends paid to the study group mem-
bers were justified. 

Fueling the Fire

Starting the new school year brought some ad-
justments. Here, Marie and Leslie share their reflec-
tions from those first weeks back.

Marie: In returning to our classrooms in the fall we 
were prepared with an overwhelming amount of 
tricks and tools to implement with our students. 
All of us really enjoyed the idea of MIB/MIW, 
but we all struggled with the idea of explain-
ing to other teachers in our buildings exactly 
what our summer was like. We collaborated 
and formed relationships with other teachers for 
eight hours a day, five days a week for a month. 
No matter how we tried, the relationships with 
our colleagues in our own buildings were not the 
same. We realized that joining a study group 
would not only give us more information on 
MIB/MIW, but it would also give us a chance 
to reconnect and bring back the feeling that the 
Summer Institute brought to us.

Leslie: As fall approached, we all felt excited to begin 
a new school year. Equipped with fresh ideas 
and strategies from the Summer Institute, we 
eagerly began the task of setting up our class-
rooms, preparing new lessons and reacquainting 
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ourselves with colleagues. Our lives as teachers 
were once again in full swing. But for some of us, 
something did not feel quite right. Something 
was missing. That something turned out to be 
the professional and personal connection we 
formed with other teachers during the Summer 
Institute. When we applied and were accepted 
into the Writing Project I don’t think any of 
us expected these relationships to leave such an 
impression. During our month long journey we 
laughed, cried and wrote together, often expos-
ing aspects of our lives even our families aren’t 
aware of. We also shared and learned from each 
other as professionals. It is this level of support 
and camaraderie we missed and were searching 
for. Luckily for us, shortly after school began the 
opportunity to become part of another profes-
sional learning became about. 

In coming to the first meeting on October 1, 
2007 (a date we had decided upon via emails), we were 
a little unsure how we would use MIB/MIW in our 
classrooms. We were eager to learn more about what 
we would be integrating into our classrooms and what 
we would do with our results. We met informally at 
Deb’s house after school; once the pizza finally arrived, 
the conversations began around the kitchen table. 

Deb: It’s important for a study group to have as a 
facilitator a person who 1) has the time to be in 
charge of things like the agenda and the food, 
and 2) is not a person of authority, such as a 
school administrator (Lent, 2007). As a retired 
classroom teacher, I had the time to facilitate 
this study group, and I could be looked upon as 
a fellow colleague. Lent also stresses the impor-
tance of food and time for conversations: “[They] 
are vital in providing a positive and productive 
atmosphere” (p. 57). I made sure that there were 
munchies and beverages ready when these teach-
ers arrived at my house. We also spent the first 
half-hour catching up with each other, whether 
it was about how the school day went or what 
was happening in our personal lives.

Deb provided us with a consent letter to give to 
our students, as well as their parents, since we were 
discussing their work with other teachers, and in case 
we decided to use any of their writing in a future, 
public forum. The group agreed to Deb’s suggestion 

that we meet five times during the school year from 
4:30 –7:30 pm. This allowed all of us ample time to 
get to her house as well as time at home afterwards for 
grading papers and/or seeing our families before bed-
time. We chose the following dates for our remaining 
four meetings: November 5, after report cards were 
completed for the first grading period; January 30, 
2008, again, so that we could complete our grades for 
the second period; March 3, 2008, before any spring 
breaks; and April 23, after all of our spring breaks and 
before the May high-stakes testing. 

At this first meeting Deb reintroduced the con-
cept of MIB/MIW and provided examples of student 
work in chart form, as well as data from her own study 
of fourth grade students. The goal was for all of us to 
incorporate MIB/MIW into our own curriculum and 
bring back to our subsequent meetings student exam-
ples that we would be able to analyze and discuss. Peg 
had already tried the strategy with her students, and 
even typed up some samples in chart form. She found 
that some students were using text messaging symbols 
when writing their MIW draft, such as b/c for because 
and 2 for two.

Each teacher would bring copies for all members 
of the group. The group agreed to take the concept 
of MIB/MIW back to their classrooms, try it out, and 
return a month later with two or three student ex-
amples. Lynn was the exception, as she was working 
with first grade students. Instead, she set the follow-
ing goal: Try other terms for MIW, such as “Fix-it 
Draft,” “Find It,” “Stretch It,” “Add It,” and “Finish 
It” (Sitton, 2002) in order to match the first grade 
curriculum and also to teach basic mechanics, such as 
capitalization and end punctuation. We were very ex-
cited and eager to try this new idea; we knew—as Peg 
had already discovered—that it would be a creative 
concept to introduce to our students. 

Fanning the Flames

Our second meeting, November 5th, was a time 
to share our fledgling ventures into using MIB/MIW in 
our classrooms. We arrived at Deb’s home, where she 
again welcomed us with snacks and beverages as we 
shook off the daily wear and tear, rebooting ourselves 
as we sat around the table. Leslie, Marie, and Megan 
had just returned from a week of teaching in Turkey 
through the KSU Teacher-To-Teacher Delegates pro-
gram. We were excited to hear all about their overseas 
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experience. It was so nice to be able to actually take 
the time to ask questions and listen to Leslie, Marie, 
and Megan as they relived their adventures, and not 
feel like we were “off-topic” or “wasting time.” 

Deb: Shelly Harwayne (1992) talks about creating 
community in the classroom. “Shared stories can 
build classroom communities, change relation-
ships, and get students caring about one anoth-
er” (p. 9). Harwayne stresses the importance of 
taking time to allow students to honor stories 
from their own lives. “How much more that 
community will thrive if students grow comfort-
able laughing and crying in front of one another, 
supporting, comforting, and gently nudging 
one another” (p. 28). Might this not also be true 
for creating professional learning communities 
among teachers? If the PLC is a thriving com-
munity, might not the learning that takes place 
have a better chance of making it back to the 
classroom?

This conversation finally segued to the concerns 
and questions everyone had about how MIB/MIW 
was working in the classroom. With full stomachs 
and our socializing complete, we now concentrated 
on the nitty-gritty interactions with our students as 
they attempted to use MIB/MIW for the first time. 
The conversational tone had already changed, with a 
sense of urgency about how to adjust or improve the 
teaching that each of us had enacted in our classroom. 
Each team member shared for about 20-30 minutes 
and received suggestions for follow-up. Through a 
community process of hypothesis and dialogue, the 
group bonded both at a personal as well as a profes-
sional level. 

Peg talked about needing to “break down” the 
student writing attempts into smaller pieces. Her class 
looked at synonyms for various adjectives in composi-
tions to make them better. She noted, “It’s too much 
looking at the whole piece of writing at one time.”

Leslie, who had her students hand-write their 
three versions in chart form, added, “MIW helped to 
get at revising more so than editing. Most of my stu-
dents changed the way they wrote their original as op-
posed to merely misspelling words.”

“I think MIW is good for kids who don’t like 
to write,” suggested Megan. “I found that students 
typically took out details when writing worse. I think 

the students’ MIW drafts can be used as documenta-
tion with parents to show what students know about 
writing.”

After reading the picture book The Very Worst 
Monster, Lynn had her first graders think of silly or 
funny sentences to get across this notion of MIW. 
Deb stated, “It’s probably best for the little ones not 
to use MIW with spelling, as they are just learning to 
do these skills correctly.” 

Lynn countered, “Once they mastered a skill, 
then it would be OK to do the MIW.”

Marie’s eighth grade students responded to a 
five-minute quickwrite by skipping two lines as they 
wrote their original. Then they re-wrote, line by line, 
a MIW and MIB version. The following day students 
made a list of what they did to make their writing 
worse and better. Marie posed a question to our group: 
“Can you be innately an excellent writer without being 
able to explain what you do?” This spurred two other 
questions. Lynn asked, “Is excellent writing dependent 
on various learning styles?” Megan queried, “Did the 
students value what they did to Make-It-Better more 
than what they did to Make-It-Worse?” More logs for 
the fire.

After Deb summarized our classroom experienc-
es using the MIB/MIW strategy with our students, 
she suggested keeping a researcher’s journal where 
we could reflect upon daily happenings in the class-
rooms when using this writing revision strategy. All of 
the team agreed that keeping a “researcher’s journal’ 
would be a helpful tool on this journey. 

Deb: Lent (2007) believes “reflection can be en-
riched through the practice of writing” (p. 101). 
Keeping a researchers’ journal is a way for teach-
ers to record exactly what happened during their 
teaching, along with thoughts on why a strategy 
succeeded or was problematic. With a journal on 
hand, teachers can record actual student quotes, 
and then go back at anytime to see what can be 
learned from them.

Each one of us stated our goal for the next meet-
ing. Peg and Marie were going to try the strategy with 
different parts of speech. In addition, Marie was going 
to use shorter responses, while Megan was going to 
try MIB/MIW with conventions. Leslie wanted to talk 
more with the students about what they were doing 
to make their writing worse. Meanwhile, Lynn would 



42	 	 	 OJELA  Vol. 49, No. 2  Summer/Fall 2009

Reflections from a Professional Learning Community

continue to work with her little ones on understanding 
the revision terms she was using with them. We left 
for home with our focus sharpened, full of direction, 
and ready for action.

Our third meeting, on January 30, 2008, re-
vealed that we were well into the inquiry phase, using 
varied formats and trials. This time when we arrived 
at Deb’s, the talk seemed to turn almost immediately 
to our research. Like scientists, craving new data, we 
poured over the most recent information gleaned from 
our students as we shared our journal reflections. How 
were our students responding? What did we have in 
common? 

Lynn wrote on December 3, 2007, “I need to 
do some creative writing with them. They don’t 
think they are allowed to change an answer. Both the 
teacher and the students were locked into using the 
worksheet format with no allowance for creativity. 
The class worked on correcting the sentences together 
and each student faithfully copied the answer from the 
board as written. This was OK for the Fix-It stage. 
We did a couple of template creative writing exercises 
to loosen them up and grant permission to become an 
author. The magic came when they read their work in 
the Author’s chair. By using Stretch-It, the students 
found a place for more creative, higher-order writing.” 
And on January 22, 2008, “My format will need to be 
altered to something like: Worse to Better/Fix It and 
Make-It-Better/Stretch It.” 

Marie asked in her journal, “How do I convince 
my student that their “better” version can be made 
better, especially when they changed nothing from 
their original?” Also, she felt that many of her stu-
dents “were finally seeing the connection” and she was 
working on making students’ writing better and was 
slowly turning away from having the students making 
it worse.

We were lost in time as we read through the 
copies of students’ writing that everyone brought to 
share. Judy S---, Co-Director of NWP-KSU along 
with Deb, came to this meeting as she was work-
ing with student data gathered using the MIB/MIW 
strategy, and wanted to hear how classroom teachers 
were experiencing this strategy. 

Judy: I wanted to see if the MIB/MIW strategy was 
valid in a teaching rather than testing environ-
ment. I didn’t go to help … I went for help.

We all knew Judy from the Summer Institute, 
and we were glad that she wanted to visit our PLC and 
share with us. She brought a sample of tenth grade 
writing, typed up in the now-familiar chart form. She 
explained how she had been handling multiple seg-
ment changes in the student’s MIB and MIW, and 
asked if this made sense to the group. Peg remarked 
how this strategy, along with the chart, “makes it so 
visible to the kids.” The connections now were becom-
ing evident, across grade-levels and curriculum. Within 
each setting (primary, middle school and high school), 
every teacher found ways to adapt MIB/MIW as a tool 
to help their students achieve writing success. 

Next, Lynn now considered her students’ origi-
nal writing to be the “worse” draft; she directed 
her students to “fix it” (MIB), and then “stretch it” 
(Make it Even Better; see DeBenedictis, 2006). Marie 
shared student descriptive writing, noting that while 
changes in the MIB were minimal (a period or spelling 
change), there were noticeable changes in the MIW, 
such as use of less precise vocabulary. Leslie nodded, 
having had similar results with her seventh graders. 
She exclaimed, “This strategy gives me hope!” Megan 
agreed, adding, “They need to talk about their writing 
… when they share with each other they learn from 
each other … their MIB often is the same because they 
did their revisions in their heads for their first draft. It’s 
hard then to make it better.” When Megan explained 
how she took out all of the nouns in a piece of writ-
ing and replaced them with “stuff” to help her high 
school students with their MIB piece, Peg interjected, 
“You could type up a gloomy passage, leaving out all 
of the tone words.” Marie added, “You could do the 
same thing with a passage from Holes and leave out the 
verbs.” Each of us gathered ideas from each other—
spreading embers to start new fires, as it were.

In sharing what her inclusion students were 
doing, Peg said, “Everyone has a starting point and 
you go to both ends of the continuum from where you 
are. MIB/MIW is a good tool for me; it shows me spe-
cific things I can work on … I am learning a lot about 
my kids.” 

Seven thirty came fast on this night. Three 
hours flew by and no one was racing out the door. We 
quickly brainstormed about a plan for our next meet-
ing. We knew that Paul LeMahieu, our NWP sponsor 
from University of California-Berkeley, would be visit-
ing us at our fourth meeting, and so we each decided 
to bring him a copy of a journal entry as well as one 
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student writing sample. And we decided to forego the 
usual pizza dinner for something different … maybe 
sandwiches!

On March 3, 2008, Paul witnessed us in action 
and listened to our on-site research. Deb and Judy first 
met Paul during the NWP-KSU Local Site Research 
Initiative, in which MIB/MIW was tested in over 20 
classrooms (McCracken, Bruce, Manna, Sewell, & 
DeBenedictis, 2004). After dining on sub sandwich-
es and cookies while we got to know Paul better, we 
shared findings from our journals and student work. 
Paul spoke to the group concerning clinical assess-
ment, measurement, and instructional strategy. It was 
insightful to hear an outside perspective on using the 
MIB/MIW strategy, and it provided us new ways to 
look at our data. He reassured us that there was not 
one right way to use MIB/MIW. Each way it is used 
has its own implications. He suggested that we be sure 
to ground MIB/MIW in REAL writing, always com-
pleting the task in MIB form. The important thing, 
he reiterated, is that students gain confidence in their 
own writing abilities, understanding that it is OK to 
make a mistake.

Spring rolled around, and on April 23, 2008 our 
final gathering was reflective as Deb posed some ques-
tions, based on her discussions with Paul the previous 
month, for us to ponder: What makes you want to 
be a part of a study group for an entire year? What 
did you learn? What questions do you still have? An 
enthused conversation ensued.

Peg:  I enjoyed learning how to use a tool that enabled 
my students to write better. 

Marie: I wanted to find out more about editing and 
revising to see if my students were on track. I 
am the only language arts middle school teacher 
in my building, so I did not have the interac-
tion with other teachers that everyone else in the 
group had. By working with other teachers from 
different school districts and grades in the study 
group, I realized that I ALWAYS had a group of 
teachers and friends to talk to if I had questions, 
concerns, or even just wanted to vent.

Leslie: I found that the self and group reflection caused 
me to stay focused on using this new strategy. 

Megan: To me this was networking group therapy 
with a specific focus as a teacher/researcher. 

Lynn: I felt inspired and supported, enjoying the op-
portunity to work with the upper grade levels. 
I discovered that emergent writers wrote very 
creatively when you took the rules off. 

Judy: I think that students get right to the point with 
MIW, but maybe students just need to write 
three times.

Deb: I believe MIW helps writers to think about revi-
sion in expanded ways. 

Throughout the year, members of our PLC dis-
covered that we, as well as our students, think best 
in community, with ample opportunity to bounce 
our thoughts and ideas off one another. For us, we 
found that within the PLC, “keeping the fire under 
our radar” kept us motivated to try new things in our 
classrooms. The dialogue was both crucial and sup-
portive in building us up, guiding us as we blazed new 
trails. Educators who want to 1) know a new strategy 
and 2) receive support could benefit from a PLC. 

Keeping Aglow

As our last study group meeting came to a close, 
the atmosphere in the room was all too familiar, a 
flashback to when the Summer Invitational Institute 
came to an end. No one wanted to say good-bye. Even 
though some of us in the PLC were able to recapture 
the feeling of camaraderie and support we felt all sum-
mer while attending the writing institute, we knew 
that as time went on the promises of emails, phone 
calls and get-togethers would fade as our daily lives 
returned to normal.

After experimenting with MIB/MIW for an 
entire year the consensus was 1) the strategy worked 
for all of our student populations, 2) we wanted to 
continue using the strategy in our classrooms, and 3) 
we were excited about our ideas for the second year of 
implementation. But what we wanted just as much 
was to continue meeting as a study group. We realized 
that being part of a PLC kept us focused on experi-
menting with a new strategy for an entire school year. 
We also wanted the opportunity to continue commu-
nicating with teachers who share the desire to learn 
and experiment with new ideas and strategies, to gain 
insights and perspectives from professionals who come 
from different teaching situations, and to have a place 
where we could vent after a frustrating or trying day.  
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We were extremely lucky to have the oppor-
tunity to be part of this PLC. We had as facilitators 
the two Co-Directors from NWP-KSU, we were paid 
as professionals, and we were fed dinner, which al-
lowed for transition time—and talk—between our 
hectic teaching days and this second shift, where we 
would reflect upon our teaching practice. Many of us 
have been or are currently part of other study groups 
such as professional book clubs, professional writing 
groups, or groups that form to study some aspect of 
teaching. Most of these groups do not offer the luxu-
ries our MIB/MIW study group had, but what they all 
do offer is the friendship and support of other profes-
sionals that understand the excitement and the tribu-
lations of the teaching profession. What we need to 
do is to find ways to fund and financially support our 
efforts to improve ourselves professionally. There are 
several avenues we can and need to pursue. Grants are 
always available, and many companies and associa-
tions are willing to fund our efforts if we simply ask. 
PTA groups might be helpful in awarding mini-grants 
which could provide stipends for teachers to work to-
gether after-school, or funds to pay substitutes so that 
a small group of teachers could have an hour of release 
time during the school day. But what we also need to 
do is to persuade our local, state and federal adminis-
trators to fund our endeavors to improve our teaching 
and the learning of our students. We invite you and 
your colleagues to experience this captivating and en-
ergizing engagement for yourselves. 
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If I Were the Director: Critical 
Literacy, The Scarlet Letter, and a 
Drama Framework

Opening up to Alternatives: Angie’s Story

How many of us have ever assigned a creative 
option to an assignment, only to feel self-, student-, 
or colleague-imposed guilt that our assignment is 
somehow not as rigorous as traditional assignments? 
I remember when two of my American literature 
students were arguing over their My Antonia essay 
grades. “Hayden” opted for the creative route, select-
ing the following prompt: Write a reflection about an 
“Antonia” in your life, connecting your experiences to 
the characters in the novel. “Zach” chose the more tra-
ditional literary analysis option. While both students 
did well, and both were grounded in textual evidence, 
the creative assignment was a better essay and earned 
a slightly higher grade. Zach felt his work was more 
academic and should inherently earn a higher grade, 
and his reaction raised the doubts that had been stew-
ing in me: Was I offering a more lenient, less signifi-
cant assignment? No—I was simply doubting what I 
knew to be true: personally-meaningful, creative work 
can be just as rigorous as traditional work. 

In a society that polarizes academics and the 
arts, creativity and rationality, we can forget the tre-
mendous impact of the imagination on our critical 
thinking. Incorporating the arts (film and an imagina-
tive drama role, in our case) can help students enrich 
their experiences reading and writing about classic 
literature. Carefully planned, creative alternative writ-
ing assignments certainly meet the same objectives 
as traditional literary analysis essays—often in high-
ly personal, meaningful, and memorable ways that 

encourage questioning and evaluation from a critical 
literacy perspective. 

Our Setting

In this article, we’ll share the processes and prod-
ucts of an alternative to traditional literary analysis es-
says. Our examples come from preservice teachers in 
one of Angie’s undergraduate English methods classes. 
She wanted these future teachers of English to give 
themselves permission to assign the kinds of critical, 
creative options that had stirred her guilt in years past. 
Since we learn best by doing, Angie’s students (like 
many methods professors’ students) modeled and ex-
perienced the Scarlet Letter assignment below as “stu-
dents” and immediately switched roles and evaluated 
it as future teachers. We’ll also share an example from 
Shelly Poeppleman’s 11th-grade honors English class.
Through this assignment, we strove to encourage crit-
ical literacy, imagination, and sound literary analysis 
through a creative alternative to the traditional liter-
ary analysis essay. Ultimately, we expected students 
to have significant, personally-meaningful experiences 
through reading and writing about the classic novel 
The Scarlet Letter. 

The Assignment

Great teachers often make the classics come alive 
for students, from performance to pairing with qual-
ity young adult literature. We propose one additional 
way to engage students with classics in a manner that 
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connects teenagers to a medium they seem to love: 
movies. Most teens are well versed in movies and the 
making of movies. Linking a classic novel to film can 
increase enjoyment and motivation as well as provide 
a base for analysis. In addition, students can engage in 
critical literacy as they question power dynamics and 
the world around them as represented in print and 
non-print media. 

Our incorporation of film is not the usual read-
a-novel-then-watch-the-film. Nor does our drama 
framework suggest simply acting out scenes from a 
novel. Rather, we have found it challenging and just 
plain fun to imagine that we have been asked to pro-
vide input on a film adaptation of The Scarlet Letter. 
Using a drama framework (i.e., pretending or role 
playing), students take on the persona of an expert 
(see Beach, Appleman, Hynds, and Wilhelm, 2006) 
and use their “professional judgment” as members of 
a fictitious NCTE Committee on Film Adaptations 
to write a formal report on a proposed adaptation of 
The Scarlet Letter. With this writing project, students 
learn to evaluate, infer, synthesize, gen-
erate ideas, and articulate their views in 
a professional manner. The final written 
product—a report to the director and 
staff—is just as text-based as a tradi-
tional literary analysis essay. We offer 
this drama framework as an occasional 
alternative to traditional literary analysis 
essays. Our two major goals are to help 
students develop critical literacy and 
literary analysis skills. The drama framework also en-
courages students to take ownership of their reading 
and writing processes. 

