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Between the Ideal and the Real World of Teaching

Ideas for the Classroom from the NCTE Elementary Section

Linda K. Crafton and Nancy J. Johnson, Coeditors

Note from the Editors

It’s been a few months since the
rekindled excitement over another
Harry Potter novel, but the resonance
continues. Enough time has passed to
reflect on this phenomenon and to pay
tribute to J. K. Rowling’s gift as a sto-
ryteller and her partnership in creat-
ing readers. Rowling has become our
literary partner alongside a range of
other authors and illustrators who
lure kids to reading with their own
form of magic—series writers such as
Carolyn Keene and R. L. Stine; award
winners Lois Lowry, Linda Sue Park,
and Christopher Paul Curtis; tickle-
your-funny-bone writers Mo Willems,
Jon Sciezka, and Shel Silverstein;
even gone-but-not-forgotten creators
like the brilliant but wacky Dr. Seuss.

This year, School Talk will take a
close look at the partnerships with
authors, poets, and illustrators who
create literature that inspires, sup-
ports, and reinforces us as much as it
does our students. We begin with a
focus on what is perhaps the most nat-
ural connection between literature
and language arts—the literary part-
nerships that teach reading and create
readers. This issue is about using lit-
erature as our accomplice, friend, and
partner in the act of creating readers.
It’s also about viewing reading as an
active, creative process that demands
something worth reading in order to
sustain and satisfy readers of all ages.

Linda and Nancy

Literary Partnerships:

Collaborating with Literature
to Create Readers

with Literature as our Partner

by Nancy J. Johnson, Western Washington University

“It is not simply enough to teach children to read; we have to give them something
worth reading.” —Katherine Paterson, 1995, p. 301

ver the years I've asked teachers
Oto examine their own reading

lives as they make plans to teach
children how and why they can (and
should) become readers. What is it that
compels someone to read? Go ahead,
tell the truth. In all honesty, none of us
chooses to read because it’s “good for
us.” We read for reward and satisfac-
tion: to satisfy our need for inspiration
or to reward our curiosity about how
something works, to discover new facts
about dinosaurs, to travel back in time,
or to remind ourselves we’re not alone.
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Reading exists because of need, both
personal and public.

Knowing how to read is one of the
most powerful human abilities, as well
as one of the most demanding. Real
reading demands participation. Real
reading expects comprehension. Real
reading requires readers’ attention,
mentally and emotionally. It is an
active, flexible, sometimes frustrating,
sometimes exhilarating process.

Real reading is rarely relegated to a
30-minute block of time five days a
week followed by prescribed questions.
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With Literature as Our Partner coninuea

What can we learn from Harry

Potter’s unwitting partnership
in creating readers?

e Some books defy grade-level and

age-level labels. There’s no limit to

a “good” book’s appeal: We've all
seen great-grandpas, business-
women, and tattooed teenagers

deeply immersed in a Harry Potter

novel.

e The same book can captivate capa-

ble as well as challenged readers.

e Readers will go to great lengths for
a good book, including standing in

line in a wizardly costume until

the stroke of midnight and accept-

ing despicable chores to earn

enough money to buy a must-have

book.

e It’s acceptable, even cool, to be seen

reading in public.

e Readers aren’t daunted by the
number of pages if there’s enough
reward in the story.

e Re-reading can be immensely satis-

fying.
e The ability to imagine and the

desire for make-believe never grow

old.
¢ The printed book is not a dead
medium.

Harry Potter books are certainly not
the only literature to reveal these lessons.
Nor is this list exhaustive as to literature’s
effect on readers. But the Potter phenome-
non does make us wonder: How can we
capitalize on this renewed enthusiasm for
reading? How do we transform our class-
rooms into places that encourage dedicated
readers and nourish reluctant ones? How
do we establish relationships with litera-
ture and with each other that are trusting,
inviting, and authentic? How do we not
only teach kids to read, but turn them into
readers?

When we take seriously our responsi-
bility as teachers of readers, we admit
there’s no such thing as a one-size-fits-all
curriculum and we stop spending inordi-
nate amounts of money searching for it.
Instead we do the hard (and important
and wondrous) work of teaching. And we
do it best by demystifying the process as
we demonstrate its purposes. But we don’t
do it alone. We create readers most natu-
rally by partnering with books, stories,
and poems written to be read and with
authors and illustrators who regard chil-
dren as worthy audiences. J. K. Rowling
knows this. So do those of us who read—
really read—Dby choice as well as by neces-
sity.

