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From the Editors

According to its constitution, The South Carolina Council of Teachers of English is committed 
to improving the quality of English/language arts instruction at all levels.  In order to do so, our 
organization strives to facilitate professional cooperation and to foster professional discussions, 
thereby integrating the efforts of those concerned with improvements in teaching.  South Carolina 
English Teacher offers teachers and educational stakeholders the necessary means to connect 
with one another—to dialogue, share, question, assist, celebrate, wonder, and inform through 
writing.  This fall, 2011 issue represents the efforts of multiple voices and hands reaching to better 
the teaching of English/language arts in our state.  The issue is divided purposefully into five 
sections. 

We are asked first to critically broaden our understandings of teaching. In “Three R’s Toward 
Culturally Responsive Teaching: Reflecting on Experiences, Reclaiming Cultural Identity, and 
Reshaping Perspectives,” Lisa Ianni Reid encourages us to become more culturally responsive 
by reflecting on cultural identity and participating in students’ communities.  Nicole Walker, 
in “Thinking Critically to Expose Bias in Text,” shares her research utilizing critical lenses to 
expose student biases and broaden student perspectives.  Amy Johnson Lachuk and Karen Rut 
Gísladóttir offer ethnographic tools to inquire into the social and cultural experiences of students 
in “Tools of the Trade: Using ‘Ethnographic Eyes’ to Actively Inquire into Students’ Social and 
Cultural Resources.”  

Next, we are prompted to expand our notions of literacy well beyond print.  Deidre Clary and 
Vic Oglan offer suggestions for utilizing students’ multimodal literacies in “The Written Word is Not 
Enough! Harnessing Adolescents’ Multimodal Literacy Practices in the ELA Classroom” and Emily 
Langdon, Julianne Oliver Ware, and Mary Styslinger share their experiences and research in 
“Motivate’Ning’ Student Response with Web 2.0.”

We are invited to reflect on reading processes and practices in the third section of this issue.  
Jennifer Oyler, Merianna Neely, Stephanie Johnson, Stephanie Resse Goldman, Alice Bradley, 
Cynthia Tisdale, and Renita Schmidt offer suggestions for teaching responsively based on their 
experiences facilitating a summer reading clinic.  Deborah Gascon and Jessica Thur propose 
strategies for teaching skills and allowing students to feel successful in “It’s Not About the Book: 
Finding Ways to Make Canonical Literature Approachable.”  Patsy Grimes details a strategy for 
improving content comprehension in “Word Walls: Boosting Content Comprehension.”

We then shift our attention to the teaching of writing.  Leigh Unterspan describes her process 
with multiple genre in “Multigenre Papers: The Alternative to the Traditional Research Paper,” 
and Chris Hass reminds us of the importance of writing alongside students in “the Power of 
Conversation.”  Allison Spooner reveals her strategy for helping students to think abstractly in “Get 
a Clue: Using Mystery Poems to Enhance Descriptive Writing.”

And last but certainly not least, we celebrate teachers as writers.  Tonya Blythe Beaty 
remembers in “Dear Old Dad” and Sheila Russell questions, “What Were You Thinking?”  

We hope all of the above prompt you to engage in professional conversation and collaboration 
with one another, guiding us to better the teaching of English/language arts in South Carolina.

Mary Styslinger & Paul Thomas
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By Lisa Ianni Reid

 The critical need in schools that are 
labeled as “critical needs” is for teachers to 
practice culturally responsive teaching and 
to extend their developing understandings 
of diverse students towards more effective, 
culturally responsive teaching. Researchers 
(Gay, 2000; Irvine, 2003; Villegas & Lucas, 
2002) have placed efforts on exploring the 
critical need for pre-service teachers of 
diverse student populations, especially White 
middle class teachers, to learn teaching 
philosophies and practices that are culturally 
responsive. Teachers who participate in multiple 
opportunities to learn about students’ lives 
and values outside of school, expand their 
capacity to effectively teach culturally and 
linguistically diverse students (Moll & González, 
2004). Recent research has recognized that a 
sociocultural frame and critical inquiry must 
accompany pre-service teachers and classroom 
teachers as they explore students’ communities 
in order to focus on the values and strengths 
rather than the deficiencies (Wong, 2008; Foote, 
2009) or else participation within homes and 
communities can reinforce stereotypes and 
deficit beliefs about students and their families. 
Oftentimes, peoples’ knowledge of unknown 
persons and cultures is heavily dependent on 
uninformed or narrow perspectives that do not 
reflect the strengths and valuable elements of 
that culture. 
 In order to deconstruct these narrow 
perspectives and become more understanding 
of diversity and the complexity of cultures and 
identities, teachers as “learning researchers” 
(Heath, 1983) need to accept their own cultural 
diversity and explore their own complex 
identities (Nieto, 1999) for engaging in 
ethnographic inquiry. Heath (1983) describes 
ethnography, through her role as a participant 
observer, as a way of learning and translating 
social realities while also interacting and doing. 
Theorists (Veléz-Ibañez & Greenburg, 1992; 
Moll & González, 2004) who have borrowed 

Three R’s toward Culturally Responsive Teaching: 
Reflecting on Experiences, Reclaiming Cultural 
Identity, and Reshaping Perspectives 

anthropological theory in efforts to appreciate 
ethnography have further shed light on the 
understanding that mutual trust and the 
formation of authentic relationships are most 
significant and insightful in understanding 
cultures and communities. 
   I was a teacher who began my teaching within 
a “critical needs” school situated in the rural 
South. I started my first year teaching after 
completing a Masters of Teaching in Secondary 
English. I was unprepared to teach a diverse 
student population who was not achieving close 
to grade level according to state and national 
standards. I did learn about my students from 
within the classroom and was able to support 
classroom community. I did not, however, spend 
time in students’ homes or communities, and 
it was not until I entered a doctoral program in 
language and literacy, that I learned the value 
of spending time in students’ communities. 
Unfortunately, I feel that this is a story that is 
all too common. My reflection offers insight 
into possible barriers that keep teachers from 
visiting students’ homes and communities. 
Reflecting on my experiences in life and as 
a classroom teacher and learning researcher 
informs more effective preparation of culturally 
responsive teacher educators. I specifically 
engage with the following questions throughout 
my reflections:

•	 How does reflecting on our literacy 
experiences and reclaiming our cultural 
identity shape our lens for ethnographic 
inquiry of students and their families and 
communities?  

•	 What insights from my reflections help me 
as a teacher educator prepare students to 
support children’s identities and cultures 
and to learn and build from them for 
culturally responsive teaching? 

Guiding Theoretical Framework 
 When I entered my doctoral program, I was 
introduced to a sociocultural view of language 
and literacy. In order to define a sociocultural 
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6 South Carolina English Teacher

perspective, first I must define “culture.” I 
understand culture as the sum of the ways 
of living shared by members of a group, and 
as constantly evolving, including symbols, 
artifacts, rituals, language and history (Irvine, 
2003). A person’s culture represents “…what 
one thinks is important (values); what one thinks 
is true (beliefs); and how one perceives how 
things are done (norms)” (Irvine). Values, beliefs, 
and norms vary from culture to culture, yet it 
is essential to acknowledge that a person’s 
existing knowledge and new learning is often 
processed with or influenced in some way by 
them. I understand literacy within a cultural 
context as a function of culture in that all 
literacy users are part of a defined culture with 
a cultural identity (Perez, 2004). As Perez further 
explains it, “…the degree to which literacy users 
engage in learning or using literacy is a function 
of this cultural identity,” and “….literacy cannot 
be considered content-free or context free for it 
is always used in service of or filtered through 
the culture” (p.5). This understanding of cultural 
identity and the functions of literacy as part of 
culture support my understanding that knowing 
students’ cultures and cultural identities can 
more effectively support their learning of literacy 
for any discourse. 
 A necessary thread of this sociocultural 
view of language and literacy is that classroom 
pedagogy builds from students’ cultural 
knowledge and includes additive perspectives 
and aspects of students’ cultural identities 
(Nieto, 2002; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). How 
effective is an English teacher, or any teacher 
for that matter, who does not view literacy 
as situated within students’ cultures? How 
can teachers support literacy when they have 
not ventured out of the classroom to learn 
about, experience, and be part of students’ 
communities and cultures? And how can 
teachers value students’ cultures and support 
their literacy learning as a function of it, if they 
have not yet explored their own cultural identity 
and literacy learning as part of it? All of these 
wonderings developed as I have grown in my 
understanding of sociocultural theory and 
culturally responsive pedagogy. This framework 
guides my reflection for understanding what 
I have learned about myself and others, what 
I am learning about culture and literacy’s role 
within it, as well as how I am learning to prepare 

culturally responsive teachers. I chose to 
narrate personal and professional stories as the 
medium for my reflections to reveal the social, 
cultural, and historical contexts that shape 
them. Just as individuals modify their identities 
to adjust to changing social contexts, narrating 
personal stories involves recovering identities 
and engaging in the process of correcting and 
reiterating them (Johnson, 2002). 
           
Forming Notions of Culture and 
Identity Stories That Shape 
Cultural identities
 I grew up in the Midwest, a first generation 
Italian-American on my father’s side and a 
second generation Italian-American on my 
mother’s side. I cannot recall my earliest 
memories of the emphasis that my family 
placed on “getting an education,” but it was 
a recurring thread woven into my psyche. As 
with most people growing up in families, there 
are well-known and repetitive stories that get 
stitched into the fabric of their identity. One of 
these stories recounts my father’s immigration 
to America in 1946 and his first experience in 
the public school system. My father was 14 
when he sailed across the Atlantic Ocean with 
his mother to finally be reunited with his father 
whom he had met just twice in his lifetime. They 
settled in Ohio, and my father attended a local 
public school. During that time, schools did 
not have English language learning programs 
in place, so when he arrived speaking only his 
native language, they placed him in a 1st grade 
classroom.  He was in there for less than a 
month, for he quickly learned English and was 
placed closer to his grade level. The message of 
success that I gathered when I was young from 
this particular story was that of quickly learning 
English and assimilating to the American school 
system. My father’s tone when sharing this story 
reflected a sense of pride, never of shame or 
regret. 
 Holidays consisted of large family gatherings 
centered on sharing stories and eating 
traditional Italian foods. It was during these 
times, that remnants of our fading Italian culture 
were gathered and stored to form aspects 
of my cultural identity. As I played with my 
cousins during these events, I would listen to 
the stories told by adults in the background 
of their pasts. The only ones speaking fluent 
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Italian at these gatherings were the elders, 
my grandparents and great aunts and uncles. 
Though I did not understand their language, I 
found comfort in listening to it. I think even at 
a young age, I knew this language was also a 
part of my identity. My dad was still fluent in 
Italian, but rarely ever spoke it unless speaking 
with his parents or visiting his aunts and uncles, 
and while my mother was partly fluent, she 
only spoke it out of necessity to communicate 
with my grandparents. When I would ask my 
parents why they did not speak Italian at home 
with us, they would say, “Because we want 
you to have perfect English.” These holiday 
gatherings, when the Italian language was 
spoken and when stories of our Italian heritage 
resonated, represent my most vivid memories of 
celebrations and the preservation of our Italian 
culture in America, though only as fragments. It 
is unfortunate to share, but as the elders in my 
family died, aspects of Italian culture died with 
them. And now that my father is no longer living, 
his native language is no longer spoken by our 
family members.  
 My father did graduate from high school 
and was drafted into the military after he met 
my mother. When he returned from service, he 
attended barber school, married my mother, 
and opened up his own barber shop. My 
parents were able to send my brother and me 
to Catholic schools from Kindergarten to 12th 
grade and to save enough to send us both to 
college. It was never a question in my mind 
that I would attend college. I can still hear the 
certainty in my father’s voice as he said what I 
consider to be the stamp that sealed my fate, 
“You are going to college.” Well I did attend 
college, ironically majoring in English and 
currently directing my passion for research in 
the field of language and literacy. 

Professional Culture that Reinforces 
Deficit Thinking
 It is also important for me to describe 
my experiences as a high school teacher to 
appreciate my recent reflections and how they 
have shaped and inspired my thinking. I spent 
my first five years of teaching high school 
English in a rural town, 30 miles inland from 
South Carolina’s coast. Though I knew this 
school was labeled as one of two critical needs 
schools within the district, I did not realize 

the strong influence this label would have on 
shaping my experiences there. Annual statistics 
became a consistent reminder of the high 
percentage of students on free and reduced 
lunches, identified as special needs, with 
individualized education plans, not receiving 
a high school diploma, or scoring below basic 
on HSAP. These statistics were pervasive and 
overshadowed tremendous efforts and small 
successes throughout each school year. 
 Reflecting back on my first year teaching, I 
remember only snapshots of what I recognize 
now as an indoctrination of a deficit lens or 
rather a way of learning how to identify only the 
deficiencies of students, their families, and the 
community and to view them as impediments 
to success only to be prescribed. The culture of 
this small town, inclusive of distinct White and 
African American cultures, was often discussed 
but usually in order to explain the statistics of 
poverty and failure. The emphasis at faculty 
meetings was always on what students needed 
to learn and what we needed to teach them 
to help them score higher on district and state 
assessment tests and to graduate. 
 I remember administration and lead teachers 
asking teachers at faculty meetings not to 
assign much homework, as students will not 
do it and will not have adults at home who 
can help them with it. I was told that many of 
my students would be the first to graduate 
from high school in their families, if indeed 
they graduated. When we were discussing 
students’ backgrounds and home lives, I vividly 
remember one of the football coaches sharing 
his experiences of visiting student athletes’ 
homes, “You understand some of the behaviors 
of these students when you see the poor 
conditions they live in. Some of my players 
don’t have electricity or running water. I let them 
use the facilities in the locker room.” Though his 
statements reflected the true reality of some of 
our students, no stories of celebration or value 
were ever shared to counteract the stories of 
what our students lacked. 
 Then our school adopted professional 
development training that advocated ideas 
from Ruby Payne’s book, Framework of 
Poverty (1996). Unfortunately, it was not 
helpful professional development training for 
understanding our students, particularly the 
African American students of this rural town. 
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8 South Carolina English Teacher

Payne (1996) suggests identifying students 
and placing them in socioeconomic categories 
with assumed codes of behavior and a fixed 
knowledge base, such as knowing how to get 
someone out of jail or knowing how to get a 
gun even with a police record, for the purposes 
of better understanding and relating to them. I 
now recognize that professional development 
training as part of deficit indoctrination. It 
reinforced negative stereotypes of students and 
supplied a deficit and marginalized framework 
for understanding their identities and behaviors. 
In fact, now that I think about it, this “culture 
of poverty” was the only time we discussed 
learning from students’ cultures to inform 
our understanding of them and our teaching 
practices. It was not helpful professional 
development for leading teachers to seek out 
the positive aspects of students’ identities and 
the rich literacy practices and resources within 
their homes and communities.

Insights that Reshape and Recreate
 When I reflected on my identity in my first 
doctoral class as part process for reclaiming my 
own cultural identity (Nieto, 2001), I created a 
digital story. As I pieced my story and cultural 
history and identity together, I discovered many 
aspects of Italian culture and heritage that were 
abandoned for assimilation and success in 
America. It was an emotional realization for me, 
as I understood it then as a loss of ancestral 
identity. However, I also attribute many of my 
successes in life to my family’s assimilation to 
American culture and for learning the English 
language. My family and their recurring lines 
and stories are threads tightly woven through 
my identity. They do play predominate roles 
behind supporting my learning of discourses 
for success in this country. I initially felt the 
regret that I am not sure my parents or other 
family members ever felt for what I perceived 
as their willingness to lose Italian culture. I 
now understand it more as an adjustment 
to changing social, historical, and political 
contexts. They were in the process of recreating 
identities, the process that we continually 
engage in as we learn in and adapt to changing 
contexts. 
 My previous feelings of loss and my 
developing understandings from reflecting 
on my personal stories have made me more 

aware of my students’ cultural identities and 
more sensitive to supporting them and building 
from them to inform pedagogy. Since I have 
rediscovered a cultural identity and grown in 
my understanding of culture and literacy, I have 
come to realize that it is important for students 
and teachers to understand what culture is 
and the complexities involved in reclaiming 
or crafting cultural identities within changing 
contexts. I have become more of an advocate 
for supporting students’ home languages and 
cultures and for discovering new ways to invite 
them into schools and classrooms. I know 
now more than ever that the strengthening of a 
second language and new literacies, like in my 
father’s case of abandoning Italian language 
and culture to learn English and be successful in 
America, does not mean that native languages 
and home literacies need be dismissed. I 
realized at an early age that our Italian culture 
and language were not considered by my 
family or by society to be assets or guides for 
becoming educated and successful in this 
country. I believe my students’ cultures and 
native languages can guide them and help 
them learn new discourses and functions of 
literacies. My personal reflections have also 
helped me to understand identity and culture 
as more heterogeneous and complex. I better 
understand what Nieto (2002) refers to as the 
“hybridity” of culture, the notion that culture is 
implicated by power and privilege and yet does 
not imply assimilation or cultural preservation as 
the only alternatives. 
 My professional reflections on teaching 
high school English have helped me to better 
understand how a professional culture can 
shape teachers’ deficit perspectives of students 
and their families and communities. The deficit 
perspectives that I shared with my colleagues 
of our students were that they came from 
uneducated and illiterate households with 
little to no resources or support. Statistics of 
generational poverty and failure dominated 
and fueled anxieties to raise test scores and 
graduation rates. As I “assimilated” to this 
professional culture, it never entered my mind 
to make home visits or to explore students’ 
communities because the deficit views of the 
school had convinced me that I would not find 
much value there to connect with students or 
to inform my teaching practices. Our school 
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bought into a professional “development” that 
reinforced deficit views of students and their 
families and communities. In the process, it 
created a professional barrier to venturing 
into the community and became one more 
justification for not authentically forming 
relationships with students and their families. 
 In my first doctoral class, another assignment 
was to engage in ethnographic inquiry within 
a community setting. I decided to attend a 
nondenominational, African American church 
where some of my previous high school 
students and a fellow teacher attended. I 
originally walked into the church expecting to 
be a participant observer exploring literacy 
practices. I walked out that first day not 
only with a developing understanding of rich 
literacy practices and the supportive cultural 
community of the church but as a new partner 
with the ministry. I believe the process of 
being a “learning researcher” in a new culture 
while also reclaiming my own cultural identity, 
helped shape my lens for going into students’ 
communities and coming out with a greater 
appreciation of students’ cultures and complex 
identities. It also helped me arrive at a clearer 
realization of the valuable resources from which 
to form more authentic relationships and teach 
culturally responsive pedagogy.

Concluding Thoughts 
 As an educator who now sees myself as a 
learning researcher, I know that participation 
within students’ communities is one of the most 
effective ways to learn about students’ cultures 
and to form authentic relationships with them 
that can support culturally responsive teaching 
(Villegas & Lucas, 2002; Moll & González, 2004). 
It is important for teacher educators to offer 
opportunities for teacher candidates to visit 
children’s homes and communities through 
fieldwork experiences before they enter the 
teaching profession as well as to guide and 

mentor them throughout their experiences (Moll 
& González, 2004; Wong, 2008; Foote, 2009). 
Essential to teacher preparation is helping 
students understand definitions of culture and 
culture’s interconnectedness to learning and 
knowing. Reclaiming one’s own cultural identity 
supports an authentic appreciation of and 
respect for understanding and finding value and 
strengths in another’s culture, and reflection is a 
necessary tool for gauging life’s experiences. 
 I am currently coordinating an afterschool, 
literacy program in a government housing 
development in South Carolina through a 
non-profit organization that a colleague, a 
former high school English teacher, founded. 
I also teach a service learning course for 
undergraduate, teacher candidates. These 
university students, many of whom will become 
teachers, partner with African American 
children ages 6-13 to support literacy and to 
form relationships that will hopefully inform 
ideas about teaching. Before these sessions 
begin, students read about and discuss culture 
and identity while also being introduced to 
sociocultural theory. They write narratives 
exploring the complexity of their own identities 
in relation to various contexts. Then throughout 
their fieldwork experiences as literacy partners, 
they write observations and reflections about 
what they are learning about children’s 
identities, cultures, strengths, motivations, 
and interests. Though my students may 
encounter deficit views in future experiences 
or professional cultures, I hope that they will 
have positive memories and experiences as 
literacy partners in children’s communities 
to act as counter narratives. The opportunity 
I have of mentoring teacher candidates as 
they become “learning researchers” within 
students’ communities has become my counter 
narrative to past misunderstandings and deficit 
perspectives.
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Thinking Critically to Expose Bias in Text
“All women want a man’s attention.”  

“No one cares about anyone who doesn’t have money.”
 