The Critical Literacy Goal

The adaptation of The Scarlet Letter starring 
Gary Oldman and Demi Moore is, in our judge-
ment, not only a travesty to Hawthorne’s novel but 
also to good taste. Director Roland Joffe’s film adds a 
Puritan-Native American war, scalpings, murder, sui-
cide, witch trials, attempted rape, sex, and voyeurism. 
Angie wants students to question why major changes 
in plot and focus were made in the film adaptation of 
The Scarlet Letter and to critically examine what this 
might say about societal beliefs—or at least those the 
screenwriter assumes are societal beliefs . In addition, 
we want students to consider how seemingly innocuous 

plot changes impact characterization. Characters who 
are dynamic in the novel become pawns of chance and 
remain relatively static characters in the film. While 
we enjoy film and respect that an adaptation is a new 
medium, we also think it’s fair to use the concept of 
adaptation to teach students to critically question all 
texts and to help students connect with classic litera-
ture in new ways. Meanwhile, as students critically 
consider representation in a classic text and a film ad-
aptation, they also learn and practice literary analysis 
skills such as providing textual evidence and reading 
closely. 

Setting the Scene: Scaffolding the Reading 

of The Scarlet Letter
With questionable content and the “R” rating of 

this film adaptation of The Scarlet Letter, it is important 
to set up a drama frame in which high school students 
do not need to view the Joffe film. Therefore, Angie set 
the drama frame in the past: The adaptation has not 

yet been made. She created documents 
on the production of the film and the 
screenplay that urged students to make 
inferences about the final film prod-
uct. For example, she created a memo 
from the purported screenwriter to 
the director. This memo explained the 
screenwriter’s vision for the characters 
and plot, such as “HESTER PRYNNE: 
sassy, seductive, a woman of the 21st 
century in the 1640’s, fears she and 

Arthur will hang for adultery, so she won’t name the 
father of Pearl; she’s kind: willing to hang for witch-
craft in defense of ‘witch’ Mistress Hibbins.” Roger 
Chillingworth is envisioned this way: “demented, 
wild; scalps a horseman he believes to be Dimmesdale; 
threatens then murders slave-girl Matuba; threatens 
to tell on Hester and her lover once he finds the truth 
to see them hang.” Again, Angie designed these pseu-
do-documents based on the Joffe film as a way for stu-
dents to avoid viewing the adaptation by setting the 
drama frame in the past prior to the actual filming.

The other document designed by Angie consist-
ed of a memo from the chair of the NCTE Committee 
on Film Adaptations noting powerful quotes from the 
novel. The memo urged the committee to remember 
key passages of Hawthorne’s text, thereby also re-
minding students of key passages. Here is an exchange 
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between Hester and Chillingworth early in the novel 
that sets the stage for Chilingworth’s attitude and 
actions  toward Hester: 

“I have greatly wronged thee,” murmured 
Hester.

“We have wronged each other,” answered 
he [Chillingworth]. “Mine was the first 
wrong, when I betrayed thy budding 
youth into a false and unnatural relation 
with my decay. Therefore, as a man who 
has not thought and philosophized in vain, 
I seek no vengeance, plot no evil against 
thee. Between thee and me, the scale hangs 
fairly balanced.” (2003, p. 69-70)

Rereading—even if only a brief passage—can 
be a powerful tool to scaffold literary understand-
ing. Rereading the quotes juxtaposed the tremendous 
differences between the proposed film adaptation 
and Hawthorne’s novel, and students read the novel 
with these documents in mind. In addition to the 
documents, Angie taught minilessons on basic film 
technique to scaffold students’ critique of the yet-to-
be-made film, and to address the often-ignored lan-
guage art of viewing. 

Next, the class participated in a variety of ac-
tivities to assist students in all aspects of the process of 
reading The Scarlet Letter. For prereading, the students  
began with a journal based on prompts dealing with 
issues of being misunderstood, or of not being “heard,” 
and exploring how students communicate best. Brief 
author and social context was provided in a mini-
lecture: Angie reminded the students of Hawthorne’s 
family history with the Salem witchcraft trials, and 
his topics of secret sin and guilt. Contemporary is-
sues were also introduced, such as two high school 
teen moms who, due to their pregnancies, were de-
nied Honor Society status, and the “scarlet letter laws” 

which track sex offenders’ residences on a nationwide 
registry. Modern-day Hesters and cultural allusions 
connect students to this classic. 

Angie also led students through a think aloud, 
beginning the reading of The Scarlet Letter as a class 
(with a brief mention of the frame of “The Custom 
House”). She modeled her thinking on the mood and 
imagery Hawthorne conjures in the first few pages of 
the novel, noting the most important buildings to this 
Puritan society: church, prison, and cemetery. After 

these prereading activities, students were ready to read 
the novel. 

The Literary Analysis Goal

Scaffolding for comprehension and for the report 
to the director of the proposed adaptation included 
various writing activities during the process of read-
ing. The class began with an inquiry list—questions 
the reader has about the text—and then the class 
divided into groups to discuss the lists (Andrasick 
1990, p. 146). In Opening Texts: Using Writing to 
Teach Literature, Andrasick emphasizes inquiry lists 
to transition students beyond personal response to 
thinking critically about the text, which might lead 
to key points for a final literary analysis essay (or re-
port to a director, in our case). In Melinda’s group, 
one question was, “What happened in this passage?” 
but most of the questions were more specific. For ex-
ample, one of Melinda’s inquiry questions was, “Why 
did Hawthorne have Pearl see an elf-like figure in her 
reflection?” According to Melinda, the group meet-
ings based on the inquiry lists helped introduce differ-
ent interpretations. While some questions could not 
be answered definitively, hypothesizing with group 
members helped give Melinda’s report a direction. 
The discussion in the groups sometimes centered on 
the issues and dilemmas of adapting a classical work 
of literature to film. Melinda’s group pondered ques-
tions such as, “Do filmmakers have to add different 
elements to a movie that wouldn’t be in a novel? Does 
the director have the right or privilege to alter plot 
or characters as he or she sees fit?” Considering these 
questions brought the text to life in new ways. 

With their final reports to the director in mind, 
the class then began text searches—recording quotes 
that could be helpful in the literary analysis report by 

bringing the pieces together and including citations 
(Andrasick, 1990, p. 146-47). The text search was re-
corded in a double-entry journal format: a two-column 
journal entry with quotations or paraphrases that in-
terest the reader on the left side, and questions or ideas 
regarding the quote or paraphrase on the right side. 
With the double-entry journal and the drama docu-
ments, Melinda compared specific outlooks on charac-
ter and plot by examining both her initial thoughts and 
the proposed film. Reexamining quotes or paraphrases 
then became a tool to narrow the focus for the writ-
ten report, and, as a result, students gained a deeper 
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understanding of the text. For example, Melinda noted 
Hawthorne’s diction in this double-entry journal: 

Arthur Dimmesdale and 
Hester Prynne are talking 
in the forest, and Pearl is 
staring at her reflection in 
the water. Hawthorne tells 
us it is “impish,” “elf-like” 
(169-170)

Why did Hawthorne say 
Pearl was “elf-like” and 
“impish”?

Why isn’t anyone watching 
Pearl? Is Pearl evil?

No, I don’t think so. It is 
interesting though.

This entry led Melinda to explore the impor-
tance of Pearl and nature, which became a key point 
in her report. 

After reading the novel, students continued to 
share their developing ideas as well as their drafts of 
the final report with group members. Melinda noted 
that reading her report in front of others was very 
helpful; she believed sharing brought the papers to life 
and revealed the writer’s voice and personal connec-
tion with the text. She enjoyed hearing others laugh at 
humorous parts of the analysis, and seeing the puzzled 
expressions on classmates’ faces when a new critical 
approach was introduced to a section of text. Sharing 
aloud drafts and the final report gave Melinda and her 
classmates greater purpose and meaning to the assign-
ment. Hearing others’ thoughts and noticing errors 
while reading aloud instilled a desire to improve the 
quality of the paper. Included here, three undergradu-
ate students’ reports to director Roland Joffe regarding 
his film adaptation showed strong responses grounded 
in the novel as well as creative insights. Following the 
preservice teachers’ writing, we will take a look at a 
whole-class report done by 11th-grade students. 

Angela’s Focus: Realism and 

Characterization

Preservice teacher Angela Sizemore’s report em-
phasized the importance of realism and characterization 
as she questioned the proposed film. She thought that 
the film industry was “too infatuated with the happily 
ever after ending,” with everyone alive, well, and ready 
to begin a new life together at the end of this particu-
lar proposed Scarlet Letter adaptation. Also, Sizemore 
believed Hawthorne’s novel is powerful because it is 
realistic and places emphasis on the realities of moral-
ity in a Puritan society. For this potential teacher, the 
proposed adaptation seemed completely unrealistic, as 
the ending would not have occurred in a Puritan soci-
ety. The film offers a war between Native Americans 
and Puritans allowing Dimmesdale, Hester, and Pearl 
to ride off into the sunset: laughable, and not at all 
realistic. Angela emphasized the adaptation’s reliance 
on chance and not on Dimmesdale taking responsibil-
ity for his actions. A war would not have provided the 
perfect cover for Dimmesdale, Hester, and Pearl. It 
was too convenient and circumstantial. 

Angela noted a significant shift from Hawthorne’s 
novel: Dimmesdale’s death provided an escape of sorts 
and allowed him to repent for his sins while still convey-
ing the underlying message that sins will always catch 
up with the sinner. A dynamic character, Dimmesdale 
changed from a shamed, depressed pastor to an en-
lightened, responsible individual. Angela referred back 
to the text to argue her point regarding the character-
ization of Dimmesdale: “… the Arthur [Dimmesdale] 
from the novel obviously cares for Hester, but in his 
dying words he tells her ‘when we forgot our God,—
when we violated our reverence each for the other’s 
soul,—it was thenceforth vain to hope that we could 
meet hereafter, in an everlasting and pure reunion’” 
(2003, p. 229). Allowing Dimmesdale to simply ride 
off with no explanation—and no repentance—would 
change his whole character because he would never be-
come enlightened by or responsible for his actions. She 
reminded us that Hester and Dimmesdale “are actual-
ly the ones in the wrong.” Rather than parroting back 
a teacher’s interpretation of this novel, Angela found a 
way to critically question a form of popular media and 
to assert her own ethics and interpretation. 

This experience helped Angela Sizemore to con-
clude that, directors of adaptations have an obligation 
to stay “true” to the text. The film industry does not 
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have a right to alter the viewers’ experience of the text 
so drastically as to completely change the message of 
a novel. She wrote, “Pearl is at best a minor character 
in the film, and her lack of presence takes away from 
the repentance made by Hester in the novel.” Pearl 
represented everything the Puritan society is against 
and Hester’s guilt for going against society. The novel 
emphasized the guilt that Hester feels for her actions, 
and downplaying Pearl’s role changed the character of 
Hester. Instead of owning up to the crime in the eyes 
of Puritan society, Hester is represented in the film as 
somewhat hostile and defiant toward the community. 

Through the drama framework Angela is em-
powered to see Hester in a different light than her uni-
versity methods teacher. Angie considered the novel’s 
Hester as a very strong woman, and yet Angela be-
lieved the proposed film’s Hester was stronger. Upon 
clarification, we realized that we were speaking of two 
very different kinds of strength: the former a strength 
of acceptance for one’s actions as opposed to the lat-
ter, a brash and arrogant strength. Pretending to be 
on an NCTE committee reporting to the director al-
lowed Angela to analyze and support her judgments 
of both text and film and encouraged her to voice her 
disagreements with the proposed film, thereby deep-
ening her thinking about the novel.

Steve’s Contemporary Adaptation

Steve Grasso attempted to find a balance be-
tween the desire of filmmakers to produce a Scarlet 
Letter adaptation that was artistic, literary, financially 
successful, and easily marketable to a contemporary 
audience, while retaining the essence of Hawthorne’s 
novel. In his report from the NCTE Committee on 
Film Adaptations, Steve acknowledged his ideal for 
adaptation: “… I intend to use Luhrmann’s edition of 
the Shakespearean classic [Romeo + Juliet] as a model 
to present a way for this adaptation of The Scarlet 
Letter to be a success both in the eyes of the public 
and in the academic world.” With that in mind, his 
report focused on casting young and popular actors, 
and deciding “which parts of the story invariably had 
to stay in the movie in order to faithfully re-tell” the 
novel. The role of an NCTE advisor allowed him to 
think as a filmmaker, which forced him to consider the 
most crucial aspects of an adaptation geared—for his 
purposes—toward attracting a young adult audience 

who would be compelled by a classic narrative told 
on film. 

We see literary analysis at work as Steve consid-
ered traits of popular actors and their prior film roles 
to determine the best cast. For Roger Chillingworth, 
Steve suggested the following:

… [T]he much older, slightly demented, 
lost husband of Hester Prynne should be 
played by Andy Garcia. Chillingworth is 
a man who leads a very questionable life-
style, though he is viewed in the public as 
merely a businessman. Most people do not 
understand him and only know his dark 
persona. Garcia is a widely respected actor 
with a strong face who wears his age quite 
well. He is perhaps best known for his role 
in the Ocean’s Trilogy movies where he is 
the very dark, very intelligent business-
man Terry Benedict who gets scammed 
by Ocean’s crew. Though Benedict has 
been scammed, he vows revenge on Ocean 
and his crew, and follows through on his 
word. Garcia takes on this sly character in 
a very convincing manner. Judging from 
his work in this role, he would fit into 
Chillingworth’s persona quite nicely. 

Clearly, Steve focused on the primary characteris-
tic for himself as a reader (and for many other readers): 
Chillingworth’s obsession with revenge. Through the 
drama framework, Steve was able to use his knowledge 
of popular culture to analyze key character traits. 

As Steve evaluated what aspects of The Scarlet 
Letter were most significant to the novel, he also con-
sidered what, for him, makes for interesting storytell-
ing and filmmaking. Steve advised, 

I think it would be very helpful to add nar-
ration by James Earl Jones to highlight im-
portant scenes in the story. It is not neces-
sary to have the narrator speak throughout 
the entire movie, just maybe in the open-
ing scene, at the climactic points such as 
when Hester and Pearl find Dimmesdale 
on the scaffold, attempting to repent for 
his sin, and the finishing act.…[A]dding 
a narrator keeps the story near its truest 
form as the original piece is told by an om-
niscient narrator.
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Here, Steve focused on the significance of a film 
technique that could keep the film fairly consistent 
with its print source.

In addition to his concern about remaining 
“true” to the text, Steve showed his understanding 
of the novel’s imagery by adding another interest-
ing film technique to Hester’s opening scene. Steve 
commented,

Another important part of the story that 
needs to make its way into the film is the 
stark contrasting of color during the open-
ing scene. As Hester Prynne walks to the 
rusted gray prison door, the “wild rose-
bush, covered, in this month of June, with 
its delicate gems” (2003, p. 46), should 
be greatly emphasized. It would be ben-
eficial to create a scene in entirely black 
and white and only have the rose bush a 
bright, glistening shade of red. 

Certainly one scene in black-and-white with a 
speck of red would help set up the extremes of the 
Puritan society, much as Spielberg did by highlight-
ing the little girl’s pink coat in Schindler’s List. Steve’s 
close reading of the novel, as well as his application of 
film technique, was apparent with this recommenda-
tion for the adaptation.

Given the freedom of choice to explore the focus 
of most interest to him, Steve opted not to use the 
drama documents directly. Rather, in his consider-
ation of making a box-office hit as well as an excellent 
literary endeavor, we saw his creativity and literary 
criticism. Steve activated his knowledge of the novel, 
popular films, and his imagination to make this analy-
sis his own. 

Melinda’s Focus: Accurate Portrayal  

of the Novel

Interestingly, all three students believed in the 
importance of adaptations retaining core elements of 
the novel, perhaps because the documents describ-
ing Joffe’s proposed adaptation strayed very far from 
Hawthorne’s text. Melinda also attempted to synthe-
size film technique and textual evidence to create a 
more accurate portrayal of the novel. She believed the 
role of film would be to “add a new and interesting 
take to the novel with exciting visual elements and 
sound.” Film can bring a text to life in ways different 

from the written word, and Melinda showed the direc-
tor ways to maintain an accurate portrayal by writing 
new scenes for the film.

Similar to Angela, Melinda was not pleased with 
the saccharine ending to the proposed adaptation. 

I have a better idea for the ending, and it 
can leave off on a happy note—just not for 
Dimmesdale and Hester. While visiting 
New England, Pearl, who appears to be 
pregnant, her husband and their daughter, 
Rose, are coming over the hill. Rose runs 
ahead, trying to catch the sunshine, when 
suddenly she comes across two graves 
with a single tombstone next to the cha-
pel. Pearl finally catches her daughter who 
asks about the single tombstone and two 
graves. Pearl smiles almost impishly and 
whispers, “The scarlet letter… . ”

The riding-off-into-the-sunset ending suggested 
in the drama document contradicted the novel, and 
Melinda believed the film industry has an obligation 
to stay in essence “true” to the original text. 

The name “Rose” for the daughter tied into the 
symbolism of nature that Melinda felt was established 
in the text, but lost in the film. It also connected to a 
scene Melinda developed for the beginning of the film: 
“pan immediately to a child plucking a rose on the rose 
bush outside a prison door and running past one of the 
goodwives, focusing the camera on one of them as she 
watches the child, saying, ‘If the hussy stood up for 
judgment before us five, that are now here in a knot 
together, would she come off with such a sentence as 
the worshipful magistrates have awarded? Marry, I 
trow not!’” (2003, p. 48). For Melinda, nature played 
a vital role in the text that should be visually repre-
sented in some way in the film.

Melinda continued her text-based focus on the 
significance of nature in the novel. Mistress Hibbins, 
the witch, always went off into the forest—a nod to 
Puritan beliefs in the wickedness of the wilderness. 
Yet, Pearl felt happy and carefree with nature—by 
Puritan standards, a nod to her impure origin. For 
Dimmesdale and Hester, nature was a place outside 
of public scrutiny, and they discussed running away 
from their sin in the forest. Nature played a vital role 
in terms of evil and sin, according to Melinda, repre-
senting the wild, sinful part of our nature as human 
beings. Omitting the role of nature in the film would 



Ohio Journal of English Language Arts   51

Angie Beumer Johnson and Melinda Spivey

remove the message that there is an ability to sin in all 
of us that we try to hide—one of Hawthorne’s favor-
ite topics. Although this message was not present in 
the documents for the film, Melinda believed strongly 
that without the significance of nature the film would 
almost approve of Dimmesdale’s and Hester’s adul-
tery. Rather than opening with an arbitrary war or 
overblown romance between Dimmesdale and Hester, 
the new opening Melinda suggested above would re-
tain the focus on nature, and would be both dramatic 
and true to the plot line. Melinda even used a quote 
directly from the text for lines in the script to maintain 
this accurate portrayal and referred to the rose bush 
outside Hester’s cell door. Her opening scene above 
would emphasize literary elements, such as symbol-
ism, that were missing in the film proposal. 

In Melinda’s opinion, the film would under-
mine the text and what it represented. It would change 
the power of the text with its de-emphasis of key ele-
ments such as nature. When symbolic representation 
is removed the proposed adaptation implies that the 
relationship Dimmesdale and Hester had is appropri-
ate and should be approved by the audience. Clearly, 
Melinda was passionate about her thoughts on the 
novel and its proposed adaptation. The drama frame 
permitted her to “talk back” to a version of The Scarlet 
Letter that would remove the powerful moral and ethi-
cal conversion that occurs in Hawthorne’s novel. 

Shelly’s Class’s Analysis

English teacher Shelly Poeppleman tweaked this 
assignment a bit, and asked her Honors English 11 
class to work together to write a letter regarding their 
thoughts on the proposed adaptation of The Scarlet 
Letter. The students sorted their evaluations into cat-
egories of “Maintaining the Essence of the Novel,” 
“Altering the Novel,” “Casting,” “Sound Effects,” and 
“Camera Techniques.” Shelly’s class had many of the 
same opinions as Angie’s college students, and their 
analysis shows a solid reading of the text. For example, 
like Melinda and Steve, the high school students think 
the movie should begin with Hester “walking out of 
the prison holding the baby, with the rose bush in 
the background” because “[t]hroughout Hawthorne’s 
novel, Hester, Pearl, Arthur, and Roger play a major 
role.” 

Also similar to Melinda, the students believe we 
need to see more of Pearl to comprehend the full effect 

of the novel. They suggest the filmmakers “should 
show Pearl being mischievous. For example, Pearl 
could be stomping on weeds and throwing rocks. We 
also feel that an important scene in the book is when 
Pearl makes her own letter ‘A’ down by the riverside.” 
The students seem committed to keeping what they 
believe to be core scenes and elements from the novel. 

The class also adds some wonderfully creative 
twists to the novel to fill in gaps or ambiguities in the 
text and to reconnect the frame story of “The Custom 
House.”  

We feel that Nathaniel Hawthorne should 
start the movie, where he narrates the 
events leading up to Hester’s imprison-
ment, while looking at the packet of docu-
ments detailing the story. Then it would 
zoom in on the documents, zooming out to 
Hester walking out of the prison. We be-
lieve that in the forest scene, Roger should 
be “in the shadows” watching Hester, 
Arthur, and Pearl. In the scene we want 
to show a bit of intimacy between Hester 
and Arthur, as well as the two having a 
verbal argument in the forest. After this, 
we think that after Roger sees the “A” on 
Arthur’s chest, Roger and Arthur should 
have a verbal argument. Another thing we 
believe should be changed is that since, in 
the book, Roger is Arthur’s physician, in 
our version of the movie there should be a 
scene in which the audience is shown that 
Roger is poisoning Arthur without Arthur 
knowing. One final thing we believe 
should be changed is that at the end we 
should face in on Nathaniel Hawthorne 
“tying up loose ends” in his home, finally 
looking out his window, which zooms in 
to see the graveyard where Hester and 
Arthur are buried. It finally zooms out to 
show the light extinguish in Hawthorne’s 
home.

