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Teaching, Learning, and Leadership
Online
Bonita L. Wilcox, editor

In a recent article in The Chronicle
of Higher Education, Kate
Wittenberg, director of the Elec-

tronic Publishing Initiative at Colum-
bia, wrote, “Above all, we must be
open-minded, flexible, and innovative
professionals, willing to take on new
roles and learn new skills, while still
relying on our traditional strengths
as publisher” (p. B 2). The article
suggests that editors begin to see
themselves as researchers, see au-
thors as collaborators, think more
creatively, educate themselves about
digital technology, and learn how to
operate in new environments
(Wittenberg, 2003). This seems like
especially good advice for teachers,
too.

Many question the value and
quality of online teaching and learn-
ing, knowing that teaching and learn-
ing at a distance may not be the
perfect alternative. Others question
the value and quality of online teach-
ing and learning without knowing
much about it at all. This is the rea-
son that Wittenberg’s advice is on
target. We want to be open-minded,
flexible, and innovative. We should be
researchers, collaborators, and cre-
ative thinkers, and know how to find

our way around new environments for
teaching and learning.

Personal experience tells me that
most of us didn’t start out on a tech-
nological landscape. In fact, in today’s
world, perhaps only the “fearless” and
determined can ever hope to keep up
with teaching and learning digitally.
Okay, this may not be exactly true,
but it is the way I see it. I started
learning about computers in educa-
tion on a Tandy TRS-80 in the late
60s. I was sure that everyone knew
more about computers than I did.
Since that time, I have taken many
computer classes; some were just
about computers, but others used
computers as a tool for thinking and
learning course content. The greatest
challenge for me has been in acquir-
ing the technological knowledge and
skills necessary for online teaching
and learning. I often asked for help
from knowledgeable techies. Thirty
years later, I can tell you that I have
made progress. I can’t imagine spend-
ing a day without my computer.

Generally speaking, the younger
generation seems much more aware of
and better adapted to technological
advances. Still, even with excellent
computer skills, the online environ-

ment can be inhibiting to some learn-
ers. Focused academic research re-
quires different strategies than
surfing the Net. Imagine trying to
participate in a written conversation
on a discussion board or in a synchro-
nous chat room without being able to
type! In online courses, everyone
participates. You can’t sit passively in
the back row!

I found it helpful to take an online
course before attempting to teach
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Reflections of a Novice Online Learner
Marie Martin, International Education Project Consultant, Tyrone, Northern Ireland

online. Then, I began with a few
lessons to test the waters. “Online
teaching is labor intensive” (Simon,
2000, p. 74), so proceed with caution.
As Wittenberg suggests, be a re-
searcher—Amazon lists about a dozen
books scheduled for fall publication on
online teaching and learning. Try to
think of your students as collabora-
tors—interaction is key, and “telling”
as a teaching strategy isn’t an option
online. Think more creatively—
develop a WebQuest activity.
“WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented
activity in which most or all of the
information used by learners is drawn
from the Web. WebQuests are de-
signed to use learners’ time well, to

focus on using information rather
than looking for it, and to support
learners’ thinking at the levels of
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation”
(Dodge, 1995). Most cyber-savvy
teachers take responsibility for their
own learning, and it really shouldn’t
require more than 30 years.

In this issue, Marie Martin shares
an experiential piece about learning
online and at a distance, and Jason
Brown offers some tips on technologi-
cal literacy. Finally, Vivian Yenika-
Agbaw suggests that teachers need to
be more “culturally” literate. These
pieces are followed by three book
reviews, The Tech-Savvy English
Classroom, Because Writing Matters,

and Reading Reasons: Motivational
Mini-Lessons for Middle and High
School. ●
References
Dodge, B., with March, T. (1995).

WebQuest site overview. Retrieved
August 25, 2003, from San Diego
State University Web site: http://
webquest.sdsu.edu/overview.htm

Simon, M. (2000). Managing time:
Developing effective online organiza-
tion. In K. White & B. Weight (Eds.),
The online teaching guide (pp. 73–82).
Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

Wittenberg, K. (2003, June 20). Schol-
arly editing in the digital age. The
Chronicle of Higher Education,
XLIV(48), p. B12.

It has been the best of times and
the worst of times, this year that
I have spent as a first-time online

learner. I have been on a roller
coaster from exhilaration to exhaus-
tion and back again. My life has been
enriched beyond belief by the mind-

expanding experiences offered me
within the online doctoral program in
which I participated. My energy, both
nervous and physical, has been fre-
quently depleted by the constant
stream of ever higher intellectual and
technological challenges, only to be

immediately recharged by the eupho-
ria of achievement and the ensuing
urge to go further. Though occasion-
ally tempted to stop this crazy world
and try to get off, I have kept going. I
have completed six online courses. I
am just beginning to make some
sense of it all.

Socrates tells us that the
unreflected life is not worth living.
This is certainly true of the life of a
novice online learner. Indeed, no
matter how long we spend in
cyberspace, it is essentially an alien
environment for human beings. To
enter is to become disembodied, to
function with only the intellectual and
emotional parts of our being, to risk
isolation or loneliness. To “boldly go”
there, as I did, without due thought
and preparation, is not to be recom-
mended. Pauses for reflection, both
before committing to an online course
and at regular intervals during the
experience, would go a long way
towards making sense—and taking
control—of cyberspace.

I have learned all this the hard
way. I had spent a lifetime in tradi-
tional education as student, teacher,
and teacher trainer, but I had no
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ingful, professional development
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should be a primary focus of CEL
leadership.
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experience whatsoever with online
teaching or learning. I had been keen
to pursue doctoral studies and was
attracted to an online program offered
by an American university. I live 3000
miles from campus on the other side
of the Atlantic and was excited by the
prospect of defeating this distance
through entering cyberspace. I had a
vague idea that it would be a learner-
friendly environment and that I could
learn by doing. I was a quick learner.
I felt sure I would soon master the
process. Blithely unaware of the
reality, I enrolled happily for two
prerequisite courses.

On reflection, I could not have
gotten off to a worse start. I hastily
and impatiently filled in the various
questionnaires aimed at encouraging
a reflective online practitioner ap-
proach. I wanted to get to the hands-
on part of the programme. I wanted to
become a citizen of cyberspace. I
wanted to begin my online learning.
When I did so, I was immediately in
trouble. I had plunged in knowing
nothing of the online learning envi-
ronment, and consequently was
unable to navigate Blackboard, the
platform that was being used for the
first course. While I floundered
around helplessly, the learning that I
was so keen to experience was hap-
pening all round me—to others, but
not to me. The disembodied human
beings who made up the rest of the
class all seemed to know what they
were doing. I felt lost, lonely, and in a
very unfriendly environment. Ironi-
cally, it was these same disembodied
human beings who came to my res-
cue. With the support of my tutor and
tales of struggle shared by other
students, I began gradually to realize
that we were in the process of forming
a genuine community. Disembodied or
not, there were real people out there,
willing to reach out, to ask for and
offer help. The incipient panic sub-
sided. I relaxed. I began to enjoy
cyberspace.

This helped me to settle happily
into Blackboard and later WebCT.
These platforms gradually became my

comfort zones. When the occasional
technical or navigational problem
arose, I was able unashamedly to ask
for help and was always certain to get
it. I found my way easily from the
home page to the teacher input or
lesson plans with hyperlinks and to
the various forums and threads on the
Bulletin Board—a simple step for
experienced onliners, “a giant step”
for the novice! This gave me the
exhilarating experience of interacting
with my tutors, my peers, and the
online material. My self-confidence
increased accordingly. I gradually
overcame my inhibitions about shar-
ing my thoughts and my work so
publicly and greatly benefited from
having access to the thinking and
writing of my peers.

I found the asynchronous discus-
sions invariably stimulating and
motivating and logged on eagerly
each day at a time of my choosing to
find out which direction a particular
discussion was taking, or what, if
anything, I could add to the inevitable
and highly enjoyable battle of wits
that often took place. The synchro-
nous discussions were initially daunt-
ing. Not only was I completely new to
this particular type of learning event,
but my keyboard skills were at best
mediocre. Initially, this hindered my
participation. I was too slow. The
discussion moved on too quickly for
my response to be meaningful. How-

ever, my will to succeed was by now
very strong, and I soon improved my
keyboarding to the point where I
could forget about it and concentrate
on and contribute freely to the topic
under discussion. Developing new
skills and improving older ones be-
came a regular feature of my online
experience—clearly not ideal. It is
obviously better to have the necessary
skills in advance, but my experience
would suggest that the motivated
online learner can get up to speed
fairly quickly.