By Nicole Walker

 As an English teacher in a public high 
school, I get to hear a wide-range of opinions 
on a daily basis.  During the last several 
months of last school year, my students and 
I read several pieces of literature as part of a 
short story unit that elicited such responses 
and others that stereotyped people.  I heard 
comments such as these above on more than 
one occasion from more than one student.  
When I asked them to reflect on what motivated 
those opinions, students answered that they 
were basing beliefs on personal experience, 
and yet many of them could not produce more 
than one or two examples that supported the 
opinions.  These discussions prompted me to 
think about the ways in which bias influence 
our thinking about various subjects and what 
I could do to help my students uncover their 
own biases and the biases of others who might 
influence their thinking.
 I began to think of the role that media plays 
in the development of students’ thinking.  The 
films, music, books, and news they encounter 
each day, in addition to the various forms 
of social media they expose themselves to 
almost constantly.  Luke and Freebody (1997) 
argue that “…all text are motivated—there is 
no neutral position from which a text can be 
read or written” (p. 193).  The resonance of 
this statement requires teachers to provide 
means for students to examine text critically 
as consumers.  It is imperative that we 
enable our students with the tools necessary 
to deconstruct and decode text in order to 
scrutinize the hidden messages therein, along 
with biases present in the text and in ourselves 
in an effort to understand how texts of all types 
attempt to influence our perception of the 
world.  As Freire and Macedo (1988) noted, 
“literacy is inherently a political project” (p. 7) 
As such, the act of reading requires cognitive 
tools that enable readers to decipher and make 
meaning from the text and world around them.  
Critical theory provides such a mechanism by 

giving us lenses through which we can view 
and interpret text.  These theories aid readers 
in not only creating a response to said text, 
but also provide a common nomenclature to 
discuss the texts with others in an effort to 
reveal hidden agendas and biases.  
 Each critical theory is a means to gain 
perspective on readings and therefore the 
world.  As Jewett and Smith (2003) wrote, “In 
this domain, learners ‘critically analyze and 
transform texts by acting on knowledge that 
texts are not ideologically natural or neutral—
that they represent particular points of views 
while silencing others and influence people’s 
ideas” (p. 69).  Thus, the theory works as a 
facilitator of the reader’s response and helps 
to provide a language with which to articulate 
thought about the work.  Critical response 
then is a way for readers to dialogue with 
themselves and each other in hopes of coming 
to a deeper understanding of the ideas and 
issues represented in text.  As educators we 
“teach and learn...criticism, ways to talk about 
the form and content of literature and their 
effect on us” (Sloan, 2002, p. 22).  Therefore, 
literary criticism is an important component of 
reader response which allows readers to go 
more deeply than surface responses to a text 
because it requires readers, as pointed out by 
Jewett and Smith to ask questions such as 
“‘Who benefits?’ and ‘Whose voice is heard or 
not heard?’ These questions helped readers get 
a sense of which dominant systems of meaning 
were at work in the text they were discussing” 
(p. 70).  
 With these ideals in mind, this article 
recounts what occurred when I provided 31 
English I students with two critical theories with 
which to view and discuss one work.  Because 
literary criticism provides a framework for 
students to start peeling back layers of bias 
by asking readers to consider a piece from 
a particular perspective, I hoped to find out 
whether or not an understanding of various 
critical perspectives, including feminism and 
Marxism, provides students with a means of 
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identifying the author’s biases while uncovering 
their own biases towards a text.  

Peeling Back the Layers of Critical 
Response
 Louise Rosenblatt’s (1938) groundbreaking 
work 70 years ago opened the door to readers 
acting as participants in the literary world 
around them.  No longer would the reader be 
a passive entity to be told how and what to 
think.  She believed “the readers are always 
actively interpreting the text, engaging their 
own interests and biases, constructing meaning 
rather than simply receiving it” (as cited in Apol, 
1998, p. 33).  This provided an important new 
opportunity for teachers to explore literature 
in a way that promoted relational thinking and 
connections.  However, as Laura Apol points 
out in her article, “But what does this have to do 
with kids?” simply asking students to provide 
a personal response to a reading is not always 
enough.  We must also encourage students 
to examine the inherent biases and cultural 
underpinnings of a piece in terms of the author’s 
perspective and purpose through a critical lens.  
By revealing the underbelly of a piece, one 
can truly understand not only the motivations, 
but also the ideology that supports a piece of 
writing.  This can be accomplished by teaching 
students to use a critical lens with which to 
examine a piece.  
 A critical lens allows students to ask what 
cultural factors influenced the writer at a given 
time and how that might have shaped the text 
in front of them.   As Apol (1998) writes, “...texts 
reproduce the dominant values of a particular 
culture at a particular time” (p. 35).  This is 
particularly important if one acknowledges the 
political and social nature of literature.    
 Until students learn to use a lens to peel 
back the layers of the complex psychology 
involved in creating a piece, they will never 
be masters of their own domain.  By teaching 
students to apply a critical lens, we are restoring 
the balance of power in their own moral, 
social and political development.  Apol (1998) 
represents this writing, “...the values at stake 
are usually those which are taken for granted by 
the writer, and reflect the writer’s integration in 
a society which unthinkably accepts them.  In 
turn this means that children, unless they are 
helped to notice what is there, will take them for 

granted too” (p. 35).  Further, as Jill May (1995) 
notes, “When children learn to evaluate how the 
author writes and why he or she writes in that 
way, they will begin to understand how political, 
religious, and cultural values are placed within 
a text.  If they look closely at the author’s ideas, 
they will see that authors write with a particular 
point of view and that their ideas shape their 
text” (p. 11).  Readers learn to analyze text for 
meaning and bias and are able to decide for 
themselves what to take away from a piece.  
 Literary theory allows students the 
opportunity to think for themselves and resist 
becoming spoon-fed the cultural norms.  It 
asks them to question the norms of societal 
life and think outside the confines of their own 
existence.  Jewett and Smith (2003) explain it 
as a way of clarifying ideological stances as 
defined by McLaren (2002), “a way of viewing 
the world, a complex of ideas, various types of 
social practices, rituals, and representations that 
we tend to accept as natural and as common 
sense [author’s italics]” (p. 72).  
 There are a number of theoretical frameworks 
with which to teach students to view a work.  
What is crucial is not to push a particular 
framework on students, but to provide them 
with the tools to apply a number of different 
perspectives with which they might view a 
work in hopes that they will find an orientation 
that they are comfortable with applying and 
feel is useful in construction of their view of the 
world.  For high school students, this might 
include feminist or Marxist theory since each 
of these provides a cross-section with other 
course studies they are sure to encounter.  Apol 
(1998) closes her argument with the assertion 
that “literary criticism fills the gap between 
text-based comprehension responses and 
open-ended responses, grounding literary 
understandings not only in the features of the 
text or in the experiences of the reader, but also 
in the ideologies and cultures of which both the 
text and the reader are a part” (p. 45).  

Methodology
 The high school I teach in is in a suburban 
setting in the northeast part of Columbia and 
houses 2100 students.  Demographically, 
the school is 68% African American, 28% 
Caucasian, 2% Latino, 1% Asian, and 1% 
other.  The school’s free and reduced lunch 
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rate is currently 37%.  The classes used for this 
study were composed of 14-15 year old English 
I 9th grade students, who meet in a year-long 
45 minute section designed for students who 
struggle with reading and writing skills.  16 
males and 15 females participated in the study.  
26 students were African American.  5 students 
were Caucasian.  I chose this particular group of 
students because they had not been exposed to 
this kind of analysis before, which provided me 
with an opportunity to examine the benefits or 
drawbacks with a population not predisposed to 
any certain theoretical framing.   

Context of the Study
 In order to examine the ways in which 
identifying bias helped students gain insight 
into their own predispositions, I designed an 
engagement for my students to participate 
in centered around a reading of the Guy de 
Maupassant short story, “The Necklace.”  The 
engagement took place over a two-week 
period.  My goal was to have the students read 
the story and write a personal response.  Next, 
students were introduced to critical theory in the 
form of feminist and Marxist criticism and asked 
to choose one of these stances from which to 
view the work anew.  Finally, students examined 
the two responses to compare and contrast 
views and reflect on biases presented.  
First, we read the story.  After we finished the 
story, I clarified questions the students had 
about what we read and then asked them 
to respond to at least two of the following 
prompts:  Write a personal reaction to the story 
using evidence from the text.  Consider the 
following:  (1) What kind of person is Mathilde?  
What evidence do you have to support this?  
(2)  What kind of person is her husband?  What 
evidence do you have to support this?  (3)  
Who was “at fault” for making the decision to 
not telling Madame Loisel the truth about the 
necklace after the party?  (4)  Did Mathilde 
get what she deserved?  Why or why not?  (5)  
Do you believe the author is male or female?  
What evidence do you have to support this 
(besides a name!)?  The students wrote their 
responses and then discussed their thoughts 
with one another in class.  Many of the students 
felt Mathilde had gotten what she deserved 
in losing 10 years of her life paying off the 
necklace.  They had little sympathy for her plight 

but did feel some sympathy for the husband, 
though it was he who made up the lie. One 
male student wrote, “I thought that Mathilde got 
what she deserved because she was acting like 
a snob with the necklace….” A female wrote, 
“I think Mathilde got what she deserved but 
personally I thought her husband shouldn’t have 
had to go through that with her when it was all 
her fault.”  
 I then introduced the students to two critical 
perspectives, feminism and Marxism.  I thought 
it important to provide them with this basic 
information to help frame the discussion they 
would participate in next because the majority 
of them were never asked to think about issues 
such as these.  I explained the ideas and then 
asked them to brainstorm examples in the real 
world of these theories being applied to ensure 
that we had a common understanding of what 
each represented.  Next, I broke the students up 
into pairs and asked them to find references to 
either gender or class in the text.  We compiled 
a list of each on whiteboards around the room.  
Some of the quotes students found included 
“No...there is nothing more humiliating than 
to look poor among a lot of rich women” (De 
Maupassant, 1907, p.  212) and “She grieved 
incessantly, feeling that she had been born 
for all the niceties and luxuries of living” (De 
Maupassant, p.  211).  We discussed what 
the references meant and the students made 
suggestions on how Marxist and/or feminist 
critics might interpret them.  I then asked 
students to choose a critical perspective (either 
Marxist or feminist) with which to view the 
work and discuss three things:  (1)  Based on 
evidence from the text, what do you believe the 
author thinks about class/gender issues?  (2)  
Based on evidence from the text, what do you 
think about class/gender issues?  (3)  Based 
on evidence from the text, what do you think 
society thinks about class/gender issues?  
 These questions ilicted responses such as 
one male student who wrote, “I think money 
is treated as the most important thing in the 
text because Mathilde wanted to be like the 
rich people in the story.  When she got invited 
she said she didn’t have an evening gown and 
couldn’t go.  She had an evening gown, but she 
wanted to be like the people that had a lot of 
money and have jewelry, etc, so she didn’t want 
to go in it...Society thinks that money makes the 
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world go round and she put all her worth into 
not having money.  It’s sad.”  A female student 
wrote, “I think women are treated wrong here.  
If all you can do is sit around and do nothing all 
day, of course you’re going to be vain.  What 
else you got?”  Students ended by reflecting in 
writing on why it was important to examine the 
treatment of women or money in a text.  A third 
student wrote, “It’s important to examine money 
in literature because money equals power and 
that determines who does what.  Placing power 
with one person controls a lot of aspects of 
life...Power comes in many forms that people 
don’t notice and they should because it affects 
them directly.”  Finally, I asked students to 
compare the responses they created before 
our critical perspectives discussion with the 
responses they created after our discussion to 
note similarities and differences.  

Data Collection and Analysis 
 I collected my data through written reflection 
primarily and looked at the responses in sets 
by student.  In particular I was looking for 
whether or not the analysis was consistent 
from the initial reflection on the story from a 
personal perspective to the application of a 
critical theory.  I then highlighted lines from their 
various responses that either conflicted with 
one another or coincided with one another and 
asked them to examine them.  I coded them as 
conflicting or aligning based on the language 
and tone used in the reflection.  If there was a 
conflict, I conferenced with the students to have 
them explain why they thought they entertained 
both ideas simultaneously.  If the line of thinking 
flowed throughout, I conferenced with students 
to have them reflect on the personal values that 
shaped their responses.  I utilized whole group 
discussion and individual interviews to provide 
some anecdotal evidence about why students’ 
thinking had changed or remained the same.
 In my collection, I found many students 
shifted in their thinking depending on the ways 
in which they were asked to engage with the 
text.  Many of them took a hard line on women 
when asked to personally respond, but shifted 
to being protective when asked why we needed 
to examine women in literature.  
 For example, initially, one student wrote, “I 
think the author was trying to teach women 
a lesson.  He was probably trying to say 

that mostly women out of men tend to want 
more than what they have. As a woman, I 
kind of agree with the author.  We are greedy 
and always want more than what we have.”  
However, in her response to why we should 
examine the place of women in literature, she 
wrote, “To me it is important to examine the 
place of women in literature because I don’t 
want people to think all women are all the 
same.  All women aren’t the same.  Everyone 
was their own personality.  Basically it’s like 
stereotyping, they say never judge a book by its 
cover.”  When asked to explain the discrepancy 
between the two responses, she said she had 
not realized she was stereotyping in the first 
response until she saw her final reflection and 
indicated that emotion played a large part in 
how she viewed a work:  “Part of it was my 
mood that day.  I had some friends trifling over 
silly things, and I think I was kind of sick of girls 
when we read the story.  I put my feelings about 
them onto the reflection I think.  I know women 
aren’t all like that, most aren’t, and I need to 
think about what I’m saying sometimes.”  
 Social media and the world around students 
also affect the biases they bring to a reading.  
In her initial reflection, one student wrote, “I 
think the author thinks that…women seem like 
gold diggers.  Also, that the only things women 
want out of life was money.  I think kinda the 
same….”  However, later she wrote, “…some 
men are still stuck in the past thinking that men 
are better rulers than women and I don’t think 
that’s true because women can do a job just 
as good as any man can.”  When we sat down 
to talk, I asked her if a woman can be a gold 
digger and successful at the same time and 
what prompted her thoughts on gold diggers:  

I think I was thinking about all the stuff you 
see on tv.  You know, like Jerry Spring stuff.  
Those women be gold digging all the time.  
They are terrible.  I thought she was kinda 
like them, so I said that because I can see it 
today.  When you make me see that, I think 
I shouldn’t think like that because I know 
a lot of strong women, like my mom, who 
take care of themselves and everybody else 
around them. I gotta watch less tv!

 Other students stayed the course throughout 
their reflections.  One student initially wrote, “I 
feel sorry for her because no one cares what 
she is except for how she look, and she thinks 
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that is all that matters.”  Later, when asked 
why we examine women in literature, he wrote, 
“Women need to be in there to show people 
right and wrong about women.  Like judging 
a girl by the way she looks is wrong.  Boys at 
school talk bad about an ugly girl.  A right would 
be to respect a girl for what she’s worth, her 
personality.”  When I asked him to reflect on 
why he viewed the story as sad, he focused on 
the women who raised him: 

My momma and grandmama take care of 
me my whole life, and I know you have to 
respect a girl.  They can do a lot of things 
guys can’t even do. I guess because my 
momma told me that growing up, I read it 
as kinda sad because the lady doesn’t have 
anything to do with her time except think 
about how she look. That’s sad to me.   

Making the Subconscious Conscious
 Based on the data I collected, I found that 
my students have predisposed biases based on 
cultural factors including home life, media, and 
their social network.  These biases influence 
their reading of text on subconscious levels, 
and it is important to make these biases explicit 
so that students are aware of what influences 
their thinking.  It is important to allow students 
to access the material on a personal level first 
because it gives them the opportunity to be 
engage honestly based on their emotional 

impulses and the connections they make.  As 
readers, we all tend to make sense of what we 
have read through our own experiences.  This 
helps us to categorize and classify what we 
read.  I also found that asking the students to 
examine the same material through another 
lense helps them to see the same material 
through fresh eyes.  Using a critical lense to 
examine material provides students with a 
means to broaden their perspective, which in 
this case helped them to uncover their own 
biases through active reading and reflection.  
Finally, providing students with the time to 
do this type of meta-cognitive work helps 
encourage them to be reflective and insightful 
about their own belief system, reworking and 
refining their ideological stances.  
 As educators, we must continue to seek 
out venues where students can examine the 
underpinnings of their own belief systems and 
the motivations of others.  Teaching critical 
literacy skills will help strengthen students’ 
ability to create informed reactions and 
participate in discussion that hold these beliefs 
to the light and require students to decide 
whether or not they can stand by them.  If the 
ultimate goal of education is to teach students 
to think, we can best do that by asking them to 
look upon their own thoughts with fresh eyes 
that might illuminte their own meta-cognition.   
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By Amy Johnson Lachuk and 
Karen Rut Gísladóttir

What do you know about the youth that you 
teach? In what social and cultural practices do 
they engage? What literacy and educational 
knowledge exists within their families and 
communities? As educators, we know that 
being able to answer such questions about the 
youth we teach is imperative for developing 
instruction that engages with youths’ social 
and cultural backgrounds and experiences. We 
also know that instruction that is socially and 
culturally meaningful and relevant to youths’ lives 
is more likely to lead to academic achievement, 
particularly for youth from marginalized 
backgrounds (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009; 
Nieto & Bode, 2008). In a recent study, Karen 
illustrated how drawing on students’ social and 
cultural backgrounds requires teachers to inquire 
actively into the social and cultural resources 
students bring to school each day (Gísladóttir, 
2011). Yet, how can we, as educators, do such 
active inquiry? What tools can we use to inquire 
actively into the resources students bring to 
school each day?  How can we make sense of 
the information we find out through out active 
inquiry? This article explores tools we can use 
to inquire actively into the social and cultural 
experiences of our students, so that we might 
generate more complex and asset-oriented 
understandings of the youth whom we teach.  
Such understandings are critical, researchers 
argue (Gay: Ladson-Billings) because they 
can enable teachers to develop and enact 
pedagogies that promote student learning and 
academic achievement

A Sociocultural Theory of Literacy and 
Language Learning

A sociocultural theory of learning (Gonzales, 
Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 
1978) recognizes that all students bring 
valuable social and cultural resources or “funds 
of knowledge” (Gonzales, Moll, & Amanti) to 
the classroom that can support their learning 

Tools of the Trade: Using “Ethnographic Eyes” 
to Actively Inquire Into Students’ Social and 
Cultural Resources 

of literacy in school. From a sociocultural 
perspective, culture and learning are inextricably 
linked (Nieto & Bode, 2008). Culture, from this 
vantage point, is understood as “a dynamic 
systems of social values, cognitive codes, 
behavioral standards, worldviews, and beliefs 
used to give order and meaning to our own lives 
as well as the lives of others” (Gay, 2010, pp. 
8-9). Culture is pervasive and is something that 
everyone possesses. Oftentimes, members of 
culturally dominant groups do not recognize 
their cultural ways of doing things. In the 
United States, white, European Americans are 
considered to be a culturally dominant group. 
Because of their dominance, Nieto and Bode 
point out that in the United States many white, 
European American persons think “culture 
is something other people have, especially 
people who differ from the mainstream in 
race or ethnicity” (p. 175). We are all cultural 
beings, and because culture influences how 
we teach and learn, teachers must engage 
with more complex understandings of 
culture. Such complex understandings start 
with understanding how “without out being 
consciously aware of it, culture determines how 
we think, believe, and behave, and these, in 
turn, affect how we teach and learn” (Gay, p. 9). 
For such reasons, a sociocultural perspective 
has important implications for the learning 
of all children, but particularly for those who 
belong to non-dominant cultural and language 
groups. Students from non-dominant cultural 
and language groups, often find their culture 
and language resources marginalized within the 
context of the classroom. The consequences 
of such marginalization are that culture and 
language resources are often made unavailable 
to students. Thus, right from the outset, students 
from non-dominant backgrounds can be put at a 
disadvantage for learning.

In terms of literacy teaching and learning, 
in particular, Hammerberg (2004) writes that a 
sociocultural view “seeks to understand how 
persons may use more than just decoding skills 
and background knowledge as they engage with 
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text, but also how they derive meaning using 
the sociocultural context (e.g., conversations, 
interactions, relationships, culture etc.)” (p. 651). 
A sociocultural theory of language and literacy 
learning, encourages teachers to think beyond 
simple decoding and encoding of printed text, 
and to focus on how meaning is generated within 
particular social and cultural contexts. Such a 
perspective also focuses on how literacy and 
the practices of reading and writing are used in 
various domains of persons’ lives and for various 
purposes. Instead of settling for a definition 
of literacy as only happening in schools, a 
sociocultural perspective understands “school” 
as just one context where literacy is practiced. 
Other contexts for literacy might include: the 
grocery store, the auto repair shop, the bus 
stop, the playground, the community center, 
religious places of worship. Likewise, instead of 
seeing literacy as only involving the reading and 
writing of “school-based” materials and texts, a 
sociocultural perspective understands texts in 
a broader sense and not just including printed 
material. Other texts for reading and writing 
might include: images, graphics, sign language, 
movement, drama, or even a particular situation 
(Hammerberg). Because literacy is so much 
more than simply “reading” or “writing” a text, 
but involves various aspects of who we are as 
cultural beings, teachers must actively inquire 
into the sociocultural contexts of their students’ 
lives. 

Teachers as Active Inquirers in 
Sociocultural Contexts

In order to base instructional practices on 
the social and cultural resources or “funds 
of knowledge” that students bring to school, 
teachers first must be “active inquirers.” We 
see teachers who are “active inquirers” as 
continual learners who pursue personally and 
professionally important questions to lead to 
new understandings and realizations (Falk & 
Blumenreich, 2005). Educators John Dewey 
(1963) and Paulo Freire (1970) among others 
(e.g., Zeichner & Liston, 1996; Lytle & Cochrane-
Smith, 1992) have called for teachers to take the 
stance of inquirer. Like these educators, we also 
see inquiry as a stance that teachers take toward 
teaching and learning. We agree with Falk and 
Blumenreich who assert: 

Good teaching is not merely a technical 

matter of delivering information from a 
recipe or text. Rather, it is about coming 
to know students well – their skills, 
learning styles, interests, strengths, 
as well as their areas in need of 
improvement – so that we can help 
them make connections between new 
information and what they already know; 
connections that make sense and that 
last. (p. 2)

Teaching in this manner requires that we 
know our students and their understandings. 
Furthermore, such teaching asks us to uncover 
how students’ understandings are shaped by 
their social and cultural experiences. Systematic 
and deliberate inquiry into our teaching and our 
students’ lives is critical for approaching teaching 
from this angle. 

One of the greatest challenges inherent in 
such inquiry, however, is to recognize and see 
beyond our taken-for-granted perspectives of 
what counts as literacy and language learning. 
For this reason, we encourage teachers to 
engage with Dewey’s (1933/1998) concept of 
open-mindedness. According to Dewey, open-
mindedness is an attitude that “may be defined 
as freedom from prejudice, partisanship, and 
such other habits as close the mind and make 
it unwilling to consider new problems and 
entertain new ideas” (p. 30). Dewey further 
explains open-mindedness as including “an 
active desire to listen to more sides than one; 
to give head to facts from whatever source 
they come; to give full attention to alternative 
possibilities; to recognize the possibility of error 
even in the beliefs that are dearest to us” (p. 30). 
Teachers who are open-minded to learning about 
students’ social and cultural resources seek to 
understand the strengths and the limitations of 
various ways of knowing and making meaning 
of the world. A teacher who is open-minded 
does not conduct inquiry into students’ lives 
and experiences in order to corroborate their 
own deficit beliefs about students’ home and 
family lives (e.g., families do not value education, 
or no reading takes place at home). Rather, 
an open-minded teacher seeks to understand 
different belief systems that might exist within 
their students’ home and family lives. Likewise, 
an open-minded teacher is comfortable allowing 
students’ belief systems to co-exist with her own 
belief systems, while recognizing the potential 
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strengths and weaknesses inherent in all belief 
systems (cf. Zeichner & Liston, 1998). Such 
teachers seek to cultivate “that alert curiosity 
and spontaneous outreaching for the new which 
is the essence of the open mind” (Dewey, p. 31, 
emphasis added). 