These thoughtful changes show the engage-
ment, creativity, and critical thought of the students. 
We think they are much more likely to remember  
The Scarlet Letter with fondness after their creation of 
these scenes. 
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If I Were the Director

Shelly’s teaching of film analysis and technique 
is also clear in this assignment. Her students’ critique 
and recommendations follow:

The music of the original was adequate but 
it did not add to the true tragic drama that 
the story originally was. We would like to 
recommend Hans Zimmer to compose a 
moving orchestral soundtrack to go along 
with the new movie. Hans Zimmer’s re-
cord of creating dramatic and stirring mel-
odies is impressive. He would do well in a 
movie of this caliber. We would all sug-
gest using more sound effects that could 
come from the book itself. 

At the end when Hester and Pearl are ready 
to leave for England, you could use seagulls 
to invoke the seafaring atmosphere. Each 
main character should have a “theme” that 
pertains to their personality or situation. A 
melody that is deeply poignant for Arthur 
that might include piccolo or flute solo 
with accompanying woodwinds and low 
brass. While Hester is on the scaffold, a 
use of percussion and dark brass chords in 
distressful tones with a steady drumbeat. 
This could be the theme for Hester, and as 
the movie progresses the melody could lose 
its harshness and become more soft and 
soothing. This would mimic the change 
that goes through Hester in the Book.

Obviously, some students in the class were 
knowledgeable about music, and the tone of their rec-
ommendations adds a sense of professionalism—they 
certainly got into their drama role of the committee to 
offer suggestions to the director. 

Next, the class’s thoughts on camera tech-
nique show a merging of character analysis and film 
technique: 

Camera techniques play a huge role in 
movies because they add emotional value 
to the characters and scenes. Psychological 
characters, such as Pearl, Arthur, and 
Roger, would be more effective in portray-
ing their emotions with rack or deep focus, 
varying camera angles, and mostly close up 
shots. Rack or deep focus would be used to 
show personal emotion or the effects of the 

character respectively. The distance of the 
shot depends on the focus: deep focus goes 
to a long shot, whereas rack focus goes to 
close up shots. Human characters, such 
as Hester, Mistress Hibbins, or a crowd, 
would be more effective in revealing their 
interactive effects on others by using vari-
ous angles, rack focus, and regular to long 
shots. Rack focus would be utilized to 
show the depth and width of their influ-
ence on other characters. Other characters 
should be in the shot, which would require 
regular to long distance shots.

We are very impressed at the group effort of this 
class. Angie can vouch that not just honors students 
are capable of such high-level analysis of films and 
texts: Her high school film class was typically pop-
ulated with students who struggled in English, and 
they, too, offered insightful comments and creative 
ideas about film. 

Credits: Parting Words

Using a drama framework that encouraged 
critical literacy credits students’ independent evalua-
tion of texts and helps them enjoy and learn from a 
classic text. One of our goals as teachers is to create 
lifelong, critical, independent readers—not dependent 
readers who can merely repeat the literary interpreta-
tions we provide for them. While we focused on The 
Scarlet Letter, pretending to judge an adaptation could 
be used with any novel. Teachers could create a ficti-
tious adaptation, or students could critique one of the 
many adaptations of classics; however, this works best 
when the adaptation starkly differs from the novel. In 
our class, students also had the option of critiquing 
adaptations of Lord of the Flies—either the 1963 black-
and-white version directed by Peter Brook or the 1990 
color version directed by Harry Hook.

As Steve commented in class, teachers must 
reach students at their level, helping them connect 
curriculum to their lives. We have found pretending 
to give our opinion on an adaptation to be a genuinely 
meaningful, enjoyable way to delve deeper into our 
thoughts and passions regarding a classic and to truly 
“own” the text in a new way. As Melinda commented, 
“It’s almost like we all own a different film now.” It 
matters to us how characters are portrayed; it matters 
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if moral and ethical choices are sacrificed for a conve-
nient, sappy ending. Our students are heavy consum-
ers of media—whether print or non-print—and this 
game of make-believe is one way to encourage them 
to think critically about what feeds their minds, in and 
out of the classroom.
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Chapter Glancing: Scaffolding 
Students’ Comprehension of  
Chapter Books
“A great writer will tell you the whole story of the book in the first paragraph if you know 
how to listen.” 

(Alfred Appel, as cited in Daniels and Steineke 2004, p. 114).

Middle-school students encounter 
difficulty reading chapter books, 
  despite having several years 

experience reading these longer texts. Teachers are 
often baffled by student breakdowns and the limited 
comprehension of what has been read. This frustration 
seems to be a common reality rather than an isolated 
incident. We repeatedly talk about such concerns with 
teachers in our positions, Jeff as a district literacy coach 
and I (Denise) as a university professor. Naturally, we 
began to wonder: What might cause students these dif-
ficulties? How can we help students notice more from their 
reading, especially from the beginning chapters, so they better 
understand the book as a whole? and How can we do this in 
a quick efficient way, one in which the students learn from 
our demonstrations and then apply it to their own book? 

This article reflects our attempts to address such 
questions and our use of an instructional tool called 
“Chapter Glancing.” First, we hypothesize three pos-
sible reasons why students might be having difficulty 
fully comprehending chapter books at this level. Then, 
we situate this instructional strategy within the con-
cept of “noticing and naming” in reading (Johnston, 
2004). Next, we discuss why noticing and naming the 
opening lines of chapters can enhance reading compre-
hension of chapter books and further describe Chapter 
Glancing. We will also describe how Jeff introduces 

chapter glancing in a whole class setting, share our re-
flections and lessons learned from this experience, and 
present new questions that are propelling our thinking 
forward. Our hope is that this article will help illus-
trate how looking closely at a small portion of text can 
provide support for students reading the entire text. 

Reason 1: Students may not have had adequate in-
struction in how to read the complex format of chapter 
books.

By the time students reach middle school, they 
have had numerous opportunities to read chapter 
books, but experience alone does not make them pro-
ficient at reading these texts. For many, the instruc-
tion they have received in how to read chapter books 
has been minimal, and many miss the subtle nuances 
of this complex text format. One example of such a 
nuance is that chapter books typically have “layers of 
story action and meaning” (Peterson & Eeds, 1990, p. 
26). These texts include complicated storylines, mul-
tiple characters, and changes in settings, episodes, and 
conflicts throughout a single text. Authors also employ 
sophisticated literary techniques such as flashback, 
foreshadowing, and metaphor that require readers to 
notice and interact with the story by making predic-
tions, connecting elements together, or inferring be-
yond the text for deeper meaning. Readers must build 
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episodic memory as they connect key text elements to 
build and sustain meaning over time. Students who 
lack knowledge about how to notice and read these 
elements, often lose desire, persistence, and stamina. 
They need direct instruction on how to involve them-
selves within the text (Beers, 2003; Peterson & Eeds, 
2007), how to build “both the skills and desire to 
read increasingly complex materials” (Moore, Bean, 
Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999, p. 5), and how to under-
stand that doing so is all “in the service of meaning” 
(Serafini & Serafini-Youngs, 2006, p. 2). To do this, 
teachers must provide scaffolding that gives students 
practical, authentic experiences building their com-
prehension strategies as well as their confidence. 

Reason 2: Students may have had comprehen-
sion strategy instruction and practice using only short 
text with no designs on how to transfer this knowledge 
into longer text. 

After the dissemination of the comprehension re-
search in the late 1980’s, teachers came to understand 
the importance of teaching students what readers 
do when they read. Pearson, Dole, Duffy, & Roehler 
(1992) summarized multiple strategies readers used 
as they constructed meaning from text. Proficient 
readers activate prior knowledge, monitor compre-
hension, repair comprehension, determine important 
ideas, synthesize, draw inferences, and ask questions. 
This work led to focused attention by researchers and 
practitioners on how to help students understand and 
apply these strategies. Soon books and articles were 
published that described how to help students engage 
in this kind of thinking (e.g. see Burke, 2000; Harvey 
& Goudvis, 2000; Keene & Zimmerman, 1997; Robb, 
2000; Tovani, 2000). Many of these books provided 
examples of how to think about and demonstrate 
reading strategies to students. Most often, however, 
this demonstration work was modeled using short 
text. (Short text, in our definition, refers to picture 
books, essays, magazine and internet articles, newspa-
per clippings, and any other text that is relatively short 
in length.) However, how to help students make the 
transition from learning about strategy application in 
short text to how to use this new knowledge in chap-
ter books has remained elusive. Many students are 
not provided with enough scaffolded transitions from 
reading shorter texts to reading chapter books. 

Reason 3: Students may have had comprehen-
sion strategy instruction that focused on one strategy 
without practice on integration.

Demonstrations are critical to students’ learning 
(Cambourne, 1988, Duke & Person, 2002). Through 
demonstrations students can see the kinds of think-
ing teachers engage in while reading, and teachers 
can highlight different ways they approach and in-
terpret text. Demonstrations should be authentic, 
meaningful, and illuminate how to handle the real life 
complexity of reading. Sometimes, in an attempt to 
simplify the complexity of reading, teachers emphasize 
a single comprehension strategy when teaching with 
short text to highlight a certain strategy. For example, 
a particular picture book or short text becomes one 
that teachers use when they want to teach students 
to make predications while reading. While this focus 
on one strategy initially offers the students support in 
understanding how that individual strategy functions 
and influences our reading, it may limit students’ un-
derstanding and practice of what proficient readers do 
when they read. Too often students are asked to think 
about their comprehension in parts: “read this piece 
to determine important ideas or make a connection 
to this particular text.” Real world comprehension is 
not compartmentalized. Rather it is a messy, juicy, 
back and forth action taken by the reader, usually un-
consciously, to construct meaning. Proficient readers 
integrate multiple strategies while reading (Duke & 
Pearson, 2002; Pressley, 2000). Therefore, students 
need demonstrations and opportunities that help 
them orchestrate how to apply multiple strategies in 
chapter books. 

Chapter Glancing is a tool that was designed to 
scaffold student reading toward deeper understand-
ing while also helping them know how these complex, 
longer texts work. This tool can help students inte-
grate multiple strategies while at the same time learn-
ing about the nuances of chapter books by focusing 
specifically on the opening lines or paragraphs of each 
chapter within a given text (Authors).

The Teaching: Noticing and Naming

One of the most powerful decisions teachers can 
make is to publicly and outwardly notice and name 
for students that which we see and know. In his book, 
Choice Words, Johnston (2004) advocates this teacher 
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stance because “once we starting noticing certain 
things, it is difficult not to notice them again” (p. 11). 
He further shares Hare and Gillet’s idea that this act of 
noticing and naming actually influences students’ per-
ceptual system. Thus, what we notice and name with 
students is likely to be something that students no-
tice without teacher presence or guidance, especially if 
teachers are initially explicit and devote the necessary 
time to the act of noticing and naming. This requires 
active teaching, not simply assigning a chapter for stu-
dents to read and testing to see what students “got” 
at the end. Rather, this scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & 
Ross, 1976) in noticing and naming aids students in 
seeing and understanding nuances they might have 
missed on their own. 

Because Johnston (2004) calls attention to how 
teacher language affects children’s learning, we, too, 
are deliberate in our language when introducing and 
using Chapter Glancing. To guide the thinking of 
our students, we rely on two foundational questions: 
What are you noticing? and What do you think the 
author is trying to share with us? These questions lead 
to exciting revelations about what students are notic-
ing and thinking, and because there are no right an-
swers, students are more willing risk-takers who share 
their insights more openly. We specifically focus on 
what students notice in the beginning sentences and 
paragraphs of longer texts in an attempt to help them 
integrate strategies and consider the information given 
in a new way. 

Something to Notice: Beginning Sentences

Much has been written about the importance of 
leads in relation to teaching writing (Fletcher 1993, 
1999; Murray, 1996, 2004; Ray, 1999; Zinsser, 
1990). Teachers regularly point out and discuss how 
authors begin a book, studying the lead to determine 
how the author tries to hook readers. However, that 
discussion often focuses intently on, and is limited to, 
the first line of text. Sometimes the author’s first line 
is analyzed, studied, and dissected to determine how 
it grabs the reader. What is often overlooked is what 
the author is saying in the informational content of 
that first line. 

We advocate looking closely at that first line 
but also argue the need to go beyond that first line 
to the first paragraph to study the information that is 
ripe for analysis. Writers tell the story in the opening 

paragraph if the reader knows how to listen. Students 
often overlook the importance of opening lines and 
they need help learning how to listen. See Figure 1 for 
other authors’ thoughts on the importance of opening 
lines. Chapter Glancing helps students focus on that 
important information authors provide readers at the 
beginning of the book.

In the first paragraph you solve most of the prob-
lems with your book. The theme is defined, the 
style, the tone. At least in my case, the first para-
graph is a kind of sample of what the rest of the 
book is going to be. 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez (p. 123)

Leads, like titles, are flashlights that shine down 
into the story.

John McPhee (p. 124)

What is so hard about the first sentence is that 
you’re stuck with it. Everything else is going to 
flow out of that sentence. And by the time you’ve 
laid down the first two sentences, your options 
are all gone. 

Joan Didion, (p. 121)

All quoted in Donald M. Murray’s (1990) Shoptalk: 
Learning to write with writers. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. 

Figure 1. Authors Speak

Chapter Glancing

The following describes the strategy, a ratio-
nale and ways to implement chapter glancing in the 
classroom. 

Strategy Description: Together with the teach-
er, students examine the opening lines of chapters, an-
alyzing them, discussing them, determining what they 
think they now know and tentatively suggesting how 
this information might play into their further reading 
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of the book. Since only the first few sentences or first 
paragraph is examined, students actively engage with 
the text before even reading the text. They construct 
a temporary understanding about some aspect of the 
text, depending on the author’s focus, which they can 
later test for accuracy and importance further along in 
their reading. Students ponder and think through the 
information the author provides at the beginning of 
each chapter, which leaves them positioned to read to 
confirm or disconfirm initial impressions. 

Rationale. Chapter Glancing encourages stu-
dents’ meaningful thinking in the supportive context 
of a whole-class conversation. It can be used for a va-
riety of purposes: (1) as a scaffolded introduction for 
to this kind of thinking about text, (2) as a way to 
help students become active in their reading from the 
first sentence onward, (3) as a way for students to col-
laboratively construct meaning, and (4) as an informal 
assessment procedure.

Procedure. Here is how we prepare a text for 
chapter glancing and several possible ways to imple-
ment chapter glancing in a classroom. 

Select a text that you would like to use with stu-
dents. We select books we believe are good pieces of 
literature and because we think our students will enjoy 
reading a particular text. We do not believe that we 

have to find the perfect book to teach a certain topic 
or aspect, instead we read good literature with an eye 
towards teaching possibilities (Ray, 1999). We find 
books we love, language that delights us, and stories 
that will capture students’ imaginations and allow our 
teaching to begin from that rich foundation. 

Prepare a chapter glancing sheet by creating 
a grid with at least three columns and several rows. 
Include the title of the chapter and/or chapter number 
in the first column. In a second larger column, type 
the first few sentences or paragraph. In the third col-
umn, leave a generous space for students’ comments 
and interpretations. The number of rows you include 
is dependent on the number of chapters you want to 
focus on with the students. Typing out the text does 
have dual benefits: it helps us, as teachers, see pos-
sibilities for teaching and it helps focus students by 
removing (at this point in time) extra text and allow-
ing them to record their observations. Furthermore, 
students do not have to flip pages and their attention 
is not drawn to elsewhere within the text. The sim-
plicity of the chapter glance format allows students to 
concentrate solely on limited text and, in the begin-
ning, this proves helpful in focusing their attention. 
See Figure 2 for an example of form from the book 
The Wave (Stasser, 1981) that we have used with 8th 
grade students. 

Chapter First Lines Thoughts

1

Laurie Saunders sat in the publications office at Gordon High School chewing on the end of a 
Bic pen. She was a pretty girl with short light-brown hair and an almost perpetual smile that 
only disappeared when she was upset or chewing on Bic pens. Lately she’d been chewing 
on a lot of pens. In fact, there wasn’t a single pen or pencil in her pocketbook that wasn’t 
worn down on the butt end from her nervous gnawing. Still, it beat smoking.

2

They were studying World War Two, and the film Ben Ross was showing his class that 
day was a documentary depicting the atrocities the Nazis committed in their concentration 
camps. In the darkened classroom the class stared at the movie screen. They saw emaciated 
men and women starved so severely that they appeared to be nothing more than skeletons 
covered with skin. People whose knee joints were the widest part of their legs.

Ben had already seen this film or films like it half a dozen times. But the sight of such ruthless 
inhumane cruelty by the Nazis still horrified him and made him feel angry. As the film rolled 
on, he spoke emotionally to the class…

3

David Collins was sitting in the outdoor courtyard next to the cafeteria. He had already 
wolfed down half his lunch by the time Laurie arrived, and he was beginning to feel like 
a normal human being again. He watched Laurie put her tray down next to his and then 
noticed that Robert Billings was also headed for the courtyard.

“Hey, look,” David whispered as Laurie sat down. They watched as Robert stepped out of 
the cafeteria carrying a tray, looking for a place to eat. True to form, he had already started 
eating and stood in the doorway with half a hot dog sticking out of his mouth.

Figure	2.	The Wave by Todd Strasser
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Typically, we have introduced this to the en-
tire class through a whole class mini-lesson through a 
teacher think-aloud, an example of which is provided 
later in this article. While we want to select an en-
ticing book, the book itself is not the focus. Rather, 
our goal is the thinking that we do together about 
the book. We might examine a few chapters a day 
until all the chapters are analyzed. Or we might sim-
ply review what we consider to be enough chapters 
for students to understand the kind of thinking they 
need to do and the kinds of things they should pay 
attention to while reading. We then allow students 
to utilize the strategy on their own or in small groups. 
We consider it an added benefit that in modeling this 
strategy student interest is heightened—every single 
time we have done this with students, we have mul-
tiple student requests to read the book before the end 
of the lesson!

Variations: This teaching tool, beyond being 
useful in whole group settings, has many other pos-
sible applications.

Use chapter glancing in conjunction with the 
current read aloud book. Before reading a chapter, 
stop to focus on the beginning paragraph of the chap-
ter. It could be typed out and put on the overhead for 
the students to examine. Spend a few minutes talking 
about what students notice and how they think that 
will play into future chapters. Take notes on the over-
head so that, at a later point, the class can examine 
how that information came into play. 

Another alternative is to prepare a chapter glanc-
ing sheet for a guided reading lesson, using the focus 
on the chapter’s beginnings to set readers up for the 
next significant chunk of text. Have them record their 
thoughts in the comment box included on the sheet. 

Students can also be directed to represent their 
thinking by visually capturing the essence of the infor-
mation shared in the small column next to the chapter 
number. Students take a minute or two to draw their 
understanding based on what they have read. It does 
not take long and it allows students to synthesize their 
ideas visually and connect to information in another 
modality. 

Chapter Glancing sheets can also be used as a 
tool for looking at a writer’s craft. Teachers can talk 
with students about an author’s deliberate choices as 
a writer. There are many questions to pose with stu-
dents. How did the author begin? What kind of infor-
mation did the author show us? How does the author’s 

word choice influence our understanding? How does 
the author orient the reader in time and space? What 
is the author having us focus on in this beginning 
paragraph? What do you think we should take away 
from that information as writers? What could you try 
in your own writing from this examination?

Chapter Glancing sheets can also be used an 
informal assessment of students’ response to reading. 
Together, you can model and discuss several chapters 
and document thinking. Over time, you can gradually 
release control to students as they continue on with 
their book, stopping and reflecting in writing about 
the remaining first paragraphs of each chapter. This 
way, you can see what strategies the students are ap-
plying independently.

As a further transition towards independence, 
Chapter Glancing does not always require typed text. 
Once students are comfortable looking closely at be-
ginning sentences, it becomes unnecessary to prepare 
typed texts. Students can examine the beginning sen-
tences in their own books and discuss the first part of 
each chapter. 

A disclaimer: Chapter Glancing is only a teach-
ing tool to help teachers quickly and efficiently show 
students how much information can be gained by care-
fully reading the beginning of each chapter. We do 
not advocate using the Chapter Glance strategy with 
every text, but the time devoted to carefully studying 
the architecture of a few books provides students with 
knowledge they can apply to future books.

Often as a part of using chapter glancing, stu-
dents and teachers discover that the entire meaning 
of the chapter can be gleaned from the opening lines 
alone. Some teachers are initially concerned that we 
are giving the book away, but since this examination 
of chapters is done for the purpose of teaching a way of 
paying attention and thinking, we think the end result 
outweighs concern with students already knowing too 
much before they read.The hope is that they would 
apply this thinking on their own over time. 

The Setting

Jeff is the district literacy coach in a large sub-
urban school in Ohio. In this role, he demonstrates 
and tries out new ideas in classrooms. In this instance, 
Jeff is teaching a longer mini-lesson to a whole class 
to introduce Chapter Glancing for the first time. The 
goal was to help students become more involved with 
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their books from the first page onward. Afterwards, 
we share an immediate application of this idea to stu-
dents’ individual reading selections that same day. 

Introducing Chapter Glances

Jeff has selected one of his favorite books, Ida 
B… and Her Plans to Maximize Fun, Avoid Disaster, 
and (Possibly) Save the World by Katherine Hannigan 
(2004) to share with students. He begins the mini-
lesson by showing just the title of the chapter glancing 
overhead. He begins by saying: 

You know, as readers, we have to infer a 
lot. It is one of the deepest strategies that 
readers can do to help understand what 
authors are doing. I’ve noticed recently 
that when we read chapter books, authors 
give us a large amount of information at 
the beginning of each chapter. They give 
us a lot of information that readers may 
or may not see right away. We are going 
to look at what kinds of things we can 
see at the beginnings of chapters. We’re 
going to do this with this book, Ida B, by 
Katherine Hannigan, because it is one of 
those books that the minute I read it, I 
knew there would be so many people who 
would want to read this book. Let’s start 
with the title.