What I found harder to come to
terms with was the way in which my
online learning began to take over my
life. I had anticipated the heavy
workload, the constant pressure of
deadlines, and the serious commit-
ment of time and energy—I had had
this experience when doing my tradi-
tional master’s degree. I had even
anticipated to a certain extent the
challenge of being in something akin
to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Devel-
opment where, with a little help from
my online friends and mentors, I
would find myself constantly urged to
take another step forward. In fact, I
had been positively looking forward to
that. What I had not anticipated was
the extent to which my “real” life had
to be fitted round my “virtual” life.
The need to be constantly in touch
with the asynchronous activity on the
Bulletin Board, particularly when
collaborative projects were ongoing,
and the need to attend the synchro-
nous sessions rather dramatically
bound me to my computer for signifi-
cant periods.

Regardless of what was happening
in other areas of my life, I tried as far
as was humanly possible to ensure I
had access to cyberspace and time to
spend there. For example, before
accepting an invitation to spend a
short spring vacation with some
friends in a small town in Germany, I
made sure I would have Internet
access. They not only graciously
accepted this requirement, they took
a great interest in my online work.  I
have also turned down other invita-

With the support of my
tutor and tales of struggle
shared by other students, I
began gradually to realize
that we were in the process
of forming a genuine com-
munity. Disembodied or not,
there were real people out
there, willing to reach out,
to ask for and offer help.
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tions because Internet access was not
available. Obviously, one needs un-
derstanding friends and family in
situations like this. The most amazing
aspect of all this was that the compul-
sion to put cyberspace first was not so
much externally imposed as it was
inspired by my metamorphosis from
an apprehensive novice—needing
much hand-holding before taking
even a tiny step—into an increasingly
confident, highly motivated, self-
regulating, independent online
learner.

Inevitably, this commitment has
led my online learning to take place
at unusual times and in unexpected
places. This is especially true of the
synchronous discussions. Because I
live in the GMT (Greenwich Mean
Time) zone, which is five hours ahead
of EST, I took part in some of the
prerequisite course sessions from my
workplace at 3 p.m., with appropriate
permission and the full support of my
interested colleagues. More recently,
two of the doctoral courses had sched-
uled twice-weekly sessions from 5
p.m. until 7 p.m. EST. I was, there-
fore, actively engaged online from 10
p.m. until midnight or later, espe-
cially if we decided to hold a “project
meeting” after the official session.
Fortunately, I am a night bird, so that
posed no real problem. I did, however,
have one experience with a very early
morning session that I think illus-
trates the priority we instinctively
give to our online learning. I had
travelled to Texas for my son’s wed-
ding and moved on to San Francisco
for a few days vacation after the big
event. During my stay there, I at-
tended a 7 a.m. synchronous discus-
sion (10 a.m. on the East Coast). I did
this from the hotel computer located
in the foyer under the bemused eye of
the janitor who was noisily vacuum-
cleaning the area. On hearing of this
unusual “classroom” from which I was
operating, one of my colleagues ex-
claimed, “Isn’t online learning so
cool!”

Online learning is indeed “cool”
most of the time. It has, however, a
downside. Most online learners have

had to carry at some stage the extra
burden of falling behind because of
other commitments that had to be
met. Most know that sinking feeling
when work is piling up despite their
best efforts. Many have known the
horror of losing a night’s work, either
because fatigue has caused their
fingers to falter on the keyboard or
because of a problem with the com-
puter or the server. All online learn-
ers become painfully aware that when
viruses or storms strike or mysterious
crashes occur, the virtual world just
disappears, and its “citizens” are left
almost unbearably isolated. Such was
my experience very recently when a
freak storm left me with only inter-
mittent Internet access for a few days
at a most crucial point in a collabora-

tive project. This meant that docu-
ments, the fruits of much effort and
many late nights, could not be trans-
mitted. At such times, one feels one’s
helplessness acutely, and is tempted
to dwell on the not-so-cool aspects of
online learning. On those days, it is
hard to suppress the question, “Is it
really worth all the effort?”

For me, the answer is ultimately
positive. It is worth all the effort.
What makes it so are the quality of
the learning that has occurred, the
support of the online community, and
the very real friendships formed
there. In just a year, I have been
exposed to a wide range of courses of
superb quality, designed and deliv-

ered by gifted instructors. Each
instructor had a different style. All
were committed and supportive. They
modelled best practice by acting as
facilitators, coaches, and guides using
the technology simply as a tool in the
service of learning.

On reflection, I realize how very
much I owe to each of my instructors
and their courses. The prerequisite
courses rid me of my latent and
unsuspected technophobia. Without
them, my sojourn in cyberspace would
have been brief and inglorious. The
first of the doctoral courses was on
writing. It was one of the best learn-
ing experiences of my life. I was
oblivious to the technology as the
teacher drew from me work that I did
not know I was capable of achieving.
The action research course that
followed initiated me into online
collaborative work and student-led
learning and helped me flex my
intellectual muscles through a series
of challenging asynchronous discus-
sions and group exegesis. The learn-
ing that occurred in the next two
courses, focused directly on instruc-
tional technologies, was phenomenal
on both the theoretical and experien-
tial levels. In-depth familiarization
with the main learning theories and
schools of educational psychology was
accompanied by practice and collabo-
rative research projects. These gave
me an invaluable insight both into the
potential impact of technology in the
real world and the challenges and
rewards of collaboration in the virtual
world.

I also learned one other important
lesson. Cyberspace, as I experienced
it, is ultimately about people. I know I
worked better and learned more
because of the inspiration, the
mentoring, and the support of our
online community. In different ways,
the various courses contributed to the
building of this community from a
large and disparate group of doctoral
students. The writing course had a
“buddies” component that encouraged
us to act as critical friends to one
another. We thus took responsibility
not only for our own work but for

One feels one’s helpless-
ness acutely, and is tempted
to dwell on the not-so-cool
aspects of online learning.
On those days, it is hard to
suppress the question, “Is it
really worth all the effort?”

For me, the answer is
ultimately positive. It is
worth all the effort.
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ensuring that as buddies, we were
mutually supportive. The small-group
scenarios of the action research
course provided opportunities for
bonding that led, in some cases, to
solid friendships. The formal group
investigation assignments in the
instructional technologies courses
helped us appreciate how working
together enriched and enlivened our
experience, and how the individual
strengths of the class members sup-
ported the group effort. Learning
together online, we gradually devel-

oped into a caring online community.
One student commented, “I can’t
believe how much I care for these
people I have never met.”

Finally, I would like to share two
reflective questions. First, is this a
typical online community? I don’t
know. I can only speak from my
experience with this particular course
of study. Second, would I encourage
anyone else to become an online
learner? Having managed to make
some sense of cyberspace, I would
probably say yes, but with a note of

caution: Think long and hard about it.
All programs and courses are not
equal, student responsibilities in-
crease online, and technological
knowledge and skills add another
dimension. Find out as much as you
can about the program, online learn-
ing, and the technological expecta-
tions before you enroll. To quote a
colleague, “It’s not a walk in the
park.” If you decide it’s for you, go for
it with enthusiasm and commitment.
Give it your very best. It’s a worth-
while experience. ●

Eating the Technology Elephant One Byte at a Time
Jason Brown, Director of PowerLab, PowerSchool, A division of Apple, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

“Hello. Thank you for calling
the help desk. What can I
do for you?”

“Yes. I just brought my laptop
home from the University and now
when I try to send e-mail, it keeps
saying something about ‘relay denied’
and ‘unable to deliver message.’ Can
you help me?”

“Sure thing. This is actually really
simple. You just need to adjust the
outbound SMTP server in your mail
client preferences to reference your
ISP’s SMTP gateway . . .”

Sound familiar? If you’ve used
technology for any length of time,
chances are you’ve been on one end or
the other of that fictitious support
call. If you were the end-user, you
were thinking, “Simple? Simple for
whom? Not me.” And, if you were the
user consultant, you were probably
thinking, “I don’t mind answering
basic questions, but why don’t people
just get it? This stuff is easy.”

Technology is here to stay. Like it
or not, technology has found its way
into nearly every aspect of education,
business, and entertainment. Believe
it or not, this isn’t a new trend. As far
back as the mid-80s, technology began
its slow and steady march into our
lives one application at a time. And,
since that time, a digital divide has

appeared between those that “get it”
(the technology know-it-alls) and
those that don’t (everyone else).
Please note that in this sense, I am
using the term “know-it-all” in a
positive way–as in someone for whom
technology always seems to stand up
and salute.

The appearance of this gap is
especially important as it relates to
the relatively new concept of informa-
tion literacy. Information literacy
embodies current efforts to develop a
standard inventory of technology
skills as well as a means to measure
one’s proficiency. In fact, the very

term literacy by itself is being ex-
panded into new dimensions that
embody the technological nature of
today’s society—not just the academi-
cally accepted vernacular.

It is difficult, however, to view
technology as one of the foundations
of the current vernacular when it
often seems so incomprehensible. In
fact, the majority of technology docu-
mentation available today is pre-
sented solely as inventories of steps.
Imagine trying to teach in a foreign
language having simply been taught a
set of the language’s most common
phrases with no understanding of how
to create your own. Nevertheless, this
is one of the most common approaches
to both teaching and learning about
technology.