The most logical way to capitalize on
literary partnerships is through demon-
stration, access to literature, and opportu-
nities for response. Translating this into
classroom practice requires a commitment
of time and resources, honesty and respect.
In this issue, three teachers focus on how
they collaborate with literature through
the read-aloud, with choice reading, and
with opportunities for response. The kids
in these classrooms are learning how to
read, developing reading skills and com-
prehension strategies to undertake read-
ing material specific to varying learning
tasks. These teachers devote time and
attention to focus lessons and guided prac-
tice and, as often as not, authentic litera-
ture is the material of choice for this
instruction. But equally important in these
classrooms is the belief that reading skill
is not enough; the goal is invested,
engaged, rewarded readers. As part of that
commitment, these teachers choose to
devote time to reading aloud, to choice
reading, and to responding to literature. A

through Read-Alouds
by Marianne K. Richardson, The
Heritage School, Newnan, Georgia

“You’re going to read to us
today, aren’t you?” my students
request regularly. In every class for
the past seven years, I've started the
day with a read-aloud, without fail. 1
began this ritual teaching third
grade, but have “grown it up” to my
now seventh graders. The students’
question is still the same, and my
answer remains a resounding yes.
Yes, because I've discovered how the
read-aloud allows me to know my
students, and yes, because it allows
them to know more about literature
and trust their responses to it.

The read-aloud binds us togeth-
er through our shared experience.
When we invest in literature by lis-
tening and responding, we reveal
deeply personal connections to the
story and participate in the experi-
ence of reading together. The time
we take to respond through talking,
sketching, and writing after each
day’s read-aloud is equally benefi-
cial. These response activities help
students realize that there’s rarely
just one interpretation of a work,
and they spawn questions, curiosity,
and interest. Last year Rachael
wrote,

I like that you read to us at the
beginning of class. It sparks a high
interest in reading that I think I
lost from Lower to Middle School.
Being able to voice my opinion and
ideas about certain books in my
response journal is extremely

satisfying.

What I choose to read aloud is
important; the decision requires me
to take into account each group of
students. Currently my language
arts classes are divided by gender.
While the girls are generally open to
anything, the boys lie in wait for me;
I have to prove to them that I know
a good “boys’ book.” For that reason,



Sharlng through Read'AIOUdS (continued)

I start the year with Gary
Paulsen’s Harris and Me.
Within a few pages the stu-
dents are hooked, some-
what in disbelief that I've
chosen a book they actually
like. I begin the girls’ year
with Pictures of Hollis
Woods by Patricia Reilly
Giff. They immediately
relate to Hollis’s search for
identity and her longing to
be loved—her concerns are
not unlike those of many of
my students.

Choosing a book to read aloud can
be daunting. A “good” story won’t
always make a good read-aloud. I
choose books with strong voice and
engaging characters. Wordy and overly
descriptive books are difficult to read
aloud because listeners have difficulty
following the story. I also choose books
that I like. But on rare occasions I
strike out. Several years ago, I started
a book that was a marvelous story
when I read it on my own. After three
chapters, my students informed me
that they trusted my judgment and
ability to choose interesting read-
alouds, but in their collective opinion,
this time I missed the boat. After lis-
tening to two more chapters we agreed
to do what proficient readers some-
times do—we abandoned the book. It
just didn’t work as a read-aloud.
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Another consideration when I
choose books to read aloud is selecting
books that will send students to the
shelves looking for others by the same
author or with the same theme. Last
year So B. It (Weeks, 2004), A Corner
of the Universe (Martin, 2002), and
Alabama Moon (Key, 2006) all drove
students to the librarian asking for
more. When they discovered that
Alabama Moon was Watt Key’s first
novel, they hoped he’d write more—and
soon!

Because read-aloud time is special
in my classroom, I commit to finding
the right book. Book reviews in profes-
sional journals, colleagues’ suggestions,
even tips from my local independent
bookseller help me sort through the
many books published. I also email my
former children’s literature professor
for suggestions and spend hours poking
around the bookstore and our school
library. Most of all, I read and read and
read, keeping my ears tuned for a good
read-aloud, no matter the genre or
format.

The language and illustrations of
wisely selected picture books provide
excellent models for elementary and
adolescent readers and writers.
Cynthia Rylant’s When I Was Young in
the Mountains encourages memoir
writing, for example, and Ralph
Fletcher’s A Writing Kind of Day
inspires poetry. Both my third and sev-
enth graders wrote their own firefly
pieces after hearing Julie Brinckloe’s
Fireflies. The Raft by Jim LaMarche
sparked lake-event tales and river-rat
stories from boys and girls alike.