In our work with teachers, we have come to 
appreciate how the tools of qualitative inquiry – 
“tools of the trade”, if you will – can be used for 
helping teachers “outreach for the new.” Qualita-
tive inquirers often seek to understand persons’ 
experiences from their own perspectives, taking 
an ethnographic perspective on situations and 
circumstances. To do so, qualitative inquirers 
often use certain tools. They take notes on their 
observations, take photographs of situations, 
conduct interviews with key individuals, and 
develop case studies on particular situations 
or persons. In their research, qualitative inquir-
ers systematically analyze their data, looking for 
patterns and withholding judgment until data 
are thoroughly analyzed. Using such methods 
to learn more about her own teaching enabled 
Karen to create an account of the various forces 
found within her classroom which, when critically 
engaged with, allowed her to build new under-
standings of her students’ lives. In her inquiry, 
Karen learned that using such tools requires the 
inquirer to suspend his or her own sense of judg-
ment and evaluation in order to interpret experi-
ences from the perspectives of others. For such 
reasons, we see these tools as complimenting 
Dewey’s open-minded attitude.

Employing an Ethnographic 
Perspective

Ethnography is a means of qualitative inquiry 
used in the social sciences that is concerned 
with using an “open-minded” attitude to 
generate descriptions of how people live. The 
purpose of ethnography is to gain an insider’s 
view on members of a particular cultural group 
or society. Ethnography is not evaluative – that 
is, ethnographers do not aim to determine the 
“right” or “wrong”-ness of a group’s cultural 
practices. Rather, ethnographers seek to 
understand cultural practices from the vantage 
point of group members.  For practicing 
classroom teachers inquiring into the cultural 
practices of their students is of great importance 
if they are to create an instructional space that 
allows students to draw on these practices in the 

process of learning.
Taking an ethnographic perspective, 

requires being systematic, persistent, thorough, 
and objective (Spradley & McCurdy, 1972). 
Spradley and McCurdy (1972) explain that an 
ethnographer seeks to create an account that is 
free from distortion and bias and that accurately 
represents what people know and believe:

He [sic] realizes that it is possible to 
describe someone’s cultural knowledge 
in a manner that can result in a 
caricature. Instead of saying, “These 
weird people believe in this strange 
superstition that ghosts make them 
sick,” the ethnographer would rather say 
something like, “These people believe 
in supernatural beings which they call 
‘ghosts’ and which they believe can 
cause illness.” To be objectives means to 
state the characteristics of objects and 
events as they exist and not to interpret, 
evaluate, and prejudge them.” (p. 13 as 
cited in Frank, 1999, p. 3)

In a teacher’s guide to ethnography titled 
Ethnographic Eyes, teacher educator Carolyn 
Frank (1999) shared how she has used such 
an ethnographic perspective with beginning 
and practicing teachers. According to Frank, 
looking at the classroom and students using 
“ethnographic eyes” enabled teachers to: 1) 
understand teaching and learning from multiple 
perspectives; 2) take instructional actions based 
on their observations of classroom practices; 
3) pose critical questions about classroom 
and school practices; and 4) extend their 
thinking about themselves and culture. We are 
proponents of two ethnographic tools that Frank 
designed for teachers: community maps and 
ethnographic interviews. 

Tool #1: Community Maps 
Currently, in a graduate-level teacher 

education course that she teaches, Amy asked 
her students to reflect on the neighborhoods 
in which their students’ lived. She learned that 
many teachers knew very little about where 
their students lived. And even more teachers 
had preconceived notions not grounded in 
empirical data about the neighborhoods in which 
their students lived. For example, some of the 
teachers in Amy’s class reported that their mostly 
African American students lived in “dangerous” 
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neighborhoods that were unsafe for teachers 
to visit. While teachers held this view, they did 
not present any actual data that would confirm 
their notions. Because of such preconceived 
notions about students’ communities, we urge 
all teachers to leave the comfort and perceived 
“safety” of the school building and venture out 
into surrounding areas. 

Because ethnographers do more than 
just “venture out,” however, teachers should 
approach their community visits in a systematic 
and formalized manner. We agree with Frank 
(1999) who recommends that a teacher locates 
the exact address for each student in her class, 
find a map of the neighborhood, and walk or 
drive to each of her students’ houses in order 
to see firsthand where each student lives (see 
p. 15). During this visit, a teacher should record 
notes and descriptions of the community. Such 
descriptions should be objective and should 
not include interpretations or evaluations. 
For instance, instead of writing “the houses 
surrounding the school are all shacks” a teacher 
might write a more objective description of the 
houses. Such a description would include color, 
size, approximate age, and condition: “The 
houses surrounding the school were all built 
around the turn of the 20th century. They have 
wooden siding and wooden front porches. In one 
such house, the porch was sloped and the front 
steps were crumbled.” When a teacher finishes 
collecting data on the community surrounding 
her school, she can write a summary of her 
findings. This summary can be used to construct 
a map of the neighborhood. Included on this 
map would be students’ houses as well as key 
community resources, such as the grocery store, 
the fire and/or police departments, hospitals, 
businesses, restaurants, libraries, post offices 
and so on. For instance, a teacher might reflect 
on how the place where she grew up was similar 
to and/or different from the community where 
her students live. Likewise, a teacher can identify 
local sources of educational support that exist 
within students’ communities. Many communities 
have community centers that host afterschool 
enrichment programs for youth. Public libraries 
also host programs targeted at school-aged 
youth. 

As a result of inquiring into the communities 
in which their students lived, teachers in Amy’s 
class began to see their students and themselves 

through new lenses.  For example, a high school 
mathematics teacher found that the creating 
a numeracy map of her community (a map of 
numerals within her students’ neighborhood) 
enabled her to identify the “funds of knowledge” 
about numbers that was embedded within the 
community. An unintended outcome of this 
exercise, however, was how it enabled her to 
recognize her own cultural background – that 
of being a white, European American from the 
Midwestern United States. This teacher then 
noted how because of her cultural background 
she brought certain “funds of knowledge” into 
her own teaching. She drew a parallel between 
her own “funds of knowledge” and those of 
her students, identifying how all learners bring 
cultural resources into the learning situation. She 
commented that as a result of creating a map of 
numbers in the community, she felt that she had 
deepened her insights into her students’ lives 
and was able to see the many assets they bring 
into her math classroom.

In another graduate-level course that Amy 
teaches, she modified the neighborhood 
map project into a photo essay of community 
literacies. For this project, she had teachers work 
in small groups to take photographs of various 
examples of texts within the communities near 
their schools. Using a method that Jiménez, 
Smith, and Teague (2009) developed, teachers 
collected samples of texts from many different 
domains and genres (e.g., church and religious, 
financial and banking, auto repair, beauty, 
medical and health, grocery, restaurants, legal, 
immigration, transportation. Teachers sorted their 
photographs into these above domains and also 
into the following categories: language(s) used; 
homemade; commercially produced; texts with 
images; texts without images; and genre. After 
collecting and sorting photographs, teachers 
proposed ways that such text samples could 
be used within their own classroom instruction. 
Several early childhood teachers noted that 
the photographs could be used in a center on 
environmental literacy. These teachers believed 
that learners could sort the photographs using 
both open and closed-sort methods. Middle-
level and secondary teachers noted that the 
photographs could be used within writing 
workshop, activating students’ background 
knowledge and helping them set the scene 
for their writing. In all, the teachers agreed 
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that taking photographs of literacy within their 
community enabled them to recognize the vast 
amounts of literacy that exists in places they 
had previously labeled as “lacking literacy.” 
Where before the teachers had approached their 
students’ homes and communities as “without” 
literacy, they now saw how students’ homes and 
communities were in fact quite “literacy rich.”

Tool #2: Ethnographic Interviews
On interviews, Fontana and Frey (2000) 

write: “it seems that everyone, not just social 
researchers, relies on the interview as a 
source of information, with the assumption 
that interviewing results in true and accurate 
pictures of respondents’ selves and lives” (p. 
646). Using interviews to acquire information 
has become so taken for granted, that some 
researchers have claimed that we live in an 
“interview society” (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997 
as cited in Fontana & Frey, p. 646). Interviewing 
even has become popular within educational 
contexts, where teachers “interview students 
to assess where they are in their learning” and 
“interview parents to get a better understanding 
of how to help students” (Frank, 1999, p. 28). 
From an ethnographic perspective, interviews 
are concerned less with explaining something 
to students and/or parents. Ethnographic 
interviews, on the other hand, are more 
concerned with understanding the whats (i.e., 
the activities of everyday life) and the hows (i.e., 
the work involved in producing order in everyday 
life) of people’s lives (Fontana & Frey). That is, 
ethnographic interviews are conducted in order 
to learn something about one’s students and 
their everyday experiences. 

Karen adopted such an approach in her 
inquiry into the social and cultural resources that 
her hearing impaired and deaf students in Iceland 
brought to the classroom. Karen formally and 
informally interviewed students and their parents. 
The aim of the parents’ interviews was to learn 
more about the literacy practices occurring in her 
students’ households. She also sought to get to 
know her students better through their parents’ 
perspective. 

As easy as this may sound, Karen was aware 
that there are many factors within the classroom 
that can influence the process of becoming 
an active inquirer, including the process of 
making interviews a natural part of the teaching 

procedures, such as the role and status of the 
teacher within the school setting, his or her 
connection with students and their families, 
etc. Consequently, it may be necessary for 
teachers to become comfortable in their role as 
inquirer before they start interviewing parents. 
Before she actually began interviewing, at the 
beginning of the school year Karen let parents 
know that part of her teaching is to learn more 
about the way students learn. She specified that 
she was going to ask for parents’ permission to 
interview them. Likewise, Karen scheduled her 
parent interviews at times and in locations that 
were of convenience of parents. She started the 
interviews with a “grand tour question” (Spradley, 
1979) in which parents were asked to describe 
generally their children. In asking more targeted 
questions about her students’ literacy life, Karen 
used questions from the Edwards’ pleasant 
parent stories questionnaire to guide her inquire 
into the literacy practices students engage 
in within their homes (Edwards, Pleasants, & 
Franklin,1999). Karen divided her interview up 
into three domains: the student’s literacy history, 
literacy-related activities, the child as reader and 
writer, and questions for strengthening the home-
school relationship.

To gather information about the children’s 
literacy history, Karen asked questions such as:

•	 Tell me about your child’s early    
  childhood. What interesting things did   
  he/she do at this age? 

•	 What is interesting to you now about   
  whom your child was as a young child?

•	 Tell me about your child’s beginning   
  learning efforts (i.e. sitting up, walking,   
  talking, playing, reading, writing).
To gather information about the literacy-

related activities in students’ lives, Karen asked 
questions like:

•	 What is a normal weekend routine for   
 you and your child? 
•	 What do you and your child enjoy doing   
 together?
•	 What does your family enjoy doing   
 together?
•	 What are your memories of writing and   
 reading that you and your family engage   
 in at home?
•	 How often does your child visit the   
 public library? What kinds of materials   
 does your child like to check out from   
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 the library?
To gain the parents’ perspectives on the 

student as a reader and writer, Karen asked:
•	 How do you think your child is doing as   
 a reader/writer?
•	 What do you notice your child reading   
 and writing at home? 
•	 What do you think your child’s attitude   
  is toward reading and writing? What   
 do you think has helped to create this   
 attitude?
•	 What does your child want to be when   
 s/he grows up?

To figure out how she could strengthen the 
relationship between students’ home and the 
school, Karen posed questions such as: 

•	What do you think I could do to    
 help you with your child’s learning   
 experiences at home? What sorts of   
 questions about your role in helping   
 your child become a better reader and   
 writer might you like to ask me?
•	Since I like to help my students to read   
 and write about things they are    
 interested in, it helps me to know each   
 individual child’s interest. What kind of   
 things does you child like to do in his or   
 her free time?
•	What is “something” about your home   
 learning environment that you feel is   
 different from the learning environment   
 at school?

Notice how Karen posed open-ended 
questions that allowed parents to speak from 
their own experiences. Also notice how Karen 
posed questions that offered insights into her 
students, giving the parents an opportunity to 
talk as opposed to Karen sharing her teacher 
insights.

As an active inquirer Karen conducted such 
interviews with all of her students and their 
parents. We recommend that teachers start 
by conducting interviews solely with those 
students whose learning most perplexes them. 
For example, Karen’s student Viktoría seemed 
to struggle in terms of reading both at school 
and at home. Through interviews with Viktoría 
and her mother, Karen learned, however, that 
while Viktoría struggled with reading, she was 
a strong and prolific writer. Viktoría’s mother 
described the role of writing in her daughter’s 
life by saying: “when other people go to bed to 

read their books, Viktoría brings her notebook 
to bed to write…that’s very often how it is; 
she writes before she falls asleep” (Gísladóttir, 
2011, p. 92). Prior to the interview with Viktoría’s 
mother, Viktoría’s interest in writing had not had 
the opportunity to fully surface within the context 
of the classroom. This new knowledge about 
her student’s interest allowed Karen to further 
explore the complex relation between reading 
and writing in Viktoría’s life and helped Karen 
create learning lessons that seemed to be more 
meaningful for Viktoría’s learning. 

Taking on the role of the active inquirer 
within her classroom, Karen not only formally 
interviewed students to ask them about the 
things they liked to do after school and the 
kind of reading and writing they engaged once 
they were out of the classroom. Rather, she 
used every opportunity within the classroom 
to observe and write notes about students’ 
behavior and interaction during school-based 
literacy learning, noting questions about 
students’ use of literacy strategies or literacy 
behavior to bring up later, wither with individual 
student or during informal classroom discussion. 

As a result of interviewing her students 
and their parents, Karen learned that although 
students seemed to struggle with reading and 
were having difficulties writing in a standardized 
way, they perceived reading and writing as 
important mediums in putting down and 
communicating their ideas. In an attempt to 
respond to the role reading and writing already 
played in students’ lives, Karen constructed 
literacy block where student wrote their own 
texts, reading novel or informational texts 
which had the potential of helping students 
further develop their writing. In so doing she 
experienced greater opportunities to engage 
students in meaningful discussion about 
language use and the texts read. Likewise, 
through her interviews, Karen strengthened her 
relationships with students’ parents, creating a 
partnership that support students’ learning.

In Closing
The purpose of this article was to share 

some simple “tools of the trade” with 
teachers interested in pursuing ethnographic 
understandings of students’ social and cultural 
resources. We have only touched upon the many 
assortment of methods that teachers might use 
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to generate more robust and rich descriptions 
of their students’ lives. We encourage teachers 
to make their findings public by publishing 
the results of their inquiry in journals such as 
the South Carolina English Teacher. Making 

our findings public, we believe, will enable us 
to expand our knowledge together, bringing 
students’ voices and experiences to the center of 
the field of literacy education.
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By Deidre Clary and Vic Oglan

 Today’s world presents English educators 
with an interesting intersection of technology 
and literacy that has the potential to inform and 
transform our classroom practice. Consider this:

In today’s world, a literate person must be 
able to read and create a range of paper 
based and online texts (newspapers, 
pamphlets, websites, books, Kindle, 
and so on), participate in and create 
virtual settings (classrooms, Second Life, 
Facebook, Elluminate, blogs, wikis) that 
use interactive and dynamic Web 2.0 tools 
and critically analyze multimodal texts that 
integrate visual, musical, dramatic, digital, 
and new literacies. (Albers, 2007; Doering, 
Beach, & O’Brien, 2007; Harste, Leland, 
Grant, Chung, & Enyeart, 2007; Miller 
2007) 

Within this increasingly socially 
networked and textually mediated world of 
cultural differences and rapidly changing 
communication media, we are reminded 
constantly of the changing nature of literacy 
pedagogy and our meanings for literacy.  As 
multimodal practices become intrinsic to our 
literacy practices, the function of traditional 
literacy pedagogy focused merely on 
language alone is seemingly being eclipsed 
by multiliteracies and multimodalities, inherent 
modes of representation that are much broader 
than language only, and differ according to 
culture and context, and specific cognitive, 
cultural and social effects (Cope & Kalantzis, 
2000).   

Multimodality is now integral to the literacy 
practices of adolescents in the global village 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).  Multimodality refers 
to the combination of two or more modes in 
representation - linguistic (written words), visual, 
audio, gestural, and spatial (New London Group, 
1996).  For example, when students create 

a Facebook profile, they incorporate written 
information, share visual images, send instant 
images, post blogs on their “wall” and create 
posters and cards for family and friends.  In this 
digital space, students integrate language with 
images, sounds, and spatial design to create a 
multimedia text.  In the last seven years, the use 
of popular multimodal literacies of adolescents 
in diverse contexts has expanded to include 
illustrated stories (Debruin-Parecki & Klein, 
2003), online fan fiction (Black, 2005), graffiti 
(Vasudevan, 2006), Japanese style comics 
or manga- “amusing drawings” (Schwartz & 
Rubenstein-Avila, 2006), rap lyrics (McGinnis, 
2007), digital movie composing (Brass, 2008), 
cell phone advertising (Ajayi, 2009), and Vooks – 
video books (Groenke et al, 2011). 

Today’s adolescents are the product of a 
globalized changing world.  As the following 
statistics demonstrate, we should not be 
surprised that adolescent use of technology is 
on the rise. 

•	 8-18	year	olds	spent	an	average	of	6.5	
hours/day involved in media (Roberts, 
Foehr & Rideout, 2005)

•	 87%	of	12-17	year	olds	use	the	Internet;	
68% use it at school (Rainie & Hitlin, 
2005).

•	 99%	of	K-12	schools	are	connected	to	
the Internet (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & 
Leu, 2008). 

Adolescents now need a mix of multimodal 
and digital literacies for differing social 
purposes: critical inquiry, creativity, and 
communication (Mills, 2010).  “This is an age of 
multimedia authoring where competency with 
the written word is still vital, but is no longer 
all that is needed to participate meaningfully 
in the many spheres of life” (Mills, 2010, p. 
36).  As research confirms, students’ out of 
school literacies are “deeper and richer than the 
forms of learning to which they are exposed in 
schools” (Gee, 2004, p. 107), and rich learning 

The Written Word is Not Enough!  
Harnessing Adolescents’ Multimodal Literacy 
Practices in the ELA Classroom
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outside school is most likely to occur in settings 
involving peer-based interaction (Mizuko et al., 
2008). As teachers move to bridge the learning 
spaces of home and school, we might ponder 
three assumptions about adolescents’ digital 
practices and the implications for English 
classroom.

•	 All	adolescents	are	not	“digital	natives”	
and do not possess innate digital skills 
(Prensky, 2001).  Although some are 
experts, many are uniformly not experts. 

•	 Adolescents’	engagement	in	multimodal	
textual practices is not just about 
“fitting English” to their interests since 
adolescents’ textual practices in 
recreational spaces have the potential 
to create fresh and innovative text in 
an expanded view of the curriculum 
consistent with today’s multidimensional 
world (Mills, 2010). 

•	 Adolescents’	use	of	multimodal	practices	
in recreational spaces is seemingly 
intuitive but needs to be “balanced with 
scaffolded multimodal practice in school 
settings" (Mills, 2010, p. 36). 

Reconciling Tensions Between 
Popular Adolescent Literacies and 
Official School Literacies 

Against a backdrop of research about 
adolescent engagement in multimodal textual 
practices that emphasizes the need to align 
the English curriculum to the multimodal 
interests of adolescents, there is a counter 
school of thought that privileges the sanctioned 
literacies which are at the heart of standardized 
testing (Vasudevan, 2006).  In which case, 
to what extent should social, workplace and 
out-of-school literacies influence the English 
curriculum?  

Research efforts to bridge innovative and 
multimodal literacies in classrooms have been 
instructive (Street, 2003; Dyson, 2003).  As 
Mills (2010) found, “Recognition of informal 
adolescent literacies needs to be tempered 
with knowledge of the multimodal textual 
encounters that youth still need to traverse” 
(p. 39).  Similarly, we cannot accept that the 
conventional school literacies are unfamiliar to 
adolescents or have little meaning in their lives 
(Bulfin & North, 2007).  Instead, adolescents can 
harness worthwhile global textual practices to 

create and produce fresh and innovative text.  In 
particular, Pahl and Rowsell (2010) underscore 
the potential of harnessing canonical texts 
to digital and multimodal assignments using 
Facebook.  In their experience, students have 
the aptitude to:

… build on their tacit understanding 
and appreciation of multimodal texts 
within more traditional, written texts.  For 
example, in creating Facebook profiles for 
characters in (book title) …students drew 
on their digital practices to do a Google 
search on pop music of the 1920s and 
then speculated on the kinds of music, 
literature, and interests that the novel’s 
characters would say… Even students 
who did not like or did not have access to 
Facebook were familiar with the practices 
of social networking (p. 79).  

It is widely agreed that the mix of reading, 
writing, and technology offers distinct 
opportunities to address the literacy needs of 
today’s adolescents.  English educators have 
the responsibility to see new possibilities that 
will enable their students to both showcase 
and expand their ways of representing and 
communicating what and how they know.  
Consistent with constructivist teaching, 
English educators need to model and scaffold 
multimodal practices that enable their students 
to create spaces dedicated to weaving home 
and school practices.  They need to grow 
with their students in becoming expert users 
of the multimodal practices exhibited by their 
students, and coach them in becoming digital 
citizens.  The aim of this article is to raise 
teachers’ awareness about new multimodal and 
digital practices consistent with constructivist 
beliefs about facilitating effective literacy 
instructional practice in the English classroom.  
The following section offers approaches 
for the teaching of multimodal literacies as 
starting points for opening up new spaces for 
adolescents to respond to, and engage in the 
creation and stimulation of text.  