So, what can be done? If you are
not in the “know-it-all” category, read
on to gain some insights into begin-
ning to develop your own fluency with
technology. If you are a technology
support professional, however, this
article will give you the opportunity to
reflect on why things always work for
you and why no one seems to “get” the
easy stuff.

To begin with, just how does a
“know-it-all” appear to know it all?
The answer is two-fold. First, a know-
it-all has to be able to make the first

A digital divide has ap-
peared between those that
“get it” (the technology
know-it-alls) and those that
don’t (everyone else) . . .
The appearance of this gap
is especially important as it
relates to the relatively new
concept of information
literacy.
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time he does something not look like
it’s the first time. And second, he has
to be able to see the application of
technology as a sequence of discrete,
conceptual steps that are assembled
to accomplish more complex objectives.

The first phase is accomplished
through a combination of experience
(what he’s done in the past), confi-
dence (believing that a solution is out
there), and an open mind (just be-
cause something isn’t familiar doesn’t
mean he can’t comprehend it). Let’s
explore these concepts in a practical
illustration.

A musician who routinely picks up
unfamiliar music and tries to play it
gains experience by sampling new
information, confidence by success-
fully playing the music, and an open
mind by exposing himself to the
unknown. Done regularly, this musi-
cian will eventually be able to play an
unfamiliar piece and not have it
sound like a first attempt. This act
builds fluency in the medium, in this
case music, by strengthening the
performer’s awareness of the patterns
present in all music and making the
unfamiliar more familiar.

For phase two, the musical analogy
extends nicely to the need to view
large and complex activities as a
collection of discrete, conceptual
steps. For instance, people who are
not musicians would view a page of
sheet music as a single mass of lines
and markings. Seasoned musicians,
however, see music as individual
notes, perhaps sharp or flat, loud or
quiet, staccato or legato, and with a
known duration. Notes are assembled
into measures, and measures into
stanzas, and stanzas into pieces. This

stepwise deconstruction and recon-
struction of a piece of music allows a
musician to remove the complexity
and get at the underlying patterns.
No musician ever successfully per-
formed a piece of music by processing
it as a single entity.

One might correctly point out,
however, that in the case of musi-
cians, they are exploring subject
matter that is of great personal inter-
est. This same requirement holds true
in becoming fluent in one’s use of
technology. Richard Ranker and
Michael Clay (2002) discuss the need
for focused training plans in their
recent EDUCAUSE Quarterly article
when they write, “we had slipped into
a ‘build it and they will come’ ap-
proach” (p. 52). Ranker and Clay, in
this instance, were addressing the
fact that their training programs
evolved around new and interesting
technologies and not around the
needs and interests of those who were
receiving the training. Studying the
application of technology through
something personally meaningful will
give you the drive and desire to
achieve early successes. These early
successes will in turn foster fluency
that will remove barriers to further
exploration.

At its most basic level, developing
fluency in the application of technol-
ogy is about looking past step-by-step
recipes and instead developing a step-
by-step conceptual model of what you
are about to do. Does this imply that
you will come to understand the inner
workings of your PC with surgical
precision? Quite the contrary, it
means that on a semantic level, you
will be able to envision the processes

whose physical implementation has
been left to the engineers. Once you
have the semantics (what to do) under
control, the mechanics (how you do it)
will become much more apparent.

On a more philosophical note,
developing fluency with technology
not only frees you from the constant
race to keep up with change, but it
allows you to create your own per-
sonal applications of technology
without having to rely on the methods
of others. This empowers you to use
technology for the tasks that you
know you want to do as well as tasks
that simply haven’t occurred to you
yet.

Try this experiment the next time
you find yourself in front of your
computer. Instead of simply recalling
the how-to you’ve memorized to
accomplish a specific activity, stop
and think about what you’re about to
do. Then, see if you can’t replace at
least some of the ready-made how-to
steps with new steps of your own
devising. Even if you only replace one
step, you will nevertheless have
enhanced your fluency by building
your experience, confidence, and open
mindedness. Continue this experi-
ment, once per day, each time replac-
ing additional steps until you have
completely remade at least one step-
by-step recipe that you have been
taught. And, when that moment
arrives, your use of technology will
begin to be constrained only by your
own imagination. ●
Reference
Ranker, R. A., & Clay, M. B. (2002). A

department focused plan for faculty
professional development.
EDUCAUSE Quarter l.
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Outside Teachers: Children’s Literature and Cultural Tension
Vivian Yenika-Agbaw, Bloomsburg University, Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania

As the list of banned books
continues to expand, teachers
are perpetually faced with

the challenge of selecting the “right”
or “appropriate” piece of literature to
share with children. They have to be
careful because certain subjects
explored in books supposedly go
against the religious, ethnic, or
cultural beliefs of some stakeholders
who may feel that it is their duty as
parents, politicians, and/or educators
to determine what children actually
read in schools (Herb, 2000). For
some of these people, the content or
language of the literary text may be
too offensive; for others, it may not
be the book they disapprove of so
much as the decision to share it with
children. No matter what or who is
targeted, censorship has become a
disturbing trend that must be ad-
dressed.

There are several reasons why we
should be concerned. An obvious one
is the frustration teachers may feel
whenever they are unable to expand
their literature curriculum to reflect
our collective cultural experiences.
Most often this means excluding
literature about people and culture
they know little about. Those who
dare to include such books, over-
whelmed with the pressure that
comes from outside the classroom,
may end up simply demanding that
students retell the plot. This is a
good survival strategy that allows
students to demonstrate that they
have read particular texts. However,
it fails to encourage them to question
these texts and authors, thereby
failing to help them become critical
readers/thinkers.

Outsiders Sharing Books with
Children
While many have argued that only
an insider can write knowledgeably
about personal cultural experiences
(McGuire-Raskin, 1996), others have

postulated that outsiders with
“trained minds and hearts” can depict
a cultural experience other than
theirs with great sensitivity as well
(Yokota, 1993; Yenika-Agbaw, 1996).
In the case of readers, this simply
means that a teacher who has a kind
heart and the ability to empathize
with people from different cultural
backgrounds may be able, with appro-
priate professional training, to share
books on any subject with children.
This kind of holistic preparation is
required if teachers are to be confi-
dent with the daily challenges of
introducing books that explore our
diversity. Nonetheless, tension is
inevitable.

As Cai (1992) remarked in his
article on acculturation, tension
usually created by cultural differences
“is not as a result of simply prejudice
but of misunderstanding” (p. 116).
This statement does not only apply to
writers, but also to people who share
books with other people’s children.
Depending on the purpose, reading
cultural texts with children may
require an inquiry into the practices
of the cultural group in question. This
is because, like outsiders who write
about cultural experiences they are

not necessarily part of, readers shar-
ing stories with children that deal
with cultural experiences they are
unfamiliar with must be wary of the
possibility of misunderstandings,
perhaps due to what I’ll reluctantly
term “cultural illiteracy.”

Literature, Culture, and
Pedagogy
Although several scholars have done
research on race, gender, literature,
and culture over the past decade
(Slapin & Seale, 1992; Zipes, 1993;
Maddy & MacCann, 1996; Yenika-
Agbaw, 1998; Trites, 1997), new and
preservice student teachers I have
worked with still feel paralyzed when
sharing books that explore racial/
ethnic and gender issues. Some white
student teachers in particular have,
at times, either felt disempowered
because of their racial background or
have been overly cautious when
talking about race issues in a
multiethnic classroom setting. Deal-
ing with these issues continues to be a
challenge that must be resolved in an
organized manner by everyone in-
volved with the education of our
children.

Some multicultural literature
experts have attempted to do so by
suggesting possible activities teachers
can use in the classroom when shar-
ing literature from different cultures.
Rudine Sims Bishop (1992) describes
activities that could be used with
specific genres, such as comparing
and contrasting cultural experiences
in folklore. Temple, Martinez, Yokota,
and Naylor (2002) discuss the need to
focus on cultural authenticity. Like
other scholars, they emphasize the
need to read a wide variety of books
and “professional materials dealing
with literature that reflects diversity”
(p. 115). Activities/strategies found in
these and other recommended profes-
sional resources have been helpful to
college, secondary, and elementary

Like outsiders who write
about cultural experiences
they are not necessarily part
of, readers sharing stories
with children that deal with
cultural experiences they are
unfamiliar with must be
wary of the possibility of
misunderstandings, perhaps
due to what I’ll reluctantly
term “cultural illiteracy.”
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teachers alike. However, what most of
the resources neglect to explore in
substantial detail are ways to deal
with culturally sensitive books that
could stir controversy within particu-
lar cultural communities, especially
when one is an outsider.