Jeff reads the title to the students (Ida B…
and Her Plans to Maximize Fun, Avoid Disaster, and 
(Possibly) Save the World) and asks, “What do you no-
tice?” Children share their ideas and Jeff probes them 
to share reasons behind their thinking so they learn to 
provide evidence for support. As the children share, he 
writes their words and ideas down, underlining parts 
of the text that the children reference to justify their 
thinking. From examining the title, one child infers 
that since it says “maximize fun” and “possibly save 
the world,” it sounds like she (Ida B.) is energetic. 
Another comments, “She is kind of a fun-loving char-
acter. She is going to save the world.” Yet another 
student adds, “I think she would be very feisty.” Jeff 
repeats what the children have said so far, and another 
child adds that she also sounds creative. Focusing the 
children’s attention on the title, Jeff teaches them that 
it has already given us possibly a good understand-
ing about Ida B. Keeping the pace brisk, he tells the 

students, “Let’s keep looking because I don’t want to 
take too much time on the title. I’ve taken the first 
few sentences out of the chapter so we could look at 
the information.”

After reading the beginning part of the first 
chapter while the students follow along on the over-
head, Jeff again asks the students what they notice. 
From those first two sentences the students notice sev-
eral things: 

that mom and dad are working;• 

that Ida is trusted by her parents to play by • 
herself because she gets to do something after 
she is done with the dishes; 

that maybe she is playing alone because some-• 
times her parents don’t pay attention to her 
because her parents have to go work. 

Jeff reminds students that since we have only 
read one or two sentences of the novel that we don’t 
have enough information to be sure of our inferences 
yet, but we do have some predications of where things 
could be going. He compliments the students on using 
their schema and moves them on to Chapter 2, shar-
ing with them that in the beginning, you have to keep 
reading to pick up information. 

Students laugh as Jeff reads Chapter 2. In this 
section, students deduce many things about Ida B 
such as: 

she has a mind of her own;• 

she has imagination;• 

she likes to think on;• 

she likes go past the everyday kind of stuff, • 
think beyond what she sees around her;

she is kind of adventurous;• 

she is kind of funny because a regular kid • 
wouldn’t try to send a raft with notes down 
a creek. 

Students are then referred to an earlier comment 
made about Ida being fun-loving when they discussed 
the title which reinforces the notion that authors often 
give readers multiple hints at the same information to 
make sure the reader understands. “Do we have an-
other hint that she is a fun-loving person?” Jeff asks. 
The students take him back to the text and share what 
they notice to support this trait. Because this experi-
ence is not just about what the students notice but also 
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what the teacher can call to their attention, Jeff ques-
tions the students about what they know of the setting. 
From this question, the students mention that:

she is in Wisconsin; • 

she lives in the town of Lawson’s Grove. • 

Jeff asks if the students think there is really such 
a thing as the Applewood Raft Construction Company. 
After the students agree that there is probably no such 
place, one student mentions that…“Ida probably 
doesn’t really care what people think about her; she 
is unique.” He adds this to the character traits they 
have identified so far. They review that she is unique, 
independent, and has a mind of her own. Then they 
again reflect on how much is known after reading just 
this small portion of text. One child remarks that the 
reader is getting this much information because the 
writing is very detailed. He agrees but comments that 
it is not just this author’s writing but rather almost all 
authors provide this kind of information for readers to 
discover. 

Jeff then reads the opening lines of Chapter 3, 
prompting that there is much to learn about this char-
acter from this particular passage. He asks the stu-
dents for their comments and observations about the 
character now. One child shares that she is the sort 
of person who can explain something using good de-
scription. Jeff makes the connection that this charac-
ter likes to explain and the writer does also. He then 

asks the students what they notice about the last sen-
tence shown for that chapter: “like tapping your feet 
to some happy music.” One child correctly names it as 
a simile and Jeff tells the students that the purpose of 
this simile is to help make a very strong point. “What 
can we tell from what she feels?” he asks. “She likes the 
way her dad says her name,” one student adds. With 
further prompting, another child shares that she is the 
person sharing the story, they talk about point of view 
and verify that the first three chapters are told from 
Ida B’s point of view. Another child points out that 
since Ida B said a simile about music that maybe she 
likes music and that she likes to describe things, or is 
unique in her descriptions because “you would not re-
ally describe the sound of your name like the tapping 
of feet.” One child closes her thoughts about the point 
of view discussion by sharing that she thinks Ida is 
telling the story, from her age now, her life story, and 
what she is doing. 

After reading chapter 4, the students identify 
another simile (“…stars so close like you could pick 
them”). Students feel that it was “in her genes” that 
she was creative, “because her dad was creative too,” 
basing that comment on the fact that Ida’s dad said, 
“Let’s go look at the world while it’s sleeping.” One 
child identifies Rufus as a new character, Ida’s dog. 
Jeff confirms that even though the author does not 
say dog, as readers, we infer it was a dog. He asks the 
students to comment on the father-daughter relation-
ship and the students describe it as good, adding that 
it seems like she looks up to her dad and her dad is a 
role model. 

Even though they have not read the book, Jeff 
asks the group to take a minute to think about all 
that they have noticed and were able to say about a 
character. He makes them think of the larger pic-
ture, that it is not by chance that the students know 
so much about the character in this book. They did 
so by looking closely for information at the chapter 
beginnings. He shares that as he is looking closely at 
other books, he now sees that all authors are trying 
to set readers up early in the beginning parts of chap-
ters. He warns them that this good information is easy 
to miss if you are not looking for it and reminds stu-
dents of the huge amount of information they gained 
by just looking at a small bit of text. See Figure 3 
for a facsimile of the completed overhead used with  
the students. 
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Independent Application

For an independent application of this idea, Jeff 
asks the students to go to a chapter in their current 
independent reading book and reread the beginning 
part to see what information the author provides. 
Students are to capture a few sentences in writing and 
then comment on what those sentences tell them as 

a reader, as well as how that information helps them 
better understand the story. This becomes the focus for 
our conferences with the students that day to see what 
they noticed by closely reading those beginning sen-
tences. We end this example by sharing one student’s 
observations and comments based on the application  
of this idea to her own book. 

Figure	3
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Pam was on page 6 of the book, Everything on 
a Waffle by Polly Horvath. She copied the following 
from the beginning of chapter one:

I live in a place called Coal Harbor, British 
Columbia. I have never lived anyplace 
else. My name is Primrose Squarp. I am 11 
years old. I have hair the color of carrots in 
an apricot glaze (recipe to follow), skin fair 
and clear where it isn’t freckled, and eyes 
like summer storms. (p.1)

On her sheet, she was asked to respond to the 
following questions: What do you notice? What do 
these sentences tell you as a reader? How does it help 
you better understand the story?

Pam wrote in her reflection: 

These sentences really explain Primrose. 
She sounds really energetic and fun loving . 
She sounds just like Ida B. She has a mind 
of her own, it sounds like. You can tell 
she is not the shy type. She likes to be de-
scriptive and uses synonyms. Maybe she 
likes food or cooking because she says, ‘I 
have hair the color of carrots in an apricot 
glaze.’ 

In a conference, Jeff further questions Pam about 
the character name, Primrose Squirp. Pam notes it is 
not a normal name and Jeff adds that possibly it is a 
clue that she might be a little different. In discussing 
why the author began the book the way she did, Pam 
shared that the author did that so you could start to 
get to know the main character. She mentions that the 
beginning really hooked her as a reader and comments 
that beyond character information, she found out 
where the character lived. Jeff closes by sharing that in 
the beginnings of books, you find very important bits 
of information and then asks Pam how that will make 
her read differently in the future. She says that she will 
look more carefully at the information and put it in 
her head. She comments that before this, she would 
just read, but she is finding out that actually the most 
important parts are often stated early and that there 
are really big ideas in the beginning of the book. 

Obviously, Pam was influenced by the Chapter 
Glancing lesson that day. Throughout our work in 
various classroom settings, we have noticed similar 
observations in readers. Students begin to pay more 
attention to the beginnings of chapters and then rely 

on that information to aid in their reading. They often 
revisit earlier chapter beginnings to provide “proof” 
or “documentation” to their teachers and fellow class-
mates in discussions. And they are genuinely surprised 
at how much information they were glossing over in 
their past reading lives. Students have verbalized that 
knowing this has changed how they read.

Lessons Learned

We have had the opportunity to share this idea 
with many teachers, and virtually all instructors feel 
it offers a structured way to help their students look 
closely at the beginning of books, often helping them 
engage with the book from the first paragraph of their 
reading. Because engagement is higher and students 
are more diligently looking at the writing, their com-
prehension is enhanced. Reflecting upon our experi-
ence, we have three additional insights we would like 
to share about using chapter glancing with students. 

The question that grounds our teaching deci-
sions is “Do I, as a proficient reader, do this myself 
in my own reading?” We believe that what we teach 
our students should be something that we do ourselves 
as readers and, yes, we do pay attention to the open-
ing lines in chapters. We sometimes look at the first 
paragraph to determine if we want to read the book. 
Often, we stopped at the end of a chapter in our read-
ing and when we begin again, it is at the start of a new 
chapter. We need and use those first few sentences to 
guide us back into our reading. Because authors begin 
new chapters deliberately, as readers, it is important to 
take careful notice of these subtle shifts. Whenever we 
are reflective of things that helps us as adult readers, 
we make sure to share these ideas with students. 

Chapter Glancing helps students ground their 
discussion in specifics. It is not overwhelming to talk 
about a small portion of text and, surprisingly, there 
can be much to say about a few sentences. It is almost 
as if focusing on a few lines of text provides an anchor 
while students are beginning their book. Instead of 
early daydreaming or reading the words but not really 
following the story, the chapter glancing discussion 
provides students with a road map, at least initially, 
and ideas to confirm or disconfirm along the way. 

The “what do you notice” question has become 
our favorite thing to ask students across many settings. 
We have found that, as many times as we may have 
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read a particular text, asking that particular question 
elicits surprising, new information from the students. 
This helps us demonstrate the idea that learning is so-
cial (Vygotsky, 1978) as they see us ponder their ideas 
for the very first time. We choose to learn along side 
our students and this question situates us perfectly for 
doing this.

Like all reflective teachers, we still have ques-
tions. How might this strategy work with nonfiction 
literature? Would it work? Does this close analysis of 
a small portion of text have promise when students are 
reading in the content areas? At this point, we are not 
sure. These are areas yet to be explored. 

In Closing

We believe the beginnings of chapters contain 
important information often overlooked; as readers, 
we are not generally aware of all that is offered early 
in each chapter. Spending time studying the open-
ing lines of chapters raises students’ awareness; they 
begin to see that authors specifically include impor-
tant information early on, to provide momentum to 
our reading. In subsequent chapters, authors may re-
position us in space and time giving specific signals to 
ensure that we know that either has changed. Authors 
may include detailed character information that sig-
nals a new focus for the reader to notice. Once readers 
are aware of how much and what kinds of information 
are available, attention to these opening lines becomes 
more strategic. 

As teachers of readers, our job is to notice and 
name what readers need to know, thus opening the 
doors for students to use these same things in their 
own reading and meaning making (Johnston, 2004). 
When we are explicit, students clearly see this as an 
option in their own reading and writing. It is similar to 
that unnamed phenomenon in which you hear or learn 
a new word and then seem to come across that word 
repeatedly in the following days. Chapter Glancing 
supports students in noticing the information that was 
already there, ripe for analysis. Chapter Glancing scaf-
folds children’s learning about how chapter books are 
structured and about the cumulative effect of layered 
information needed to understand text. It helps stu-
dents fully engage as a reader, integrating comprehen-
sion strategies in meaningful, authentic ways. 
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Literacy and Loneliness

My parents date my birth as a 
“reader” from one summer when 
  I was diagnosed with Osgood 

Slaughter’s disease, a common ailment in the knee 
joints that today is left to take care of itself. But at 
that time, the standard treatment was the prohibition 
of all sports that involved running or jumping. Since 
we had the biggest yard in the neighborhood, all of 
the games took place right below my bedroom where 
I methodically worked my way through Dickens, 
having just bought a complete set of his works at an 
auction for fifty cents. I entered the world of Fagan 
and Bill Sykes as the voices from the yard drifted up, 
through the boxelder trees, into my private space. As 
I recall that lonely summer, the feeling of ambivalence 
comes back. I had gained a world, but at a price.

Loneliness, it seems to me, is too rarely consid-
ered in discussions of literacy. Most of those who hold 
the floor are, obviously, committed readers who have 
difficulty understanding the resistance of most of the 
population to an activity we find intensely appealing. 
I am not referring to the resistance of readers who 
lack strategies to read, who slowly (or not so slowly) 
lose their grip as one unfamiliar word follows another. 
Rather it is the aliteracy of older readers that concerns 
me: the unwillingness of technically competent read-
ers to engage with longer texts. It is that huge popu-
lation of students and adults who choose not to read 
books.

We can begin with powerful cultural messages 
about the anemic lives of readers. Take the significa-
tion of glasses, those outward marks of The Reader. 
Readers, particularly older ones, tend to wear glasses. 
Students conclude, reasonably, that reading causes eye 
problems — that it was a form of bodily abuse, a sac-
rifice that they were unwilling to make, rather than 

an inevitable development that comes with aging. In 
movies the wearing of glasses has long signified a re-
duced, cautious humanity; glasses signify an unnatural 
desire for seclusion, an inability to participate in social 
life, a preference for the vicarious (bookish) rather than 
actual form of experience. A key symbolic moment  
occurs when a character’s glasses are removed, allow-
ing for a fuller, more active, more sexual “self ” to 
emerge. It is as if the glasses represented a form of 
self- repression, a conservative underestimation of self. 
Think of Gene Kelly as the “hoofer” in the great dance 
scene in Singing in the Rain. When Cyd Charise takes 
his glasses off (cutting him off from reading), he be-
comes a sexual, active being, a possible partner. To put 
it another way, reading is represented as an isolated, 
asocial, pallid substitute for actual social and physical 
engagement.

Nothing seems more unnatural to the non-
reader than the isolation reading seems to demand. To 
concentrate, a reader of longer texts must have rela-
tive quiet, uninterrupted stretches of time. If we are in 
the presence of others we expect them to respect the 
private space we have created, something the young 
child does not understand when she pulls the news-
paper down. While many of us have come to love this 
private space, many others, and not just children, find 
this isolation difficult, unnatural, and ungregarious.

No one has caught the alienating potential of 
literacy better than the British sociologist Richard 
Hoggart in his classic study, The Uses of Literacy. 
Hoggart paints a picture of the working class “schol-
arship boy,” the first in his family to pass the 11+ 
exam and go on to selective high school. According to 
Hoggart, the “scholarship boy” can be successful only 
by pulling away from the communal interchanges of 
the family room:
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He has to be more and more alone, if he is to 
get on. He will have, probably unconsciously, to 
oppose the ethos of the hearth, the intense gre-
gariousness of the working class family group. 
(1957, p. 294)

Because only the family room is heated, the 
scholarship boy will have to work at the corner of the 
living room table:

On the other side Mother is ironing, the wire-
less is on, someone is singing a snatch of song or 
Father says whatever comes into his head. The 
boy has to cut himself off mentally, so as to do his 
homework, as well as he can. (p. 294)

The scholarship boy, to be successful, has to 
“resist the domestic quality of working class life” (p. 
295). Moreover, this resistance marks him as a loner. 
As Richard Rodriguez has so eloquently depicted in 
Hunger of Memory (1982), this is an arduous education-
al path in which losses may equal gains.

Reading as Public Performance

Of course, reading has not always been repre-
sented as solitary and isolated. A couple of years ago 
my mother passed on to me a copy of the McGuffey’s 
Reader that her uncle used in school at the turn of 
the century. The first selection ‘Is titled “The Good 
Reader,” and the story is set in the 18th century in the 
court of Frederick the Great who has just returned from 
a hunting trip. His eyes are so tired that he couldn’t 
read a letter from one of his subjects; so he asks one 
of his pages to read the letter. This page reads in a 
continuous monotone, huddling “the words together 
in utterances as if they were syllables in a long word.” 
Frederick tells him that he sounds like an auctioneer 
and stops him.

The second page enunciates every word, slowly 
and distinctly. He too is stopped and accused of “re-
citing a lesson in elementary sounds. “The king then 
asks Ernestine, a young girl standing by the fountain, 
to take a try.

The two pages were about to leave the room. 
“Remain,” said the King. The little girl began 
to read the petition. It was from a poor widow 
whose only son had been drafted to serve in the 
army, although his health was delicate and his 
pursuits had been such as to unfit him for mili-

tary life. His father had been killed in battle, 
and the son had a strong desire to be a portrait 
painter.

The writer told her story in a simple, concise 
manner, that carried to the hearer a belief in its 
truth; and Ernestine read it with so much feel-
ing, and with an articulation so just, in tones so 
pure and distinct, that when she had finished, 
the King into whose eyes the tears had started, 
exclaimed, “Oh! now I understand what it is 
all about; but I might never have known, cer-
tainly I never would have felt, its meaning had 
I trusted to these young gentlemen, whom I now 
dismiss from my services for one year, advising 
them to occupy their time in learning to read.” 
(1879, pp. 41-42)

All ends happily. The son, exempted by Frederick  
from military duty, becomes a famous painter. Ernestine’s 
father becomes the King’s gardener. Ernestine continues 
to read to her neighbors for entertainment and instruc-
tion. And the poor pages studied reading in earnest and 
rose to distinction, one a lawyer, the other a statesman 
— due chiefly to “their good elocution.”

This passage presents a strikingly gendered view 
of reading. The male pages fail to read effectively and 
need remedial help, while the young girl, rurally ed-
ucated (like my mother’s uncle and most readers of 
McGuffey), can succeed. But for the purposes of my 
argument, the most important feature of this portrait 
is the very public quality of literacy. The reading of 
texts is an occasion for gathering; not an act necessi-
tating separation and individualized activity. Ernestine 
was successful because she regularly read letters and 
circulars to her neighbors who would come together 
to listen to her. The “good reader” was a public reader, 
a performing reader, and the goodness of her reading 
is measured not by the private state she can enter as a 
reader — but by the public response to that reading.

As archaic as this century-old story may seem, 
I believe it does provide cues to re-socializing litera-
cy. Reading goes public when teachers model “good 
reading” in McGuffey’s meaning of the term carefully 
rehearsed  oral reading — a practice that dies out too 
quickly at the secondary level where far too much oral 
reading is unrehearsed. Reading is socialized, tribal-
ized, when schools hold student readings of writing, 
and when they invite published authors to read from 
their work. It occurs when students improvise scenes 
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from novels, when they impersonate characters whom 
the class interviews, when they transform stories in 
readers theater scripts. These activities treat reading as 
communal occasions that remove the stigma of isola-
tion and seclusion.

Reading as Inner Theater

But while reading can be resocialized, the awk-
ward fact is that committed readers treasure the very 
isolation that nonreaders find so alienating. In the rest 
of this essay I want to explore that paradox. For as 
much as readers enjoy the performance, it often hap-
pens that these performances are less satisfactory than 
the personally created mental theater of the engaged 
reader. The book is always better than the movie 
which is always someone else’s version. I feel that only 
by admitting the oddness, the mystery, the affinity of 
reading to mystical states, can we begin to account for 
the divide that separates reader from non-reader.

What, after all, does a reader reveal? Virtually 
nothing. The reader is a picture of immobility. She is 
motionless, not even the occasional twitches or tap-
pings that most humans need to maintain attention 
when they are sitting for long periods of time. Only 
the turning of pages every couple of minutes. The 
reader’s face is impassive — there are no noticeable 
signs of response, no laughter, rarely even a slight 
smile. And what is it that so stills this reading figure; 
printed words, thousands of them, maybe forty or fifty 
lines per page, also immobile. No pictures, no sound, 
no color. Endless combinations of 26 letters. And in 
this almost complete absence of stimulation, the read-
er can remain for hours at a time, though when she 
emerges from isolation she may wonder why her chil-
dren don’t like reading as much as she does.

The advent of silent reading occurred in the 
fourth century AD when Augustine was startled by 
his observations of the celebrated Bishop of Milan, 
Ambrose (later St. Ambrose):

When he read, his eyes scanned the page and his 
heart sought out the meaning but his voice was 
silent and his tongue was still. Anyone could 
approach him freely and guests were not com-
monly announced, so that often, when we came 
to visit him, we found him reading like this 
in silence, for he never read aloud. (quoted in 
Manguel, 1996 p. 42)

The literacy historian, Alberto Manguel, claims 
that Ambrose’s silent reading must have seemed un-
usual to Augustine, who remarks on it twice in this 
short passage. Moreover, this shift to silent reading 
fundamentally transformed the relationship of reader 
to text.

...with silent reading the reader was at last able 
to establish an unrestricted relationship with the 
book and the words. The words no longer needed 
to occupy the time required to pronounce them. 
They could exist in interior space, rushing on or 
barely begun, fully deciphered or only half-said, 
while the reader’s’ thoughts inspected them at 
leisure, drawing new notions from them, allow-
ing comparisons from memory and other books 
left open for simultaneous perusal. The reader 
had time to consider and reconsider the precious 
words whose sounds — he now knew — could 
echo just as well within as without. (Manguel, 
1996, pp. 50-51)

The challenge for the reader, then, is to con-
struct and happily inhabit this “interior space,” to 
give it acoustic and visual properties that absorb the 
reader’s attention — even to the point of feeling 
disembodied.