Harnessing Adolescents’ Multimodal 
Literacy Practices in the English 
Classroom

So what do English educators know about 
our students’ multimodal practices? How can 
students’ existent multimodal practices harness 
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new possibilities in the English classroom? 
1. How do learners construct meaning 

in multimodal ways?  What is the 
meaning potential of a word, a picture, a 
podcast? What is the meaning potential 
of creating it?

2. Do students read digital texts for 
meaning in the same way as they read 
traditional texts? 

3. What digital reading strategies do 
students need for deeper levels of 
inferential, analytical, critical and 
evaluative understandings? 

4. How can learners use conventional 
school literacies in multimodal ways?

5. How can teachers incorporate 
opportunities for imaginative design and 
production for a wiki, a podcast or digital 
booktalk into the English curriculum?

When creating multimodal texts, students’ 
focus on visual, spatial, gestural or audio modes 
through storyboards, music, sound effects, 
and narration.  Typically, English teachers 
approach multimodal practices with significant 
background knowledge of the linguistic 
mode (written word) which includes genre or 
text structure, vocabulary choice, sentence 
construction.  These linguistic design elements 
have a different degree of permanence or 
change in new multimodal texts.  In filmmaking, 
for example, commonality exists between the 
text structure of written and visual narratives.  
Movie scripts and written narrative share 
development of such elements as setting, 
mood, characters, and plot.  Teachers can 
model and collaboratively construct movie 
scripts and written narratives that address 
textual codes and conventions of this genre.  
However, students also need to attend to 
technical skills using movie-making software 
to capture frames and digitally edit the movie.  
While some will already have these technical 
skills, others will require scaffolding afforded by 
peer experts and/or the teacher as a coach.  

Utilizing Web 2.0 tools, such as podcasts 
and wikis, enables teachers to introduce a 
range of modes to scaffold students’ creation 
of a range of multimedia experiences.  The 
Internet provides access to an abundance of 
affordable, if not free, websites and webinars 
for teachers, and affords the flexibility of self-
paced on-site learning as opposed to traditional 

staff development models.  At the same time 
that teachers are familiarizing themselves with 
“new” tools in becoming experts, they can be 
comfortable taking steps to integrate digital 
practices into the classroom without expensive 
equipment and an enormous investment of 
personal resources. For example, a class 
assignment teaching students the tools of a 
digital booktalk is a suitable starting point since 
students have prior knowledge of traditional 
book talks and can therefore concentrate on 
merging already familiar multimedia tools into a 
fresh multimodal experience.  

Digital Booktalks
By utilizing Web 2.0, such as wikis and 

podcasts, and software such as Power Point, 
teachers and students can create multimedia 
booktalks that integrate film and videos, 
music and the Internet.  No longer is the book 
circulated to display the jacket, illustrations, or 
photographs.  A booktalk can be shared in a 
range of forums including the school’s website. 

Similar to the traditional book talk, digital 
booktalks give the reader enough information 
to entice others into reading a text.  As for 
filmmaking, a booktalk involves working with 
visuals, music, sound effects, and storyboards 
to scaffold “talks.”  The possibilities for 
producing booktalks range from PowerPoint 
or Prezi to creating a multimedia booktalk 
with sound clips and video excerpts.  Among 
websites available for sharing booktalks and 
guiding teachers on how to create booktalks 
is the American Library Association (Young 
Adult Literature) at http://www.ala.org/ala/
yalsa/profdev/booktalking.  A class assignment 
could be asking students to visit a number of 
sites, browse the reviews and/or booktalks 
and select a book from a site that appeals 
to them.  Accordingly, the students can then 
select a book to read and on which to review.  
Teachers can construct a book review blog and 
encourage students to post their reviews online, 
as well as comments on other student reviews, 
subject to teacher monitoring.
 Similar to a film trailer, a video booktalk acts 
as a book trailer, ranging from simply a taped 
performance to a reenactment of a scene from 
a book. The possibilities for the contents of a 
video booktalk are unlimited and dependent 
on the author’s imagination.  Creating a video 
booktalk can be used as a class assignment, 
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designed to teach students the tools of a 
booktalk as well as featuring multimedia 
materials.  For example, software programs, 
such as Photo Story, iMovie, and Windows 
Movie Maker, can be used to create a video 
booktalk independent of expensive equipment.

Podcasting
Podcasting, a development within Web 

2.0 technology, enables a range of modes that 
can be used in the production of a multimedia 
experience.  The podcasting process itself 
introduces a new genre that incorporates other 
genres.  As an example of multimodal literacy, 
podcasting involves students working together: 
talking, listening, planning, reading, researching, 
designing, writing and producing using both 
print and digital modes.  A classroom writing 
task need no longer to be restricted to writing a 
particular genre or text-type that is edited and 
produced on paper.  Students may be engaged 
in a range of literacy tasks: researching, 
planning and writing texts for broadcasting 
while learning about the technology of using 
audio and video files to produce their podcasts. 
In pairs, the students can plan, develop, draft, 
produce and refine an 8-minute podcast 
suitable for sharing with a broad audience 
beyond the classroom. The final podcasts 
can be uploaded onto iTunes as well as onto 
the school’s website.  Sites such as http://
www.podcastingtools.com are comprehensive 
podcasting resources for teachers.

Wiki 
  A wiki consists of a set of webpages where 
collaborations contribute and modify information 
about specific subjects.  Authors edit and add 
information simultaneously. Consistent with 
the writing process, students can self-edit and 
peer-edit. They can also post images, add links 
to other sites related to their topic. For example, 
students can read a novel and collaborate on 
the web where they can sort information about 
language, summaries and characterization.  They 
can also merge other tools such as chat boxes.  
Since Wikis can be viewed on the Internet by 
a broader audience, preservice teachers and 
teachers have observed that students will spend 
more effort; they are apt be more thoughtful 
and intentional. They also report that students 
are more likely to create an original product and 
extend their learning by themselves.  Wikis can 

be established on PBworks (pbworks.com) and 
wikispaces.com. 

So What Is Our Role?
English teachers might think of 

multimodal practices supplementing traditional 
literacy pedagogy by addressing aspects of 
textual multiplicity.  As Cope and Kalantzis 
(2000) argue, what we call “mere literacy” 
focuses on language only.  Opening up spaces 
for the expression and creation of adolescents’ 
multimodal practices demands “an open-
ended and flexible functional grammar which 
assists language learners to describe language 
differences (cultural, subcultural, regional, 
national, technical, context specific and so 
on) and traverse the multimodal channels of 
meaning vital to today’s communication” (p. 6).  

English teachers will feel at ease with 
pedagogical practices already familiar to them as 
they facilitate students’ experiences with digital 
literacy tools in the classroom/school.  “What we 
are less certain about, and less knowledgeable 
about is the particular focus that facilitative 
support should take” (Moran, Ferdig, Pearson, 
Wardrop & Blomeyer, 2008, p. 13).  What we 
are certain about is those students working in 
digital media should expect their teachers to 
scaffold multimodal literacies and model new 
technologies that stimulate “sophisticated, 
mature forms of communication” (Mills, 2010, p. 
41) by taking cognizance of students’ likings and 
interests while extending the range of multimodal 
literacy practices already familiar to them (Hull 
& Schlutz, 2001).  What we are coming to know 
is that collaboration between experts and 
novices produces multimodal texts that are 
“more complex than those that are constructed 
independently” (Mills, 2006 cited in Mills, 2010, 
p. 43). 

As adolescents continue to discover 
multimodal literacy practices through informal 
textually mediated networks, it is incumbent on 
all educators to introduce new literacies as part 
of the “forward trajectory of literacy” (Albers & 
Sanders, 2010, p. 3).  As of 2012, the National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) will 
measure technology literacy and proficiency 
among K-12 students nationwide.  This test is 
likely to compel all teachers to “use, manage, 
and assess the technologies that are most 
relevant in one’s life… (and) are particularly 
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salient in the world today” (Technological 
Literacy Framework for the 2012 NAEP, 2009, p. 
1-1). 

 Concomitant with what we know about 
adolescent literacy, today’s classrooms 
need to be rich in providing opportunities for 
adolescents to engage in collaborative thinking 
endeavors that require critical and creative 
thought in multimodal ways.  Planning the most 
effective practices and instruction for students 
necessitates transforming the way students and 
teachers engage with concepts, collaborate 
with one another and use digital literacies.  
Although today’s adolescents are not uniformly 
expert, many are expert in using digital tools.  

Today’s adolescents are worthy of teachers 
who continually see possibilities in new 
technologies (O’Brien & Scharber, 2010).  They 
need teachers’ guidance to move them beyond 
the familiar multimodal literacy practices to 
creating new textual experiences.  Accordingly, 
English teachers might consider an expanded 
view of multidimensional curriculum and 
instruction by harnessing the already familiar 
multimodal practices of adolescents in their 
recreational spaces and balancing scaffolded 
multimodal practices that open up possibilities 
for the creation and cultivation of new textual 
experiences in classrooms.  
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Motivate“Ning” Student Response with Web 2.0

By Emily M. Langdon, Julianne L. Oliver Ware 
and Mary E. Styslinger

We learn from our students. We may attend 
graduate school, undergo district in-service, 
or join study groups, but each day our beloved 
pierced and tattooed pupils teach us as well. 
Ashiya recommends reading Crank and Glass by 
Ellen Hopkins. David offers dystopian song lyrics; 
Lamar suggests creating an interactive map 
on SmartNotebook to include in his multigenre 
project, and Brittney proposes preparing a 
podcast. Students bring a wealth of knowledge, 
experience, language, and resources to the 
classroom, and as teachers we grow smarter 
from our interactions and transactions with them. 

Do you tweet, Mrs. Ware? Are you on 
Facebook, Ms Sty? Ms Langdon, can we have 
a wiki?  Our students are living in a participatory 
literacy landscape. Web 2.0 is less about access 
to information and more about creating and 
re-creating it. Many students are using a wide 
variety of digital tools such as blogs, wikis, 
videos, and social media to tap into their passion 
for collaborating, creating, and sharing with 
others. Teenagers connect, read, write, think, 
create, film, record, and represent themselves 
through a variety of media formerly unthinkable 
(Oppenheimer, 2003).  Unfortunately not all of 
our schools and classrooms are up with these 
changes.    
 There is a vast difference between the ways 
teens read, write, create, and think online and 
the ways they are required to do so in schools. 
James Paul Gee, Professor of Literacy Studies 
at Arizona State University, and Michael Levine 
of the Joan Ganz Cooney Center, argue that U.S. 
schools are stuck in a “time warp.”  And “unless 
we change course fast to integrate literacy and 
digital culture,” they warn, “our current paradigm 
and policies will make achievement gains more 
difficult in the decade ahead” (p. 1).  One of our 
new challenges as teachers is to “build bridges” 
between what students are doing digitally 
outside of schools and what we want them to 
develop in English classrooms in order to prepare 
them for a rapidly changing world (Wilber, 2008).

Social networking sites can help us build 
those bridges.  These allow users to create 

representations of themselves, or “profiles,” and 
then connect those profiles to those of other 
users.  By connecting profiles in this way, a 
tangible social network is constructed whereby 
connections between individuals can be built and 
traced.  Think about the classroom applications 
of such a resource.  Students are able to create 
multimodal representations of themselves then 
are linked to an online community. Classroom 
ideas, creative practices, burning questions, and 
peer feedback can be quickly circulated through 
a vast yet teacher-moderated network.  Such 
technologies can function as social learning 
resources and spaces for new literacy practices.

To  increase the expertise of students by using 
classroom space for a technology practice with 
which most are already familiar outside of school 
(i.e. via Facebook), we decided to interweave 
social networking into the English I classroom 
with a Ning (http://about.ning.com), an online 
social platform.  Founded in 2004 by Gina 
Bianchini and Marc Andressen, a Ning contains 
features that allow members to communicate 
and share information.  Nings allow a person/
teacher to log on to the website and create a 
network. That person/teacher can then act as 
the administrator and invite as many friends/
students as he or she wants. The administrator 
remains in complete control of the site to monitor 
and approve pictures, posts, events, etc.  Once 
members are approved, all are able to create 
their own pages within the network.  

Creating, administrating, and using a Ning 
was a new learning experience.  Students had 
not used a Ning in a classroom, and we had 
never before facilitated its use when teaching 
English.  What did we know about the potential 
for its use in a secondary classroom?  Not much.  
Research is still trying to discover how teachers 
can use social networks, for what purposes, in 
what settings, and investigate how they may 
shape the ways we practice literacy.  We need 
more studies of how technology integration 
occurs within classrooms and its effects on 
students.  

Inspired, we implemented the Ning to 
motivate students in an English I classroom.  We 
aspired to do more than that by engaging in a 
collaborative inquiry around the Ning.  Two of us 
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are high school English teachers and the other 
a university professor, and we wanted to learn 
from each other.  We also wanted to learn from 
our students.  Technologies are so pervasive in 
lives that many of us need to develop the critical 
ability to reflect and evaluate by thinking about 
its effects.  So we asked three questions: 1) How 
might we use the Ning to motivate students 
in the English classroom? 2) What is student 
response to the Ning?  3) How might knowing 
more about student response improve our use 
of the Ning in the English classroom?  The 
remainder of this article will describe our process 
of motivating students with the Ning, followed 
by a discussion of our thinking around student 
response to the Ning.  The article will conclude 
with suggestions for utilizing social networks 
based on what we have learned.  

Motivating Students with a Ning
The Ning we created for English I functions as 

the primary vehicle through which all classroom 
lessons, homework assignments, projects, and 
email messages are sent.  For the purposes 
of this Ning, each student logged onto Gmail 
and created a free Gmail email account.  Each 
student was then invited to join the Ning, and 
each parent was made aware of the Ning and 
encouraged to join.  This Ning was created out of 
a desire to motivate student participation.  

The main page of a Ning website consists of 
many components. Along the left hand column is 
a running time-stamped record of recent activity 
to the Ning. The center shows recent blog 
posts. The right hand column usually contains 
advertisements, but also contains information 
about the person who is currently signed on. 
These advertisements typically are for tools 
such as Google for student use. Advertisements 
are not inappropriate, and do not appear to be 
distracting to the students. Across the top is the 
title of the Ning as well as several tabs linking 
to the features of the Ning. Each tab links to 
unique features that are customized based on 
the needs of the administrator.  The tabs most 
frequently used in this course are the Photos, 
Videos, Blogs, and Forum. Each of these allows 
the students to communicate with the teacher 
and submit work.

The most commonly used feature is the 
Forum.  The forum is used for “Getting Started” 
prompts.  Posts are made before class and 
students log onto the Ning as soon as they enter 

the room.  Students are given a limited amount 
of time in which to complete their responses.  
“Getting Started” prompts serve to jumpstart 
class, review homework, or introduce new topics.  
The following prompt was posted on the Forum 
to generate response to The Odyssey:

What is your definition of a journey? How 
is it different from a trip? What kinds of 
metaphorical journeys can you go on? Have 
you ever experienced a journey?

Students then respond: 
November 4, 2009 at 12:21pm
A journey...is a very long trip in hope of 
receiving some kind of reward. Like...The 
Wizard of Oz. Dorothy, Scarecrow, Tin Man, 
and the Cowardly Lion went on a long journey 
in hopes of achieving their dreams. Dorothy 
wanted to go back to Kansas, Scarecrow 
wanted a brain, Tin Man wanted a heart, and 
the Cowardly Lion wanted courage! But, 
going on a journey can also make you learn 
something you never realized. Scarecrow 
already had a brain, Tin Man had a heart, 
and...so on. 
A Journey can be hard, but it teaches you a lot 
of things you never realized.

November 4, 2009 at 1:00pm
A journey is something that you spend your 
whole life trying to complete. A trip is a short 
term, kind of like a vacation kind of thing. 
You can go on journeys that make you realize 
things that you never knew before and learn 
new information.  Going to school is one. Life 
is a journey that I’m experiencing right that is 
only completed when you die.

The Blog function allows students to write a 
blog post, which will appear on the bottom of 
their homepage.  The blog function is different 
from a Forum post because a forum post is made 
“public,” available and visible to all members.  
While a blog post is also available and visible, 
it functions a little differently. Blog posts serve 
as places where students create the discussion 
they want to have, rather than respond to a 
teacher-led prompt.  Other members are able 
to log on, read the discussion started by a blog 
post, and comment on it, essentially creating an 
online written conversation.  In this class, each 
student is expected to begin a conversation. The 
following examples are blog posts, generated 
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by students and intended to spark written 
conversations about foreshadowing in Ray 
Bradbury’s “A Sound of Thunder”:

September 2, 2009 at 11:01pm
1. Some examples would be like how you 
start to see some of the people start dying 
in like the major scenes. That lets you know 
that they need to be more careful about their 
surroundings. 
2. Also when the tour guide warns Eckels 
about how dangerous it is to mess with time 
and how it would change history as we know 
it. 
3. Another event is when the tour guide warns 
Eckels about shooting the dinosaurs that have 
two brains and how they are more dangerous.

Students respond to the initial foreshadowing 
post, continuing and developing the 
conversation:

Nice, but what do you mean by “the people?” 
Sorry, I can’t talk.  I didn’t put much details in 
mine either, but why at like 11:00 at night? Oh, 
right, game, sorry, sorry, please don’t hate me.

Yea, you really should add some more details 
to it. I mean we ARE allowed to edit it, right? 
We still have time to edit it. Why not do it now 
for a better grade? But that’s just me, what will 
YOU do?

As the above examples show, our students 
do not hesitate to critique other students’ work.  
Social Networks encourage students to stay 
on their toes when posting.  The students work 
together to motivate each other to stay on task 
and put their best Ning foot forward.

The Events tab can be used to add upcoming 
events in the classroom or around the school.  
Examples of events posted include reminders of 
an upcoming Open House, student government 
elections, rival football games, birthdays, and 
assignments.

The Ning also provides an extremely effective 
way of submitting work.  Students may upload 
projects and homework assignments using the 
Photos and Videos links.  After reading “The 
Most Dangerous Game,” students created digital 
representations of the island, including the 
mansion and Rainsford’s path through the jungle.  
These projects are uploaded to the Ning as a 
.jpeg file and can then be viewed by all members 
(see fig. 1).

Figure 1. Most Dangerous Game Islands. Savannah Nixon. 25 

September 2009.
 
Our students also created multigenre 

projects as their culminating activity for a unit 
on The Odyssey.  Their assignment was to 
create eight unique artifacts about The Odyssey 
while incorporating research on Ancient 
Greek culture and a god or goddess of their 
choice.  All artifacts were required to reflect 
a cohesive, unifying theme.  Students chose 
a variety of ways to combine their artifacts, 
some opting to create their own websites, 
produce a photo essay on items found in 
Odysseus’ neighborhood, or design a scrapbook 
documenting Odysseus’ “cruise” around the 
Mediterranean Ocean (see fig. 2).

The Odyssey Cruise Itinerary
Day Port of Call Arrival Departure

1 Depart from Tory -- 6 pm
2 At Sea -- --
3 Land of the Lotus Eaters 8 am 1 pm 
4 Polyphemus 8 am 4 days later
5 Land of the Winds(Aeolia) 3:00 6:30 pm
6 Circe’s Island 12:00pm 1 year later
7 Pillars of Hercules 12 pm 5:30 pm
8 Return to Circe 10 am 3:30pm
9 Sail past the Sirens 4:00pm 4:20pm

10 Sail around Charybdis 4:40pm 5:00pm
11 Sail past Scylla 5:20pm 5:40pm
12 Calypso’s Island 6:00pm 7 years later
13 Ithaca 12:00 --

Figure 2. The Odyssey Cruise Itinerary from Multigenre     
Projects.  Quenton Stokes-Brown. 11 December 2009.

Student Response to the Ning
To determine response to the Ning, we 

collected written reflections from students 
about their best and worst experiences. We 
asked students to think specifically about their 
motivation in response to using Ning. We wanted 
to understand what students liked and disliked 
about the social network and gain insight into 
the motivating factors of the site. We wanted to 
discover in what ways, if any, Ning motivates 
learning, especially in relation to reading and 
writing. Students also responded if they were not 
motivated when using the Ning and described 
why.  
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Students state that interaction, 
communication, and discussions via Ning are the 
most beneficial aspects.  One student depicts 
Ning as a “socializing network that lets us talk 
and communicate with other students or different 
people inside of school and out.  It’s almost like 
MySpace, except it’s safer.”  Students see the 
benefits because they can apply it to their real 
lives outside of school and make connections to 
software that motivates them to communicate 
with others.  Students appreciate the fact that 
they can “do most of [their] class discussions on 
[Ning] and can have a site where [the class] can 
interact with classmates and teachers.”  

Communication and interaction are important 
for student and classroom development. 
Students appreciate it:  “I really like having 
Ning because you can openly share your ideas 
with other people and even express your own 
ideas.  Some of my best experiences were 
probably, like, when my friends and I talked 
about the books and then discussed them.”  In 
this example and the next, “talk” references 
online conversation.  “I like how we can talk on 
it without making a sound because I am one of 
the kids that are interrupted more of the time.”  
Another student recognizes his or her difficulties 
with traditional classroom “discussion”:  “I think 
Ning has helped me because I don’t really like 
writing or talking in class but with Ning all I have 
to do is type it up and send it.”  Another agrees, 
“I like to use the computer, and Ning allows me 
to respond to questions like I would, but I have 
time to think about it rather than blurting it.”  

Students also cite “ease of use,” “reliability,” 
“organization,” and “customizable” as key 
elements in their success when accessing the 
Ning.  Students appreciate the fact that “it is 
very reliable and does not crash” and “it is 
almost never down” as opposed to other sites 
the students utilize.  The Ning “makes it easy 
to post work and it is easy to send and receive 
feedback.”  Students feel motivated to show their 
individuality and personality through their pages 
because they “get to express who [they] are and 
what [they] like with [their] own pages.”