One children’s book I will use to
illustrate my point is Carolivia
Herron’s Nappy Hair (1996), a book
about a black girl’s struggle to control
her natural hair. I have decided on
this book partly because of what
happened to Ruth Sherman, a white,
female teacher in a New York City
School district. According to news
reports, she used this book to teach
her third-grade class of multiethnic
children “a lesson in how to get along
despite racial differences” (Press
Enterprise, Dec. 1998). This gesture,
however, elicited hostility from the
local black community in New York
City where she taught, and eventually
led to her resignation. The way I
perceive it, those African American
parents perhaps felt that because of
her outsider status, Ms. Sherman
might not be capable of discussing the
black cultural experience in regards
to hair and beauty without hurting
the children in her class.

Some of the issues explored in the
picture book have deep political and
ideological significance with social
ramifications that stem from a
racialized historical past (hooks, 1988/
99). Some knowledge of this may have
better prepared the young teacher for
the cultural tension she experienced.

Easing Cultural Tension
Sharing literature from our diverse
cultures will continue to pose chal-
lenges to teachers. This doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that we give up and share
only what we think society is comfort-
able with. That would exclude too
many voices and experiences, hence
depriving our children of the opportu-
nity to understand facets of our hu-
manity. The task, however, should not
be left only to teachers. We have to
work collaboratively with different
groups of people within our respective

communities to help children become
literate, socially responsible, cultur-
ally aware, and contributing citizens.
Although they neglect to provide a
list, Bargiel, Beck, Koblitz, O’Connor,
Pierce, and Wolf (1997) recommend
that educators “consider many crite-
ria and perspectives” when selecting
books to share with children (p. 489).
They feel this process may help to
minimize friction that usually occurs
in this kind of inclusionary literary/
literacy pedagogy.

Taking it a bit further, I will sug-
gest that parents also become a cru-
cial part of this decision-making
process because they are members of
our local communities and, at times,

understand their children a lot better
than classroom teachers. This is
exactly what Compton-Lilly (2000), a
white teacher in a predominantly
African American/Hispanic school,
does:

“I taught in a nearby suburban school
district. The change was difficult, and
my first years at Rosa Parks were
tumultuous. I struggled with defining
my role as a white teacher of African-
American and Hispanic children. . . .
It was the parents of my students and
some very wonderful staff members
who helped me to understand the
productive and positive role I could
play in the classroom . . .” (p. 421).
Working together with parents

could help to break down barriers
that sometimes create cultural misun-

derstandings that affect the curricu-
lum decision-making process. And
yes, there are studies that have
proven that most parents do care and
would want their children to succeed
(Compton-Lilly, 2000; Purcell-Gates,
1996; Nieto, 1996).

Other research conducted on the
home–school connection prioritizes
parents’ ability to help their children
learn to read, as in decode or make
sense of print (Lazar and Weisberg,
1996). This is a worthy endeavor, but
parents need to understand that their
input shouldn’t stop there; they are in
a unique position to offer teachers an
insider’s look at cultural concerns and
to ensure that their child’s culture is
understood and integrated into the
teaching of basic literacy and critical
thinking. One way to accomplish this
is to establish “a review committee,
made up of teachers, administrators
and parents, which would read the
books in question, consider the paren-
tal complaints and consult with ex-
perts within and outside the district,
as needed” (Church, 1997). While
relying on such a committee for guid-
ance, teachers can also read detailed
reviews on books they plan to use.
Some examples of relevant resources
are: The Horn Book Magazine, The
Bulletin of the Center for Children’s
Literature, Children’s Literature
Review, Kaleidoscope: Multicultural
Booklist for Grades K–8, and Jewish
Children’s Books: How to Choose
Them, How to Use Them.

When cultural issues are made
public, they no longer belong only to a
particular community. Children can
then be guided on how to discuss life
and literature openly in their attempt
to liberate themselves from historical
burdens that may have positioned
them as “inferior.” To accomplish this,
the outside facilitator should examine
personal basic assumptions about the
culture in question, the literary texts,
and issues related to our diversity.

Teachers can begin this process by
reading through the cultural survey I
have developed and used to inform
my teaching. I have included this in

The task, however, should
not be left only to teachers.
We have to work
collaboratively with differ-
ent groups of people within
our respective communities
to help children become
literate, socially responsible,
culturally aware, and con-
tributing citizens.
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the article with the hope that others
find it as useful as I have. It is com-
posed of two subcategories, each with
a set of sample questions an educator
could consider before engaging in the
pedagogy of cultural empowerment
and literacy. I recommend that this be
done during the summer months in
preparation for the new academic
year.

The first strategy is one of self-
examination/reflection. Responding
honestly to these questions can help
teachers to acknowledge their cul-
tural biases and do something about
it. This awareness will have a bearing
on decisions about texts and children
in the classroom.

Strategy 1:
Teacher as a Cultural Being
• What do I know about these people

and their customs?
• How do I relate to members of this

cultural group in real-life situa-
tions?

• When in the company of my peers
and people like me, how do I react
when negative/positive comments
are made about this cultural
group?

• How do I respond to physical and
cultural differences?

• What are my views on physical
appearance/differences?

• Why do I feel that way?
• Do cultural differences shock,

frighten, and /or embarrass me?
Why/why not?

• What steps have I taken to begin to
understand these differences?

• How do I respond to negative/
positive images about this group as
depicted by the media?

• Am I curious about other cultures?
Why? What in particular do I
know/would I like to know about
other cultures?

• How do I respond when people
from other cultures are curious
about me? Why/why not?

• What do I have in common with
people from my culture?

• What do I have in common with

people from other cultures?
• What do I make of these similari-

ties? How should I use these to
inform my pedagogy?

• How do I handle difference within
my cultural group as well as from
other groups? Why do I handle it
that way?
After responding to these items,

teachers can summarize their ideas in
a paragraph and take time to reflect
on what these ideas may say about
their attitudes (conscious or uncon-
scious) and views on cultural diver-
sity. It is now time to examine their
relationships with the students they
nurture. The next set of questions is
related to students’ experiences
within a teacher’s classroom.

Strategy 2:
Students as Cultural Beings
• Who are my students? What are

their needs and expectations?
• What is my role in this classroom?
• What do I expect from them during

a “literature” experience? Why?
• Do I have similar expectations for

every child in my class? Explain.
• How do I extend the “literature”

experience?
• How does/can this help them to

become lovers of literature?
• Why should they love literature?
• What could they possibly know

about some of the themes and/or
issues being explored in the par-

ticular works of literature I plan to
incorporate in my curriculum? How
do I know this?

• Are some students more knowl-
edgeable about the cultural experi-
ence being depicted in these works
than me?

• How do I plan to update my knowl-
edge about the culture in question?

• How then do I plan to deal with
unanticipated meanings shared by
children in my class or shared by
children from an inside perspec-
tive?

• Do I have a list of parents or con-
tacts that may be guest speakers if
the need arises? Why/why not?

• Do I give students the option to
write personal responses in jour-
nals? Why/why not?

• How can their private responses
help me to revisit the book, address
certain issues in greater detail, and
develop meaningful or alternative
activities that may generate more
dialogue among the children?

• How can I help students celebrate
our humanity as they also recog-
nize our differences as strength?

• How can I help them pay attention
to literary qualities of texts as well?
Responding to these questions

could prepare the teacher for poten-
tial sources of controversy that may
be generated from individual personal
responses.

In the process of responding to
these questions candidly, it is my
hope that teachers of literature/
literacy would be one step away from
confronting their fears and anxieties
as insiders/outsiders as they also
realize that culture is not necessarily
monolithic. As we reflect on these
questions, the gnawing doubts that
might have obliterated our goodwill
as human beings and undermined our
training as professionals and creativ-
ity as teachers of literature and
literacy may gradually fade away,
leaving us with a much-needed confi-
dence to tackle the challenge of shar-
ing literature from our diverse
cultures.

In the process of respond-
ing to these questions can-
didly, it is my hope that
teachers of literature/lit-
eracy would be one step
away from confronting their
fears and anxieties as insid-
ers/outsiders as they also
realize that culture is not
necessarily monolithic.
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Children’s Books and Multiple
Interpretations of Cultural
Experience
One guideline about the selection
process that several educators empha-
size recommends that teachers know
a variety of books from across many
genres (Diamond & Moore, 1995;
Freeman & Lehman, 2001). Bishop
(1992) suggests that in addition to
this, teachers should extensively read
books written by insiders to get a
good sense of what the culture is
really about. These criteria notwith-
standing, a well-intentioned teacher
can still land in trouble. I would
therefore advise teachers to read
carefully whatever books they plan to
share with children, making sure they
identify and understand the issues
that are addressed. During this pro-
cess toward cultural awareness, they
may want to investigate the
sociopolitical implications of these
issues. This can be accomplished
through critical literacy, which has
been defined as “disrupting the com-
monplace, interrogating multiple
viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical
issues, and taking action and promot-
ing social justice” (Lewison, Flint, &
Sluys, 2002, p. 382). Therefore, while
reading these books, teachers should
pay attention to power relationships
as represented in the print and pic-
ture text. Some questions Lissa Paul
(1998) has identified that could facili-
tate this process include the following:

Whose story is this?
Who is the reader?
Who is named? Who is not?
Who is on top?
Who gets punished? Who is praised?
Who speaks? Who is silenced?
Who acts? Who is acted upon?
Who owns property? Who is depen-
dent?
Who looks? Who is observed?
Who fights for honor? Who suffers?
(p. 16)
If teachers find the sociopolitical

implications that they uncover

through this method to be too heavy
or overwhelming to deal with at this
point in their career, they may want
to put the book aside and find an
alternative.