Perhaps the critics—
my students—evaluate
our read-alouds best. For
Michael, who is generally
reluctant to pick up a
book, the read-aloud
helps him find a way into
the literature, especially
since he learned to
respond by making con-

nections. He complains, “Don’t say
‘bring your thoughts to a close’; I can’t
write that fast!” Andrea claims, “It’s
nice to lose myself in the book we’re
reading aloud. I sometimes think I'm
that character.” And Cliff agrees:
“When you read aloud, it’s a lot more
clear and easy to understand. I like
how we respond after each one because
the more we put [down] what we are
thinking, the better.”

Just as my students affirm the
value of the read-aloud, so do my
literary partners, authors such as
Katherine Paterson, who advocates:

the best way to cultivate their tastes is
to read to them, starting at birth and
keeping on and on. “Let me hear you
read it” is a test. “Let me read it to
you” is a gift. So as a mother and as a
writer, let me urge you to read to them,
read to them, read to them. (Paterson,
1995, 282-283) A
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by Megan Sloan, Cathcart Elementary School, Snohomish, Washington

the classroom, hang up their coats
and backpacks, and place their
read-at-home book bags into the desig-
nated bin. It’s time for the first of our
choice-reading opportunities: thirty
minutes of daily uninterrupted nose-in-
book time for my first and second
graders. They quickly find their books
and then grab a spot to read—perhaps
a stool, the floor, or a corner at our
large table. Tatum piles several
poetry books next to her, opens
Color Me a Rhyme (Yolen 2003),
and her face lights up. Robbie sits
at his desk reading Poppy’s Return
(Avi, 2005), oblivious to activity
around him, while Adena chooses a
tub of Wright Group nonfiction
readers and lies on the floor next to
a low lamp to read.
Our reading workshop time is
precious. There is much to teach
and so few hours in the day. Why
devote chunks of time for students
to read what they want? What do I
hope students will gain from this
focused choice-reading time?
Whether it’s the read-aloud, mini-
lessons, response opportunities, or
independent reading, my goal is always
to teach reading and create readers.
During choice reading, I partner with
literature to create
e strong, fluent readers;
¢ readers who choose to read;
¢ readers who find value and purpose
in reading;

¢ readers who slow down to notice,
think, enjoy, linger, wonder, and
learn from books;

¢ readers who respond, talk about, and
recommend books.

Fostering choice reading begins
with providing something worth read-
ing. It requires a classroom library
that’s varied in genre, reading level,
and text type. If I want children to dis-
cover their reading preferences, I must
make available all kinds of books.
Nonfiction, poetry, biography, folktales,
rhyming books, joke books, drawing
books, math-related books, and fiction

E ach morning students tumble into

grace our shelves. Early in the year,
the children help organize and label
book baskets in ways that interest and
make sense to them. This activity pays
benefits later, as they become familiar
with our library, offering informal book
talks while they categorize.

While book availability is impor-
tant, so is revealing who I am as a
reader. The first few days of school this

year I shared what I was reading: two
professional books, Boy Writers
(Fletcher, 2006) and The Wonder of It
All (Johnson & Giorgis, 2007); the trav-
el section from Sunday’s newspaper;
my Pottery Barn catalog; Ishmael
Beah’s memoir, A Long Way Gone; and
My Cat Copies Me (Kwon, 2007), a new
picture book I'll read aloud soon. I
explained why I read each one—to
learn something new, to enjoy, to
dream, and maybe just to laugh.

Then I invited students to consider
their purposes as they choose books.
Occasionally I ask the children to write
this purpose in their reading journal,
share it with a friend, or explain their
choice during our reading conferences,
when we meet informally to discuss
what they are reading and they some-
times read a selection to me.

I use informal think-aloud strate-
gy-focus lessons (Wilhelm, 2001) to
model how I read by thinking, ques-
tioning, and making observations. This
occurs during our daily read-alouds,
when I'm introducing poetry for choral

reading, even when I'm demonstrating
how to skim nonfiction in search of
information. I consciously show how
readers make sense of text—whether
it’s sounding out words or rereading
when something is unclear—and I
encourage students to practice these
strategies when they read independent-
ly (i.e., make connections, ask ques-
tions, visualize and infer, synthesize,
determine important ideas, repair
understanding). As I read aloud, I
model fluent, expressive reading
and invite students to do the same
when they read with a partner.