Projects, forum posts, and accountability for 
assignments allow students to categorize these 
as benefits to the Ning.  Students enjoy engaging 
in projects:  “We have a lot of projects on our 
page and let our peers see our work as well.  
Recently I posted a project on a short passage 

we read called, ‘The Most Dangerous Game.’  
The project consisted of me drawing an island 
with a key of what all the objects represented.”  
While another states, “I like how we can use 
things like the video, or the forum to do certain 
assignments.  This proves that our class is up-to-
date with the modern Internet world.”   

Students are motivated to complete work 
on time because they are aware of the deadline 
for each assignment on Ning:  “The Ning has 
motivated me to finish my homework because 
there is more of a deadline.”  Not only do 
students complete work in a timelier manner, 
they also spend more time on the actual process:  
“It motivates me to get my work done better than 
previous traditional classes have done because I 
like to type.”

 The Ning provides a constant and updated 
archive of activity.  Other students may be 
concerned when they miss class; however, 
students who use this Ning “like the Ning site 
because it allows me to stay connected to what’s 
happening in class when I am absent and it 
makes it easier to turn in projects or homework 
and to view other projects.”  During a recent 
conference, a parent wanted to know why her 
son’s grades dropped.  The Ning provided the 
parent a record of when the student signed on to 
work and when he did not, making the student 
accountable.

The Ning provides opportunities for students 
to share their insights as well as review pertinent 
information through past posts.  Sharing 
responses with other students offers a real 
audience, rather than just the teacher, which 
gives students a sense of accomplishment:  
“When we were doing a project on the island for 
that story [‘The Most Dangerous Game’], it kind 
of motivated because I could show everyone 
what my vision of the island was.”  Having a 
resource that stores and saves all past material 
provides opportunities for review:  “Ning provides 
a good source of information from recent 
topics of school such as people’s projects and 
responses to different topics which are saved on 
the website.  My math class doesn’t have a place 
where you can go and review all the stuff we’ve 
been over so I like that about it.”

Students are motivated when working 
with literature in the classroom, reading and 
responding:  “Ning has helped me to feel more at 
ease with literature.  It gives us a more interactive 
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and modern feel with books.”  Most students 
state that it motivates them “to become more 
into literature and read more” as well as “to make 
real-life connections with literature.”  One student 
even mentions, “It makes reading a whole lot 
[more] fun for me.  I used to read a lot before, but 
now Ning makes it twice [as] fun to read books 
like the Odyssey or “A Sound of Thunder.”  While 
motivating, students are inspired to respond:  
“Ning has helped me respond to literature 
because each one of the forums has got me 
more interested in expressing myself.”

Since students are comfortable with 
technology, they feel a level of comfort with the 
familiar, social networking sites, motivating them 
to work with Ning in their English classroom:  “It’s 
sort of like a Facebook page, which of course 
would get someone like me interested.”  Another 
states, “I think that it’s because I like to talk 
with people of the net (people that I know and 
people who I am familiar with) like Facebook and 
MySpace.  So whenever I talk to people on Ning, 
I try to make sure it’s school related.”  Students 
are motivated to come to class because of the 
Ning:  “I look forward to class because I won’t 
be doing traditional paper and pencil work.”  
Another student understands the motivating 
factors, but uses the Ning to expand ideas on 
technology:  “It has motivated me to know that 
I can use technology in many more ways.”  “It’s 
motivated me to write because you can blog, 
message, and more on it.”  Another student 
realizes his motivation stems from success: “The 
Ning has motivated me to write because I can 
type a lot of stuff and anything that I can think 
of that comes to my mind, it’s easier, better, and 
it just feels like you can learn and understand 
and apply the information easier.”  Using the 
computer for assignments involve students in 
the learning process using technology:  “When 
assignments are offered to me on the computer, 
I tend to be more motivated/interested in 
reflecting.”

Despite the fact that most students feel 
motivated and reflect positively to the Ning, 
there are some students who respond negatively 
towards aspects of the social network.  One 
student states, “It hasn’t motivated me to 
read because we don’t really read anything 
on there.  We only just read the forum posts 
for getting started activities and things like 
that.”  This contradicts what others state 

above about reading more literature, but this 
student interestingly associates reading with 
the literature read on the actual Ning site, rather 
than the literature in the text or novels.  Another 
student doesn’t feel motivated with regards to 
communication:  “It really hasn’t motivated me 
in the way of talking about or discussing things.  
I have always been an outgoing person and I 
am not afraid to just say what I want to say or 
think I should say.” Another reveals, “I would 
rather talk in class with my teacher so I could 
understand better.”  These students are more 
comfortable with oral communication and do not 
view online conversation as the same.  Others 
state:  “I don’t really feel motivated because to 
me it [is] more work than just writing it down on 
a piece of paper.”  Another student is frustrated 
with the technology:  “To me it [is] easier to write 
and give an assignment to a teacher than give it 
electronically.”

Implications for Teaching
What does student response teach us about 

the use of Ning in our classrooms?  In what ways 
does it motivate our students?  Well, aside from 
those valid concerns described above, we can 
determine that Ning offers the following:

Provides opportunities for students to 
communicate.  Learning is social.  Students 
appreciate social networking sites because they 
provide an opportunity to communicate with 
peers, an authentic audience, allowing for a 
variety of responses, opinions, and perspectives.  
As teachers we need to understand the need 
students have for communication and provide a 
safe place for them to interact with one another.  
At the same time, our students understand the 
need to filter information that is useful for their 
educational endeavors, some even stating the 
need for a privacy setting to separate out some 
threads and discussion that does not provide 
stimulation.  

Encourages students to show and use what 
they know.  We know that as teachers we need 
to value the knowledge students bring to the 
classroom each day, and we also know that we 
have to provide opportunities to utilize and share 
this knowledge.  Well, students know technology.  
They use it more proficiently than most teachers 
and more frequently.  Students can blossom 
when they are provided opportunities to show off 
through a medium they enjoy, social networking 
on computers.  Combining this with literature just 
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makes sense.
Prompts creative response to literature.  Many 

students commented on the ability to respond 
to literature in a meaningful way via the Ning.  As 
teachers, we must provide engagements that 
facilitate these creative outlets and reflect the 
technological landscape.  These students can 
respond to text through projects and forums, 
making real life connections to literature in a 
modern world by using Ning.  Students need 
to be reminded that reading and responding to 
literature and text comes in a variety of forms.  

Prepares students of the 21st Century.  
Preparing global students of the 21st Century is 
a new concept because many of our students 
will work in jobs yet unknown and undefined.  
This makes preparing students difficult, but 
providing opportunities to prepare for the 
global environment and future sets them up for 
success.  These opportunities include the Ning 
as a way to introduce cutting edge technological 
advances by connecting them to one another, 
which will later allow them to connect to others 
globally.

 Along with motivating students, the Ning 
also has proven to be extremely motivating to 
us as teachers.  It has motivated us to think 
outside the box and approach traditional 
classroom components from a new angle.  We 
have been challenged to find new ways to turn 
old assignments into digital engagements.  
Traditional research papers have become 
multigenre digital projects, and the results 
include websites with radio broadcasts, 
PhotoShopped Facebook pages for characters, 
and movie trailers.  Test reviews are now 
PhotoStory slide shows with music and images, 
all uploaded to the Ning and available anytime 
so students always have access to the material.  
Homework is now online written conversations 
held among students.  The Ning has helped us 
rethink ways to introduce units, assess student 
comprehension, and start the days.  The Ning 
has allowed us to teach classes in a unique 
Web 2.0 way that encourages students to work 
with the technology they are familiar with and 
use regularly outside of the classroom.  It has 
definitely become a motivateNing factor for both 
students and teachers alike.
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The Literacy Corner: 
Responsive Teaching and Learning  
By Jennifer Oyler, Merianna Neely, Stephanie 
Johnson, Stephanie Resse Goldman, Alice 
Bradley, Cynthia Tisdale and Renita Schmidt

Children who believe they are struggling 
readers and writers.

Children who are described by test 
scores, not qualifiers.

Children who fear reading and writing.

Children who fear teachers and 
everything that is school.

 We met children like this during the reading 
clinic we organized for our summer graduate 
program. They came to us four days a week 
for one month because either their parents or 
teachers worried about them as readers and 
writers. That worry alone is palpable enough for 
most children to sense and comprehend, but 
these children had more than that in common. 
They felt inadequate, hesitant and timid about 
traversing the slippery slope of literacy that 
seemed elusive. They entered our lives on 
tentative feet. 
 This is our story of coming to know twelve 
children with many talents and abilities – and 
yes, they were all capable of reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening. In this world of NCLB 
requirements and accountability, test scores 
concern teachers and damage children 
(Allington, 2002; Ohanian, 2002). Our attempts 
to teach responsively helped us see that all 
readers and writers struggle (Triplett, 2007), and 
it is not right or equitable to make any child feel 
that learning is only for a few.

 
 We began the Literacy Corner with these 
questions:

•		 Who	are	these	children	as	readers	and	
writers? And, finally, what did they teach us 
as literacy professionals?

•		 What	concerned	teachers	and	parents	
about our clients?

•		 What	was	our	plan	for	our	work	with	our	
clients?

Who Are These Readers and Writers
The setting for our reading clinic was the 

library at a university in a small city in the 
southern United States. We worked with twelve 
children, five girls and seven boys ranging in 
age from 7 to 14, with two rising 2nd graders and 
one rising 9th grader. One student was a new 
English learner who had been told he would 
have to repeat 6th grade if he did not get extra 
help during the summer, and another student 
who was also in danger of retention had two 
other tutors besides attending our clinic four 
mornings each week during June. They were 
all “literate” children capable of reading and 
writing. Each one was made to feel incapable as 
a reader and writers for test scores determined 
whether or not they deserved to move on to the 
next grade. In this article we tell their stories.

Teacher and Parent Concerns
Today, teachers and administrators typically 

use standardized test scores as the major 
means for determining and reporting student 
achievement to parents. This view of learning 
relates to a transmission or positivist mode 
that posits one correct answer and meaning 
that is found within the text rather than within 
the reader (Rosenblatt, 1978). This is a deficit 
approach to reading that looks for what is 
wrong with a reader, rather than a more positive 
or strength perspective that considers every 
child capable of learning (Dudley-Marling, 2007). 

In the information we gathered prior to the 
beginning of The Literacy Corner, parents told 
us the wanted their children to “read on grade 
level” and “be more careful with handwriting.” 
Ideas like this point to ideologies too often 
expressed in traditional school settings. In 
classrooms today, writing is much more than 
handwriting, and reading on grade level is a 
slippery idea. Leveled books have become a 
common trend in school reading programs, but 
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a look at different leveling systems (Accelerated 
Reader, The Lexile Framework, Reading 
Recovery, Fountas & Pinnell’s Guided Reading 
levels, etc.) identifies inconsistencies in the 
ways books are leveled. As Glasswell and Ford 
(2010) point out, teachers can and should be 
more flexible than they may believe when it 
comes to leveling texts!

When we presented parents with a more 
positive perspective on their children’s 
abilities, they doubted us. Even when we 
offered authentic assessments that indicated 
the strengths we saw in their children, they 
questioned us. We know that parental concerns 
can stem from personal negative educational 
experiences (Finders & Lewis, 1994). Having 
struggled with reading and writing during their 
own schooling, parents sometimes transfer their 
own feelings of inadequacy to their children.  
In attempts to rescue their children from the 
failure they experienced, parents easily overlook 
their sons’ and daughters’ strengths and 
talents, dwelling only on perceived limitations. 
Well-intentioned desires to help their children 
sometimes actually encourage children to focus 
on their deficits rather than their strengths 
as reader and writers.  Their confidence 
undermined, the bright and capable children in 
our work came to see themselves as failures.  
Ironically, these well-meaning parents were 
harming rather than helping their children. We 
begin with an older elementary student who 
worked with Steph.

Parent Misperceptions 
 Steph knew that working with Brayden, a 
rising fifth grader, for such a short time period 
would require immediate assessment as well as 
immediate implementation of a plan of action. 
In Brayden’s case, both his mother and former 
classroom teacher felt he was deficient in 
literacy.  Steph immediately began to focus on 
Brayden’s strengths and convey these strengths 
to his parents throughout the short, four-week 
time period in which we worked.  

When Steph first met Brayden’s mother, she 
immediately commented on his disorganization 
as well as his lack of reading comprehension.  
Steph’s analysis of Brayden’s reading through 
Over-the-Shoulder Miscue Analysis (Davenport 
& Laurentzen, 2002) and “kidwatching” 
(Goodman, et al., 1987) revealed otherwise 

however.  Brayden drew upon a variety of 
decoding and comprehension strategies and 
used them to read accurately as well as provide 
strong retellings. Steph provided specific 
praise daily when one of his parents would pick 
him up and would even tell other adults who 
participated in a car pool with Brayden’s family, 
with the hope that it would get back to his 
parents.    
    Unfortunately, Steph also quickly realized that 
Brayden  harbored a deficit perspective about 
his own literacy skills as well. Cambourne’s 
(2002) ideas about the conditions of learning 
warn us that we all struggle to learn when we 
believe we are not capable of learning and 
teachers must consider this in school activities.  
In order to improve this family’s opinions of 
his literacy, Brayden must also be able to view 
himself and his literacy in a positive way.  His 
opinions improved over the next few weeks as 
he participated in both reading of a historical 
fiction novel and researching a topic of his 
choice.  His excitement and pride in his work 
carried over into his home life.  His parents 
commented that on a family car trip, Brayden 
chose to read his novel with great fervor. They 
mentioned in the past it became a chore to get 
Brayden to read, which may have contributed to 
their negative perspective on his literacy.  

After asking Brayden about his reading habits 
at home, Steph found out that Brayden spent 
a lot of time reading aloud with his mother.  
While the importance of family literacy activities 
(Morrow, 2009) is vital, Steph also wanted to 
improve Brayden’s confidence by improving 
his independent reading habits.  She felt that 
by allowing Brayden to read assignments and 
choice reading independently, his parents would 
convey a message of trust and confidence in 
his reading.  Steph suggested to Brayden and 
his parents on several occasions that he should 
be given the opportunity to read independently 
and summarize the selection to his parents 
after reading.  Despite Steph’s recommendation 
and even with the first-hand experience of his 
improvements, Brayden continued to read with 
his parents.  Steph became disheartened that 
despite his gains, Brayden’s parents still did 
not have confidence in his abilities.  However, 
halfway through the clinic, Steph found out that 
Brayden’s mother was diagnosed with a medical 
illness.  Perhaps the tendency to participate in 
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shared reading with Brayden was not due to 
his mother’s lack of confidence in his abilities, 
but as a way for the two to enhance their 
relationship by spending time with each other 
while reading.  This experience not only allowed 
Steph to help his parents overcome their deficit 
perspective toward their son’s reading and 
writing, but also the deficit perspective that she, 
as well as other educators, sometimes assume 
towards parents and other stakeholders in our 
students’ lives.  

The Impact of Standardized Testing
Merianna, a second and third grade teacher, 

felt excited to be working with a rising third 
grader named Angela. The first thing that 
struck Merianna was Angela’s resilience and 
strong self-efficacy. McTigue (2009) says, “Self-
efficacy means having the belief that one’s effort 
will bring about desired goals. Students with 
self-efficacy are therefore more persistent, or 
in other words, resilient in the face of learning 
challenges” (pp. 423-424). Although Angela 
was a resilient reader, there were times when 
Merianna also caught glimpses of uncertainty. 
When Merianna administered an elementary 
reading attitude survey, Angela told Merianna 
she loved writing and that she had written a 
book once, but that “it got messed up.” Her 
resilience and strong self-efficacy and lack 
of confidence didn’t paint a coherent picture. 
There were pieces of the puzzle missing. 
Merianna uncovered these missing pieces 
while conducting an Over-the-Shoulder-Miscue 
Analysis (Davenport & Laurentzen, 2002). 

Merianna: Today we are going to read this 
book together. While you are reading, I am 
going to take some notes.

Angela: What is that?
Merianna: This is just a form so I can take 

some notes on what great reading you are 
doing.

Angela seemed hesitant about Merianna’s 
note-taking, and her discomfort was further 
reiterated (according to the videotape of the 
session) in the constant rocking of her chair 
throughout the session and the standing, sitting 
and furtive glances as Merianna took notes. 
Their conversation at the end of the reading was 
shocking.

Merianna: Did I make you nervous when I 
was taking notes? I didn’t mean to make you 

nervous.
Angela: [serious nod]
Merianna: Have you had somebody take 

notes like that before?
Angela: Uh huh. My teacher. 
Merianna: And when she did it what did she 

say to you? What were you trying to do with 
your teacher?

Angela: I tried to do good. . . .Guess what?  
This is how I got into third grade. I made 166 
last year, but now this year I made 177. Then I 
made a 168. Then I made a 186.

Merianna: Who told you all of that? 
Angela: The papers. 
Merianna: You got those? I thought parents 

only got those. . . . How did you know what was 
good and what was not good? Because you 
made a face like one of those wasn’t good and 
you made a face like one of those was good.

Angela: Because I know the high score. 
Angela’s story matched the story her mother 

reported to us as Angela began her work in 
the Literacy Corner. School officials planned to 
retain Angela, but because of the fourteen-point 
increase in her standardized test scores she 
was moved on to third grade. 

Although this story was extremely disturbing 
for us as reading professionals, even more 
disturbing were the results of Angela’s initial 
and final Miscue Analyses. In her initial miscue 
analysis, out of her thirty miscues Angela said 
nine nonsense words. In other words, almost 
one third of the time when she came to a word 
she didn’t know, she made up a word that 
wasn’t a real word. In her last Miscue Analysis, 
Angela said nonsense words only three times. 
She had begun to see the importance of making 
sense when a reader comes to an unknown 
word.

Angela qualified for extra reading instruction 
with her reading coach because of a low 
standardized test score. We wondered if her 
over-reliance on graphophonics may have 
been the result of time spent with a reading 
coach who privileged phonics instruction over 
a more holistic orientation to reading. We are 
afraid in Angela’s case a predominance in 
phonics instruction hindered her use of multiple 
strategies during reading. 

After four intense weeks of introducing 
Angela to a wide variety of literature, Cloze 
Procedure, Reader’s Theater and Text 

    L
ite

ra
cy

 
 

  In
v
ita

tio
n

s



40 South Carolina English Teacher

Reconstruction (Anthony, et al. 1991) to help 
Angela develop her reading fluency and engage 
multiple reading strategies, she still heavily 
relied on her graphophonics cueing system as 
her main reading strategy. We saw glimpses 
of a growing reader and writer who relied on 
multiple strategies, but we were working with 
several older students who were losing interest 
in literacy.

Building Confidence
Jack was a rising ninth grader who like 

Angela met with failure at school early on. 
He was held back after first grade, but then 
later moved back to second grade when his 
second first grade teacher decided that the first 
teacher’s evaluation was incorrect.  As a second 
grader he struggled, and once again he was 
held back.  This rocky introduction to school 
could not help but affect Jack’s self-confidence 
and his perception of himself as a learner. 

Jack did not consider himself a good reader 
because he believed he could not read well orally 
in front of a class. Round-robin reading (when a 
teacher asks a child to read aloud while classmates 
follow along in their books) encouraged him to 
leave literacy. It wasn’t worth it.

As our summer work with him began, he 
could not name any favorite books and could 
not remember any books that he had read in 
the past year. When Cynthia asked Jack what 
he wanted to work on that summer, he told her 
he wanted to improve his “reading fluency.”  We 
had not heard an adolescent use words like 
this before in a self-evaluative statement about 
reading and suspected that a rising ninth grader 
using the words “reading fluency” most likely 
indicated an adult had told Jack he was not 
fluent. Worse than that, now Jack considered 
his oral reading to be equal to reading as a 
whole and associated that with personal failure.

Cynthia soon learned that Jack was an 
artist. His mother had told us that he attended 
the Fine Arts School for extra art lessons, so 
Cynthia asked him if he would bring in some 
of his work. The artist pad he produced was 
phenomenal, filled with fantastical characters 
and mythological beings. Cynthia believed 
Jack’s art could provide a hook for reading and 
writing.

To better evaluate Jack’s reading, Cynthia 
conducted a miscue analysis using an 

informational text that according to the Flesch-
Kincaid readability formula was at an eighth 
to ninth grade level.  In their initial sessions, 
determining which miscues were the result of 
nervousness and which were actual miscues 
was difficult.  Jack’s body language during the 
reading showed that for him the process was 
simply torture. Many times Cynthia believe that 
he read over words he did not know or could 
not pronounce simply to get finished.  The fact 
that he came away from the article with a fairly 
good understanding of the text, despite his 
anxieties, showed his strengths as a reader. 
Also, when given a chance to read some 
paragraphs silently, Jack was then able to read 
the paragraphs aloud with no miscues. After the 
initial miscue analysis, Cynthia began to wonder 
if Jack’s problem was reading at all.

In working with Jack, Cynthia quickly 
discovered he read at or near grade level, 
but his lack of self-confidence was clearly 
hindering his progress at school.  As she further 
suspected, his miscue analysis, while revealing 
some of his strengths, could be misleading if 
one did not take his nervousness into account. 
Most of Jack’s perceived difficulties about 
reading stemmed from his anxiety about reading 
aloud. When he was not under the stress 
of being listened to, Jack clearly practiced 
key reading strategies such as predicting, 
questioning, monitoring his understanding, and 
making inferences (Beers, 2003). He relied on 
his semantic and pragmatic cuing systems to 
create meaning (Goodman, 1995).  For example, 
he drew on his own knowledge of the behavior 
of boys to determine the age of the protagonist 
in his book, even thought the text gave no 
specific age.  Even when Cynthia worked briefly 
with Jack using a Say Something strategy 
(Beers, 2003) on a piece above his reading level, 
which was full of archaic words and awkward 
sentences structures, it was apparent that Jack 
was able to make meaning even with difficult 
text. He was clearly able to self-monitor the 
effectiveness of his reading and to evaluate his 
own understanding (Keene & Zimmermann, 
1997). Why then did Jack and his parents 
consider him a poor reader?