For example, I sometimes advise
preservice students who have mixed
feelings about their ability to share
books that address race issues to
begin with folk literature and gradu-
ally work their way toward the con-
temporary books. This is safe and
distant, although folk literature does
not usually give a very up-to-date
perspective on the cultural experience
in question. To help balance this
approach, I also provide a list of more
current multicultural authors and
their books.

I have also had the good fortune of
working with a local school librarian
who was willing to let my students
observe as she shared books from
around the world and across cultures
with first graders. Her candor and
sensitivity in discussing cultural
issues that were unfamiliar to her
were fascinating. One day, she might
pause to explain what she had
learned through research about the
culture. Other times, she would
suggest that they work together to
find out more information on the
specific culture. As she read aloud,
interjecting helpful comments every
now and then or stopping to identify
places on a map, the children listened
carefully. This experience helped my

college students tremendously.
Selecting books that deal with our

diverse experiences to share with
students will continue to be a chal-
lenge. It is a necessary task, however,
that should bring the home and school
communities together in an effort to
help children become “literate.” As
Wollman-Bonilla (1998) points out,
teachers “seem to lack the courage to
present non-mainstream perspectives
and experiences, and they lack faith
in children’s ability to recognize and
handle difficult issues” (p. 287). Con-
tinuing this pattern would not only
short-change our children, it would
also compromise our integrity as
human beings and teachers. Our
profession gives us the power to
create possibilities for our children.
We can’t afford to let them down. ●
[Author’s note: My thanks to librarian
Barbara Fritz for welcoming my
students to her book talk sessions.]

References
Bargiel, S., Beck, C., Koblitz, D.,

O’Connor, A., Pierce, K., & Wolf, S.
(1997). Talking about books: Bringing
life’s issues into classrooms. Language
Arts, 74, 482–489.

Bishop, R. (1992). Extending multicul-
tural understanding. In B. Cullinan
(Ed.), More children’s literature in the
classroom (pp. 80–91). Newark, DE:
IRA.

Cai, M. (1992). A balanced view of
acculturation: Comments on Lawrence
Yep’s novels. Children’s Literature in
Education, 23, 107–118.

Church, S. (1997). When values clash:
Learning from controversy. Language
Arts, 74, 525–532.

Compton-Lilly, C. (2000). “Staying on
children”: Challenging stereotypes
about urban parents. Language Arts,
77, 420–427.

Diamond, B. J., & Moore, M. A. (1995).
Multicultural literacy: Mirroring the
reality of the classroom. New York:
Longman.

Freeman, E., & Lehman, B. (2001).
Global perspectives in children’s
literature. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Herb, S. (2000). Banned books. Presenta-
tion at the Children’s Literature

A well-intentioned teacher
can still land in trouble. I
would therefore advise
teachers read carefully
whatever books they plan to
share with children, making
sure they identify and under-
stand the issues that are
addressed.



October 2003 11

Summer Symposium, Pennsylvania
State University, University Park.

Herron, C. (1996). Nappy hair (Joe
Cepeda, Illus.). New York: Dragonfly.

hooks, b. (1988/99). Straightening our
hair. In D. George & J. Trimbur
(Eds.), Reading culture: Contexts for
critical reading and writing (3rd ed.)
(pp. 220–225). New York: Longman.

Lazar, A., & Weisberg, R. (1996).
Inviting parents’ perspectives:
Building home–school partnerships to
support children who struggle with
literacy. The Reading Teacher, 50,
pp. 228–237.

Lewison, M., Flint, A., & Sluys, K.
(2002). Taking in critical literacy: The
journey of newcomers and novices.
Language Arts, 79, 382–392.

Maddy, Y., & MacCann, D. (1996).
African images in juvenile literature:
Commentaries on neocolonialist
fiction. London: McFarland.

McGuire-Raskin, L. (1996). Multi-
culturalism in children’s picture

books: An analysis of insider vs.
outsider texts. Journal of Children’s
Literature, 22(1), 22–27.

Nieto, S. (1996). Affirming diversity: The
socio–political context of multicultural
education. New York: Longman.

Paul, L. (1998). Reading other-ways.
Portland, ME: Calendar Islands
Publishers.

Purcell-Gates, V. (1996). Stories, coupons,
& the TV guide: Relationships be-
tween home literacy experiences and
emergent literacy knowledge. Reading
Research Quarterly, 31, 406–428.

Slapin, B. & Seale, D. (1992). Through
Indians’ Eyes: Native Experience in
Books for Children. Philadelphia, PA:
New Society Publishers.

Teacher transfers. (1998, December 1).
Press Enterprise, p. 2.

Temple, C., Martinez, M., Yokota, J., &
Naylor, A. (2001). Children’s books in
children’s hands: An introduction to
their literature. Boston: Allyn and
Bacon.

Trites, R. S. (1997). Waking Sleeping
Beauty: Feminist voices in children’s
literature. Iowa: University of Iowa
Press.

Wollman-Bonilla, J. (1998). Outrageous
viewpoints: Teachers’ criteria for
rejecting works of children’s litera-
ture. Language Arts, 75, 287–295.

Yenika-Agbaw, V. (1998). Images of west
Africa in children’s books: Replacing
old stereotypes with new ones? The
New Advocate, 11, 203–218.

Yenika-Agbaw, V. (1996). When an
outside perspective touches the
insider: A commentary on the
illustrations of Alexander’s The
fortune-tellers. Journal of Children’s
Literature, 22(1), 28–30.

Yokota, J. (1993). Issues in selecting
multicultural children’s literature.
Language Arts, 70,156–167.

Zipes, J. (1993). The trials and tribula-
tions of Little Red Riding Hood (2nd
ed.). London: Routledge.

Book Reviews
Because Writing Matters:
Improving Student Writing in
Our Schools
National Writing Project and Carl
Nagin. 2003. Jossey-Bass (989 Market
Street, San Francisco, CA 94103-
1741, USA). ISBN 0-7879-6562-6.
Hardcover. 138 pp. $24.95.

Reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox

“One day in early June of 1986, at the
start of summer vacation, I received a
scholarship to attend the National
Writing Project’s 5-week writing
institute at a local college. . . . When
the institute ended, I continued to
read books about teaching, write in
my journal, share my writing, and try
new strategies. The writing institute
had changed my teaching/learning
life” (Wilcox, 2002, p. 3). Created
nearly 30 years ago, the mission of
the National Writing Project was to
improve writing instruction by giving

teachers the opportunity to share
their best practices with other teach-
ers, to read and discuss current
research on teaching writing, and to
become writers themselves. Because

Writing Matters explains why we still
need to improve student writing and
shows us how it can be done effec-
tively.

Beginning with an overview of how
the National Writing Project came to
be, Nagin explains the challenge and
the importance of research in teach-
ing and learning writing. Chapter 2,
“Learning to Write,” brings readers
up-to-date on teaching writing as a
recursive process and on the reading/
writing connection. Chapter 3 offers
strategies and examples for teaching
writing as inquiry. Chapter 4 sug-
gests the importance of professional
development on teaching and learning
writing. Chapter 5 covers standards
and assessments, and Chapter 6 is
directed toward school administrators
who can initiate change in writing
programs. Overall, Nagin offers a
review of research and practice on
teaching writing.

If you want or need to know more
about teaching writing, the bibliogra-
phy is a comprehensive source. The
great writing teachers and well-
known researchers listed here have
built a knowledge base for a discipline
many of us have taken for granted. I

Created nearly 30 years ago,
the mission of the National
Writing Project was to improve
writing instruction by giving
teachers the opportunity to
share their best practices with
other teachers, to read and
discuss current research on
teaching writing, and to be-
come writers themselves.
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was introduced to many of these
authors for the first time through the
National Writing Project Institute. I
read Peter Elbow’s book, Writing
without Teachers, and have been
writing ever since. I read Donald
Murray’s book, Write to Learn, and
immediately shared the “writing as a
process” and “writing to learn” con-
cepts with my students. I read Mina
Shaughnessy’s book, Errors and
Expectations, and stopped using a red
pen.

Researchers are well represented,
also—Donald Graves, Gail Tompkins,
Shelley Harwayne, Ann Lieberman,
Linda Darling-Hammond, Grant
Wiggins, Arthur Applebee, Judith
Langer, and George Hillocks, to name
a few. If you think research on writ-
ing is boring, you haven’t been read-
ing these writers’ research. This book
offers a synthesis of research on
writing assessment, best practice,
reading/writing connection, current
practices, and sociocultural factors
related to teaching and learning
writing.