The commitment to the silent reading of longer  
texts depends on the capacity to enter into what Sven  
Birkerts calls a “reading state,” a “fundamental and 
identifiably constant condition that we [readers] 
return  to over and over.” (1994, p. 83)

In this state, when all is clear and right, I feel 
a connectedness that cannot be duplicated (un-
less, maybe, when the act of writing is going 
well). I feel an inside limberness, a sense of being 
for once in accord with time — real time, deep 
time. Duration time, within which events reso-
nate and mean. When I am at the finest pitch of 
reading, I feel as if my whole life — past as well 
as unknown future — were somehow available 
to me. Not in terms of any high-definition par-
ticulars (reading is not clairvoyance) but as an 
object of contemplation. (1994, pp. 83-84)

Birkerts claims that it is this state itself that he 
has come to value, more than the contents of what he 
has read:

Indeed, I often find that a novel, even a well-
written and compelling novel, can become a 
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blur to me as soon as I have finished it. I recol-
lect perfectly the feeling of reading it, the mood 
I  occupied, but I am less sure of the narrative 
 details. (p. 84)

I suspect that the true cause of our concern for 
non-readers is not that they will miss certain texts, or 
even a key part of our heritage; it’s that they will never 
experience this state of intense involvement. They will 
forever be on the outside, foreclosed from a height-
ened form of pleasure, wondering what the fuss is  
all about.

The great dividing line between reader and non-
reader may be more than what are considered skills; 
rather, readers know what it feels like to enter a state 
of engagement, and they want to reenter it as often as 
they can. The non-reader is mystified by the attrac-
tion of reading, having never felt it. It would seem to 
follow that the goal of reading instruction is not the 
mastery of specific texts, but that of enabling students 
to enter the reading state.

The first, and most obvious, implication of this 
view is that we enter the reading state to experience 
a form of pleasure — not to become better citizens, 
or more moral human beings, or more efficient work-
ers. This reluctance to admit of pleasure as a primary 
goal may be a remnant of a Puritan past (which we 
can see at work in “The Good Reader”). It may also 
reflect a form of elitism, a desire to distance ourselves 
from popular forms of entertainment which offer up 
pleasure with so little work. Yet the Greeks would not 
have balked at pleasure as a primary goal of human ex-
istence — nor would the signers of the Declaration of 
Independence who chose the “pursuit of happiness” as 
one of three “inalienable rights.” Put more axiomati-
cally, unless we can persuade students that reading is a form 
of deep sustained pleasure, they will not choose to read; and 
because they will not choose to read they will not develop the 
skills to make them good readers (Nell, 1988).

Classic texts, then, should not maintain their 
place in the curriculum irrespective of the reading ex-
periences students have with them. When I read the 
literacy narratives of my college freshmen, I am struck 
by how much damage books like The Scarlet Letter do. 
In my time the culprit was Silas Marner that failed a 
generation of students. And how many 10th grad-
ers fail to enter the fictional world of my old favorite 
Dickens — and learn to hate him. This is the supreme 
irony because Dickens was such a persistent critic of 

educational schemes that failed to sympathetically en-
gage students. As teachers, our loyalty should be to 
the state of reading, not to particular texts which may 
or may not make that journey possible.

It also follows that the choice of books is critical, 
and teachers need to be knowledgeable about a wide 
range of books. But, in my institution, there is no way 
prospective teachers can get this preparation. Though 
they must take eleven English courses, none is devoted 
primarily to the adolescent and popular literature that 
has the potential to engage reluctant readers; in fact, 
I find prospective teachers often learn to become dis-
dainful of the literary value of these popular texts. We 
may also need to accept more readily students’ loyalty 
to book series, not treating it as a form of stubbornness 
or the avoidance of “challenge.” If the goal is to enter 
a reading state, it is reasonable to pick an author, and 
characters, who have taken you there before.

“As teachers, our loyalty should be to 

the state of reading, not to particular 

texts which may or may not make the 

journey possible.”

Finally, we need to find a language to talk about 
the reading state. For example, how do we enter this 
state; what do we attend to? How do we build relation-
ships with the narrator and the characters? I always try 
to read the first few pages very slowly, trying to get a 
sense of the narrator. Take the stunning opening to 
Ahab’s Wife or, The Stargazer by Sena Jeter Naslund:

Captain Ahab was neither my first husband 
nor my last. Yet, looking up — into the clouds 
— I conjure him there: his gray-white hair; 
his gathering brow; and zaggy mark (I saw it 
lying with him by candlelight and, also, after 
taking our bliss on the sunny moor among curly- 
cup gumweed and lamb’s ear). (1999, p. 1)

I am drawn by the narrator’s boldness, how she 
speaks of Ahab — that overpowering, demonic, ob-
sessive character in Moby Dick — as one of a series of 
three (or more!) husbands. The offhandedness of this 
sentence takes me off-guard. I sense that she will be 
intimate with me, as if I were a female friend talking 
over coffee, and she will be detailed, even ornate, in 
her recollection (the description of two types of plants 
they laid on), so the pace will be leisurely — I must be 
willing to assume it and not get impatient.
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Jeff Wilhelm in his groundbreaking study, You 
Gotta Be the Book (1997) describes several techniques 
for students to convey the way they locate themselves 
in books they read. For example, he has them develop 
story boards or miniaturized sets with puppet-like 
characters for retelling key parts of their novel. In this 
retelling he asks students to locate themselves as read-
ers in this retelling. Do they identify with a character? 
See themselves as a close friend? A neutral observer? 
And where are they observing from? His techniques 
go beyond the usual questions for analysis—instead 
the reader becomes a character in the retelling, thus 
dramatizing the act of reading itself.

Few areas of education have been studied as 
relentlessly as reading. A research industry has been 
at work now for almost a century, and one might 
imagine the reading act to be transparently exposed 
by now. Yet for many students the very attraction of 
sustained reading is baffling. Non-readers see it as a 
form of isolation and immobility that runs counter to 
every social instinct they possess. It calls for an un-
imaginable disciplining of the body; consequently, it’s 
the perfect tool for a school system which must keep 
them still. Exhortations that equate reading with job 
success, civic duty, or cultural patriotism are not likely 
to be convincing in the long run. The transformation 
will not come from dubious elitist claims that read-
ing makes us better, more sensitive people. Instead, 
the habit of reading comes from the desire to enter 

and re-enter a state of attention, from the pleasure we 
gain in the encounters with characters and storytellers 
who become as real, sometimes more real, than actual 
people we know. It is not, after all, a lonely act.
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Contribute to OCTELA’s Local Gallery

The theme of this issue of the Ohio Journal of English Language Arts (OJELA), Write Now, provides a perfect 

connection to the National Day on Writing. We invite all Ohio teachers to contribute their writing to 

OCTELA’s local gallery at http://galleryofwriting.org/galleries/163574. There is a direct link to this site 

on our website and the gallery can also be located alphabetically using the title, Writing Teachers of Ohio. 

We hope you will be inspired by the double entendre and share your personal writing or contribute your 

most successful strategies for teaching writing. 

Gallery Title: Writing Teachers of Ohio

Gallery Description: Writing Teachers of Ohio are teachers who write both prose and poetry and share 

that writing with others. They are also teachers who create and implement innovative strategies to help 

students find their voices as writers. Share a piece about your life as a “writing teacher” - from either 

perspective.

Submission Guidelines: We invite prose, poetry, classroom stories and strategies.

Celebrate writing on October 20, 2009 – and each day of your life!
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Writing in the 21st 
Century

A	Call	to	Support	21st	Century	Writing	

Today, in the 21st century, people write as never 
before—in print and online. We thus face three chal-
lenges that are also opportunities: develop ing new 
models of writing; designing a new curriculum support-
ing those models; and creating models for teaching that 
curriculum. 

Historically, we humans have experienced an 
impulse to write; we have found the materials to write; 
we have endured the labor of composition; we have 
understood that writing offers new possibility and a 
unique agen cy. Historically, we composers pursued 
this impulse to write in spite of—in spite of cultures 
that devalued writing; in spite of prohibitions against it 
when we were female or a person of color; in spite of the 
fact that we—if we were 6 or 7 or 8 or even 9—were 

told we should read but 
that we weren’t ready  
to compose. In spite of. 

It’s time for us 
to join the future and 
support all forms of 
21st century litera cies, 
inside school and out-
side school. For in this 
time and in this place 
we want our kids—in 
our classrooms, yes, 
and in our families, on 
our streets and in our 
neighborhoods, across 

this wide country and, indeed, around the world—to 
“grow up in a society that values knowledge and hard 
work and public spirit over owning stuff and looking 
cool.” (Garrison Keillor, A Prairie Home Companion) 

This is a call to action, a call to re search and ar-
ticulate new composition, a call to help our students 
com pose often, compose well, and through these 
composings, become the citizen writers of our country, 
the citizen writers of our world, and the writers of  
our future. 

Historical	perceptions	of	Writing:	Five	
themes of Writing and Writing instruction 

in	20th	Century	America	

What we know about writing in the 20th cen-
tury and before is important to our understanding of 
writing in the 21st century. 

Writing has never been accorded the cultural respect 
or the support that reading has enjoyed, in part be-
cause through reading, society could control its citi-
zens, whereas through writing, citizens might exercise 
their own control. 

As Jennifer Monaghan and Wendy Saul explain,

Society has focused on children as read-
ers because, his torically, it has been much 
more interested in children as receptors 
than as producers of the written word. 
 Only an educated citizenry could be 
relied upon to preserve the Republic. In 
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Introduction: A Call to Support 21st •	
Century Writing 
Historical Perceptions of Writing: •	
Five Themes of Writing and Writing 
Instruction in 20th Century America 
Historical Perceptions of Writing: •	
Two Trends that Affected Writing 
and Writing Instruction in 20th 
Century America 
Historical Perceptions of Writing: •	
Study and Teaching of the Writing 
Process 
Writing in the 21st Century •	
Conclusion •	
Image Credits •	
References•	



Ohio Journal of English Language Arts   71

Katherine Black Yancy

pursuing that goal, however, the emphasis 
was not on creative individuality, but on 
obedience to the law. Reading and listen-
ing were the desired modes. It is by requir-
ing children to read the writings of adults 
that society has consistently attempt ed to 
transmit its values. (90-91) 

Reading—in part because of its central location in 
family and church life—tended to produce feelings 
of intimacy and warmth, while writing, by way of 
contrast, was associated with unpleasantness—with 
unsatisfying work and episodes of despair—and thus 
evoked a good deal of ambivalence. 

As Deborah Brandt puts it in her accounts of 
twentieth century Americans, 

Whereas people tend to remember reading 
for the sensual and emotional pleasure that 
it gave, they tended to remember writing 
for the pain or isolation it was meant to as-
suage. People’s descriptions of the settings 
of child hood and adolescent writing —a 
hospital bed, the front steps of a house, 
and … a highway overpass—were scenes 
of exile, hiding, or at least degraded ver-
sions of domesticity, in marked contrast to 
the memories of pil lowed, well-lit family 
reading circles.… (156) 

In school and out, writing required a good deal of 
labor.

We forget how difficult the labor of writing has 
been histor ically—the “sheer physical difficulty of 
inscribing alphabetic characters on some sort of sur-
face” (Murphy 5), especially for children; how pencils 
weren’t widely available until the early part of the 
twentieth century, which was forty years before the 
invention of the ballpoint pen; how messy and sloppy 
it was to try to compose in ink that dripped all over 
the page—and then smudged. The labor of com-
posing was such, in fact, that for a few years in the 
late 1920s manual typewriters—and we know how 
hard it is to pound those keys on the page—actually 
seemed a viable alternative to pencil or pen for chil-
dren in elementary school. In fact, it may be that what 
George Hillocks has called our over-attention to form 
in composition instruction began in our attention to 
the form of handwriting, because in the early part of 

the century, much instruction in writing was no more 
than instruction in penmanship. Much as in the case 
of grammar today—when grammar is identified as 
writing (Yancey)—writing itself in the early twentieth 
century had little if any status or identity apart from 
handwriting. 

Writing has historically and inextricably been linked 
to testing. 

In 1845, Horace Mann advocated that teachers 
should test students not in speech but on paper, in 
part to serve the interest of fairness (Odell 4-5). It was 
his observation that teachers’ evaluations of students’ 
oral presentations were uneven and thus unfair. Tests 
of writing, which could be reviewed more consistently, 
provided a remedy for this problem, but this remedy 
also helped initiate a narrative about writing-as-testing 
that continues to haunt us today (Odell 4). As impor-
tant, this narrative was reiterated on the college level 
with the advent of the Harvard exams, in which writ-
ing was identified in two ways: with testing and with 
so-called basic skills, as Mark Richardson explains: 

In 1874, responding to an influx of new 
students [of widely varied social classes and 
levels of literacy, Har vard] administered 
an entrance exam in [writing]… . Over 
half of the applicants who took it failed. 
 Colleges responded by creating com-
position courses. Harvard’s new writing 
courses were not taught by a rhetorician 
or an English teacher, but by a newspaper-
man, Adams Sherman Hill. None of the 
other instruc tors of Harvard’s composi-
tion courses had advanced degrees, either. 
In other words, “composition” was not a 
strategically planned curricular develop-
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ment, nor did it evolve out of schol-
arship or pedagogical expertise. It 
was invented in a hurry to resolve a 
perceived crisis.… And as Harvard 
went, so went the rest of American 
higher education. (pars. 4-5) 

Without a research base or a planned 
curriculum—which were the central 
components of reading and, likewise, the 
central components of all disciplines—
composition tended to take on the colors 
of the time, primarily (1) its identifica-
tion as a rudimentary skill and (2) its 
predominant role in the testing of students. 

And still, outside of school, people wrote—orders 
from the Sears book; letters from European trenches 
in World War I; diaries recording the flotsam and jet-
sam of daily life. 

Historical	Perceptions	of	Writing:	Two	
Trends that Affected Writing and Writing 

Instruction	in	20th	Century	America	
As the 20th century progressed, writing instruction 
was influenced by two countervailing trends: science 
and progressivism. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the in-
fluence of science permeated all of education. On one 
level, it prom ised the hope that with a more system-
atic approach, more students could be helped to learn 
and the teach ing profession might become just that, a 
profession. As a practical matter, however, especially 
in the case of writing, what immediately happened 
was that writing became a phenomenon to be mea-
sured, and it began with the most rudimentary aspect 
of writing, the labor that produced it: handwriting, 
which was assessed by quantitative handwrit ing scales. 
The fascination with such scales soon expanded to en-
tire texts, as well as with other testing technologies 
and continued until the 1940s, which is about the 
time that testing shifted to multiple choice measures, 
a shift making rating scales for essays obsolete. 

But at the same time, in part because of the 
influence of the 1935 NCTE-developed Experience 
Curriculum in English, teachers from elementary 
schools through college had a more progressive view of 
all language arts, includ ing composition, as expressed 

in a curriculum centered on the child. 
Indeed the focus on each unique child 
was a first principle. Noting that “ex-
periences in the use of language” are 
“always social contacts,” a curriculum 
much like today’s writer’s workshop 
was proposed, with six classroom pro-
cedures — including iden ti fying an oc-
casion to write, “providing assistance 
to writers as they write,” and helping 
students understand that suc cess is de-
pendent “on the effect of their efforts on 
the audience” (Hatfield 136). It was a 
curriculum rich in everyday genres: let-

ters, recipes, diaries, reports, reviews, summaries, and 
new stories. 

At the same time, the dearth of theory or re-
search that characterized the begin nings of composi-
tion persisted, resulting in what I have come to think 
of as compo sition-as-windowpane. That is, writing 
became a vehicle for any interest one had in mind and 
was not used as a knowl edge-making activity or un-
derstood as a cultural artifact, a process, or an object of 
study. Reviewing the titles of articles in English Journal 
(EJ) during the 1930s and ‘40s, we see both the in-
fluence of science and the absence of theory. Some 
almost-random samples: in 1930 it’s a liberating ac-
tivity ; in 1932, a bookmaking activity and an activ-
ity in art; from 1933 to 1934, we have three articles 
on experiments in composition; in 1934, a criticism of 
life; from 1935 to 1938, we have, first, composition as 
adventure, and then, compo sition as travel; in 1946, 
the basis for a shared contemporary experience; and in 
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1934, my personal favorite: “Teaching Behavior and 
Personality through Composition.” 

And still, outside of school, people composed—through 
the support of the Works Progress Administration; 
from Prisoner of War camps; inside religious books to 
annotate their night-time reading. 

Historical	Perceptions	of	Writing:	Study	
and Teaching of the Writing process 

In the 1960s and 1970s and 1980s, we saw a new 
conception of writing emerge, one that came to be 
called process writing. 

Process writing was informed by nascent re-
search and enthu siastically adopted by many teachers 
in classrooms large and small and throughout the cur-
riculum. Some scholars studied the writing processes of 
famous authors, while others—Janet Emig and Sondra 
Perl, Lucy Calkins and Nancie Atwell, Donald Graves 
and Mina Shaughnessy—learned from students how 
composing works. These studies and others like them 
provid ed a new curriculum for composing located in 
new practices: invention, drafting, peer review, reflec-
tion, revising and re writing, and publishing. And this 
new work in composing, in part because it was lan-
guage-based, supported other schol arly and pedagogi-
cal advances of the time. Such an advance is captured 
in CCCC/NCTE’s 1974 position statement “Stu dents’ 
Right to Their Own Language,” a document authoriz-
ing students as legitimate language users in ways not 
imagined a mere 20 years before nor obvious to the 
culture at large, even now. During this time we also 
saw new assessment practices develop from this pro-
cess-rich model of composing, most influential among 
them the portfolio. 

At the same time, however, the promise of com-
posing process as developing theory and classroom 
practice was truncated by several factors, among them 
two that are re lated: (1) the formalization of the pro-
cess itself, into a narrow model suitable for (2) tests de-
signed by a testing industry that too often substitutes 
a test of grammar for a test of writ ing and that sup-
ports writing, when it does, as an activity permitted in 
designated time chunks only, typically no more than 
35-minute chunks. 

The invention of the personal computer transforms 
writing. 

But at the same time that writing process was, 
on the one hand, being theorized, researched, and used 
to help students write and, on the other hand, being 
undermined, an invention that would transform writ-
ing, education, and life more gener ally was created: 
the personal computer (not the network, but simply 
the box that is the computer). That box, as Richard 
Lanham has suggested, makes available means of ex-
pression beyond pencil, beyond pen, beyond earlier 
imagination. And what that meant for writers was ex-
plained early on, in 1988, by 

Pat Sullivan when she identified four changes that 
computer ized composing introduces, all of them beneficial: 

Desktop publishing—[which] refers to a 
computer system that can be used to pro-
duce a finished page … —can inspire stu-
dents to ambitious, creative projects; it can 
give teachers a means for teaching how vi-
sual and verbal elements of a page work 
together to make mean ing; it can give 
writing classes a new and intensely social 
application; and it can give students useful 
skills. (346–7) 

Research on this composing—which is basically 
a new model of composing in its attention to the visual 
and to audience—is needed. In this model of compos-
ing, meaning created through the interaction between 
visual and verbal resources is central, and also key to 
composing is the role of audience and the social nature 
of writing, an aspect of writing process that received 
attention later rather than earlier dur ing this time, and 
that, as we will see, has become a central feature in the 
new models of composing emerging now. 

And still, outside of school, people wrote: soldiers 
com posed accounts of Korea and Vietnam; Ford, a 
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pardon of Nixon; Martin Luther King, a letter from 
Birmingham Jail. 

Writing	in	the	21st	Century	

With digital technology and, especially Web 

2.0, it seems, writers are *everywhere* — on bul-
letin boards and in chat rooms and in emails and in 
text messages and on blogs responding to news re-
ports and, indeed, reporting the news themselves as 
I-reporters. Such writing is what Deborah Brandt has 
called self-sponsored writing: a writing that belongs to 
the writer, not to an institution, with the result that 
people—students, senior citizens, employees, volun-
teers, family members, sensible 
and non-sensible people alike—
want to compose and do—on 
the page and on the screen and 
on the network—to each other. 
Opportu nities for composing  
abound—on MySpace and Face -
book and Googledocs and mul-
tiple blogs and platforms—and 
on national media sites, where 
writers upload photos and de-
scriptions, videos and personal 
accounts, where they are both recipients and creators 
of our news.

In much of this new composing, we are writing to 
share, yes; to encourage dialogue, perhaps; but mostly, 
I think, to participate. 

In fact, in looking at all this composing, we might 
say that one of the biggest changes is the role of audience: 
writers are everywhere, yes, but so too are audiences, espe-
cially in social networking sites like Facebook, which, 
according to the New York Times, provides a commons 
for people, not unlike the commons that used to be in 
small towns and large, and an interesting response to 
Robert Putnam’s discussion of community in Bowling 
Alone. Putnam claims, based on some impressive data, 
that in the late twentieth century partici pation in com-
munity groups declined. No doubt that’s so, but this 
is the twenty-first, and participation of many variet-
ies is increasing almost exponen tially—whether mea-
sured in the number and kinds of Facebook posts, the 
daily in crease in activity on the NCTE Ning social site, 
the number of students involved in this year’s elec-
tions, the numbers of blogs and the increase in little 

magazines, and even in the number of text messages I 
seem to get from persons, political campaigns, and my 
own institution. 

Perhaps most important, seen historically this 21st cen-
tury writing marks the beginning of a new era in lit-
eracy, a period we might call the Age of Composition, a 
period where composers become composers not through 
direct and formal instruction alone (if at all), but 
rather through what we might call an extracurricu-
lar social co-apprenticeship. 

Scholars of composition (e.g., Beaufort; Ding) 
have dis cussed social apprenticeships: opportunities to 
learn to write authentic texts in informal, collaborative 

contexts like service learning 
sites, labs, and studios. In the 
case of the web, though, writ-
ers compose authentic texts in 
informal digitally networked 
contexts, but there isn’t a hier-
archy of expert-apprentice, but 
rather a peer co-apprentice-
ship in which communicative 
knowledge is freely exchanged. 
In other words, our impulse 
to write is now digitized and 

expanded—or put differently, newly technologized, 
social ized, and networked. 