Jack, his parents, and perhaps even his 
teachers saw oral-reading fluency as an 
indicator of his reading ability even though 
being fluent when reading aloud comes from 
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practice (Beers, 2003). It’s not uncommon for 
people to believe this. Historically, reading 
was judged by elocution and performance; 
comprehension was not considered an 
important aspect in reading until the early 1900s 
when soldiers failed direction following tests 
administered by the military (Smith, 2002). 

As Cynthia and Jack worked together, he 
became more comfortable with Cynthia, but 
reading aloud remained a behavior he avoided.  
Jack’s poor perception of himself as a reader 
had fostered a disinterest in reading. Jack had 
no favorite books or authors and seemed at a 
loss on how to select books that he would enjoy. 
Cynthia set out to change that disinterest.

Through their discussions, Cynthia learned 
that Jack liked a book that grabbed his attention 
quickly, from page one.  Rather than looking 
at the middle of books, as was his habit, she 
suggested he read the beginnings of books to 
see if they met his needs.  While Jack looked at 
cover art, he never read the information provided 
on the back or inner sleeves of a book. In over 
eight years of schooling no one had helped Jack 
to discover how to choose a book that suited 
him; they had only focused on what they saw as 
his deficits as a reader. As they looked together 
through a variety of books, they discussed ways 
the information could provide an idea of plot and 
characters that could help guide book selections. 
Cynthia talked with her school media specialist 
and brought a selection of books based on 
Jack’s interests.

Jack chose the first book in The Cirque 
Du Freak series by Darren Shan and he was 
off and running. His mother reported unusual 
occurrences at home. Jack reading a book 
during his free time, and Jack asking to visit 
the county library to find the other books in the 
series. His mother was delighted, and so were 
we.  

Jack’s story would appear to end happily, but 
we know he has four more years of high school 
and then hopefully college. Will his teachers 
nurture his new found interest in reading by 
allowing him opportunities to choose his own 
texts?  Will they look beyond his read aloud 
fluency to see his true abilities? More importantly, 
will he remember the confidence Cynthia tried 
to instill in him during four brief summer weeks? 
Jack is bright, he is talented, and he most 
definitely can read. We hope he remembers.

Roaming in the Known
Joey had just finished his sixth grade year 

and had been told by his English teacher that 
he was required to attend our program to be 
promoted to seventh grade.  The information 
that we got from that teacher, however, was 
sparse.  The teacher information sheet listed 
reading, writing, and speaking English as areas 
of concern but provided no further context.  
Stephanie knew that she would have to find out 
from Joey who Joey was as a person and as a 
learner.

Joey moved to our city from Mexico City 
three years ago.  When Stephanie worked with 
him, he seemed to hover between the speech 
emergence and intermediate fluency stages 
of language adaption (Ernst-Slavit, Moore, & 
Maloney, 2002).  Linguistically, he was close 
to achieving intermediate fluency.  Culturally, 
however, he was still experiencing tension 
between acculturation and assimilation.  Joey 
admitted that he had mostly forgotten how to 
read and write in Spanish.  It became clear 
early on from conversations with Joey and 
the tensions he expressed about writing, in 
particular, that he would benefit from work that 
would validate both his Mexican and American 
identities.

When Stephanie first talked with Joey about 
his attitude toward writing, he was reluctant.  
When asked if he was a writer, Joey responded 
“not that much.”  He considered himself a poor 
writer and said that he didn’t like anything about 
his writing.  Joey did say that he thought people 
write “so they can communicate,” he had a 
narrow view of what good writing is--correct 
spelling.  He discussed the writing instruction 
that he had had in the past and it became 
evident that he had not had much choice, 
positive feedback, or individualized support 
during the writing process.  Each of these things 
could have contributed to his reluctance that 
almost seemed to approach fear of writing 
(Anderson, 2005; Atwell, 1998).

As Stephanie began to understand Joey’s 
tensions related to his native language and 
his writing experiences in English classes at 
school, she could understand Joey’s reluctance 
to write and his belief that he was a bad writer.  
She wanted to give Joey a different kind of 
writing experience so that he could begin to see 
himself as a writer.
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Stephanie quickly found out as they began 
to collect writing territories (Atwell, 1998) that 
Joey’s writing strengths lied in his oral literacy 
and his rich culture.  His basic interpersonal 
communicative skills were well developed 
(Freeman & Freeman, 2009).  In the first couple 
of days working with Joey, he told numerous 
stories about growing up in Mexico, moving 
to the United States, he and his brother’s 
relationship, his aunt who makes tamales, 
and sadly, his mother not wanting him.  These 
stories, this culture, this literacy became the 
foundation for their work together.

In keeping with the goal of helping Joey 
negotiate the tension between acculturation and 
assimilation while building from his oral literacy 
strengths to strength and confidence in written 
literacy, they read Carmen Lomas Garza’s 
Family Pictures/Cuadros de Familia.  This 
became a mentor text for Jose as he embarked 
on a writing project that proved invaluable to his 
growth as a writer.  Joey created his own book, 
“Family Stories” of four of his favorite family 
stories.

The most important improvement in 
Joey’s writing was that his confidence grew 
tremendously.  At the end of their work together, 
when he proudly read aloud his book to the 
other participants in the program and their 
families, Joey’s newfound writing confidence 
was evident.

Often in a standards-driven test prep 
culture, we forget that it is from students lived 
experiences where the best opportunities 
for building bridges to new learning lie.  As it 
became evident to Joey that writers write what 
they know and what writers often know best is 
their own stories, he became willing and even 
eager to write his stories.  It was in that roaming 
in the known that Joey became a writer. He was 
not the only student who became an expert 
sharing knowledge with other people. 

Sharing Knowledge with Others
Matt was a rising seventh grader growing up 

in a supportive home with a mom who wanted 
to do everything she could to help him become 
a successful reader and writer. When Matt 
began to have difficulties in school, his mom 
began to worry that she had not paid enough 
attention to her youngest son. The solution? 
She hired multiple tutors to solve the problem. 

Jenny had never worked with a middle 
school-aged child before, and she was initially 
apprehensive about the situation as well.  At 
their first session, she tried to gather as much 
information as she could about Matt’s interests 
and his activities as a middle school child.  
Jenny noticed that his eyes lit up when he 
talked about bikes, his main summer activity.  
Matt spent every free moment he had riding 
bikes, painting bikes, doing tricks on bikes, 
and even assembling them. Jenny felt she 
knew nothing about them but was eager to 
learn about bikes from Matt.  Fortunately, Matt 
was eager to become her teacher! And, in the 
process of teaching, Jenny discovered he was 
an avid reader and writer.  In the process of 
exploring Matt’s interests, they had found their 
curriculum for the month of June; an extensive 
inquiry project on bikes using multiliteracies 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).  

Multiliteracies offer students the opportunity 
to consider literacy as more than reading 
and writing. In the technological age in which 
we live, students have opportunities to use 
digital literacies to invent new ways to share 
information. The multiliteracies involved in this 
project built on one another, forcing Jenny to be 
flexible and creative to keep Matt excited about 
literacy. Over the course of the month, one 
experience led to another. 

Their project began with an interview.  This 
involved brainstorming knowledge about 
bikes, discussing and generating potential 
questions, sequencing questions in a logical 
order, discussing responses and how to 
extend responses, recording interviews, finding 
additional knowledge on bikes, the use of 
listening skills, dictations, the use of Microsoft 
word, and an intensive grammar review 
within the context of the dictation. Matt wrote 
questions and then interviewed a professor at 
our university about his experiences riding and 
building bicycles. Matt used a digital recorder to 
record the interview and then transcribed parts 
of it for his own presentation.

This interview process led to a personal 
narrative on Matt’s favorite bike experience.  
Not only did this allow Matt to work on grammar 
and spelling within the context of his writing 
(Weaver, 1996), but his piece encouraged the 
study of strong leads, poetic language, use 
of voice, sequencing, circular endings, and 
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cracking open words (Heard, 2002) during their 
class time together. Each lesson was based 
on the work Matt was completing throughout 
the course of the month.  Jenny and Matt 
continually identified strengths to celebrate 
and weaknesses to strengthen, basing future 
instruction on the assessment. 

Fortunately, Matt and Jenny were able 
to compile Matt’s work into a culminating 
project using Imovie.  Here, Matt highlighted 
his successes with bicycles in a computer 
program that reflected the demanding need to 
be technologically aware in our society today. 
With this program, Matt was able to compile 
his work, add audio, insert pictures, type 
his text, and add transitions and music. The 
result of Matt’s work with multiliteracies was a 
technologically savvy Imovie about riding and 
building bicycles. 

Working with Matt taught Jenny the 
significance of using student interests to 
guide instruction and the power individualized 
instruction can have on any given literacy 
situation.  Fun seemed to be an important 
component in all of our work, so we highlight 
that in our final vignette.

Remembering to Have Fun with 
Literacy

Somehow in the midst of the students’ 
school years, students begin to dread reading 
and writing. As Frank Smith (1985) says, they 
leave the literacy club. Reading becomes a 
chore to them, and it is often seen as just 
something else that they have to do in school. 
As teachers, not only do we need to show 
students how to value reading and writing, but 
we also must show them how to appreciate and 
enjoy reading and writing. 

During the Literacy Corner program, Alice 
had the opportunity to work with two very 
different young women, one who was a rising 
third grader, Callie and the other a rising seventh 
grader, Sarah. As someone with a background 
in secondary and middle school education, 
working with Sarah was much more natural than 
working with Callie, but Alice soon found that 
both taught her the importance of bringing life 
and fun to literacy in the classroom, and that it’s 
usually okay for the teacher to have fun too!

In Alice’s first few days working with Sarah, 
she discovered that Sarah really enjoyed 

reading and writing. In a writing interview, Sarah 
mentioned that she somewhat considered 
herself a writer and would like to create her 
own book. She liked to write down things that 
happened around her and to create stories. So 
when Alice suggested to Sarah that her main 
project for the summer could be to write a story, 
she seemed eager to do so and came back the 
next day with several pages of a rough draft. 
Alice was impressed. 

As they began to work on her short story, 
which was titled “Super Hero Friends,” Alice 
found several different lessons to include in her 
writing such as paragraphing, the conventions 
of dialogue, and “cracking open sentences” 
(Heard, 2002).  But, more than that, in the midst 
of all of this revision, the two of them found they 
were able to enjoy the writing process and the 
creation of the story, which is evident in Sarah’s 
writing. 

Sarah’s writing voice was strong. Her plot 
and characters were well developed. She 
included dialogue to help move the action 
along and to develop the characters. Sarah 
also included humor in her story, which brought 
it to life and exhibited her personality. Here’s 
a paragraph from her story that demonstrates 
most of what is mentioned above:

Alice was already there. She seemed like 
everything was great until she put her hat 
on and her hair started to catch on fire. The 
friction between her hair and her hat caused 
her hat to burst into flames. I didn’t know 
what to do so I started hitting her with my 
hoodie. I finally put her out. 
Though the above scenario is a little far-

fetched and maybe even a bit silly, it’s not hard 
to see that the author of this piece of writing 
really enjoys writing and creating. 

What We Learned
Work is underway in this country to 

deprofessionalize teachers. We endanger the 
literacy of young people every time teachers 
are required to teach with “scripted” texts, 
describe children by levels or numbers, and 
assess achievement mainly with standardized 
tests.  The children in The Literacy Corner 
(Brayden, Angela, Jack, Joey, Matt, and Sarah) 
were literate, but they had been made to feel 
illiterate by school personnel, family, and school 
practices. 
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Teachers and parents were very worried 
about student achievement, but that thinking 
was steeped in the dominant practices of 
traditional schools. The IRA Position Statement 
on Excellent Reading Teachers (2000) reminds 
us that a variety of methods, materials, and 
assessments engage readers in the best ways.

In all of our encounters with our clients and 
our clients’ parents, we learned the importance 
of beginning with a strength perspective and 
using authentic assessments to qualify literacy 

in meaningful ways. We had fun working with 
children who thought literacy was boring and 
too hard. What we learned from these children 
was if parents and teachers continually look 
for what is lacking in a student’s reading and 
writing development rather than what a student 
knows, the student’s reading and writing 
development will be hindered severely by lack 
of confidence. That is not the way to prepare 
students to be good and just people in the 21st 
century.   
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In a world of budget cuts, school report 
cards and standardized tests, the pressure to 
demonstrate student achievement occasionally 
mars our judgment as we make curricular 
decisions.  Moreover, the goal to differentiate 
instruction to meet the needs of all learners, 
while still providing the amount of rigor so that 
our students apply the skills we teach to their 
future learning can prove overwhelming.  How 
do we choose what to teach?  Do we use 
canonical works that provide the necessary 
rigor?  Do we use adolescent literature to 
encourage reluctant readers?  Do we use 
certain strategies for gifted students and save 
others for the more at-risk students?  And, 
in light of all of those decisions, how do we 
prepare students for the real world when we 
don’t know what jobs might be waiting for 
them?

As we think about these questions, we focus 
on what’s most important: our students.  Our 
school’s English courses offer students two 
tracks: college preparatory (CP) or honors/
AP.  We’ve taught students from ninth to twelfth 
grade, and both of us have worked with some 
of our school’s most at-risk students and most 
gifted students; therefore we’ve learned that 
“reluctant readers” occur in all classes.  We’ve 
also struggled with the new emphasis placed on 
adolescent literature; while these texts engage 
our students, we question their rigor and their 
ability to provide students the opportunity to 
practice with challenging texts akin to those that 
they will find in the work place and/or college.  
Although we encourage students to read 
adolescent literature for independent reading, 
the funds to purchase adolescent literature are 
not continuously or readily available for whole-
class use.  Lastly, our district requires us to 
teach specific canonical texts.  Therefore, we 
gather all of this information to create our lesson 
plans (which we’ve made a personal choice 
to do together) and use this information to 
determine which strategies teach the necessary 

It’s Not About the Book:  
Finding Ways to Make Canonical Literature 
Approachable

By Deborah Gascon and Jessica Thur skills.
When we think about what is best for our 

students, the answers to our questions are 
not so obtuse.  It’s not about picking a perfect 
novel or choosing the right excerpts from the 
textbook; it’s about teaching strategies that 
will allow students to feel successful as they 
approach any text.  We asked ourselves how 
can we provide engaging, yet challenging 
instruction, while scaffolding learning so that all 
students feel as though they can succeed with 
canonical literature?  We’ve found strategies 
that help students successfully work with 
canonical literature, despite its difficulties.  As 
a result of our experiences, we firmly believe 
it’s not wholly about which texts we teach; it’s 
about how we teach.  It’s not about strategies 
that work for one set of students; it’s about 
using the strategies with all of the students.  
It’s not about an absolute answer; it’s about a 
myriad of possibilities.

Pre-Reading Strategies 
Frontloading a text makes a difficult text 

accessible to students.  It helps students 
approach a text by providing background 
and other relevant information, such as 
historical context (this could be in the form of 
visuals, newspaper articles, primary sources/
documents, video clips, etc.).  An example 
of frontloading is the Tea Party Strategy, a 
method for all students and all texts that creates 
ownership and piques interest. As Kylene 
Beers explains, the Tea Party Strategy allows 
students to interact with the text while making 
predictions.  We give students note cards with 
passages from the text and then students walk 
around the room reading their statements to 
one another, noting predictions about the text.  
As they finish the Tea Party Strategy, students 
make predictions and ask questions in groups.  
Students complete a matrix as they defend 
their predictions with their group then share the 
most common predictions with the whole class.  
We’ve used this strategy to approach Dickens’ 
daunting A Tale of Two Cities.  Students have a 
hard time approaching this text because of the 
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complex diction and multiple intersecting plot 
lines; however, the Tea Party Strategy isolates 
the important details, while creating an aura of 
mystery.  Also, the debriefing creates ownership 
because students have a vested interest in the 
novel.  Students decide for themselves which 
characters and conflicts to look for as we 
move through the text.  Paired with traditional 
background notes, the Tea Party Strategy 
engages students because they want to know 
what events occurred that might create the 
potential conflicts in the work.

Another frontloading strategy that provides 
a foundation for seemingly incomprehensible 
texts (the complaint students often have 
about canonical literature) is using high-
interest informational texts (historical articles, 
speeches or satirical essays).  Informational 
texts are a portion of the reading standards, 
which increases the demand for our use of 
non-fiction pieces.  Therefore, before we read 
Dante’s Inferno with our CP students, we read 
the article “All Seven Sins Committed at Church 
Bake Sale” from The Onion.  This satirical essay 
opens student discussion about the severity or 
lightness of sin, a preface to Dante’s categories.  
The non-fiction text is a short introduction into 
a broader concept.  Because articles like these 
are easily found, this strategy provides a quick 
and easy introduction while addressing difficult 
concepts about universal themes. 

One goal of frontloading is to create student 
interest, which can be spurred by Anticipation 
Guides.  We create Anticipation Guides by 
sharing several thematic statements.  Students 
determine if they agree or disagree with each 
statement prior to reading a text.  During the 
reading or after reading, students revisit the 
statements, determining if their opinion remains 
the same by providing examples from the text.  
This strategy helps students with difficult texts 
because it taps into their prior knowledge.  As 
an alternative, we also create Likert Scales, 
allowing students to rank their agreement from 
1-10, giving them more leeway in their opinion 
(alleviating the need for the definitive agree or 
disagree).  Whether teachers use Anticipation 
Guides or the alternatives, both examples force 
students to consider important concepts and 
justify their ideas (a transferrable, real-world 
skill).  More importantly, students become 
invested in the text as they look for justification 

of their views.  We have had success using this 
strategy with students of all levels because it 
provides a non-threatening manner to make 
predictions and allows students to revise their 
opinions.

Engaging Interaction
Once we provide a foundation through 

frontloading, it’s important to scaffold 
instruction so that students feel confident 
with the text despite its difficulty.  Before 
analyzing a text, students must illustrate their 
comprehension through basic summary.  Beers’ 
Someone-Wants-But-So (SWBS) strategy 
is a simple summary strategy that works for 
all levels of learners.  Students write a one-
sentence summary of their reading.  The 
“someone” refers to a character, the “wants” 
refers to the character’s goal, the “but” refers to 
what prevents the character from achieving his/
her goal, and the “so” refers to the result.  When 
we use this strategy for Oedipus Rex with CP 
students, we work with them to write the SWBS 
statements as we read the first portion as a 
class; then students write their own statements 
for the remaining portions.  To differentiate 
with honors students, they use the strategy 
independently to prove their comprehension.  
As students write these statements they 
realize that they are demonstrating their 
comprehension, and their confidence with the 
text grows, especially because although there 
can be wrong answers, this strategy allows for 
several correct answers, which relieves some of 
their anxiety regarding difficult texts.

Due to the complexity of canonical literature, 
a teacher may want to read a portion of a text 
quickly.  When we read A Tale of Two Cities, 
the first six chapters confuse many readers 
and do not appear to have a linear plot line.  To 
help students ease into the novel, we use Janet 
Allen’s suggestion, the Book-In-A-Day strategy.  
After reading chapter one as a class, we divide 
our students into five groups, each group 
representing one of the remaining five chapters.  
Each group reads its assigned chapter and 
prepares a presentation, which includes a 
discussion of the plot, character and conflicts.  
Rather than worrying about multiple chapters, 
students focus on one chapter.  Similar to the 
Tea Party Strategy, we work as a class to piece 
the ideas together and make predictions for 
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this strategy to help them study diction, a 
simplified approach to a complicated concept.  
Similarly, Beers’ Save the Last Word for Me 
asks students to choose the most meaningful 
passages to share and provide justification from 
the text.  This strategy is perfect for discussing 
poetry as it helps students create meaning out 
of a page full of words.  

This idea of creating meaning is what is most 
frustrating for students when they approach 
canonical literature.  Often students have an 
idea about a text, but they cannot pull details 
from it to help them justify their response.  
Dagny Bloland’s Claims Organizer helps 
students do so.  With this strategy students 
write down their claim (argument) then they find 
quotations that support their idea and explain 
how the quotation supports their claim.  This 
organizer works well for students of all levels 
and can be used as a prewriting tool or planning 
for a Socratic seminar.  When we read Julius 
Caesar, CP students choose the character 
they believe is the best leader of Rome and 
use the claims organizer to prove their point.  
This strategy requires students to immerse 
themselves with a close reading of the text.  By 
showing students how to thoughtfully re-read 
portions of a text, we not only show them the 
value of re-reading, but also how they can use 
a text to build an argument.  Students feel more 
confident with their arguments because they 
know that they are able to justify their claims 
with evidence from the text.  Moreover, although 
students may not become English majors, they 
are learning how to craft, evaluate, and revise 
arguments, which is a real-world skill.

Re-reading texts and building arguments are 
skills needed for more than just reading novels 
and plays; these skills are essential to the study 
of poetry as well.  The reading of canonical 
literature can be overwhelming; however, we 
want students to have a few “tricks” to use 
when they encounter an unfamiliar text.  Two 
strategies students can use are SIFT or DIDLS.  
Both SIFT (the acronym SIFT stands for symbol, 
imagery, figurative language and tone/theme) 
and DIDLS (the acronym DIDLS stands for 
diction, images, details, language and sentence 
structure) help students analyze language.  
While reading, or re-reading, students search for 
examples of these devices.  We have students 
complete SIFT and share in pairs, then report to 
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future reading.  Students have ownership of 
their chapter and feel confident because we 
worked together to create meaning.  Though we 
only teach this text with honors, this strategy 
may be used with a variety of different texts 
because it allows us to teach a large chunk of 
difficult text in a relatively short amount of time, 
which prevents student disengagement.  

Even when we use pre-reading strategies 
and scaffold learning, some students may 
become disengaged with a text.  Whether 
these students are labeled as honors or at-risk, 
audio books (often available for free at iTunes) 
scaffold the reading as students read along with 
the audio book.  As students’ comprehension 
increases, the audio book is needed less 
frequently; consequently, students feel more 
confident and therefore their willingness to 
engage with the text increases.  This strategy 
has been helpful when a text’s diction may 
appear foreign to the reader.  For example, 
Janie’s narration in Their Eyes Were Watching 
God baffles some readers; the audio version 
allows students, both CP and honors, to 
hear her words and therefore have a better 
understanding of her character.  Also, this 
strategy is effective while we read a complex 
text as not only does it build comprehension, it 
helps clarify an author’s purpose and tone.