As English teachers-in-training,
few of us had a writing course other
than English composition, and I know
very few English teachers who ever
had a college course in “Teaching
Writing.” The fact is “composition
pedagogy remains a neglected area of
study at most of the nation’s thirteen
hundred schools of education” (p. 5).
Unfortunately, the best place to learn
how to teach writing is probably not
on the job with Warriner’s English
Composition and Grammar. Further-
more, instruction in teaching writing
would benefit teachers in all disci-
plines. As Toby Fulwiler told us years
ago, “Writing Is Everybody’s Busi-
ness!” For this reason, the National
Writing Project Summer Institutes
are for all teachers at all grade levels.

If you have any interest in being a
Writing Project Fellow, or in improv-
ing writing in your school, you will
want to read this book. If you are a
school administrator interested in
improving writing in your district,
this book was written for you. If you

want to learn more about the Na-
tional Writing Project, check out their
Web site at http:/
www.writingproject.org/.

Reference
Wilcox, B. (2002). Thinking and writing

for publication. Newark, DE: Interna-
tional Reading Association.

The Tech-Savvy English
Classroom
Sara B. Kajder.  2003.  Stenhouse
Publishers (447 Congress Street,
Suite 4B, Portland, ME 04101-3451,
USA) ISBN 1-57110-361-9.  Softcover.
150 pp. $17.50.

Reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox

This is an excellent book—informa-
tive, interesting, helpful, and well

written.  In thinking about why I
liked it so much, it occurred to me
that the author answers many of the
questions I wanted desperately to ask
someone while struggling to integrate
technology in my classroom.  Another
reason is that this book is about
student-centered instruction, and it
encourages exploration, discovery,
thinking, and active learning.  Fi-
nally, the book has links to a variety
of useful Web sites that are sure to
add new dimensions to your lessons.

Here is the best quotation—her
paraphrase of text she read in Learn-
ing with Technology (Jonassen, Peck,
& Wilson, 1998):  “Teaching and

learning are active.  The focus is on
knowledge constructions, not repro-
duction; conversation, not reception;
articulation, not repetition; collabora-
tion, not competition, and reflection,
not prescription” (p. 9).  As a long-
time believer in the constructivist
philosophy of teaching and learning,
this quote really made an impression
on me.  While there are claims that
integrating technology can have the
opposite effect (Cuban, 2001), Kajder
demonstrates the power of technology
to prevent passive teaching and
learning.  She does point out one
requirement—that teachers as well as
their students must be “continual
learners.”

The middle section of the text,
Chapters 4, 5, and 6, contains many
ideas and activities anyone can try
related to writing, presentations,
research, etc.  There are examples
and suggestions to enable even begin-
ners to practice the exercises online.
All the ideas seem to have been
thoughtfully tested and fine-tuned.
There is also a chapter just on com-
munication and information technol-
ogy.  The author suggests many Web
activities for extending and enhancing
student learning.  She even explains
how to construct a class Web site.
The book ends with useful items in
the appendices, such as a rubric for
assessing Web pages and a form to
evaluate your technological expertise.

The chapter I spent the most time
reading was “Going on a WebQuest.”
If you have not tried this strategy
with students, the explanation about
how to do it is very clear.  If you are
totally unfamiliar with the concept,
you will be amazed at the possibilities
for your classroom.  A recurrent
theme in this book is that “student
thinking is empowered when the right
tool is joined with the right task and
the right student” (p. 14).   With
WebQuests, teachers can ensure that
this happens.  To learn more about
WebQuests, visit the WebQuest Page
at <http://webquest.sdsu.edu/>.

You don’t have to be an expert to
benefit from reading this book.  As a

In thinking about why I
liked it so much, it occurred
to me that the author an-
swers many of the questions
I wanted desperately to ask
someone while struggling to
integrate technology in my
classroom.
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matter of fact, you don’t even have to
be an English teacher.  The reading is
easy, it covers a lot of territory, and
you can contact the author directly
with questions on her Tech-Savvy
Web site.

References
Cuban, L. (2001).  Oversold and

underused: Computers in the class-
room.  Cambridge, MA:  Harvard
University Press.

Jonassen, D., Peck, K., & Wilson, B.
(1998).  Learning with technology.
Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice
Hall.

Reading Reasons: Motivational
Mini-Lessons for Middle and
High School
Kelly Gallagher. 2003. Stenhouse
Publishers (447 Congress Street,
Suite 4B, Portland, ME 04101-3451,
USA). ISBN: 1-57110-356-2.
Softcover. 180 pp. $19.50.

Reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox

I wasn’t always a reader. Although as
a young student I clearly understood
the purpose of reading, apparently I
was not convinced of the value. I
cannot remember how old I was when
I discovered that reading was worth-
while, and I could answer the ques-
tion many young readers ask, “What’s
in it for me?” (p.13). In Reading
Reasons, the author suggests that five
building blocks are essential for
adolescent readers—“allowing more
access to reading, providing a time
and place, modeling the value of
reading, placing less emphasis on
grading, and providing structure to
measure progress” (p. 11). These
building blocks are explained in the
first chapter, so if your students need
a nudge, this book offers good advice
you can use right away.

In the second chapter, Gallagher
writes, “The amount of information
available to human beings doubles
every six months, and in the last 400
weeks of human existence, 500 mil-
lion computers worldwide have been

plugged in. We are in the infancy of
an information age, and weak readers
will be left behind” (p. 36). You may
be thinking that even before comput-
ers and the information age, weak
readers were left behind, but today it
is more important than ever that
adolescents understand the value of
reading. They have to understand
what’s in it for them. Discussion of
these nine reading reasons will surely
elevate student awareness and help
students to see that reading does have
intrinsic value.

Over the next 100 pages, Gallagher
presents 40 mini-lessons designed to
show students the personal benefits of
reading. He offers at least four les-
sons for each reason. This is really
the most useful section of the book.
“Brain Maintenance,” for example
(under Reason 4: Reading makes you
smarter), gives students an opportu-
nity to think about the long-term
effects of reading on their mental
health. The lesson asks questions,
such as, “Do you read enough to keep
your brain ‘muscle’ strong? Do you
watch too much television?” and then
provides answers: “TV puts your
brain in ‘neutral,’” and research

indicates that “how much you read
between the ages of 6 and 18 are
predictors of how well you’ll think
decades later” (p. 88). Although
Gallagher doesn’t mention the re-
searchers by name, the idea certainly
has impact. Each lesson ends with
some suggestions to get kids started
on their own brain maintenance.

In Chapter 4, Gallagher quotes
Mark Twain, “A person who doesn’t
read is no better than a person who
can’t read” (p. 139). Gallagher writes,
“If I want my students to become
lifelong readers, then I, as their
teacher, need to do something differ-
ent. . . . The traditional reading
approach . . . has little effect in light-
ing their reading fires” (p. 149). This
chapter asks readers to think about
their own reasons for reading, sug-
gesting to me to look again at “Build-
ing Block 3: Teachers must model the
value of reading” (p. 8). It seems to
me, the first thing teachers could do
to help students become lifelong
readers is to be one. The second thing,
of course, might be to follow through
on some of these 40 mini-lessons to
encourage reluctant readers in your
class. ●

Call for Proposals: NCTE Theory and
Research into Practice (TRIP) book series
The NCTE Books Program invites proposals for its TRIP series (Theory
and Research into Practice). These books are single-authored and focus on
a single topic, targeting a specified educational level (elementary, middle,
or secondary). Each book will offer the following: solid theoretical founda-
tion in a given subject area within English language arts; exposure to the
pertinent research in that area; practice-oriented models designed to
stimulate theory-based application in the reader’s own classroom. The
series has an extremely wide range of subject matter; past titles include
Creative Approaches to Sentence Combining, Unlocking Shakespeare’s
Language, and Enhancing Aesthetic Reading and Response. For detailed
submission guidelines, please visit the NCTE Web site at http://
www.ncte.org/books/submissionguidelines.shtml. Proposals to be consid-
ered for the TRIP series should include a short review of the theory and
research, as well as examples of classroom practices that can be adapted
to the teaching level specified. Send proposals to Zarina Hock, Director of
Book Publications & Senior Editor, or to Kurt Austin, Acquisitions Editor,
NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096; e-mail:
zhock@ncte.org or  kaustin@ncte.org.
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Candidates for Member-at-Large

2003 CEL Election Slate

Beverly Ann Chin,
professor of English;
director, English
Teaching Program,
University of Mon-
tana; board member,
National Board for

Professional Teaching Standards;
member, Educational Assessment
Advisory Committee for Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory.
Formerly: NCTE president; chair,
Task Force on New Leadership;
Resolutions Committee; Curriculum
Commission; Fund Committee; Nomi-
nating Committee; secretary, CEE
Executive Committee; chair, CEE
Nominating Committee; CEE pro-
gram chair, Spring Conference 2000;
president, Montana Association of
Teachers of English Language Arts;
director, Montana Writing Project;
teacher of high school English and
adult education reading. Member:
CEL, SLATE, CEE, MATELA, IRA.
Publications: articles in English
Journal, affiliate journals. Awards:

UM Distinguished Teacher Award;
MATELA Distinguished Educator
Award. Program Participant:
NCTE, CCCC, IRA, NMSA, ASCD,
NSBA, IFTE, World Congress on
Reading.

