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Preface
A Closer Look

It has been more than ten years since the publication of Looking Closely.
So much has changed since then. Our profession has been under attack
much of the intervening time. As a profession, we have been critiqued
by those who have political agendas that conflict with the values inher-
ent in progressive education. We have also been critiqued by those who
embrace our beliefs but who have found it difficult to imagine practices
that are both theoretically sound and practically relevant. And most
important, we have engaged in self-critique. We have grown. Sometimes
the push came from others. We have learned to listen to questions that
teachers, parents, and administrators ask. We have been challenged by
critical theorists who pushed us to ask new questions of ourselves and
the profession at large. We have also grown from the inside out, through
powerful professional development opportunities. Teacher inquiry
meetings over the past six years have made it possible to see our stu-
dents, colleagues, and distant teachers with new eyes.

This book reflects our growth. As such, it builds on lessons learned
and shared in Looking Closely (Mills, O’Keefe, & Stephens, 1992). Here
we take another close look at Tim’s literacy instruction and the ways in
which his most recent second and third graders have grown and
changed as readers, writers, and community members by living and
learning together in an inquiry-based classroom.

Our Roles

Before introducing the book in general, it is important to describe our
roles as colleagues and authors. Tim O’Keefe is a second and third grade
teacher at the Center for Inquiry (CFI) in Richland District Two, Colum-
bia, South Carolina. The Center is a small elementary magnet program
that was established as a partnership between Richland District Two and
the University of South Carolina (USC). Since the publication of Look-
ing Closely, Tim has been involved in a number of writing and video
projects focusing on literacy, mathematics, and science instruction in
inquiry-based classrooms. Heidi Mills is the curriculum and develop-
ment specialist at the Center and professor of elementary education at
USC. She and Tim have been engaged in collaborative research for sev-
enteen years in various settings. She also works closely with the other
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teachers at the Center and fosters teacher inquiry through weekly “cur-
ricular conversations” (Jennings, 2001; Mills, 2001a). Six years ago Tim,
Heidi, and their CFI colleagues welcomed Louise Jennings, an ethnog-
rapher and associate professor in education at USC, to the Center for
Inquiry. She played an important role at the Center by carefully study-
ing one group of children from kindergarten through fifth grade
(Jennings, Karvonen, Kjervfe, Mills, & Ness, 2003; Jennings, 2002;
Jennings, O’Keefe, & Shamlin, 1999). Louise started with the first group
of CFI kindergarten children in Michele Shamlin’s classroom and fol-
lowed them as second and third graders with Tim O’Keefe and as fourth
and fifth graders in Julie Riley Waugh’s room. Stories and strategies
featured in Louise’s chapter took place when she was working along-
side Tim as he taught second and third grade.

The Center for Inquiry: A Special School

For the past seven years, Tim has been teaching in the second and third
grade loop at the Center for Inquiry. In fact, Tim was one of the found-
ing members of the Center. While it is still a relatively new school, it is
so comfortable and inviting that it feels like home. All of the students
who attend Richland District Two schools are eligible to apply to the
Center through a random lottery. Sixty-five percent of the students are
European American, 30 percent are African American, and the remain-
ing 5 percent are from other ethnic groups. We are proud to serve a stu-
dent population that reflects the diversity of the district in Columbia,
South Carolina.