Listening to an audio text helps break down 
a difficult text, as does the strategy Most 
Important Word.  Beers’ Most Important Word 
strategy gives students the opportunity to pick 
a word or passage from a reading and share 
why they believe it is most important.  When 
we read The Count of Monte Cristo with CP 
students, we give students an opportunity to 
choose what they believe is the most important 
word from an assigned passage.  In groups, 
students share their chosen word.  Each group 
picks one word to share with the class and 
explains why it was chosen and what it reveals 
about a character or an event.  After each group 
shares, a student-led discussion begins.  This 
close reading forces them to evaluate specific 
details and their support for their argument is a 
quick assessment of their comprehension.  This 
strategy puts students in charge of their learning 
and builds their confidence in their analytical 
skills.  Students also learn another difficult 
concept: there may be multiple correct answers.  
In addition, honors and AP students may use 
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the whole class (doing a Think, Pair, Share type 
activity).  This practice relieves the intimidation 
of sharing out to the entire group and builds on 
students’ strengths.  In fact, after practicing the 
strategy with multiple texts our students realize 
that the symbol, images and figurative language 
lead to an understanding of tone and theme and 
how the author is always in control (and, quite 
frankly, manipulating his/her reader).  Using this 
strategy makes students feel as though they are 
in control of their understanding of the reading.

Another way of presenting SIFT, DIDLS, 
or other close reading strategies are Gallery 
Walks/Silent Graffiti and Think Pieces/Written 
Conversations.  Both strategies incorporate 
writing with close readings, giving readers an 
opportunity to verbalize their thoughts while 
reading.   In Gallery Walks students post their 
SIFT/DIDLS findings and others comment on 
them.  We have students use this method to 
analyze characters from The Canterbury Tales.  
Each student analyzes a character from the 
prologue, and using Gallery Walks students are 
exposed to all characters.  (Just like Book-In-
A-Day, dividing the material minimizes the time 
commitment to difficult texts.)  This strategy 
also works well with non-print texts.  We use 
the Dore engravings paired with lines from 
Dante’s Inferno.  We place the drawings around 
the classroom on large sheets of paper and 
have our students wander the room and write 
comments and reflections about the art on the 
paper.  Students are encouraged to read their 
classmates’ comments and respond.  We also 
do this activity with the original drawings that 
accompany A Tale of Two Cities. If drawings 
aren’t available, lines from the text can spark a 
conversation, which is where Think Pieces can 
be used.

For the Think Piece strategy we choose 
an essential passage from a text, give each 
student a copy of the passage and ask them 
to free-write about their thoughts.  After writing 
for a set amount of time, students pass their 
written reflections to another student in class 
who responds to what they wrote.  Think Pieces 
provide a non-threatening opportunity for 
students to respond to a difficult text.  While it 
helps teachers gauge student comprehension, 
it requires students to express their thoughts in 
writing, which helps them form more specific, 
concrete ideas.   When students respond to one 

another, it creates a thoughtful conversation 
(this debate could be the beginning of a 
Claims Organizer).  As an assessment for The 
Inferno, we give students quotations related 
to the topics/themes found in the poem such 
as hoarding and wasting and ask students 
to connect Dante’s view with the outside 
quotation.  This strategy can be used with 
any level students (although a teacher should 
choose appropriate secondary quotations 
based on the level of the class).  This also 
allows students another opportunity to practice 
close reading, a valuable skill for understanding 
complex, possibly cold texts, and real life.

Technology and the Canon
As educational technology evolves, we, 

as educators, must evolve as well.  This 
year, we’ve used Edmodo.com, a wiki which 
allows teachers to interact with their students 
in a Facebook-like manner.  We can post 
assignments, update information and assess 
students through this Web site.  To extend 
class discussion, we post questions, such 
as “Is Oedipus a victim of fate or responsible 
for his own free will?” on the Edmodo 
page.  After providing the response criteria, 
students discuss online.  During our reading 
of Julius Caesar we post a poll where students 
can vote for the best leader of Rome and 
encourage students to use vocabulary words 
in their written defense.  Additionally, we’ve 
challenged students to create Facebook 
pages for characters or write Twitter-feeds 
(140 character response) about a theme or 
chapter.  These seemingly short assignments 
interest students of all levels and are available 
possibilities of quick, formative assessments.  
More importantly, students analyze characters, 
themes and plot lines, but as they present 
their findings they must limit their response to 
the most essential information, which requires 
higher order thinking skills.  These strategies 
modernize seemingly antiquated texts, while 
engaging students.  Because we are willing 
to work with their interests, the students are 
more motivated to attack a difficult text.  Other 
great Web sites to incorporate technology into 
classroom instruction are Glogster and Voice 
Thread.  Visit www.glogster.com and www.
voicethread.com for more information.
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Conclusion
While some teachers fear teaching canonical 

literature because of its difficulty, it can be 
done effectively if those pieces are taught with 
a bevy of strategies.  What we’ve tried to do in 
our instruction is find a way to balance student 
engagement with essential skills using what 
we have available to us, such as the required 
texts.  All of the strategies can be used with any 
text.  Using pre-assessments, we determine 

which skills students lack and which strategies 
best provide support for that skill.  With the 
proper guidance, students of all levels can 
enjoy, comprehend and learn valuable skills.  In 
the end, it’s not about reading a specific text, 
it’s about finding approaches that will help any 
student succeed with any text—even the ones 
that scare the Dickens out of you and your 
students.
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Often students, including struggling and 
second language readers, increase their 
performance in reading throughout elementary 
school. Then they hit upper elementary and 
beyond. The more advanced academic 
language becomes a stumbling block for 
all readers. What is one research-based 
strategy a teacher can use to boost content 
comprehension? Word walls. 

 
How can a teacher build interest in the 
academic vocabulary for Word walls?   
  A teacher may start with an Abbott and 
Costello’s film clip Who’s on First (Vol. 1, 
1990 VHS, in black and white, from a 1950’s 
commercial). The teacher can give student 
pairs a two column t-chart. In the first column, 
students must list the behaviors Abbott and 
Costello demonstrate which reveal a lack of 
understanding of the word “first.”  In the second 
column, students list student behaviors they’ve 
observed which indicate a lack of understanding 
of academic vocabulary in a specific content 

Word Walls: Boosting Content Comprehension

By Patsy Grimes
area.  Students share answers as well as offer 
solutions to word roadblocks. 
 
Which key approaches play a role in the 
creation of Word Walls?  
  Teachers must remember to focus on key 
academic terms to build understanding of a 
concept (Ogle, Klemp and McBride, 2007, p. 
39); concepts of process and content must be 
included. Teachers can increase the volume of 
reading that incorporates these terms (Ogle et 
al., 2007, p. 32). They can ask students to bring 
in articles or illustrations which utilize these 
terms, posting the samples. 
 Teachers can build on a student’s prior 
knowledge, remembering that sometimes 
it is necessary for a teacher to provide the 
background knowledge. Teachers can use 
graphics to provide interaction opportunities 
between the text and the student’s prior 
knowledge. Valid assessment is critical. 
Teachers must constantly check the mastery 
of the links between the concepts and the 
vocabulary term, assist students in making 
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connections between the terms and the 
real world and use a variety of vocabulary 
strategies See the modified chart that follows-
-an adaptation from Van Tassel-Baska, 
for suggested dimensions to include in 
approaching a vocabulary study that addresses 
SC standards:

 
Which words do teachers select? 

Actually students can go through a chapter 
in a textbook to make a list of the key academic 
terms, often italicized or in bold. Most teachers 
scaffold this activity, assigning specific pages to 
pairs of students. If the focus is on process such 
as author’s craft or transition words to recognize 
patterns in reading passages, the teacher can 
create a list that defines the essential idea or 
process (Ogle, Klemp, and McBride, 2007, p.45). 
In addition, the teacher should highlight any 
terminology that appears in the standards or on 
tests. Teachers may want to examine national 
standards as well as state standards to ensure 
student mastery of key terms. By examining the 
standards, teachers can see an alignment of 
terms between the grades.  
  For example, English teachers, grade 6-12, 
can find an excellent list of prose and poetry 
terms plus the process terms of rhetoric 
(including sample readings) in The AP Vertical 
Teams Guide. (Note also the guidelines for 
analysis.) Not only do students have to identify 
the process such as tone (the term), but more 
importantly, they have to analyze how this tone 
contributes to the meaning (the concept).                                           

For readers struggling with accuracy, teachers 
can help students recognize the pattern of 
writing in a particular subject area such as 
patterns of summary, comparison, sequence 
or cause/effect. Use a WORD WALL to assist 
students in mastering the genre of the content 
writing to enable them to clarify the meaning 
(Harvey and Goudvis, 2000, Appendix F). For 
example, readers struggling with accuracy in 
sequencing can focus on key words such as 
“after, afterward, ahead of, all through, as before, 
beforehand, during, earlier than, finally, following 
later now, prior to, sooner than, subsequently, 
then, throughout, while, again next, or until.” 

Students can also create a timeline to help them 
sequence events.  Content primary sources such 
as historical letters and speeches can assist in 
this activity. 
 Because many students struggle with cause 
and effect, students may need to watch for 
key words such as “because, so, as a result, 
consequently, for this purpose, therefore, to this 
end, since, on account of, and for this reason.”  
Nonfiction readings such as editorials, letters 
to the editor and other persuasive writings can 
assist here. 

How can a teacher post the words?   
    Teachers can use 18 or 20 font in arial or 
another most legible font and print the words 
out on low weight cardstock. They may 
consider using different colors of cardstock 
for each focus: process or content. They may 
laminate the cardstock and cut it so a single 
word is on each piece.

  
How can teachers arrange the words?  
  Kylene Beers recommends arranging the 
words alphabetically or topically.

                                              
Which step comes first?    
 Teachers must post, electronically or 
on paper, a group of words. To ensure that 
instruction matches the needs of the students, 
students define the words they already know or 
have seen before. A teacher should skip those 
terms that students already know.  Students put 
unknown terms on a tic tack toe grid and then 
in 7 minutes or less move around the room and 
obtain definitions from others. The teacher and 
students review all definitions for each unit of 
study. 

Remembering that over 95% of our learners 
today are visual learners, posting the academic 
vocabulary for units of study in the same place 
also builds concept mastery by enhancing 
retention of the terms.  

How can the teacher use the words 
for formative assessment—a continual 
monitoring?   
  During the last 5-10 minutes of class, a 
teacher can continually monitor student mastery 
by using a variety of the following strategies:
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Formative Assessment Strategy Justification

Students write out the link that exists between 
six or ten words total.

Students’ understanding of the conceptual link shows their 
level of mastery.

Students illustrate two of the terms.

Students match several terms with sample 
illustrations of vocabulary.  (Vacca and Vacca, 1986, p.324)

Students create a graphic organizer to illustrate 
the conceptual relationship among several 
terms.

Daniels and Zemelman demonstrate the “vocabulary 
tree” in their chapter on Learning Vocabulary in Subjects 
Matter. Students begin with concepts on the trunk, listing 
associated terms on the branches (Daniels and Zemelman, 
2004, p.140)

Students create a graphic to show a 
comparison/contrast between four of the terms.

Remember that Hill and Flynn state that there is a 45 
percentile gain in student achievement when students 
compare/contrast. (Hill and Flynn, 2006, Teacher’s Manual, 
p. 5)

Students illustrate the term and its antonym. (Allen, 2005, p. 40)

Students create an animal shape that best 
reflects the term.

(Harmon, Wood and Hedrick, 2006, p. 114) 

Students read a few sentences where a term 
is used and then complete a graphic organizer 
where the student has to list the (1) the term 
and (2) the context clues the student used to 
identify the meaning.

 (Allen, 2005, p. 47). Remember that determining the 
meaning of a word in context frequently appears on all 
standardized testing. Teachers must provide students with 
multiple opportunities to practice this skill.
 

Students label pictures reflective of the term. (Hill and Flynn, 2006, pp. 20-21)

Students choose two terms and list three ways 
students can remember these (i.e. acronym or 
visualization).

Students create a graphic organizer showing 
the hierarchy of the terms.

(Vacca and Vacca, 1986, p.307) 

Students complete a concept card for three to 
five terms.

Brozo and Simpson recommend the student lists the 
word on one side of an index card. On the back side, the 
student lists (1) definition, 2) characteristic features, (3) 
application and (4) a short sentence using the word (Brozo 
and Simpson, 2003, pp. 237-241.) Note. The cards become 
a good review 
guide for any test/exam. To build vertical teaming, some 
schools continue to add to the index cards at each grade 
level using different colors for various topics (i.e. All literary 
terms, grades 6-12, may be on yellow cards.) 

Students must match terms and definitions as 
teachers “read aloud to or with students from 
a variety of genre which incorporates the key 
terms.”

(Allen, 2005, p.38)  
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Students create a short dialogue between 
two characters that incorporates a term to 
demonstrate understanding

(Allen, 2005, p.40)

Students use handheld electronics such as 
Command Performance Systems for immediate 
assessment and feedback.

(Note. There are a variety of models, some used widely 
by states such as the Tungsten C and Zire in Arizona, the 
Senteo system in other states. Also, note the importance of 
using “ongoing formative assessments” in Biancarosa and 
Snow, 2006, pp. 12 and 41.) or 

Students review terms in a flashing PowerPoint.
(Note. Each teacher in a school can create one unit of 
vocabulary terms for review i.e. poetry or writing process 
terms.)

Students participate in more Word Wall 
activities.

http://www.ehow.com/list_6374923_word-wall-activities-
high-school.html 

http://www.ehow.com/list_6463489_word-wall-activities-
middle-school.html

Students demonstrate or dramatize a term. (Vacca and Vacca, 1986, p.305)

Students participate in a short morphology 
study and etymology study to build interest.  

(Web sites from around the country provide sample 
morphology and etymology lesson plans.) 

  
  By using a variety of formative assessments, 
a teacher can ensure that students have 
reached mastery of academic vocabulary. 
In addition, continually using formative 
assessment to avoid the “Who’s on First” 
confusion that adolescents often face is one of 
the fifteen key elements in building Adolescent 
Literacy (Biancarosa and Snow, 2006, p 12).   

 As teachers create word walls by using a 
variety of word study approaches, carefully 
reviewing their words for study, posting their 
words and continually assessing student 
mastery, teachers will see a boost in content 
comprehension and understanding of concepts. 
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As I stared one afternoon at a trashcan 
overflowing with manila folders, my feeling of 
relief at the completion of grading 65 major 
papers instantly evaporated.  Those folders 
contained research papers that my American 
literature juniors had received back from me, 
quickly opened and scanned only to see the 
grade, and then promptly tossed in the trash 
on their way out of class. “How could they 
throw these away?” I thought. “We spent 
weeks on these in class.  This is probably the 
longest paper they’ve written in their academic 
careers—how can they just chuck the whole 
thing in the garbage?” 

But that overflowing trashcan is a telling 
image of the way my students saw the research 
paper process and how invested they were 
in the assignment.  I knew I had to make a 
change.  Every year I spent a significant chunk 
of time and effort teaching the research and 
documentation process in compliance with 
the English III course description, but the final 
product was something my students hated 
creating and, quite honestly, something I hated 
reading. It was also their longest piece of writing 
for the year, but students spent very little time 
actually crafting the words in the paper.  So I set 
out on my own research investigation into ways 
to make the end product more meaningful.  
What I found totally transformed the research 
paper process, my students’ engagement, and 
the final product.  For my classroom, multigenre 
papers have dramatically impacted the quality 
of research writing.

A multigenre paper is one in which students 
research topics, and instead of presenting a 
single piece summarizing their research, they 
write a variety of creative pieces that each 
present some new facet of the topic.  These 
pieces include many genres (my students had 
to write in seven) ranging from poetry to news 
articles to letters to “wanted posters.”  Students 
were only limited by their own creativity in terms 
of genre selection.  Camille Allen and Laurie 
Swistak (2004) explain that “Each genre reveals 
one facet of the topic, and it can stand alone 

Multigenre Papers: 
The Alternative to the Traditional Research Paper

By Leigh Unterspan to make its own point. There are no traditional 
transitions like in a regular research paper, and 
the pieces are not necessarily in chronological 
order. The paper is a collage of writing, often 
punctuated with artistic sketches, paintings, 
or graphics” (p. 224).  The multigenre project 
is a blend of imaginative and factual writing, 
of visual pieces and those that are just textual, 
which should all be tied together in some way.  
Where a thesis is emphasized in a traditional 
research paper, the multigenre writer looks for 
a unifying element that arises out of the pieces 
and non-traditional ways to create cohesion in 
the project.

The Importance of Student Choice
We began the project with topic selection. 

I gave a list of possible topic ideas to get 
students’ juices flowing and then asked them to 
come in the next day with three possible topics 
for their papers. We went to the library, and 
students looked up what kind of information 
was available on those topics in order to 
decide which topics were most promising and 
appealing.  I also conferred with students and 
in some cases helped them to revise topics that 
were too broad or ones for which the library 
might not have enough resources. An important 
feature of topic selection was that, for the first 
time, I allowed students complete choice in 
determining their own topics.  Students’ choices 
represented a wide range of areas as diverse 
as abortion, Nazi Germany during World War 
II, Bob Marley, UFC fighting, the pros and cons 
of tanning beds, and Walt Disney World.  Prior 
to doing this project, I thought that students 
needed to research topics pertinent to American 
literature, but I found the freedom to investigate 
a topic of their choice dramatically impacted 
both student engagement with the research 
and the quality of writing that was produced.  
Much research has been done on the power 
of student choice in writing, and as Ralph 
Fletcher and Joann Portalupi (2001) explain 
“while the teachers may determine what gets 
taught, only the student can decide what will 
be learned….We learn best when we have a 
reason that propels us to want to learn” (p. 9).  I 
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have had students tell me a year later that they 
couldn’t remember which American authors 
their research papers were on, but students 
who wrote the multigenre paper remembered 
the research they did when they got to choose 
their own topics.  When the topics were 
something students genuinely cared about, the 
research paper was a much more authentic 
assignment in which students had ownership in 
the process and were true researchers instead 
of just meeting the requirements of a school 
assignment.

Assisting Students in Thinking About 
Genres As They Research

The next step of the project was exposing 
students to many models of possible genres 
for their writing.  Over the course of a couple of 
weeks, I did minilessons with students in which 
they examined the features of a particular genre 
of writing: the news story, for example. We 
looked at samples of news stories, and students 
tried their own hands at writing these news 
stories, either on a topic related to literature we 
were studying or a personal topic.  We explored 
and practiced all kinds of genres, including 
poetry told in two voices, facebook pages, 
recipes, and eulogies.

During this time, students were also 
researching their topics in the library and 
recording information on a graphic organizer 
called the FQI (Putz, 2006).  The FQI is divided 
into three vertical columns: the F for facts, 
where students took down notes on information 
they thought they’d use in the paper with page 
numbers; the Q for questions that arose based 
on the facts and possible topics to follow up on 
in later research; and the I for interpretations, 
where students recorded possible genres in 
which particular facts might be best presented.  
At the top of the sheets, students recorded a 
correct bibliographic entry for the source of 
the information so they could document that 
information properly later on a Works Cited 
page.  The FQI sheet helped students to keep 
organized with their notetaking and to consider 
as they were researching what possible genres 
they might use in the final product.  

Writing in Different Genres
After several days of practicing with different 

genres and researching in the library, students 
were ready to begin writing pieces for their 

paper.  Students primarily wrote at home and 
had to bring in an assigned number of pieces 
for peer response groups on a certain day. 
We had two different days of peer response 
groups and revision.  Students enjoyed reading 
and responding to other students’ writing 
because the writing was interesting and helped 
them to gain ideas about possible genres and 
approaches for their own papers.

Another significant piece of the project was 
the endnotes page.  Students had a Works 
Cited page at the end of the paper, but because 
they didn’t have parenthetical documentation 
for their creative pieces, they also had to create 
an endnotes page.  For each piece, students 
indicated if they directly quoted any material, 
which sources the information came from, 
and what parts of the piece were completely 
creative and which were based on fact.  A 
surprising benefit of the endnotes page was that 
the process of explaining in complete sentences 
which ideas were their own and which came 
from sources helped students to internalize 
the complex idea of documentation—that yes, 
even if you don’t copy the source’s words 
exactly, you still need to give credit—a major 
issue for my students. Having to articulate 
what information came out of their heads and 
what came from sources helped them with the 
complex idea of intellectual property in a way 
that my previous lessons on plain parenthetical 
documentation had not.  Since students still 
needed to learn parenthetical documentation, 
I had them practice this skill in a shorter 
assignment earlier in the year.

Packaging the pieces together was another 
component of the project. Students assembled 
the components of their paper in some sort 
of package that tied into the content of the 
paper.  Some students created scrapbooks 
and journals, and others’ packages were more 
elaborate, including a baby mobile for a paper 
on abortion, a confidential police file on the 
murdered Mexican American singer Selena, 
and a cowboy hat for a project on George 
Strait.  I emphasized with students not to spend 
too much time on the packaging because the 
quality of the writing was much more important 
than the external presentation, but students 
still impressed me with their creativity in the 
packaging.
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Informative and Engaging Writing
The true star of the multigenre paper was 

not the fancy packaging but the variety and 
quality of the writing.  The pieces were so 
much more engaging and powerful than regular 
research writing in addition to being informative. 
Students had fun writing the multigenre paper, 
but more importantly, because they cared 
about the writing they were doing, they put 
effort into the crafting of their words.  Also, I 
found that the skills students had to use for 
this assignment were much more sophisticated 
than the traditional summary of information in a 
number of research sources.  Students had to 
take on different perspectives in their research, 
write pieces for a variety of audiences, and 
experiment with voice in a way that they didn’t 
have to previously with the traditional research 
paper.  Because Writing Matters, a book written 
by the National Writing Project (2006) about 
the need for writing instruction in schools, 
suggests that an effective writing assignment 
“engages students in a range of cognitive 
processes, such as reflection, analysis, and 
synthesis, so that they are required to transform 
the information from the reading material in 
order to complete the writing assignment” 
(p. 47).  This transformation is exactly what 
students accomplished so successfully in the 
multigenre research paper.  One student, Emily, 
reflected in her paper, “It was difficult to write 
the commentary on the collection of quotes 
because I felt like I had to be Hemingway to 
know exactly what he meant by the quotes 
and what he meant to express.”  Although 
she’s talking about difficult the paper was 
to write, she also expresses how much she 
had to immerse herself in her research topic, 
Ernest Hemingway, to write her piece.  And 
isn’t that what we want from students when 
they write research papers?  Don’t we want 
total engagement in the topic, so much so that 
they are considering the information from the 
perspective of the person they’re researching? 