Position Statement: CEL needs
articulate, assertive leaders who
represent the depth and diversity of
literacy education. Our leaders must
advocate policies that reflect best
practices and current research and
that promote professional develop-
ment and lifelong learning. CEL is a
vibrant, dynamic organization that
develops leadership through its pro-
grams, publications, conferences, and
conversations. To serve our members
and fulfill our mission, CEL must
collaborate with other constituencies
within NCTE and build partnerships
with others who share our commit-
ment to education and democracy.

Paul C. Putnoki, 7th-grade lan-
guage arts teacher at Torrington
Middle School, Torrington, Connecti-

cut, assistant trea-
surer and Executive
Board member of
Connecticut Council of
Teachers of English.
Formerly: CEL
hospitality chair,

conference chair (1999–2002); Con-
necticut Council of Teachers of En-
glish; B.E.S.T. portfolio assessor in
language arts for the State of Con-
necticut, Department of Education;
team leader of the Blue Cluster at the
Torrington Middle School; associate
chair of Middle School Mosaic, Nash-
ville; associate chair, program chair,
chair, and past chair of Junior High/
Middle School Assembly of NCTE.
Member: CEL; NCTE; Emeritus
Assembly, CCTE. Publications:
“Teaching the Writing Process to
Middle School Students” in Idea
Factory (Junior High/Middle School
Assembly publication). Program
Participant: presenter at NCTE
Annual Convention in Portland,
Denver, and Atlanta.

Call for Manuscripts on “Lessons on Grammar”
English Leadership Quarterly is seeking manuscripts for the August 2004 issue “Lessons on Grammar.”   For over 40
years, the Warriner’s series (English Grammar and Composition) was the “trusted vehicle for dispensing language
lore and processes,” yet  “by the late 80s, the days of prescriptive, rule-driven, absolutist language study were num-
bered” (Flood, et al. [Eds.], 2003, Handbook of Research on Teaching the English Language Arts, p. 372).  Recently,
even though 50 years of research has failed to show that teaching grammar leads to improved language performance
in students, teachers continue to question issues surrounding instruction and assessment of English grammar. What
are your thoughts?  What arguments can you share?  What lessons have you taught?  What lessons have you
learned? (Deadline:  April 15, 2004)

African American Read-In Scheduled for February, Black History Month
On Sunday and Monday, February 1 and 2, 2004, NCTE will join the NCTE Black Caucus in sponsoring the fifteenth
national African American Read-In Chain.  This year’s goal is to have at least one million Americans across the
nation reading works by African American writers on Sunday, February 1.  Monday, February 2, is the date desig-
nated for read-ins in schools.

For further information, write Jerrie C. Scott, National Coordinator, African American Read-In, College of Educa-
tion, ICL-320-C Ball Hall, University of Memphis, Memphis, TN 38152; or Dr. Sandra E. Gibbs, NCTE Coordinator,
Associate Executive Director, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096.  Send e-mail requests to
lwalters@ncte.org .
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The Conference on English Leadership
(CEL) of the National Council of Teachers of
English is an organization dedicated to
bringing together English language arts
leaders to further their continuing efforts to
study and improve the teaching of English
language arts. The CEL reaches out to
department chairs, teachers, specialists,
supervisors, coordinators, and others who are
responsible for shaping effective English
instruction. The CEL strives to respond to the
needs and interests germane to effective
English instruction from kindergarten
through college, within the local school, the
central administration, the state, or the
national level.

It is the policy of NCTE in its journals and
other publications to provide a forum for the
open discussion of ideas concerning the
content and the teaching of English and the
language arts. Publicity accorded to any
particular point of view does not imply
endorsement by the Executive Committee, the
Board of Directors, or the membership at
large, except in announcements of policy
where such endorsement is clearly specified.

English Leadership Quarterly (ISSN
0738-1409) is published quarterly in August,
October, February, and April for the
Conference on English Leadership by the
National Council of Teachers of English.

Annual membership in NCTE is $40 for
individuals, and a subscription to English
Leadership Quarterly is $18 (membership is a
prerequisite for individual subscriptions).
Institutions may subscribe for $36. Add $5 per
year for Canadian and all other international
postage. Single copy: $10 (member price, $6).
Remittances should be made payable to NCTE
by check, money order, bank draft in United
States currency, or credit card (call NCTE toll-
free at 877-369-6283).

Communications regarding orders, sub-
scriptions, single copies, and change of
address should be addressed to English
Leadership Quarterly, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon
Road, Urbana, Illinois 61801-1096.
Communications regarding permission to
reprint should be addressed to Permissions,
NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois
61801-1096. POSTMASTER: Send address
changes to English Leadership Quarterly,
NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois
61801-1096.
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Pat Mayer. NCTE Managing Editor for
Journals: Margaret Chambers.
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Reflections of a Novice Online Learner
Marie Martin, International Education Project Consultant, Tyrone, Northern Ireland

online. Then, I began with a few
lessons to test the waters. “Online
teaching is labor intensive” (Simon,
2000, p. 74), so proceed with caution.
As Wittenberg suggests, be a re-
searcher—Amazon lists about a dozen
books scheduled for fall publication on
online teaching and learning. Try to
think of your students as collabora-
tors—interaction is key, and “telling”
as a teaching strategy isn’t an option
online. Think more creatively—
develop a WebQuest activity.
“WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented
activity in which most or all of the
information used by learners is drawn
from the Web. WebQuests are de-
signed to use learners’ time well, to

focus on using information rather
than looking for it, and to support
learners’ thinking at the levels of
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation”
(Dodge, 1995). Most cyber-savvy
teachers take responsibility for their
own learning, and it really shouldn’t
require more than 30 years.

In this issue, Marie Martin shares
an experiential piece about learning
online and at a distance, and Jason
Brown offers some tips on technologi-
cal literacy. Finally, Vivian Yenika-
Agbaw suggests that teachers need to
be more “culturally” literate. These
pieces are followed by three book
reviews, The Tech-Savvy English
Classroom, Because Writing Matters,

and Reading Reasons: Motivational
Mini-Lessons for Middle and High
School. ●
References
Dodge, B., with March, T. (1995).

WebQuest site overview. Retrieved
August 25, 2003, from San Diego
State University Web site: http://
webquest.sdsu.edu/overview.htm

Simon, M. (2000). Managing time:
Developing effective online organiza-
tion. In K. White & B. Weight (Eds.),
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arly editing in the digital age. The
Chronicle of Higher Education,
XLIV(48), p. B12.

It has been the best of times and
the worst of times, this year that
I have spent as a first-time online

learner. I have been on a roller
coaster from exhilaration to exhaus-
tion and back again. My life has been
enriched beyond belief by the mind-

expanding experiences offered me
within the online doctoral program in
which I participated. My energy, both
nervous and physical, has been fre-
quently depleted by the constant
stream of ever higher intellectual and
technological challenges, only to be

immediately recharged by the eupho-
ria of achievement and the ensuing
urge to go further. Though occasion-
ally tempted to stop this crazy world
and try to get off, I have kept going. I
have completed six online courses. I
am just beginning to make some
sense of it all.

Socrates tells us that the
unreflected life is not worth living.
This is certainly true of the life of a
novice online learner. Indeed, no
matter how long we spend in
cyberspace, it is essentially an alien
environment for human beings. To
enter is to become disembodied, to
function with only the intellectual and
emotional parts of our being, to risk
isolation or loneliness. To “boldly go”
there, as I did, without due thought
and preparation, is not to be recom-
mended. Pauses for reflection, both
before committing to an online course
and at regular intervals during the
experience, would go a long way
towards making sense—and taking
control—of cyberspace.

I have learned all this the hard
way. I had spent a lifetime in tradi-
tional education as student, teacher,
and teacher trainer, but I had no

Position Statement: CEL needs
leaders who will develop dynamic and
innovative programs that reach out to
a wide expanse of English educators.
Leaders must represent and respond
to the needs of English educators on
many levels to encourage membership
and participation in CEL.

Gregory Van Nest,
English teacher,
Magna Vista High
School, Virginia;
adjunct instructor,
Patrick Henry Com-
munity College, Vir-
ginia. Member:

NCTE; CEL; Virginia Association of
Teachers of English; New Voices
Panel, English Journal.