The Center is a special school—the school of our professional
dreams. The Center for Inquiry is an amazing place for lots of reasons.
Most important, it is a rich place to live and learn because inquiry per-
vades the lives of teachers, parents, administrators, and university part-
ners (Mills & Donnelly, 2001). While Tim has always felt a sense of pro-
fessional empowerment and has maintained a commitment to teach in
ways he believes in, for the first time he is now in a school where all of
his colleagues embrace a shared philosophy. It is a place where the teach-
ers, the principal, and Heidi, the curriculum specialist and university
partner, meet weekly for curricular conversations. Heidi plans and or-
chestrates these conversations by using data she collects as she works
across classrooms. During these teacher inquiry meetings, we watch and
respond to videos of teachers and kids at work; discuss student arti-
facts; pose challenging questions for one another, the school, and the
profession at large; explore the issues that keep teachers awake at night;
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and celebrate the right to think and work together as professionals. As
Julie Riley Waugh, CFI’s current fourth-grade teacher, described it, “This
place feeds me.” And it feeds everyone who lives and learns together
there. The most experienced teachers learn as much from theorizing
about their colleagues’ practices as they do from reflecting on their own.
In fact, Brent Petersen, a second-year teacher of fourth grade, was vali-
dated recently when Dori Gilbert, another founding teacher, raved about
all the things she had learned from watching a video of his classroom.

We share the importance of our curricular conversations in this
book because the chance to think deeply about our beliefs and practices
on a regular basis is a gift that has promoted growth and change for us
all. It has helped Tim grow as a teacher and helped Heidi and Louise
see more in his teaching. For readers who are interested in establishing
teacher inquiry groups, see “When Teachers Have Time to Talk: The
Value of Curricular Conversations” in the September 2001 issue of Lan-
guage Arts (Mills, 2001b) and “Inquiry for Professional Development and
School Renewal” in From the Ground Up: Creating a Culture of Inquiry
(Mills & Donnelly, 2001). We also recommend From the Ground Up for
readers who are interested in the principles and practices of the school
in general.

Overview of the Book

While the book clearly features Tim and his students, it is written in third
person for clarity and consistency across chapters. We are careful, how-
ever, to make Tim’s voice and perspective visible through interviews,
classroom vignettes, authentic classroom dialogue, and a closing chap-
ter written in first person by Tim. Although Heidi and Louise have been
careful to select telling cases that truly represent the essence of teach-
ing and learning in Tim’s room, Tim feels compelled to speak directly
to you as a reader first. As a classroom teacher, he knows that every-
thing seems cleaner, easier, and neater when it is in written form than it
often feels when he is in the midst of it all with his students. The fol-
lowing note from Tim is included so that he might speak directly to
teachers who share his joy, pain, tentativeness, and sense of satisfaction
in the complex world of teaching.

A Note from Tim

I don’t know about you, but it is hard for me to read some of the cur-
rent literature about classrooms that run like clockwork, where the chil-
dren behave perfectly and every decision the teacher makes is the ex-
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act right one. While reading some of the drafts of our own book, I was
frankly uncomfortable. There are moments of brilliance in my room. Lots
of them. Every year wonderful things happen. My students and I expe-
rience fantastic moments of discovery and fascinating conversations. In
all of the diverse classrooms in which I have had the honor and privi-
lege of teaching, I have been constantly impressed by the insights and
connections made by my students. What makes me a little uncomfort-
able about parts of this book is the fact that the stories are almost too
perfect. The dialogue sounds almost staged.

In a sense, Heidi, Louise, and I are collectors. We collect moments
of brilliance and stories in which the potential for learning and teach-
ing are actualized. Of course, we also collect stories in which the out-
comes aren’t all that exceptional. It is important for me to tell you that
there are plenty of times when the life in our classroom is very routine.
Sometimes lessons and invitations I have planned simply don’t go well
so I “bail out” in order not to waste more of anyone’s time. I have ended
strategy sharing sessions and thought, “That sure was a bomb,” or lis-
tened to a tape of classroom interaction and wondered after hearing
myself, “What was I thinking when I said that?!”

Many classroom conversations are not exactly neat and tidy, with
a beginning, middle, and end. Some questions come up but never get
answered. Some problems are posed and left hanging. Yes, I have con-
cerns about management, and it remains an area I have to work hard
on. Sometimes my students don’t do their homework and I’m not sure
if their parents read my correspondence. There are typos in some of my
newsletters (far fewer now, however, with modern technology).