Experimenting with Genre Outside 
the Project

I was so impressed with the quality of writing 
in the multigenre assignment that I began 
having students experiment with genre in a 
variety of ways in my classroom.  For example, 
as an alternative to the traditional essay on 
a unit on the American Dream after studying 
The Great Gatsby and viewing The Pursuit of 
Happyness, students wrote imagined dialogues 
between Jay Gatsby and Chris Gardner 
discussing each character’s perspective on the 
American Dream based on his life experiences.  
Students responded to literature in a variety 
of genres other than reflection, which 
resulted in very rich writing in my classroom.  
According to Tom Romano (2007), “students 
should experiment with different points of 
view, different voices, different registers of 
formality. They should aim their writing at 
varied audience” (p. 174).  Certainly academic 
writing is an integral part of any language 
arts classroom, but when we make room 
for students to experiment with writing from 
different perspectives, for different audiences, 
and in different voices, they become much more 
sophisticated in their writing abilities.  Also, 
writing in different genres is fun and adds an 
element of play to the classroom.   

As you might imagine, the multigenre paper 
was a pleasure for me to grade.  Each piece 
of each paper was a surprise and a delight, 
and although a range of writing abilities was 
represented, I saw much of the best writing that 
I had seen from my students.  And I took delight 
in the fact that when I passed these papers 
back, they didn’t hit the trashcan. In fact, I had 
a senior come back to me the following year 
and ask if he could take his paper (which I had 
kept as a sample) with him before he graduated.  
I think that’s the true measure of a successful 
writing assignment.  
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I was recently listening to a teacher relate a 
story about something that had happened in her 
classroom. She was in the practice of setting 
aside the final five or ten minutes of her writing 
workshop to allow students time to share a 
bit of what they had been working to create in 
their writing journals. At the end of these share 
sessions she would then open up her writing 
notebook and read a piece of her own writing. 
Understanding the importance of creating a 
community of trust, she hoped to share her own 
successes, struggles, and questions surrounding 
the writing process.

 So one day as the kids finished up sharing 
their pieces she reached for her journal when 
someone called out to the group, “Alright, now 
it’s time for the BEST writing!” Stunned, she 
closed her journal and slumped back into her 
chair aware she had made a wrong turn in her 
teaching. She had unknowingly sent a negative 
message to her young writers. In addition to 
modeling herself as a writer she had also given 
the impression that when all their pieces were 
out of the way she would show them what really 
good writing sounds like.

This can happen awfully easily. I see it 
occasionally in my own teaching; particularly 
when I feel the need to have the final say, to 
set the conversation straight, or to validate 
everyone’s comments with some sort of 
response. I find that when I do this too often I 
teach the kids to speak to me instead of to one 
another. I create the sense that I am the one who 
determines the importance and relevance of their 
thoughts, feelings, and questions. 

Many of us work hard to avoid sending these 
types of messages. We carefully select our 
words in hopes of creating safe communities 
that encourage risk-taking and rich discussion. 
We do our best to treat the kids the way we want 
them to treat one another. Often times the kids 
will let you know how you’re doing. One of the 
best ways to find out is to listen to how the kids 
interact with one another. Listen to the language 
they use and how they use it. After hundreds of 
hours together they tend to sound a lot like us. 

I have a neighbor who regularly yells 
at his kids. Not so surprisingly, we see his 

The Power of Conversation
By Chris Hass

children yelling at one another. Their ears turn 
crimson red as they spike an index finger 
into one another’s face screaming a series of 
accusations and demands. Reflecting what 
they have come to understand about human 
interactions, they sound exactly like their father.  
Sometimes this mimicking is just the opposite, 
though. It reminds you that you’re doing 
something right. Something good. I had a really 
great conversation with one of my students a 
few weeks ago. One of those conversations that 
give you a glimpse of something you’ve done 
right.

I decided at the beginning of writing 
workshop that I should really settle in and try 
to publish a piece to share alongside the kids. 
I knew that time was short and that I had a lot 
of graduate work to do at home so whatever 
this piece was going to be it would need to be 
relatively short. I decided on a poem. I am not 
one to normally write a poem. I do my best each 
year to spend time focusing on poetry and its 
many forms and uses of playful and powerful 
language. However, I find that once our poetry 
unit washes away I no longer feel like writing a 
poem of my own. Read them, sure. Write them, 
no.

So I sat down at a table next to Ashley, who 
was also struggling to decide what to write, and 
opened up my writer’s notebook. I opened to a 
page where a few days earlier I had jotted down 
some observations from a childhood memory 
of visiting a large 4th of July fireworks display. 
There’s a poem in here somewhere, I thought. I 
dropped my head onto my notebook and sighed 
loudly. This captured Ashley’s attention.

“What are you doing?” she asked, more 
entertained than concerned.

“Writing a poem,” I groaned, lifting my head 
to look at her. “Hey, you want to write one, 
too?”

I showed her how I had assembled and 
organized my notes on the fireworks. She 
decided to do the same thing for Captain D’s, 
the seafood restaurant. We worked alongside 
one another, doing serious work on poems 
that would no doubt change the course of 
humankind. After about ten minutes of writing 
I had what I thought was a pretty good start but 
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my poem seemed to be getting longer and longer 
without any end in sight. I couldn’t for the life of 
me figure out where this piece was headed.

I picked up my notebook and walked over to 
another one of my writers, Claudia. 

“Hey Claudia, you think you could sit with me 
and help me with my poem a little bit?” I asked.

She looked up at me.
“Sure.”
I made my way over to the front of the room 

to have a seat on the carpet and wait for her. 
Claudia, who was busy creating an ABC book 
about Greek mythology, finished writing her 
sentence and came over looking honored, if not 
somewhat unsure.

“Okay,” I started. “Here’s what I’ve done. I 
started with these words and phrases that remind 
me of watching a really big fireworks display and 
I’ve tried to make them into a poem. The problem 
is that I’m really not sure how to end it. I’m not 
sure where it’s headed and I don’t want it to just 
stop awkwardly. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” she answered.
“Well, let me read to you what I have so far 

and maybe you can help me think of a good way 
to end it,” I said.

I read her my poem. It was still very fresh on 
the page so there were parts where I wasn’t even 
sure how it was supposed to sound and other 
parts where I struggled to read my own careless 
handwriting. Once I had finished I looked up at 
her and asked, “So, what do you think? How 
could I end it?”

She sat and thought for a while. 
“I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t written any 

poems in a really long time.”
“Yeah, me either,” I said.
“Well,” she considered. “Maybe you could find 

a poetry book and read through it to get some 
ideas. You could see how other writers finish their 
poems.”

That was it! What do we do when we get 
stuck in our writing? We find a piece of writing 
that looks like the type of work we are trying to 
do and see what they have done. Claudia was 
actually using my own advice to help me with 
my writing. Suddenly she was the teacher and 

I was the learner. Moments like this seem really 
small and inconsequential to most anyone who 
doesn’t have the honor of spending their day in 
the company of children but to those of us who 
do it’s the stuff that can make an ordinary day 
suddenly feel magical.

Being an avid fantasy reader, Claudia 
suggested a list of poetry readers in our class 
who might be able to point me in the right 
direction. We discussed my options.

“Kristen has been reading a book of poetry the 
past couple of days,” she offered. “Maybe you 
could ask her.”

“Yeah, Kristen loves poetry but she usually 
goes for the funny stuff,” I answered. “This poem 
seems more serious to me. It’s more of a memoir. 
I’m not sure Kristen’s books would be the best 
fit.”

We sat and talked about poetry and endings 
and writing in general. Suddenly it hit us.

“The finale!” she exclaimed.
“Yeah, the finale,” I said. “That makes a lot of 

sense. It’s kind of like the natural way to end it.”
She hopped up to return to her own work and 

I finished the draft of my poem. The poem turned 
out okay but the conversation around it was the 
real prize. I couldn’t wait to share our chat with 
everyone else. I was anxious to tell them how I 
had come to Claudia with a very specific concern 
about my piece and how she had suggested 
finding a book to help and brainstormed some 
ideas with me. I knew this sharing out would be 
important. I’ve come to realize over the years 
that what I say, and how I say it, goes a long way 
in helping my kids to grow more confident and 
develop new identities for themselves. 

After our workshop was over everyone took a 
turn sharing something they were working on. As 
always, I was blown away by their originality and 
their attention to craft. Having learned nothing 
from that earlier anecdote from a fellow teacher, 
I shared my piece last. So they could hear the 
BEST writing. Okay, definitely not the best. 
But thanks to Ashley writing alongside me and 
Claudia’s insights I overcame my fear of verse 
and created a poem. Perhaps they’re not the only 
ones beginning to see themselves in a new way.

Chris Hass enjoys teaching and learning alongside his second and third graders at the Center for Inquiry 
in Columbia, South Carolina. In addition to working as a consultant for the Midland Writing Project, he is 
currently working on his doctorate degree in Language and Literacy at the University of South Carolina. 
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As a middle school special education 

teacher, I have worked with many students 
who struggle with descriptive writing. Their 
descriptions tend to be very flat and literal, and 
they make obvious observations about their 
topic without stretching their minds to come up 
with more subtle or unique descriptions. They 
also have more difficulty than their peers when it 
comes to thinking abstractly and understanding 
hidden or double meanings. When my special 
education students struggle to comprehend the 
author's descriptions and writing techniques, 
they usually also struggle to use those 
techniques in their own writing. 

According to Linda Mason and Steve 
Graham (2008):

The difficulties that normally 
achieving adolescents exhibit in their 
writing performance are intensified for 
adolescents with LD. These students 
produce compositions that are shorter, 
less coherent, and simply not as 
effective in communicating a message 
when compared to the compositions of 
students without LD. (p. 103)

Mystery Poems
I began to develop a strategy that would 

help my special education students write 
using creative descriptions. I wanted them to 
experience motivation to write, develop a better 
awareness of their audience, and think like a 
poet by focusing specifically on their choice of 
words. I found a poem by Nan Fry that uses 
unique words and phrases to describe a very 
common object:

At the center a dark star  
wrapped in white. 
When you bite, listen  
for the crunch of boots on snow,  
snow that has ripened. Over it 
stretches the red, starry sky. 

I call this a “mystery poem” because 
it describes a very common object using 
uncommon descriptions so that you don't 
immediately know what the poet is describing. I 

Get a Clue: Using Mystery Poems to  
Enhance Descriptive Writing
By Allison Spooner

used this poem as a mentor text for the strategy 
that I developed for my classroom. First, we 
work together to guess what object Nan Fry is 
describing. We talk about the words she uses 
in the poem. She could have just said that the 
apple is crunchy, but instead she thinks of a 
unique comparison “the crunch of boots on 
snow” to describe the sound you make when 
you bite into an apple. The outside of the apple 
is called the “red, starry sky” and we think about 
how the covering of an apple is like the covering 
of the earth - the sky. At first my students have 
a hard time understanding the comparisons. 
However, as we discuss the poem more in 
depth, they begin to realize that this is truly the 
beauty of the poem- using striking and unusual 
descriptions to describe an ordinary object. 
Next, we take an object, like peanut butter, 
and brainstorm all the words and phrases we 
can think of to describe that object. We start 
with the obvious- brown, creamy, sticky. But 
then I ask them to think a little harder. So I say, 
“What else can you think of that is the same 
color as peanut butter? What else is sticky?” 
At the end of the brainstorm, we have a long 
list of words, phrases, and comparisons that 
might never have been used before to describe 
peanut butter! We circle our favorites, and then 
the students get to work using the brainstormed 
words to write a peanut butter mystery poem. 

Thinking Like a Poet
I have found that poetry is a great jumping off 

point for my struggling writers, particularly my 
special education students. It allows us to use a 
small portion of text and focus on one particular 
skill or strategy. My students do not feel as 
overwhelmed with the task of writing a poem 
as they often do when they are asked to write a 
longer piece. When I present a strategy through 
a poem, it becomes a manageable activity for 
them to try out the strategy before applying to 
other types of writing. In her book Teaching for 
Joy and Justice, Linda Christensen (2009) says, 
“Poetry levels the writing playing field. Students 
who struggle in other areas of literacy education 
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often succeed in poetry. Poetry unleashes their 
verbal dexterity – it’s break dancing for the 
tongue” (p. 14).

When my students begin writing their 
mystery poems independently, they soon realize 
how important it is to think about their audience 
as they write. A mystery poem is meant to be 
shared because the mystery needs to be solved! 
I usually have a hard time getting my middle 
schoolers to share their writing, but this strategy 
always motivates even the most reluctant 
writers to share and see if their classmates 
can guess their mysterious object. Through 
the process of determining which words and 
phrases to use in their poems, my students 
learn to find the balance between descriptions 
that are too obvious- that would give away 
the mystery too easily- and descriptions that 
are too vague – that no one could ever guess. 
The result is descriptive writing that is creative, 
unique, and fresh-  poems that beautiful and fun 
to read! 

During this strategy, I ask my students to 
think like a poet. Poets don’t usually use many 
words, so how do they decide which words to 
use? We talk about choosing words that are 
powerful and effective in creating an image in 
the reader’s mind. In her book For the Good 
of the Sun and Earth, Georgia Heard shares 
the process she goes through as she writes 
poetry. “Poems are often the result of looking 
at something I’ve seen over and over again, 
then trying to describe it in a new way. Then 
when you read the poem, it leaps off the page; it 
takes your breath away. It surprises you” (p. 66). 
I want my students to experience the joy and 
excitement of reading good poems as well as 
writing their own! 

Success in My Classroom
My special education students enjoyed this 

strategy immensely. I couldn’t get them to stop 
writing mystery poems! They loved trying to 
stump their classmates with their unique and 
uncommon comparisons. Thomas, a 6th grade 
learning disabled student, writes a mystery 
poem that describes an object in a new way:

In the air day and 
night it goes to 
work and never get a 
day off or break. 
It soars through the sky 
like a shooting star 
moving every time and it 
lands like a boat. 
It’s as big as a tower. 
It get a drink and it 
get on its way. 
It is as white as 
a kid staring at 
paint on the wall 
and like the frog eating 
bugs it does too. 
What is it?

Did you get it? I love how he takes a 
common object – an airplane- and describes it 
using mystery-like comparisons and  thoughtful 
descriptions. 

After we work on mystery poems in my 
classroom, I have students go back to some 
of their other pieces- poetry or prose- to see if 
they can add “mystery-like” descriptions to their 
writing. The goal of this strategy is to improve 
the quality of their descriptive writing, so I want 
them to realize that they can write like this in all 
types of writing, not just mystery poems.  

Who would have thought that I could get 
my students to become abstract thinkers and 
writers without even having to say “why don’t 
you put a metaphor here” or “your poem could 
use more describing words”? This is the power 
of mystery poems!
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Allison Spooner has taught special education in New York and North and South Carolina. She currently 
teaches reading at a middle school in Greensboro, NC. She is passionate about helping young people 
improve their literacy skills and become life-long readers and writers. 
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My dad is certifiable! Without doubt, he is 
a regular, wear his pants way too high, hair 
growing out of his nose and ears old guy. The 
only difference is, he is nuts. Don’t get me 
wrong, he’s basically a good man. He loves the 
Lord. He listens to gospel music in his car and 
is always asking me to look up hymn lyrics for 
him online. He is a loving husband, father, and 
grandfather. He is a Vietnam Veteran, a lung 
cancer survivor, and a deacon at his church. 
Sounds like a wonderful old dude, doesn’t he? 
Not! 

Okay, okay, he is a good guy, but he’s not 
your ordinary grandfather. My son, R.J., and 
I went on a road trip with him recently and 
learned some very disturbing things about dear 
old dad. First of all, he carries a knife on him at 
all times. Sure, it’s a rusty old pocket knife that 
wouldn’t cut butter, but he religiously keeps it 
in his pocket like it’d really protect him if push 
came to shove. He actually pulled this knife on 
my son and told him that he was going to cut 
him too thick to fry and too thin to boil, if he 
didn’t hand over the Cheez-Its. He really ran the 
knife, with his finger over the rusty blade, along 
R.J.’s face.  R.J. thought surely he was cut!

Secondly, he stretches the truth. No, let 
me be honest here, he tells straight out lies! 
For instance, whenever he is pulled over for 

Dear Old Dad

By Tonya Blythe Beaty

speeding or running a light (which happens 
often), he tells the police that he was on his way 
to the V.A. to get his medicine because he’s 
still not quite right from killing all those people 
in Vietnam. He never killed anyone. He wasn’t 
even there for very long before he got shot in 
the leg, probably discharged his own weapon, 
and sent back home. Speaking of guns, he has 
several. He has a permit to carry a concealed 
weapon. I know he lied on that application. No 
one in their right mind would give that nut a gun. 

On this trip to Maryland to see my 
pregnant sister, her husband, and my niece, 
he complained the whole time, but it was his 
idea to take the trip! He didn’t want to stop 
for restroom breaks, he didn’t like the way my 
brother was driving, he didn’t want to eat at 
McDonald’s, but he’d take a fish sandwich 
and a large fry, thank you very much. At one 
of the gas station stops, while my brother 
was pumping gas and Dad was buying lottery 
tickets, I went to the restroom. I’d just had 
snacks in the car, so I didn’t buy anything after 
my restroom break. I crawled on back into the 
back seat and got comfy for the rest of the long 
ride. When Dad finally got in the car, he said 
that when I left the store, the clerk said to him, 
“I think that lady she picked something up and 
didn’t pay.” Of course, me being his daughter 
and all, he stood up for me, he defended my 
honor and told the cashier, “That’s my daughter, 
Man, and she doesn’t steal…anymore!” 

Gee, thanks Dad.

Tonya Blythe Beaty has been teaching for 18 years and writing all her life. She is the 2011-2012 Teacher of 
the Year at Boiling Springs Middle School where she has been teaching 8th grade ELA for 3 years. She spent 
last summer (2010) as a teaching consultant with the Spartanburg Writing Project and was invited back the 
next summer to co-facilitate as a summer scholar. 
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As a mother, and teacher, I cannot count the 
times my children, or my students, have done 
things that made me simply look at them and 
say, “What were you thinking!”  I’m sure their 
actions made perfect sense to them…. at the 
time.

I distinctly remember when both my children 
were stuck inside during a terrible winter with 
chicken pox.  Fortunately they both had it at the 
same time and could keep each other company.  
After a few days, however, boredom set in; 
that’s when the trouble began.  I had left them 
playing quietly upstairs and went to fold some 
laundry.  When I came back upstairs to check 
on them, to my horror, I found my son who 
was 5 at the time, holding on to the legs of his 
3-year-old sister who was hanging out from the 
third floor window pouring water from a cup.  Of 
course I quickly pulled her back in, and in my 
state of shock, anger, and relief that they were 
both ok, I shouted, “What were you thinking!”  
To which they replied, “We were trying to give 
the dog a drink of water so we could help you 
out.”  Sure enough, when I looked outside the 
window there was the dog, looking somewhat 
surprised and with a wet head.  But it had made 
perfect sense to them.

 Some of my friends have also given me 
reason to shake my head and think, what were 
they thinking.  One of my favorite memories 
involves a boy from my high school.  He had a 
rather distinctive name, Bartow Towsey.  That 
might make you question what the parents 
were thinking when they named him.  Well 
anyway Bartow and I were in the same public 
speaking class. We had a split class, which 
meant we had part of our class, and then we 
went to lunch, and then we came back to the 
same class.  Bartow knew that when we came 
back it was his turn to give his speech.  The bell 
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rang for us to return to class.  Unfortunately, 
Bartow hadn’t quite finished the ice cream he 
purchased during lunch.  Not wanting to be late 
for class, but wanting his ice cream, Bartow 
put the rest of his ice cream in his pocket.  Yes 
I know you’re already thinking, what was he 
thinking, but the story gets worse.  Unknown to 
Bartow, there was a small hole in his pocket.  A 
minute or so into his speech, ice cream began 
to slowly drip out of his pocket eventually 
forming a puddle on the floor beside his foot.  
The class could not contain themselves and 
we were all laughing out loud.  At this point, 
Mrs. Farnsworth, our speech teacher, shouted, 
“Bartow! What were you thinking?”

Well, I’m certainly not going to leave myself 
out of this assemblage.  I have on occasion 
given people the opportunity to ask me that 
same question.  I blame it on my imagination 
which sometimes gets away from me.  One 
such incident occurred when I was about 8 
years old.  I was swinging on a porch swing at 
my neighbor’s house. Usually the grownups 
got the swing in the evening but one beautiful 
summer day, I had the porch swing all to myself.  
I started swinging higher and higher, pretending 
to be the first female astronaut on my way to 
the moon.  Before I knew it, I had swung so 
high that I did fly! I flew right out of the swing.  
However, I didn’t land on the moon; I landed in 
a tree.  I then fell from the tree and landed rather 
hard on the ground.  As the doctor was applying 
the cast to my broken arm, he looked at me and 
said, “What were you thinking?”

Now it’s your turn.  Think back to a time that 
someone has asked you, or you have asked 
someone, “What were you thinking?”  It’s sure 
to put a smile on your face and make other 
people wonder what you are thinking!

Sheila Russell has been teaching for 15 years both in the U.S. and the U.K. She is thankful to all the 
students who have touched her life. She is a proud post-graduate of Penn State and has a B.A. in English 
and also a B.A. in criminal justice.   
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