To encourage children to dis-
cover new genres and authors, I
commit to reading aloud various
kinds of texts. Because I value
getting hooked on series books, I'll
read a chapter from a different
series, such as Judy Denton’s Pee
Wee Scouts or Mary Pope
Osborne’s Magic Tree House. How
do I learn about new books?
Usually from friends or book
reviews. So I promote similar book
sharing among my students. We take
time for book talks and keep a chart of
recommended books on the classroom
wall to refer to when we need a book
suggestion. My students also keep
readers’ notebooks, in which they
respond to their choice reading with
illustrations, language that lingers,
questions they wonder about, and con-
nections they’re making. We often end
our reading workshop with a few stu-
dents reading their notebook entries to
the class or in small groups.

Why choice reading? Because I
want my students to become avid read-
ers—readers who trust their own
choices, learn to find books about top-
ics that interest them, consult friends
for recommendations, rely on the
strategies I've taught and demonstrat-
ed, and seek books for a variety of rea-
sons. I want my students to want to
read and to gain skill, stamina, and
satisfaction as readers—not just in
first and second grade, but for the rest
of their lives. A



Nurturing Response to Reading

by Kate Norem, Horizon Elementary School, Mukilteo, Washington

s I open Elise’s worn
reader’s notebook
d turn to her most

recent literary letter, I
expect her response will be
rich with questions, won-
derings, and observations.
She’s been reading
Suzanne Fisher Staples’s
novel Shabanu for her
choice reading, and she
has a lot to say about it.
After praising Staples’s
craft (“My favorite descrip-
tions were when she said
the sun set and rose with
an opal haze”), Elise’s tone
changes. I can tell by the large, darker
print letters that she’s become passion-
ate, maybe a little angry.
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Responses such as Elise’s are what
I aim for when I create opportunities
for students to extend their thinking
during and after reading. I teach stu-
dents to respond honestly, and when
they do, we understand the book and
each other in new ways.

Response to literature during and
after reading is an important part of
my language arts curriculum because
it personalizes learning and involves
students as active, thinking readers. I
want my students to read beyond liter-
al understanding and discover new
ideas. I want them to get involved emo-
tionally and to connect and interact

with all kinds of texts. I've learned
that I have to teach this and not just
assign it.

I begin teaching response to litera-
ture the first day of school when I
introduce myself by reading aloud one
or two of my favorite picture books and
then asking students to “talk to some-
one about your thinking” after I've
read each one. Informal talk about
books is a natural, easy way to build a
foundation for response. Talk gives
kids a chance to try out their thinking
with no penalty. The value of talk is
often dismissed, but I find that infor-
mal conversations about books are an
essential part of nurturing response.

When I begin reading novels
aloud, I distribute reading notebooks
with a section in them allocated for
responses to the read-aloud. I demon-
strate how to capture ideas, questions,
and feelings with words and sketches,
and then I give students a few minutes
of quiet time after the read-aloud to
get their ideas onto paper. Sometimes
I offer an open-ended prompt (“If you
can’t think of something to write about
today, you might want to consider how
you’d feel if you were in the main char-
acter’s situation”), but mostly I want
students to learn to trust their own
response. We follow this written
response with table-group conversa-
tions and then whole-class sharing,
giving kids a chance to hear what oth-
ers are thinking or wondering.

I also develop stu-
dents’ ability to respond
during and after their
choice reading by introduc-
ing literary letters, some-
thing I first read about in
Fountas and Pinnell’s
Guiding Readers and
Writers. These written
conversations about a book
between a reader and me
give me a chance to devel-
op individualized relation-
ships based on each stu-
dent’s reading interest and
ability. They’re also an
ideal place for me to
demonstrate response strategies and
suggest books and authors. I use a
whole-class focus lesson to demon-
strate how to write a response letter
and what kinds of things to include.
Then, as I write my letter responding
to the read-aloud book, I talk through
my decisions and write directly onto
chart paper so we can refer back to it
as needed. I expect my fifth graders to
write one literary letter a week, keep-
ing these in another section of their
reading notebooks. When I respond to
their letters, I aim to affirm ideas and
feelings and I try to either raise a
question or make a suggestion to keep
students involved as readers. I love
how these letters allow me to peek into
my students’ personal reading lives
and guide, encourage, and make rec-
ommendations about other books they
might enjoy.

Certainly not every student in my
fifth-grade class responds to literature
with the same depth and emotion as
Elise. However, by writing letters
about their reading, students can find
success in communicating their think-
ing. Literary letters create an authen-
tic way for all of my students to
respond to literature regardless of
their ability level. So do our daily con-
versations about books, our involve-
ment with literature circles, and the
visual arts extension projects we create
to celebrate the books we read aloud. I
can’t imagine creating thinking, joyful
readers without them. A
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