I want to put a face on this composing with two 
exam ples, one individual and one collective. 

The first: earlier this year, on August 23, Tiffany 
Monk, a sixteen-year-old who lives in Melbourne, 
Florida, looked out her window and was alarmed. 
Tropical Storm Fay had passed through Melbourne, but 
not before leaving a flood in its wake, and Tiffany saw 
that something was very wrong in her trailer park. 

“There were people trapped in their homes,” 
Monk [explained]. “Water was rising and 
there was no way out. (There were) people 
with oxygen tanks and wheelchairs and 
there was no way out. They needed help.” 
(“Girl Uses Computer,” par. 3) 
 Tiffany knows how to compose. She 
took pictures of Groveland Mobile Home 
Park showing the rising waters, she com-
posed emails, and then she sent both on, 
at the same time asking for help and il-
lustrating why it was needed. “You really 
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have to see this,” she said in emails [in-
cluding] photos of tires floating by in her 
road. “We are trapped in. Literally, there 
is no way out.” (par. 5) 

See this they did: all Tiffany’s neighbors were 
rescued and many of their personal possessions were 
salvaged as well — because a sixteen-year-old-girl 
saw a need; because she knew how to compose in a 
twenty-first-century way; and because she knew her 
audience. 

And what did she learn in this situation? “…[T]
hat if you actually take action then someone might listen to 
you.” That’s a real lesson in composition. 

A second story of composing begins in the spring 
of 2008, when a high school student on Facebook 
decides that test-taking could be more fun for him, 
for other test-takers, and for the test-scorers. And the 
test? Advanced Placement—AP English, AP history, 
AP psychology, AP calculus … all AP tests. The idea 
was basically simple: get students to write the “iconic 
phrase” THIS IS SPARTA from the movie 300, in 
capital letters, anywhere on the test, and then cross it 
out with one line. Because the rules of the test stipu-
late that students can cross out mistakes and cannot 
be penalized for doing so, none of the test-takers could 
be penalized. In addition, “bonus points” were avail-
able if students also wrote THIS IS MADNESS else-
where on the test. 

And write they did. 
Facebook users “flocked” to join the group 

Everybody Write “THIS IS SPARTA!”—in fact over 
30,000 students. And the readers of these exams en-
joyed several laughs, which was the intent. According 
to Erica Jacobs, who teaches at Oakton High School 
in Virginia, AP readers participated in the joke in sev-
eral ways, including exchanging notes with each other 
about the crossed-out lines, posting a sign proclaiming 
“THIS IS SPARTA” on a reader table, and beginning 
the last day by announcing, “This is Sparta!” (par. 9) 
And what were they laughing at? Two examples from 
AP history exams: 

As the country slid deeper into the Depression, • 
it became clear that drastic change was needed 
in order to save the American banking system. 
Fortunately, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, after 
taking office, imme diately declared “THIS 
IS MADNESS!” and established a four-day 
banking holiday. 

After the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, • 
John Wilkes Booth cried, “THIS IS SPARTA” 
before jumping from the balcony. 

Now what’s interesting to me about this event 
is fourfold. 

One is that these students understand the power of 
network ing, which they used for a collective self-spon-
soring activity, in this case a kind of smart-mob action. 
When you have a cause, you can organize thousands 
of people on very short notice—and millions when you 
have more time. Teenagers understand this in ways 
that many adults do not, and what’s as important, 
they understand how to make it happen. 

Two is that the students didn’t stop with Facebook and 
AP. They went to Wikipedia, where they posted the 
line THIS IS SPARTA at one point on the entry for 
the College Board, and THIS IS MADNESS at anoth-
er point on the same entry. Both those lines stayed on 
Wikipedia for at least a month, when they were later 
taken down: contrary to popular belief, Wiki pedia 
is monitored. But these students understand how to 
contribute to Wikipedia. They understand both the 
reach and the impact of networking. They understand 
circulation of messages—from a Facebook group to 
high school and college teachers to a site that rivals 
encyclopedias in compre hensiveness and exceeds them 
in timeliness and that offers opportunities for all of us 
literally to make knowledge. 

Three is that the students understood the new audi-
ences of twenty-first century composing—colleagues across 
the country and faceless AP graders alike. They under-
stood one audience—the testing system—and knew 
how to play it. Several of the students were concerned 
enough not to want their scores to be negatively affect-
ed, as they revealed on another site where college advisors 
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answer questions (answers.yahoo.com)—and those queries 
were removed, too!—but these students—and there were 
thousands and thousands of them—were quite simply bored 
enough to take the chance. Put differently, they refused to 
write to a teacher-as-examiner exclusively; they wrote as 
well to live teachers who might be amused at the juxtaposi-
tion between a serious claim about John Wilkes Booth and 
THIS IS SPARTA. Put differently still, they wanted not a 
testing reader, but a human one. 

Four, we can imagine the ways we might channel this 
energy for a cause more serious, for a purpose more worthy. 
In other words, these students know how to compose, 
and they know how to organize, and they know audi-
ence. How can we build on all that knowledge? How 
can we help them connect it to larger issues? 

Taken together, what do these observations 

about new composings mean? 

First, we have moved beyond a pyramid-like, sequen-
tial model of literacy development in which print lit-
eracy comes first and digital literacy comes second and 
networked literacy practices, if they come at all, come 
third and last. 

And truly, this pyramid has been deconstructing 
for some time now. It’s the same hierarchy that some 
want us to use with print composing. When teaching 
children to write in print, we don’t insist that they spell 
every word correctly be fore they are allowed to write 
a sentence; we don’t expect perfect paragraphs before 
they are allowed to write a story. We expect complex 
thinking to develop alongside and with beginning 
skills. Complex thinking and skills: they develop to-
gether—for the two-year-old learning to talk, for the 
six-year-old learning to write, and for the sixty-year-
old still learning to compose—new genres and new 
media— because perhaps as never before, learning to 
write is a life long process. That’s the way we learn to 
compose digitally, too, of course, in concert with print 
and alphabetic literacy, not in sequence. 

Second, we have multiple models of composing operat-
ing simultaneously, each informed by new publication 
practices, new materials, and new vocabulary. 

We have many questions about these new com-
posings that we need to pursue, to document, and to 
share. These are questions we need to take up inside 
school. 

For example: 
Our current model(s) of composing are lo-• 
cated largely in print, and it’s a model that 
culminates in publica tion. When composers 
blog as a form of invention or prewriting, 
rather than as a form of publication (which 
I did in composing this text: see kbyancey@
wordpress.org ), what does that do to our 
print-based model(s) of composing that uni-
versally culminate in publication?

How do we mark drafts of a text when, as • 
Pam Ta kayoshi showed twelve years ago, re-
vising takes place inside of discrete drafts?

How and when do we decide to include im-• 
ages and visuals in our compositions, and 
where might we include these processes in the 
curriculum? 

How do we define a composing practice that • 
is in terlaced and interwoven with email, text-
messaging, and web-browsing? As Mark 
Poster observes, com posing at the screen to-
day isn’t composing alone: it’s composing in 
the company of others. How does that change 
our model(s) of composing? 

How does access to the vast amount and kinds • 
of resources on the web alter our model(s)? 

Can we retrofit our earlier model(s) of com-• 
posing, or should we begin anew? 

And still, outside of school, composing is ubiquitous. 
Through writing, we participate—as students, em-
ployees, citizens, human beings. 

Through writing, we are. 
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Conclusion 

Taken together, what does this brief history and 
set of obser vations mean? 

We can and should respond to these new com-
posings and new sites of composings with new energy 
and a new composing agenda. Let me also suggest that 
an historical perspective like the one I’ve sketched out 
here helps us un derstand an increasingly important 
role for writing: to foster a new kind of citizenship, 
one that has roots in an earlier time but that is being 
reimagined today. 

In this context, let me identify three tasks 

that those of us who care about literacy 

and who are literacy educators need to 

take up. 

One: Articulate the new models of composing devel-
oping right in front of our eyes. Through research docu-
menting these new models, we can create the theory 
that has too often been absent from composition his-
torically, and we can de fine composition not as a part 
of a test or its primary vehicle, but apart from testing. In 
creating these new models, we want to include a hith-
erto neglected dimension: the role of writing for the 
public. As Doug Hesse has argued, the public is per-
haps the most important audience today, and it’s an 
audience that people have written for throughout his-
tory. If this is so, we need to find a place for it both in 
our models of writing and in our teaching of writing. 

Two: Design a new model of a writing curriculum 
K– graduate school. In 1995, David Russell suggested 
that if we wanted writers to compose well, we might 

consider focus ing on 
writing as an object of 
study. In 2003, John 
Trimbur made the same 
point. He notes that a 
legacy of the process 
model is that we think 
almost exclusively in 
terms of pro cess, which 
makes it “difficult to 
think of writing as a sub-
ject” [my italics]. “When 
we say ‘writing,’” he 
asks, “do we mean its 
participial form that 

refers to writing as an unfolding activity of compos-
ing or do we designate its noun form to refer to the 
material manifestations and consequences of writing 
as it circulates in the world?” (par. 11) This question, 
in posing both answers, points us beyond windowpane 
composition and beyond an obsessive attention to form 
and beyond writing as testing; it points us toward cre-
ating the fully articulated research base, the theories 
of composing, and the planned curriculum that have 
been missing from composition and its instruction for 
over a hundred years. 

Three: Create new models for teaching. Here I’m 
indebted to Matthew Key, an early career teacher in 
Newark, New Jersey, whose use of communication 
tech nologies is changing the instructional model. Two 
quick examples: 

One: He “rarely” grade[s] alone. The students 
rarely do their homework in isolation. The same chat-
ting software that, when mismanaged, gives us fits in 
our classrooms, enables us to collaborate in dynamic 
ways. Students now continue fiery classroom debates 
when they get home from school. They now walk each 
other through difficult readings of The Odyssey and 
Hamlet and return to class with stronger understand-
ings. Their projects are regu larly published—which 
leads to comments and ongoing conversations with 
the outside world. 

Two: He sees research in a twenty-first century 
world. “It is crucial that [students] learn how to sift 
thoughtfully through increasing amounts of infor-
mation. The Internet presents a unique challenge to 
scholarship—many of the questions that once required 
extensive research can now be answered with ten-min-
ute visits to Google. The issue now is distin guishing 
between rich resources and the online collection of 
surface facts, misinformation, and inexcusable lies that 
masquerade as the truth. It will be hard for our stu-
dents to be thoughtful citizens without this ability to 
discern the useful from the irrelevant. (par. 9) 

These are challenges we currently face: 
developing new models of composing, •	

designing a new curriculum supporting •	
those  models, and

creating new pedagogies enacting that •	
curriculum 

But these challenges: they are also opportuni-
ties—to help students create the texts of their lives 
as we connect to and carry forward the larger history 
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of composing. Early on in this history, we composed 
on stone, using plant and animal materials for color; 
much later, we composed documents creating citizen-
ships; much later still, a West Virginia miner com-
posed his last hours on whatever paper he could find 
in order to assure his loved ones that his death was not 
pain ful. Historically, like today, we compose on all the 
available materials. Whether those materials are rocks 
or computer screens, composing is a material as well 
as social practice; composing is situated within and in-
formed by specific kinds of materials as well as by its 
location in community. 

We have simply never seen it quite so clearly as 
we do now. 

Thanks to Erika Lindemann, Leila Christenbury, the National Council 
of Teachers of English, Kristie Fleckenstein, Michael Neal, Ruth Kis-
tler, Kara Taczak, Doug Hesse, the Florida State Graduate Program in 
Rhetoric and Composition, and the Florida State English Department. 
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By Tom Romano 
Miami University

How to Write…with 
Endnotes
“How To Write” is different from anything I’ve written. Last summer 
in a coffee shop in Durham, New Hampshire, I wrote 18 pages in my 
notebook about teaching writing. Plenty of words. Plenty of passion. 
No focus. Panic crept into my psyche. My deadline was approaching. 
I paged through my notebook and found a ten-minute quickwrite I’d 
written in February while writing with my methods students. They had 
written to the prompt, “How To Live,” based upon a poem (Webb). I adapted my writing to “How To Write” 

I expanded and deepened the entry over several drafts. “How To Write” became a friendly, encouraging commentary. 
As I worked, I thought of writers, teachers, and researchers who had influenced me. I began to mark places where 
I needed citations and wanted to say more. I knew the bad reputation of “endnotes,” how many readers find them 
tedious and simply skip them. Still, I went ahead with writing them.

Nancy Mack of Wright State University has written that “Endnotes supply another rhetorical space in which students 
can assume multiple identities, including that of academic scholar” (Mack 2006, 71)

I determined to make my other “rhetorical space” readable, interesting, and full of my personal voice. In the Endnotes, 
sometimes I am scholar, sometimes historian, sometimes philosopher, sometimes colleague down the hall eager to 
share his passion for teaching writing. I hope you enjoy this hybrid essay, “Endnotes” and all.

Trust language. It lies within, ready to lead 
you. All those years ago, before you were 
  praised or corrected, before you were 

shown the niceties of communication, language quick-
ened in you. That fierce human need to name and say 
launched words. Remember that. And be brave on the 
page. Be a warrior with words. Trust the gush of lan-
guage.1 Exercise self-generosity.2

Make a place to write. Somewhere with a single 
lamplight showing the page. Somewhere else with all 
lights ablaze. In a room of your own with the glow of 
the computer screen illuminating the keyboard, the 
words, your absorbed face. Write in bed. Write in a 
coffee shop when business abates. Write in a classroom 
with others. Write sitting on the floor, your back 
against the wall. Use tools that please you: sharpened 
pencil, inexpensive ballpoint, gel pen, keyboard under 
your fingers. Pamper yourself in this regard. Cultivate 
pleasure when writing.

Write every day.3 Set time aside: a heroic hour 
or a vital five minutes. After a while your writing and 
being will merge. Writing and breathing will be one. 
Write in silence. Listen to music. Whatever helps 

you come to language, tap, exploit, ride. Whatever 
hinders you coming to language, avoid, shun, spurn. 
Does making a drawing help you see your way, even 
if you use stick figures? Yes? Then move away from 
language. Sketch what you see and mean.4 Move the 
sketch into words and put them on the page to help 
your reader think your feeling, feel your thinking. Are 
you experiencing your words, not just understanding 
them?5 That’s what you want readers to do.

Once you’ve written, look at the words you 
gushed. Hold them up to the light. Examine their 
color. Feel their contours, trace where they lead. Lay 
the words in your open palm, sense their heft. Lick 
them. Taste their flavor. Imagine firing the words; 
measure the impression they make. Notice surprises: 
in language, ideas, associations, productive tangents. 
None of these, of course, did you intend until the mo-
ment you were setting words upon the page. Think 
how the reader will be surprised, delighted, and re-
warded, just as you were in the heat of composing.6

Put the writing away for twenty minutes or 
three months or a year, then reread it. You were “pas-
sion hot” when you trusted the gush. Now be “critic 
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cold,” as John Ciardi put it (Ciardi 1966, 153). Does 
your writing work? Are there weaknesses? Soft spots? 
Know that when you detect failure, the very act of 
noticing that failure is movement toward success—the 
wrong word sparks the right word, the vague descrip-
tion spawns vivid imagery, illogic gives way to sudden 
understanding, and you see how one thought links to 
the next. 

In your draft you were smart and bold and ex-
ploratory. In your revision you achieved the second ge-
nius.7 Type in this second genius to make a new draft. 
It will be more substantive, textured, evocative. Make 
ample margins. Choose a font that enhances the look 
of your words. Use a type size that’s easily read, that 
doesn’t crowd words on a line. Double space those 
lines and print a copy you can spread out before you. 
Give it a good, global look. 

Reread with a pen or pencil in hand. Read aloud. 
Feel the words in your mouth. Listen. Your sense of how 
language should sound is a great ally. You’ll hear when 
words make music; you’ll hear when they’re discordant. 
Make adjustments if you need to and be amazed and 
fulfilled at how well you are writing, gushing only in 
spurts now, but honing language, tinkering and tun-
ing. Cross out words. Move others around. Write anew 
in the ample margins and between the lines. You are 
crafting, creating. Does new meaning bloom in your 
mind that is not on the page? Put that in. 

Type what you’ve reseen. Print another copy. 
Pause a moment. Do you remember that blessed, 
stumbling start when you forged ahead with language 
and trusted the gush? Remember how many of those 
first words did not reflect what you were learning to 
mean? Revere that process. That raw language got 
you to a place that you could not have arrived at with-
out them.

Congratulations. Though you may not consider 
yourself a writer, you write.8 That’s what matters. You 
are one of the meaning makers.9 You know writing 
from the inside. You can teach others.

Endnotes

1) In her final learning portfolio one student included a 
piece of paper with one sentence brush stroked on it 
in three-inch high letters, dripping ink: Trust the Gush

 Stephanie was hearkening to something I’d said to 
exhort students to begin writing. Faith and fear-
lessness, I’d told them. Faith that there is plenty 
of language in them, because there is. Humans are 
language animals. And fearlessness in heading down 
the page with that language. Trust the gush, I told 
them.

 I was channeling Walt Whitman:

 And the secret of it all is to write in a gush, the throb, 
the flood, of the moment—to put things down with-
out deliberation—without worrying about style—
without waiting for a fit time and place. …You want 
to catch the first spirit—to tally its truth. By writ-
ing at the instant the very heartbeat of life is caught. 
(Quoted in Wallace 1982, 284—85). 

2) In Holding on to Good Ideas in a Time of Bad Ones: Six 
Literacy Principles Worth Fighting For (2009)—a book 
destined to be a classic in literacy education—Thom-
as Newkirk writes about the self-critical nature of so 
many of us when it comes to our writing. We harshly 
judge our initial words, often before they get to the 
page. We second guess every sentence. This attitude 
can be dysfunctional to our writing process. It does 
not promote growth and discovery. Essential to effec-
tive writing, Newkirk believes, are “self-acceptance 
and a willingness to trust the generative possibilities 
of language” (76). Our inexperienced student writers, 
especially, need an attitude of self-generosity. 

3) Two writing scholars call the late Donald Murray 
“America’s greatest writing teacher” (Miller and 
Newkirk). A Pulitzer Prize winner for editorial writ-
ing, columnist, novelist, poet, textbook writer, and 
university professor, Murray’s mantra was “Nulla dies 
sine linea,” Never a day without a line (Murray 1990, 
55). It appeared in all his books about teaching writ-
ing. He included it on handouts, in talks, presenta-
tions, and workshops. He laminated the expression 
and gave it to students. 

 Murray kept what he called a “daybook.” He wrote 
in it every day, collecting lines, generating leads, jot-
ting ideas, and sketching pictures. He carried the 
daybook everywhere and wrote on the run. If he had 
five minutes while waiting for his wife, he pulled out 
the daybook. He had long ago developed what a high 
school student of mine once called a “writing state of 
mind.” To get their writing done, many writers have 
habits. The habit of writing regularly, at least a little 
bit every day, is critical to many writers, just like the 
avid runner is loath to miss a day.
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4) More and more teachers have students draw as part 
of their writing process. I’ve seen students of many 
ages use sketching and storyboarding to support 
their writing: Ruth Shagoury with children (2006), 
Linda Rief with middle school students (2007), Penny 
Kittle with high school seniors (2008).

Roger Essley is a tireless proponent of visual expression 
(2008). As a child, he was often stopped from learn-
ing by written text. A page of words overwhelmed his 
visual sensibility. Essley believes that many students 
in our visual culture benefit from using visual tools to 
learn. Essley has students use storyboarding to plan 
their writing. The sketches provide scaffolding that 
many students—especially boys—need to launch 
and sustain writing.

5) Peter Elbow makes a distinction between allowing 
readers access to your mind and allowing readers 
access to your experience (1981, 317). When writ-
ers craft their words, when they have an experience 
with what they are writing about—not just deal in 
ideas and concepts (1981 324—325), good readers 
do more than merely understand the writing. They 
experience it. Think of how you occupied the base-
ment and second floor bedroom in that town out-
side Munich in Nazi Germany where The Book Thief 
(Zusak 2006) was set. Think of how the premise, 
explanation, and examples in Blink (Gladwell 2005) 
made immediate sense. You experienced what Zusak 
and Gladwell wrote.

6) In the 1970s, Ken Macrorie wrote readable, helpful 
books about writing for teachers and students. My 
favorite was Writing to Be Read (1976). I used it in 
a creative writing class with high school juniors and 
seniors. After a few years, our English department 
combined creative writing with introductory compo-
sition and called the course Writing I. It was a bold, 
philosophical move. We six English teachers, five 
of whom had studied at the Ohio Writing Project 
summer institute at Miami University, believed that 
all writing was an act of creativity. Although writ-
ers wrote for different audiences and purposes, the 
process of writing was creative with language as the 
medium.

Most good writing, Macrorie said, is surprising, de-
lightful, and rewarding. He dispensed other sound 
advice, too: Write about what you know. Choose 
topics important to you. Avoid pretentiousness. Be 
metaphorical. Sharpen and tighten your language. 
Cultivate your written voice. 

As mentor texts, Macrorie used writers from 
Shakespeare to Erma Bombeck, as well as the writing 

of his students. As I taught, always writing what I 
asked my students to write, always monitoring myself 
as a writer, I tried to live and teach what I believed 
made writing work. As a result, I moved farther and 
farther away from tightly controlled, thesis-driven, 
bloodless writing that had no voice, no attitude, no 
bite. I began to keep a journal I wrote in every day, as 
Daniel Fader suggested students do (1968). I began 
to develop a writing state of mind. My writing got 
clearer, more pointed, more rewarding, for both my 
readers and, more importantly, for me. I was having 
an experience with whatever I was writing about.