Sometimes, at the end of the day after hurrying my students out-
side, the classroom is a mess and I ask myself why I didn’t ask every-
one to pitch in and help put things away. In short, I am a normal teacher
with normal students. I wrestle with many of the same issues other
teachers struggle with. My classroom is messy at times, literally and
figuratively. I don’t apologize. Teaching can be pretty messy. I just
wanted you to know that while these stories and vignettes are of the
variety that might make my classroom seem perfect, I make the same
mistakes as the next teacher.

The stories in this book are true. The dialogue comes from video-
and audiotapes and transcripts. The student samples are written by the
children’s own hands. The stories we chose to share are those that il-
lustrate the potential of teaching and learning in an atmosphere where
children are encouraged to teach and learn with and from one another.
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Description of Each Chapter

The book contains five chapters. The symbiotic relationship between
language and inquiry is featured in the first chapter. We introduce the
theoretical framework for the book and demonstrate its explanatory
power by revisiting a classroom vignette from the transition first-grade
classroom featured in Looking Closely (Mills, O’Keefe, & Stephens, 1992).

Chapter 2 highlights the ways in which children learn language,
learn about language, and learn through language through daily cur-
ricular structures in Tim’s second- and third-grade classroom at the
Center for Inquiry. In so doing, we examine the ways in which children
grow in oral and written language through inquiry and the ways in
which an inquiry stance is strengthened through rich, authentic literacy
engagements. We walk readers through the curricular structures that
Tim uses day in and day out. We delineate the theoretical and practical
foundation of each structure and then show what it looks and sounds
like using classroom vignettes, transcripts, and student artifacts. We also
discuss our current stance regarding the role of the English language
arts standards in Tim’s room, the Center for Inquiry, and the state of
South Carolina.

Chapter 3 features the literacy growth of two very diverse chil-
dren. We describe the unique paths each child took, while also focus-
ing on the universal learning processes and teaching strategies that
made a difference for both children as they were learning language,
learning about language, and using language to learn. We show how
children grow and change over time in inquiry-based classrooms. Ad-
ditionally, we share excerpts from our CFI progress reports and student
work samples to feature the importance of careful kidwatching and re-
sponsive teaching.

Chapter 4 features the strategies that Tim employs to build a
democratic classroom community. Since talk is at the heart of an inquiry-
based curriculum, it is critical that we think carefully about the nature
of talk and the ways in which children support one another through
inquiry. Examples of the ways children learn, learn about, and learn
through literacy, as well as use literacy to critique, are woven into in-
structional and community-building strategies. We examine the ways
in which Tim and his children build community and knowledge to-
gether; create a compassionate and caring atmosphere; use music as a
teaching tool and as the glue that holds the classroom structures to-
gether; learn to reflect on, critique, and express opinions through lan-
guage; and share in responsibilities to participate in the classroom.
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Chapter 5 is written in first person by Tim, in letter form, directly
to other classroom teachers. Tim believes it is essential to close the book
with an honest discussion about his struggles and successes as a teacher.
His collaborators and coauthors describe the remarkable things that
children do in his classroom throughout the book. Tim wants to make
sure that readers don’t develop an unrealistic vision of his teaching or
the student population. He also wants to speak about the importance
of collaborating with teachers and parents when developing an inquiry-
based curriculum. In this closing chapter, Tim passionately describes
the central role of colleagues and parents in his teaching life and reflects
on critical insights and strategies that have made a difference when
working with colleagues and parents. This chapter contains stories from
the classroom and sample newsletters. It reflects important incidents
from Tim’s past as well as current teaching experiences. Together, the
stories and strategies demonstrate the rich and complementary relation-
ship between literacy and inquiry. They also show what happens when
teachers have a passion for their students and for learning.

It is our hope that this text contributes to professional conversa-
tions about the relationship between inquiry and literacy. We also strive
to show the importance of looking closely and listening carefully within
classrooms where teachers are working hard to demonstrate what is
possible. So often we settle for what is typical in our field. Let this book
be one example of what is possible when teachers, parents, university
partners, and children inquire together.
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