Position Statement: The needs of
new teachers are different from the
needs of established teachers. English
language arts leaders need to help
meet these needs to ensure that new
teachers stay in the profession. Cur-
rent licensure programs are different
from licensure programs of a decade
or two ago, emphasizing a shift to-
wards student-centered and research-
based teaching practices. At their
teaching placements, beginning
teachers may not find colleagues who
can help them put these practices to
work. This is especially true in com-

munities that do not have strong ties
to universities and other sources of
professional development and sup-
port. Leaders need to help new teach-
ers implement knowledge learned in
licensure programs and connect these
new teachers with mentors and orga-
nizations to help them succeed.

As a third-year teacher in a rural
community, I know the frustrations
that new teachers may experience. As
a member-at-large of CEL’s executive
committee, I can help the members of
CEL understand the needs of new
teachers and help them become better
leaders for new teachers.

Edie Weinthal,
District Humanities
Supervisor, Pascack
Valley Regional High
School District, New
Jersey; educational
consultant,
Smithsonian Museum

of the American Indian; English
Journal reader/reviewer; NEH
Speaker’s Bureau; chair—essay
writing, Academic Decathlon Steering
Committee. Formerly: elementary
and high school teacher; adjunct
professor, Montclair State University;
Supervisors’ Committee, Principals’
and Supervisors’ Association
(NJPSA). Member: CEL, NCTE,

NJCTE, ASCD, NJASCD, NJ PSA
Editorial Board. Publications:
Preparing for the NJ HSPA in Lan-
guage Arts; Anzia Yezierska: Words
as Power; articles, Kentucky English
Bulletin, Studies in American Jewish
Fiction, Response Magazine. Awards:
Ph.D. Dean’s Scholar, Drew Univer-
sity; Dodge grant recipient; 1st NJ
S.E.E.D. (Seeking Educational Equity
and Diversity) leadership program
participant; 1st National Educator’s
Conference, U.S. Holocaust Museum.
Program Participant: NCTE Na-
tional and International Conferences;
ASCD National Conference; NJ ASCD
Annual Conference; NJ Writer’s
Conference; NJ Teacher Institute;
guest on “Storyline” (public radio
broadcast).

Position Statement: The infusion
of different perspectives and new
visions is the lifeblood of any organi-
zation. CEL must expand its member-
ship base by re-envisioning English
leadership roles in 21st-century
schools. Recruiting and supporting
these new leaders is essential. Mean-
ingful, professional development
programs to enrich our experienced
leaders and inspire future ones
should be a primary focus of CEL
leadership.

2003 CEL Ballot
The CEL Bylaws permit members to vote either by mail or at
the CEL business session of the NCTE Annual Convention.
Each member mailing a ballot should mark it and mail it in an
envelope with a return name and address to: Wanda Porter,
CEL Ballots, Kamehameha High School, 210 Konia Circle,
Honolulu, HI 96817.

Ballots must be postmarked no later than November 3,
2003. Members who prefer to vote at the Convention will be
given a ballot and an envelope at the business session of CEL.
An institution with membership may designate one individual
as the representative to vote on its behalf. Please list the
institution’s name and address on the outside of the envelope.

Member-at-Large
(vote for two)

❑ Beverly Ann Chin
❑ Paul C. Putnoki
❑ Gregory Van Nest
❑ Edie Weinthal
❑ ________________________

(write-in candidate)

✄
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Teaching, Learning, and Leadership
Online
Bonita L. Wilcox, editor

In a recent article in The Chronicle
of Higher Education, Kate
Wittenberg, director of the Elec-

tronic Publishing Initiative at Colum-
bia, wrote, “Above all, we must be
open-minded, flexible, and innovative
professionals, willing to take on new
roles and learn new skills, while still
relying on our traditional strengths
as publisher” (p. B 2). The article
suggests that editors begin to see
themselves as researchers, see au-
thors as collaborators, think more
creatively, educate themselves about
digital technology, and learn how to
operate in new environments
(Wittenberg, 2003). This seems like
especially good advice for teachers,
too.

Many question the value and
quality of online teaching and learn-
ing, knowing that teaching and learn-
ing at a distance may not be the
perfect alternative. Others question
the value and quality of online teach-
ing and learning without knowing
much about it at all. This is the rea-
son that Wittenberg’s advice is on
target. We want to be open-minded,
flexible, and innovative. We should be
researchers, collaborators, and cre-
ative thinkers, and know how to find

our way around new environments for
teaching and learning.

Personal experience tells me that
most of us didn’t start out on a tech-
nological landscape. In fact, in today’s
world, perhaps only the “fearless” and
determined can ever hope to keep up
with teaching and learning digitally.
Okay, this may not be exactly true,
but it is the way I see it. I started
learning about computers in educa-
tion on a Tandy TRS-80 in the late
60s. I was sure that everyone knew
more about computers than I did.
Since that time, I have taken many
computer classes; some were just
about computers, but others used
computers as a tool for thinking and
learning course content. The greatest
challenge for me has been in acquir-
ing the technological knowledge and
skills necessary for online teaching
and learning. I often asked for help
from knowledgeable techies. Thirty
years later, I can tell you that I have
made progress. I can’t imagine spend-
ing a day without my computer.

Generally speaking, the younger
generation seems much more aware of
and better adapted to technological
advances. Still, even with excellent
computer skills, the online environ-

ment can be inhibiting to some learn-
ers. Focused academic research re-
quires different strategies than
surfing the Net. Imagine trying to
participate in a written conversation
on a discussion board or in a synchro-
nous chat room without being able to
type! In online courses, everyone
participates. You can’t sit passively in
the back row!

I found it helpful to take an online
course before attempting to teach
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Book Reviews: 11
Because Writing Matters: Improving
Student Writing in Our Schools

[reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox]
The Tech-Savvy English Classroom

[reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox]
Reading Reasons: Motivational
Mini-Lessons for Middle and High
School

[reviewed by Bonita L. Wilcox]

Best ELQ Article Award Winner 6

Call for Manuscripts 14

2003 CEL Election Slate 14

CEL EXECUTIVE COMMITTEECall for Manuscripts/
Future Issues
The English Leadership Quarterly, a publication of the
NCTE Conference on English Leadership (CEL), seeks
articles of 500–5,000 words on topics of interest to those in
positions of leadership in departments (elementary, sec-
ondary, or college) where English is taught. Informal,
firsthand accounts of successful teaching and learning
activities are always welcome. Book reviews, software
reviews, and Web site reviews related to the themes of
upcoming issues are encouraged.

Surveys of our readers reveal a variety of topics of
interest: leadership studies, class size/class load, support
from the business community, at-risk student programs,
integrated learning, problems of rural schools, and the
whole language curriculum philosophy. Short articles on
these and other concerns are published in every issue. In
particular, upcoming issues will have these themes:

April 2004 (deadline December 15, 2003)
Character Education

August 2004 (deadline April 15, 2004)
Lessons on Grammer
(see call, p. 14)

Manuscripts may be sent on 3.5" floppy disks with IBM-
compatible ASCII files, as traditional double-spaced typed
copy, or as e-mail attachment. A decision about a manu-
script will be reached within two months of submission. The
Quarterly typically publishes one out of ten manuscripts it
receives each year. Send articles and inquiries to Bonita L.
Wilcox at P.O. Box 142, Cambridge Springs, PA 16403; e-
mail: blwilcox@direcway.com; phone: (814) 398-2528. ●

Chair
Rudolph Sharpe
Lancaster Country Day
   School
Lancaster, Pennsylvania

Associate Chair
Judith Moore Kelly
Howard University
Washington, D.C.

Past Chair
Rick Chambers
Ontario College of Teachers
Toronto, Ontario
Canada

Corresponding Secretary
Bil Chinn
Edmonton Public Schools
Edmonton, Alberta
Canada

Membership Chair
Jolene Borgese
Educational Consultant
West Chester, Pennsylvania

Nominating Committee
Chair
Wanda Porter
Kamehameha Secondary School
Honolulu, Hawaii

Nominating Committee
Associate Chair
John Barber
Fairmount-Harford High School
Baltimore, Maryland

2003 Program Chair
Debbie Smith McCullar
Dean Morgan Junior High
Casper, Wyoming

2004 Program Chair
Tom Scott
Menomonee Falls School District
Menomonee Falls, Wisconsin

Members-at-Large
Jennifer Abrams
Palo Alto Unified School District
Palo Alto, California
Brannon Hertel
Bear Creek High School
Lakewood, Colorado
Henry Kiernan
West Morris Regional High School
   District
Chester, New Jersey
Robin B. Luby
Grossmont High School
La Mesa, California
David Noskin
Adlai E. Stevenson High School
Lincolnshire, Illinois
Kathleen Siegfried
Bordentown Regional School
   District
Bordentown, New Jersey

Liaison to NCTE Secondary
Section Committee
Willa Mae Kippes
Gilcrest, Colorado

Liaison to Conference on
English Education
Jeff Golub
University of South Florida
Tampa, Florida

Staff Liaison
Dale Allender, NCTE
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