7) In The Muses Among Us (2003), Kim Stafford calls re-
vision “the second genius.” “Revision happens best,” 
he explains, “when it can have the same fervency 
as first writing” (36). In our lives we all rely on the 
second genius. As we accumulate information, talk 
with others, and engage in reflection, we sometimes 
change our minds and alter our plans. Usually, we 
make better decisions. The same process occurs when 
we write. If I didn’t have opportunity to reach the 
second genius, I wouldn’t write.

8) Last summer I taught a multigenre writing course for 
the New Hampshire Literacy Institute. One morning 
we talked about the idea of “teacher as writer.” Some 
teachers felt that anyone who proposed to teach stu-
dents how to write, at any level, ought to be writers 
themselves, so they knew the intellectual and emo-
tional territory of writing. Others expressed the in-
adequacy they felt as writers. “I play music,” said one 
teacher, “but I don’t call myself a musician.”

 Enrolled in the course was Maja Wilson, a doctoral 
student at the University of New Hampshire and au-
thor of Rethinking Rubrics in Writing Assessment (2007), 
a powerful book in which she takes issue with the 
seeming sanctity of using rubrics to assess writing. 
About the uneasiness many felt in naming them-
selves writers, Maja said, “Make it a verb, not a noun. 
Not an identity—I am a writer, but an act: I write.”

 Such a stance by teachers, I thought, such a com-
mitment to embrace writing as an essential act in 
their lives, would significantly change the way they 
taught writing. It had to. Just as reading and litera-
ture teachers read, writing teachers write. And we are 
all writing teachers.

9) In 1985, Gordon Wells published an important book 
about language acquisition titled The Meaning Makers. 
His premise was that infants and toddlers are driven 
to acquire language by the desire to make meaning. 
That desire and intellectual proclivity to crack the 
language code is a genius of our species. 
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Tom Romano

Last winter our granddaughter, not yet three, had 
grown testy one evening, resisting all attempts to 
coax her to sleepy town. 

“I amn’t going to be putted to bed,” she said.

The grammar of Leah Mae’s sentence is impecca-
ble. She has intuited that most verbs are regularly 
inflected, and so has logically regularized the past 
participial ending of “put.” Even more exhilarating 
is that she has mastered the sophisticated linguistic 
move of making contractions. She had never heard 
anyone put together am and not. But she did, natural-
ly and swiftly, serving her perfectly well in asserting 
what her present and future would not include. (“It’s 
a stunning accomplishment at her age,” a linguist 
friend tells me, “to know where to put that negative 
particle ‘not,’ let alone how to contract it”). 

 The language is generative. Using it is magical. It’s 
(Dare I use the “C” word?) creative. There is room 
in language for naming and describing; narrating 
and persuading; musing, conjecturing, and experi-
menting. There is room for logic and passion. There 
is room for surprise and delight. Our three-year-
old granddaughter speaks. Students kindergarten 
through college write. We teachers must keep rev-
eling in language ourselves, showing students how 
we write, telling them why we write, offering them 
strategies we know work because we have used them. 
We—along with our colleagues and students—are in 
this writing business together.

References

Ciardi, J. (1966). “One writer’s work habits.” In W. W. 
West (Ed.), On writing by writers. (pp. 149-155) 
Boston: Ginn and Co.

Elbow, P. (1981). Writing with power: Techniques for master-
ing the writing process. New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Essley, R., Rief, L., & Rocci, A. L. (2008). Visual tools for 
differentiating reading & writing instruction: Strategies to 
help students make abstract ideas concrete & accessible. New 
York: Scholastic.

Fader, D. N., and McNeil, E. B. (1968). Hooked on books: 
Program & proof. New York: Berkley Publishing 
Corporation.

Gladwell, M. (2005). Blink: The power of thinking without 
thinking. New York: Little, Brown and Co.

Kittle, P. (2008). Write beside them: risk, voice, and clarity in 
high school writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Mack, N. (2006). “Ethical representation of working-
class lives: Multiple genres, voices, and identities.” 
Pedagogy: Critical approaches to teaching literature, lan-
guage, composition, and culture, 6, 1: 53-78. 

Macrorie, K. (1976). Writing to be read. 2d rev. ed. Rochelle 
Park, NJ: Hayden Book Co.

Miller, L. & Newkirk, T. (2009). The essential Donald 
Murray: Lessons from America’s greatest writing teacher. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Murray, D. M. (1990). Shoptalk: Learning to write with writ-
ers. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook.

Newkirk, T. (2009). Holding on to good ideas in a time of bad 
ones: Six literacy principles worth fighting for. Portsmouth, 
NH: Heinemann.

Rief, L. (2007). “Writing: Common sense matters.” In K. 
Beers, R. E. Probst, and L. Rief (Eds.), Adolescent 
literacy: Turning promise into practice. (pp. 189-208). 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Shagoury, R. (2006). Raising writers: Understanding and 
nurturing young children’s writing development. Boston: 
Pearson.

Stafford, K. (2003). The muses among us: Eloquent listening 
and other pleasures of the writer’s craft. Athens, GA: The 
University of Georgia Press.

Wallace, R. (1982). Writing poems. Boston: Little, Brown, 
and Co.

Wells, G. (1986). The meaning makers: Children learning lan-
guage and using language to learn. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

Wilson, M. (2007). Rethinking rubrics in writing assessment. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Webb, C. H. (2006). Amplified dog. Grenada Hills, CA: Red 
Hen Press.

Zusak, M. (2006). The book thief. NY: Alfred A. Knopf. 

Tom Romano teaches in the Department of Teacher 
Education at Miami University. He is the author of five 
books from Heinemann, the last one titled Zigzag: A Life 
in Reading and Writing, Teaching and Learning.



> 	 I	AM	A	TEACHER

84	 	 	 OJELA  Vol. 49, No. 2  Summer/Fall 2009

By Jennifer M. Walker 
East High School, Youngstown City Schools

I Am A Teacher

Shanika was big and loud, and curse words just 
seemed to fly out of her mouth. She was opinionat-
ed, she was rude and she was intimidating. And she 
was angry. She was the angriest young woman I had 
ever met. The first time I ever met Shanika, she was 
screaming obscenities, the really bad ones, down the 
hall to the English teacher next door to me. Needless 
to say, she made a lasting first impression on me.

Two years later, Shanika had gotten herself kicked 
out of yet another class and she found herself shy of one 
language arts credit and no class or teacher to turn to. 
Because Shanika spent so much time in the principal’s 
office, my principal had sort of adopted her and she 
came to me as a last resort. Although Shanika had barely 
passed English III, would I allow her into my Advanced 
Placement Literature and Composition class?

Shanika came late to class most days, sat in the 
seat farthest away from me and her classmates, re-
fused to cooperate in cooperative learning activities, 
and turned in work only when she felt like it. She was 
turning me into an angry, young teacher. Nothing I 
did ever seemed to please her. Or motivate her. Or 
help her. I felt like a failure. Like everyone else at the 
school, I simply let Shanika be. I accepted that her 
anger would prevent us from forming a relationship 
and that my teaching couldn’t reach her. Sadly, like 
everyone else in her life, I accepted my limitations and 
gave up on Shanika.

It might seem odd that I am admitting my fail-
ures and mistakes as a teacher. It does to me. I am 
not even sure myself why I am admitting to myself, 
to Shanika and to the world that I simply gave up on 
her. As a young, idealistic teacher, I dreamed of saving 

every child who stepped into my classroom. My room 
would be a utopia where students could authentically 
express themselves through their writings, where they 
would lose themselves in the writings of great authors 
and poets. I would be the teacher that students would 
always feel comfortable sharing their stories with. 

Shanika taught me some valuable lessons and 
many other students have since taught me those same 
valuable lessons. Life is hard. And life is unfair. And 
sometimes there is so much hurt and pain and confu-
sion that no one person can help to heal it. Teaching in 
any school is hard. Teaching in an inner-city school is 
even harder. Hearing my students’ stories has opened 
my eyes beyond the white picket fences of my subur-
ban neighborhood. Shanika made me feel like a hypo-
crite. How dare I try to understand her, offer her help 
when I had no idea what it was like to live a minute 
in her shoes. 

Several months later, my class was studying the 
epic poem Beowulf. In order to help students relate 
this great piece of literature to their own lives, I asked 
them to write about a monster that they deal with and 
to then personify this monster in a creative writing 
piece. While I had hoped that this assignment might 
help bridge the gap between the oldest piece of litera-
ture and students’ lives in the 21st century, I was un-
prepared for the monsters my students would choose 
to write about. While some students did choose to per-
sonify the stresses of being seniors and procrastination, 
several wrote about dealing with verbal, physical and 
domestic abuse, the abandonment of a parent, dealing 
with violent deaths, drug addiction, pregnancy and 
the daily struggles of living in poverty.
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Throughout the creative writing, I taught the 
students several strategies to improve the fluency of 
their writing, and so I encouraged them to read their 
pieces aloud to the class. No one was more surprised 
than I when Shanika was the first to volunteer to read 
her piece. Shanika’s piece was fluently written and it 
was a model for the lessons I had presented in class. 
But it was her content that had the class mesmerized. 
Shanika had personified her monster—anger. Her 
anger was a hideous demon who tormented her daily 
with fits of outrage and vulgarity. It made her feel out 
of control and out of touch with reality. But it was also 
her guardian angel, protecting her from the death of 
her mother, the imprisonment of her father for mur-
dering his own brother, from the taunts of children 
teasing her about her dark skin, her size, her family 
history. It protected her from dealing with the endur-
ing verbal abuse of her grandparents, the responsibil-
ity of helping to raise a younger brother and sister, 
her struggles with poverty and the uncertainty of her 
future.

Students sat in silence as Shanika finished read-
ing and sat down. Tears ran down my cheeks, and I 
felt inadequate and powerless. What could I do that 
would add any comfort to this child’s life? What had 
I done to make my classroom, my school, a safe haven 
for Shanika and others like her? What could I do to im-
prove their lives, even if for just moments each day? 

I don’t know the exact moment I chose to de-
vote my life to education. I think that I’ve always just 
known that teaching would be my passion. When de-
claring my college major, I don’t think I really even 
knew the factors that were influencing me, guiding 
my future. Now that I am older, and hopefully a little 
wiser, I realize that, for me, school felt safe. A place 
where I felt successful and confident. Loved and nur-
tured. Teachers saw something in me that I was un-
able to see in myself. I was the stereotypical young 
girl, simply trying to find her own voice and her own 
place in the world. French philosopher Denis Diderot 
referred to young girls as “saplings in a hurricane.” I 
was that sapling and without the guidance and sup-
port of my teachers, I might have succumbed to the 
torturous winds of adolescence.

What was I doing to create this type of environ-
ment for my students? This question has continued to 
guide my teaching, the way I relate to my students, 
the literature I present to them and the writing assign-
ments I create for them. I want them to see portraits 

of themselves through great stories and I want them 
to find their own authentic voices through their writ-
ings. And through my teaching, I want them to see 
someone who genuinely cares not only about their 
academic progress, but also about the daily issues and 
struggles that they face as young adults. I can only 
hope that Shanika, who is now a sophomore in college, 
was able to overlook my shortcomings and limitations 
as a teacher.

And so while I lie awake at night worrying about 
my OGT passage rates and if my students will mas-
ter all of their content standards and if I am prepar-
ing them with all of the 21st Century learning skills, 
I know that my success will not be measured by these 
things. Education is a daunting profession and at 
times, I find myself completely overwhelmed with the 
challenges it presents. I am only human, fallible and 
imperfect, and at times, I feel like a failure and a fraud. 
But I am resilient and passionate and hopeful and if 
I can help even a few students find their voices like 
Shanika did, then I am a successful teacher. This is 
the greatest contribution I received from my education 
and now it is my passion to help students see school 
and my classroom as a place that is safe, a haven. A 
place where they can feel confident and successful, 
loved and nurtured. This is my greatest contribution, 
and my passion, as a teacher. 

Jennifer Walker currently teaches freshman and 
seniors at East High School in Youngstown City Schools 
and is in her fourteenth year of teaching. Jennifer is 
the 2009 Ohio Teacher of the Year. Jennifer earned her 
National Board Certification in Early Adolescence English 
Language Arts and is a Fellow in the National Writing 
Project. Jennifer lives in Canfield, Ohio with her husband 
Eric and their young boys.
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Teaching Artist and Author 
Heinemann/Boyds Mills Press

I Am an Artist as 
Teacher

Contrary to popular belief, being a teach-
ing artist is not all about entertaining. 
Sure, you can get away with being amus-

ing and fun, have the kids write an acrostic poem or two, 
or ride an invisible horse while shouting the verses to the 
“Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.” But sooner or later, you 
are going to have to do your homework if you want to get 
anywhere as an artist in the classroom beyond providing an 
opportunity for the teacher to grade papers in the back of 
the classroom. 

One of my favorite lines about working with kids 
comes from the insanely prolific and successful children’s au-
thor Jane Yolen. When she is asked if she ever thinks she’ll 
graduate to writing for adults she responds, “Would you 
ask a pediatrician if they someday hope to treat adults?”

There is a perception out there that working with 
kids doesn’t require a whole lot of grounding (or at least 
not as much as working with adults) by some of the people 
bringing in teaching artists and, more dangerously, even 
some of those actually presenting to young folks. All good 
teachers know that this assessment is wrong.

As teaching artists, our job is to assist classroom 
teachers in furthering their curriculum. Our job is not to try 
and look cool in front of the students or to simply put in our 
day rehashing some dog-eared exercises that the kids prob-
ably have already done seven times in their academic career. 
We have a responsibility to keep up with pedagogy and 
policy. Our job should be to go out and find the stuff that 
works. The stuff that classroom teachers increasingly do not 
have the time to dig up because they are – well, teaching 
five days a week, grading papers seven days a week, possibly 
coaching some sport or another, mentoring, tutoring, run-
ning the snack stand at the cross country meet etc. etc.

Every time I speak at a conference, I attend the 
keynotes and also sit in on a couple of break-out sessions. 
While most teachers are lucky if they can get to one or two 
professional development opportunities a year, I have the 

luxury of attending dozens of these events annually. I would 
be remiss to pass up these occasions to gather new ideas. I 
read texts on teaching and educational theory suggested to 
me by folks way smarter than I am. My first question to a 
teacher when I enter his or her classroom is, “What would 
you like to see happen?”

Like any good artist, a teaching artist should be able 
to hide his or her work, embed strong strategies and best 
practices within instruction so that it remains accessible to 
the student. Like a sketch underneath an oil painting, all 
the big ideas need to be there – just not necessarily over top 
of everything else. The best abstract painters are grounded 
in realistic technique and theory. Similarly, the best teach-
ing artists take the time to learn good teaching skills.

I’m hoping that with a new administration in 
Washington, we will be seeing more use of teaching artists 
in the classroom. President Obama has stated, on several 
occasions, the need for more professional development in 
education. I am also hoping that those providing this in-
struction take their roles seriously because there could be 
a real paradigm shift in the next decade. There is a much 
work that needs to be done, and developing more positions 
for teaching artists could be just the beginning of meaning-
ful educational reform.

Michael Salinger is a father, poet, performer, author, direc-
tor and playwright. He has been involved in promoting creative 
writing through performance and education in places as inter-
esting as Fairport Harbor, Ohio and Manama, Bahrain. He is 
the co-author of, Outspoken!, a professional book published 
by Heinemann that teaches writing and speaking skills us-
ing poetry performance in the classroom. His latest collection 
is Well Defined – Vocabulary in Rhyme from Boyds Mills 
Press. He enjoys jazz, fishing and running the occasional tri-
athlon. Visit him at http://www.michaelsalinger.com
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The Writing Half-Dozen

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

http://www.webenglishteacher.com/writing.html

Web English Teacher is a great resource for English Language Arts teachers. Its Writing resource page is loaded 
with links to all things writing – from a focus on types of writing to support structures for writing instruction.

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/

The Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL) has always been my favorite. The online lessons and handouts are easy to 
comprehend and well organized. The new navigation frames provide an effective way to move through the over 
200 resources. Also new in the left frame, resources specifically for teachers of students in grades 7-12!

http://www.powa.org/

Another favorite OWL, the Paradigm Online Writing Assistant is organized by types of writing (see the links  
along the top border) with drop down menus that take the user directly to specific components of that particular  
writing task.

http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource_topic/teaching_writing

The National Writing Project website has many professional resources for the teaching of writing. Some are re-
views of books while others are full-text articles on writing related topics.

http://writingfix.com/index.htm

Developed and maintained by the Northern Nevada Writing Project, Writing Fix is a treasure trove of resources for 
teaching writing. Great random prompt generators that will inspire daily writing explorations

http://www.galleryofwriting.org/

The National Gallery of Writing is an initiative of the National Council Teachers of English created to celebrate the 
National Day on Writing, October 20, 2009. Look for the OCTELA Gallery and submit your piece!

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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The Reformed Vampire Support Group

(2009) by Catherine Jinks.  

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Vampires definitely do not sparkle in this story 
narrated by Nina, a 50-something vampire forever 
stuck in a 15 year-old body. The closest Nina comes 
to the stereotypical bloodsucker is in the book series 
that she writes about the mysterious, super sexy, super-
human vampire Zadia Bloodstone. In real life, vam-
pires are sickly, unattractive whiners who survive day 
to day or, rather, night to night by feeding on guinea 
pigs and supplements. In Nina’s life, the undead at-
tend Tuesday evening support group meetings hosted 
by the local Catholic priest where they talk about their 
allergies and the need to “own your identity” and “set 
positive goals.” Imagine AA meetings for vampires. 
They can’t even go out at night without sunglasses un-
less they want to risk an eye bleed. Their seemingly 
boring, humdrum lives change dramatically, however, 
when one of their members is discovered staked in his 
apartment and the fear and, yes, even excitement of 
an unknown slayer possibly hunting them drives this 
anemic group to pull together and chance entering the 
human world in order to save their afterlives. What 
follows is a wild adventure across Australia including 
run-ins with a werewolf, a vampire hater, and a couple 
of gun toting thugs. Jinks manages to pull off a great 

murder mystery full of plot twists and turns that is 
laugh out loud funny and includes just a smidgeon of 
romance. At the heart of the book is Nina’s realiza-
tion that she can break out of the rut she’s been living 
in and be a vampire without being a victim. Though 
the story is full of blood and corpses, it never quite 
steps over the line to creepy or scary. With deftly writ-
ten characters, a fast paced plot, and awesome cover, 
this unusual twist on the typical vampire story will be  
very popular. 

Night Road

(2008) by A.M. Jenkins. Harper Teen.

Just don’t call them vampires is the admonition 
printed on the cover of Jenkins original brand of vam-
pire tale. They prefer to be known as “hemevores,” if 
their existence must be known at all. Cole is the excep-
tion, choosing to live out on the road, hence the title, 
rather than remain with the rest of the group in one 
of the last safe colonies for their kind in New York 
City. Afterlife on the road is risky, think sunlight and 
a steady food supply, and Cole has trained himself to 
be diligent and controlled at all times. Perhaps that is 
one reason why the group’s leader, Johnny, has called 
Cole home to train a newly created “accidental” heme. 
Gordon is a loose cannon and has already nearly killed 

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

Riding the Vampire 
Wave with Young Adult 
Readers
There’s been an “infusion” of “new blood” in the list of popular 
fiction that young adult readers are craving. Vampires, werewolves and faeries, oh my! The TeenXTreme 
librarians share some titles that are sure to attract the attention of teen readers.
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a young girl in a careless feeding. It is now Cole’s re-
sponsibility to take Gordon and his “creator,” Sandor, 
out on the road to see if Gordon can be trained to 
survive in his new reality. The responsibility is steep 
considering that it will also be Cole’s responsibility to 
destroy Gordon if he cannot learn to live among the 
omnis without calling dangerous attention to himself 
thus risking the safety of the entire group. Cole’s dark 
past and his own experience with a young girl may be 
another reason Johnny has chosen him for this peril-
ous road trip. Jenkins, a Printz Honor book author, 
keeps the suspense taut in this metaphorical as well 
as physical journey. This is a powerful coming of age 
tale written with careful pacing and wonderful, well-
developed characters. 

The Summoning

(2008) by Kelley Armstrong.  

HarperCollins Publishers.

The Summoning begins with a hair-raising flash-
back of a nightmarish trip to the basement of the fam-
ily home that Chloe only remembers as a bad dream. 
But there is the distinct feeling that it was much more 
than a childhood nightmare. Then comes puberty. For 
Chloe, this means much more than the average trials 
and tribulations of pimples and menstruating for the 
first time. Along with these Chloe gets that extra spe-
cial ability to see and hear ghosts. When confronted 
by a particularly scary ghost while at school, Chloe 
understandably breaks down and is admitted to Lyle 
House, a home for troubled teenagers. While there, 
she is diagnosed with Schizophrenia, a diagnosis that 
Chloe initially accepts. At first she wants only to keep 
her head down, take her medicine and leave Lyle House 
as soon as possible. But just as readers know that the 
basement scene really happened, they similarly know 
that something is not right at Lyle House. The other 
teenage inhabitants of Lyle House have their own ver-
sions of “seeing dead people” and Chloe is soon caught 
up in a suspenseful tale of intrigue and betrayal and 
secrets and lies. Armstrong, the popular author of the 
Women of the Otherworld books for adults has proven 
that she can write supernatural suspense for teens as 
well. The tension at times is palpable and Armstrong 
knows how to creep readers out as well as make them 
care about what happens to her characters. The cliff-
hanger ending will have teens running out to get their 
hands on the second book of this planned trilogy. 

Zombie Queen of Newbury High

(2009) by Amanda Ashby. Penguin Group.

The good news, if you are seriously concerned, 
is that there are neither vampires nor werewolves. 
This comes directly from Chase Miller of the gov-
ernment’s Department of Paranormal Containment. 
He’s the new guy at Newbury High, sent in under-
cover to remedy the zombie curse (botched love po-
tion/spell) that Mia unwittingly unleashed on most 
of the senior class. Once the seniors enter stage 4 of 
the curse, Mia becomes their queen and their main 
course. It starts out innocently enough when Mia’s 
best friend took her to an “herbalist’ for a love po-
tion to ensure that BMOC Rob will keep their date for 
the prom. Definitely on the silly side and zombie-lite, 
Amanda Ashby’s Zombie Queen of Newbury High takes 
Mia through her dilemma with Chase Miller’s help. As 
stage 4 of Viral Zombaticus approaches and their time 
and options are running out, Mia and Chase reverse 
the curse. Predictably, Mia discovers that Chase, not 
Rob, is the one for her.

Evermore

(2009) by Alyson Noel. St. Martin’s Griffin.

In Evermore, the first book of Alyson Noel’s 
Immortal series, Ever Bloom has gone to California to 
live with her aunt following the tragic car crash that 
killed her parents and her younger sister. She is haunt-
ed by terrible feelings of guilt that the accident was 
her fault. Even worse, she is now able to see people’s 
auras, read their thoughts, and know their life stories 
just by touching them. She isolates herself from almost 
everyone, wearing hoodies and her iPod (with hidden 
ear buds) to class to mask the overwhelming bombard-
ment of auras and thoughts she gets from those around 
her. Labeled a freak by most of her new classmates, she 
does become friends with two other “freaks” or out-
casts—Haven, a goth with self-absorbed professional 
parents, and Miles, an artistic and talented gay boy. 
Enter handsome new student Damen Auguste, every 
girl’s dream. Inexplicably, he has no aura or “noise” 
surrounding him. He seeks her out, and as their re-
lationship slowly develops, she discovers that he is an 
Immortal that has been reincarnated many times over 
hundreds of years. The machinations and evil of Drina, 
another Immortal, and the very jealous wife of Damen 
in an earlier life, provide a major roadblock to their 
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happiness. In the end, Ever must make the most im-
portant decision of her life, one that could have irrevo-
cable consequences. A gripping paranormal tale.

Blackbringer

(2007) by Laini Taylor. G.P. Putnam’s Sons.

Blackbringer, book one of the Faeries of Dream-
dark by Laini Taylor, is an engrossing fantasy. Faeries 
have been around for thousands of years but have hid-
den away in remote forests. They have long forgot-
ten the faerie wars they fought against the devils and 
won. But lately, thanks to the unwitting intervention 
of “mannies” (humans), the devils or snags have been 
escaping their years of imprisonment and returning to 
the world. Magpie Windwitch, faerie and daughter 
of the West Wind, is the self-appointed hunter and 
destroyer of these devils. She and her clan of crows 
roam the world searching for them. An even big-
ger challenge is the Blackbringer, recently released 
from his imprisonment and out to destroy the world. 
Magpie must call upon on her skills and resources to 
resurrect the Magruwen from the place it has hid-
den these many years. The Magruwen is the Djinn 
king and the last of the seven elementals that created 
the world by weaving dreams. Together with Prince 
Talon of the Rathersting clan, Snoshti, imp marm and 
Magpie’s former nanny, a faerie healer Orchidspike, 
and Bellatrix, Magpie’s longtime and long dead (?) 
hero, Mia fights and subdues the Blackbringer. The 
series continues their adventures in their search for the 
remaining djinns.

The Graveyard Book

(2008) by Neil Gaiman. HarperCollins.

As an assassin called Jack murders a young cou-
ple, their toddler son escapes his crib, bounces his bot-
tom down the stairs and slips outside undetected by the 
killer. Enraged, the killer pursues the child to a nearby 
graveyard but is foiled in his efforts by the ghostly in-
habitants who have taken the child under their pro-
tection. They name the child “Nobody Owens” (since 
he “looks like nobody but himself” and is “adopted” 
by the long-dead Owens couple), or “Bod” for short, 
and he grows up among characters from many histori-
cal periods, both living and dead, including: ancient 
Roman Caius Pompeius; Liza Hempstock, a witch 
buried outside the graveyard who befriends Nobody; 

Nehemiah Trot, a pompous hack poet; Scarlett Amber 
Perkins, a living girl who befriends Bod while playing 
in the cemetery; and Silas, Bod’s mysterious and be-
loved guardian and mentor, who is neither living nor 
dead and has his own secrets. As the years pass, Bod’s 
adventures within and outside the graveyard, which 
include the discovery of the ancient, menacing Sleer 
and a brilliant adventure featuring ghouls and Silas’ 
temporary replacement Miss Lopescu, are shadowed 
by the persistent presence of the man Jack, whose hunt 
for Bod never ends. Gaiman’s writing, as always, is 
witty and inventive as he riffs on Kipling’s Jungle Book, 
myth and folklore, fairy tales and nursery rhymes, 
history and even secret societies in quasi-Dickensian 
fashion. The love between Bod and his graveyard fam-
ily is palpable and provides the emotional core of the 
tale; readers will revel in the adventure and creepiness, 
and the chilling moments are genuinely frightening in 
true Gaiman style. Despite the darkness of the story, 
the message is ultimately life affirming and touching. 
Though geared toward younger YAs, this marvelously 
written and truly original Newbury Award-winning 
tale has broad appeal and will leave readers hoping for 
a sequel. Highly recommended.

My Swordhand is Singing

(2007) by Marcus Sedgwick.  

Wendy Lamb/Random House.

Given the abundance of vampire novels in the 
YA world these days, one of the coolest things about 
this brooding, atmospheric tale is that it offers fresh life 
to the genre without once using the word “vampire.” 
Set in 17th-century Europe, it tells the story of Peter 
and his father Tomas, woodcutters who relocate fre-
quently from town to town to ply their trade. Tomas, 
a drunkard prone to violence, appears to be on the 
run from something; he carries with him a mysterious 
wooden box that Peter is forbidden to open. When 
they travel to the village of Chust, whose inhabitants 
are plagued by strange happenings, father and son 
build a hut that Tomas demands be surrounded by 
a distinctive moat for reasons unknown to Peter. It 
soon becomes clear that the dead of the village are not 
remaining in their graves. As fear and distrust grow 
among the inhabitants, the arrival of a band of Gypsies 
adds to the hostilities. Peter is drawn to the beautiful 
Gypsy princess Sofia, whose people convince Tomas to 
utilize the contents of his box — a silver sword — and 
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come to terms with his past. The exciting conclusion 
has Tomas passing his skills and sword to Peter with 
the dying words “my swordhand is singing”, and Peter 
echoes these words in his victorious battle against the 
horrors threatening Chust. Sedgwick (The Book of Dead 
Days, The Foreshadowing) offers a compelling and origi-
nal take on the vampire genre with this novel, utiliz-
ing elements from myth, folklore and history to create 
a convincing and terrifying tale. Especially effective 
is his use of the Miorita, a song of death, as an un-
derlying and interwoven thematic device, the mean-
ing of which becomes increasingly clear as the story 
progresses. Teens will be drawn to the short chapters 
and authentic language, as Sedgwick convincingly 
combines “modern” issues such as father-son rela-
tionships and single-parent households with timeless 
themes of redemption, forgiveness, perseverance and 
love. Sedgwick is clearly skilled in the gothic/horror 
genre, and fans of such stories as well as vampire, ad-
venture and historical enthusiasts will find much to 
enjoy here.

The Last Apprentice: Revenge of the Witch

(2005) by Joseph Delaney.  

Greenwillow Books/HarperCollins.

This first book of the Last Apprentice series 
(now up to six installments, with a seventh on the 
way) introduces the reader to 13-year-old Thomas 
Ward, the seventh son of a seventh son whose par-
ents apprentice him to Mr. Gregory (aka the Spook), 
a gruff and fearsome character whose duty it is to rid 
the surrounding countryside of supernatural threats 
such as ghosts, ghouls, boggarts and witches. Tom’s 

birth order gives him the ability to see things others 
can’t (such as the ghostly corpses of long-dead soldiers 
who sway from the trees at the end of his family’s 
property), a skill that makes him particularly suited 
to battling the supernatural; he finds out, however, 
that Gregory is a stern and unyielding master and a 
Spook’s job is far more exhausting and deadly than 
expected. Doubting his ability to endure this solitary 
and frightening way of life, he befriends Alice, a young 
witch trying to leave behind the evil of her family, and 
Tom soon finds himself battling for his life after inad-
vertently freeing the powerful witch Mother Malkin. 
Even after apparently defeating her, the chills don’t 
stop; Malkin’s disembodied spirit follows him back 
to his family home, where Tom’s mother displays 
her own mysterious powers and a secret history. The 
first book in Delaney’s series is an effective start, and 
the author packs in enough chills and gruesomeness 
(wonderfully enhanced by Patrick Arrasmith’s spooky 
woodcut illustrations) to ensure the rapt attention of 
teen readers. Despite the creepiness, Tom is at times 
a somewhat dull narrator, and his bland storytelling 
occasionally undercuts the excitement of the action. 
Character development is adequate, although it im-
proves substantially over the course of the following 
books as Delaney delves further into the histories and 
motivations of the main characters. Particularly no-
table are Tom’s moral conflicts over his actions, which 
have a feel of authenticity. Overall, Revenge makes a 
fine entry into an exceptional series that puts a unique 
spin on tales of the supernatural, and the suspense and 
twisted horror is sure to appeal to readers looking for a 
more refined follow-up to Stine’s Goosebumps series.

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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Reviewed by Regina Rees  
Youngstown State University

New and Notable Books 
for Early Readers
Sharing literature through read aloud and extension activities allow 
adults to partner with children as they become lifelong readers. 
Regina Rees provides some new titles that are sure to engage both 
children and the adults in their lives.

A Gift

(2009) by Yong Chen. Boyd’s Mills.

It’s Chinese New Year and Amy and her mother 
are sad. Amy’s mother is homesick for her family in 
China. Amy is sad because she has never met her rela-
tives. Their spirits are soon lifted when the postman 
delivers a package from China. It contains a beautiful 
necklace and letter from Aunt Mei. The letter explains 
how Uncle Jong, a farmer, found a green stone in the 
field he was plowing. He gave it to Uncle Ming, who 
carved and polished the stone into a dragon, the sym-
bol of China. This special gift is to remind Amy that 
although they are far apart, they can be together in 
spirit. 

This story is simple but meaningful in many 
ways. Children not only learn the meaning of Chinese 
New Year and the symbolism of the dragon, but the 
reassurance that families can express their love in spe-
cial ways despite being separated. Yong Chen’s rich 
illustrations add to the mood of the story. The reader 
receives a wonderful treat when the page is turned 
to reveal little Amy’s glowing face as she wears the 
dragon necklace.

Goldilocks

(2009) by Ruth Sanderson.  

Little, Brown and Company.

Ruth Sanderson includes a clever twist in this 
adaptation of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. Her 
beautifully elegant illustrations give a warm and 

homey flavor to the familiar tale. This adaptation finds 
Goldilocks on a mission to pick blueberries. When she 
happens upon the cottage of the three bears, the inevi-
table happens. After eating the porridge, breaking the 
chair, and sleeping in the bed, Goldilocks is discovered 
by the bear family and Mama bear asks her to make 
the bed and help repair the broken chair. The bears 
are soon hungry. Since Goldilocks has eaten the por-
ridge, she offers the bears her basket of fresh blueber-
ries. Papa bear enlists everyone’s help to help make 
blueberry muffins. 

Children and adults will love this latest retelling 
of the Three Bears. Unlike the traditional versions in 
which Goldilocks runs away from the bears, Sanderson 
allows Goldilocks to stay and make amends for her 
mistakes. A recipe for Papa Bear’s blueberry muffins 
is included so families can recreate the three bears’ 
special treat and live happily ever after. Goldilocks is a 
sweet tale that is just right for reading aloud. 

Aunt Matilda’s Almost-Bring Party

(2009) by Jane Morris Udovic. Front Street.

When a small boy has to attend Aunt Matilda’s 
charity ball, he gets bored and decides to take a nap in 
an easy chair. As he drifts off to sleep, the dull party 
becomes quite lively in his imagination. The General 
loses his toupee. The punch bowl falls off the table. 
Aunt Martha begins to distribute cream pies to the 
guests for an all out pie fight. As the party continues 
to drone on in reality, it gets totally out of hand in the 
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little boy’s imagination. As he sleeps he finally has a 
good time at the party. 

Udovic’s use of rhyming verse makes this book a 
great read aloud. The comic illustrations add to the za-
niness of the story. Aunt Matilda’s Almost-Bring Party 
shows that all parties can be fun even if they exist only 
in your own imagination. 

Every Second Something Happens: Poems 

for the Mind and Senses

(2009) selected by Christine San Jose  

and Bill Johnson. Wordsong.

This delightful book of poetry is intended 
for parents and children to enjoy together. San Jose 
and Johnson have compiled a variety of little-known 
poems and original verse by children. The poems are 
organized to allow children to explore poetry through 
their senses. In the “look at this” section, the readers 
are asked to look at the word pictures the poems paint. 
In “listen to this,” poems just beg to be read aloud so 
the sounds of life can be heard in the words. 

Parents and children can put on their think-
ing caps as they read poems that pose questions and 
stretch the imagination in “imagine this.” Enhanced 
with amusing illustrations, this anthology includes 
suggestions for reading and discussing the poems. The 
poems are fresh and snappy; just perfect for sharing 
aloud. Readers young and old will want to-- 

“Say them once, say them twice—saying them 
together is extra nice. They’ll make you laugh, make 
you sigh, make you imagine, make you ask why.” 

Watch Me Throw the Ball

(2009) by Mo Willems. Hyperion.

Award-winning author, Mo Willems brings 
his brand of humor to life as Elephant tries to teach 
Piggie how to throw a ball. Willems provides cartoon-
like illustrations and uses speech balloons effectively 
as Elephant tries to make Piggie understand that 
throwing a ball should not be taken lightly. Elephant 
is serious about the task at hand, but Piggie is full of 
bravado as he dances across the pages of the book. 

This is a perfect book for the very young reader 
as it contains simple text and repetitive phrases. 

My School in the Rain Forest: How 

Children attend School Around the World

(2009) by Margriet Ruurs. Boyd’s Mills.

As children across the U.S. board a bus for school 
each morning, children in Kenya sit under a tree to 
read and write with their teacher. Children in India 
learn in an open-air school in the heart of the jungle. 
Meanwhile, in Egypt children sit at computers in an 
online school. 

Interesting text and colorful photographs and 
maps teach young readers that children around the 
world receive their education in many ways in a variety 
of settings. The author stresses that although schools 
may be different, children all over the world want to 
learn, make friends, have fun, and live in peace. 

Wave

(2008) by Suzy Lee. Chronicle Books.

Spend a day at the beach and chase the waves 
with this wordless picture book. Join the little girl as 
she watches the waves break on the shore. Under the 
watchful eye of a flock of seagulls, she chases a wave as 
it washes out from the shore. She splashes in the foam. 
She runs from the wave as it rushes back to the shore. 
She laughs at the wave as she outruns it, but it comes 
crashing back to the shore and soaks her. The little girl 
discovers that the sea has left her a beautiful surprise as 
the wave scatters sea shells on the beach. 

Suzy Lee’s simple charcoal illustrations capture 
the beauty of the moment. The shades of gray and 
black give way to the blue of the sea. Wave is a great 
way to relive days at the beach.

Regina Rees

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 President of OCTELA. 
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The New Literacies: Challenges and Solutions  

for	the	21st	Century

OCTELA Spring Conference

March	26—27,	2010	
Doubletree	Hotel,	175	Hutchinson	Avenue–Worthington,	OH

Featured Speakers:

Cinda Williams Chima—YA Fantasy Author
Best-selling author Cinda Williams Chima began writing romance novels in middle school which were often con-
fiscated by her English teacher. Her first published novel was The Warrior Heir, a modern young adult fantasy set 
in Ohio (Hyperion, 2006). A sequel, The Wizard Heir, was released in May, 2007, and her third novel, The Dragon 
Heir, was published in August, 2008. Chima was recently honored with the Writers and Their Friends Literary 
Award for Fiction by the Literary Center of Cleveland and named one of Cleveland Magazine’s Most Interesting 
People. She frequently speaks to young writers and readers at schools and libraries nationwide. Chima lives in Ohio 
with her family and is always working on her next novel. 

Kevin Cordi
For over twenty years, Kevin Cordi has told stories in over forty states, England, Scotland, Singapore and Japan. 
His story work has been commissioned by The International Book Fair, Newsweek, and The John F. Kennedy Center 
for the Performing Arts. He is a regular performer at storytelling events including the International Storytelling 
Festival. Kevin brings his Appalachian roots to storytelling with an Italian spice. He shares stories with a highly 
energetic and interactive style and is considered by many storytelling professionals as one of the most influential 
and dynamic storytellers and teachers today. 

Sharon Flake
With almost a million books in print, Sharon G. Flake is considered one of the top young adult authors in the 
nation. Her work is used in elementary through high school, is required reading on college campuses around the 
country, and is popular with adult and youth book clubs. Sharon has won numerous awards and recognitions in-
cluding three Coretta Scott King Awards; Best Books for Young Adult Readers; Best Books for Reluctant Readers; 
and The YWCA Racial Justice Award. Named an author to watch by Publisher’s Weekly, Sharon has written six 
novels and is awaiting her seventh, You Don’t Even Know Me, which arrives in bookstores in January 2010.

Steven Layne
Dr. Steven L. Layne serves as full time Associate Professor of Education and Literature at Judson College in Elgin, 
IL. His vast array of experience working at multiple grade levels in the public schools allows him a unique camara-
derie with teachers and librarians, and his award-winning books for children and young adults add another appeal-
ing element to his dynamic presentations. 

In 2001, he received one of the Milken Foundation’s National Awards for Teaching Excellence in the amount 
of $25,000 and was also named to the 2001 All-Teacher Team by USA TODAY. In 2001, NCTE also honored him 
as the recipient of the Edwin A. Hoey Award for U. S. Outstanding Teacher at the junior high level.

For more about these authors and the conference, go to www.octela.org

>  OCTELA SPRING CONFERENCE
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OCTELA  Spring Conference 2010: March 26-27, 2010 

Doubletree Hotel Worthington, 175 Hutchinson, Worthington, Ohio 43235  

CALL FOR PROPOSALS:  

The New Literacies: Challenges and Solutions for the 21st Century 
Featured Speakers: Cinda Chima, Kevin Cordi, Sharon Flake, and Steven Layne 

 

Session Title (please keep it short): Description of content and purpose in 50 words or fewer: 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

NOTES:  

1)  If your proposal is accepted, both the title and the content may be edited to fit printing                   

requirements.   

                                   

 2)  When you submit your proposal, please include the Ohio content standards that your session       

addresses.  

  

3) Please indicate if you are affiliated with an Ohio writing project.  (yes) ________    (no) _________ 

  

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

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

  

Audio Visual Needs* (Please circle): Overhead     TV/VCR     Internet (requires a wireless card)

*Make sure that the AV you request beyond an overhead is essential to the successful presentation of your 

content.  Due to the cost of A/V rental, OCTELA will NOT be able to provide computer/LCD projectors.  

If you need this for your presentation, you will be asked to bring your own equipment. 

  

Contact Presenter�s Name:_______________________________________________________________ 

  

Address:______________________________________________________________________________ 

  

City, State, Zip:________________________________________________________________________ 

  

Work phone: (______)___________________  Home phone: (______)___________________________ 

  

Work Fax:   (_______)___________________ Email: _________________________________________ 

  

Other Presenter(s): _____________________________________________________________________ 

  

Name of School Building and District & Complete Address for Building:   

______________________________________________________________________________________ 
If your proposal has one or two presenters, each presenter will receive a reduction of one fourth of the full 

registration rate. For example, if the registration (TBA) is set at $160, presenters will pay $120.  Additional 

presenters will be asked to pay the full conference fee.     
 

PROPOSALS DUE NO LATER THAN JANUARY 15, 2010 

E-Mail to: Karen Tollafield  at ktoll82@yahoo.com 

or Mail: 6908 Sutherland Ct.  Mentor, Ohio  44060 

                     Note: Proposals will be acknowledged by email. Please supply your email address. 
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OHIO COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 

2010 Spring Language Arts Conference� March 26 & 27, 2010 
Doubletree Hotel Columbus/ Worthington    175 Hutchinson Avenue 

The New Literacies: Challenges and Solutions for the 21
st
 Century 

FEATURED SPEAKERS: Cinda Chima, Kevin Cordi, Sharon Flake, and Steven Layne 

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: $165.00 (includes 2 morning beverage services, 2 luncheons, and full program) 

Friday only: $85  (circle choice of day)  (includes morning beverage service, 1 luncheon, and 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      ! vegetarian pasta          Saturday luncheon: ! chicken  ! vegetarian pasta 

Optional Graduate Credit will be available..  All forms, registration, and requirements will be available onsite. Please see Andrea 
McGoogan or Karen Carney for details at 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, 2010.  PLEASE INCLUDE:  PERSONAL CHECK, MONEY ORDER, OR 

SCHOOL CHECK/P.O. WITH THIS REGISTRATION FORM.  REQUESTS FOR REFUNDS MUST BE MADE BY MARCH 20, 2010.  There 
will be a $30 processing fee for all cancellations, but there will be no refunds made after March 20, 2010. 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       ! vegetarian pasta        Saturday luncheon: ! chicken  ! vegetarian pasta 

  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: Andrea McGoogan • 7855 Lee Run Rd, Poland OH  44514 

Phone: 330-272-6632  Fax: 330-799-8272  

amcgoogan@campbell.k12.oh.us             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 the Doubletree. Staying at the conference hotel helps keep conference prices low! Direct Reservation Website: 

http://doubletree.hilton.com/en/dt/groups/personalized/CMHWNDT-OCT-20100325/index.jhtml 

Group Code line:  OCT (direct link also on conference webpage) 

Phone:  1-614-885-3334 

The deadline to receive the OCTELA conference rate is March 6, 2010 
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