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Chapter I: Introducing Theory to the Love of Reading

1. The Little Princess: How My Love of Reading Came To Be

“Never did she find anything so difficult as to keep herself from losing her temper when she was

suddenly disturbed while absorbed in a book. People who are fond of books know the feeling of

irritation which sweeps over them at such a moment.”

-- Frances Hodgson Burnett, A Little Princess
“Where does reading fit in?”
-- Daniel Pennac, Betier than Life

The first time | heard 4 Little Princess, Sara Crewe entranced me with her ability to imagine, to
tell stories, much as she did her fictional classmates. I let myself fall into the book as another pupil at
Miss Minchin’s Seminary for Girls; | transformed into the imagining wide-eyed listener of Sara’s
countless stories. I listened as my elementary librarian read us Sara’s story, and one day | proudly placed
the annotated children’s version on the library desk with every bit of my second-grade confidence to
- check it out by myself. 4 Little Princess became one of the first stories ] had been read and then chose to
read on my own. As my elementary years passed, I recall proudly counting up the total lines bearing my
name on the library card inside that book’s front cover. When I visited my elementary school library this
past January, I went straight to that shelf. The book no longer had its place there, but I touched that
special shelf, feeling cager to grab the book now making its home there, settle down quietly in this now-
miniature library, and disappear again into someone else’s tale. What was it about this story that so
captured me? And how does even the thought of that book’s spot in the library hold such power over me
that 1 can hardly resist grabbing another book from one of those elementary shelves? The answer to both
of these questions may come down to the sentiment that clearly has driven all of my intellectual life: |
love reading, and thanks to a mix of early influences, 1 was lucky to have been encouraged to do so.

Reading has always been a part of my life, and though Sara Crewe happens to be a key character
who taught me the value of imagination and storytelling, numerous other characters taught me to love

reading, since it meant that I could befriend them, enter their world, and even recreate that world on my
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own during my playtime, Books were given privileged time in our family, and | was given books
consistently. Favorite books were read again and again, my parents never begrudging me a story. I loved
listening to stories, reading on my own, and even pretending to read when I could not quite figure out all
of the words. My preschool and kindergarten classrooms built upon the foundation that my family had
given me, and my kindergarten teacher gave me further opportunities to imagine through reading and
writing. As I got older, [ began to put into words what I had felt from the beginning of my exposure to
books: these pages not only created new worlds where before nothing existed, but also challenged me to
explore my own world in a way that not many other things did. My reading let me turn to look at the
world around me with changed eyes; my parents describe my toys as peripheral to the imagined worlds
and scenes [ created while playing make-believe. They recall that my kindergarten teacher expected her
students to say to themselves confidently, “1 am reading, 1 am writing.” | wanted to learn to read because
it meant I could read and imagine anything on my own; 1 understood that reading had value because of
the encounters with reading I had on a daily basis. These encounters happened both at home and in school
and stressed that reading could be personal or shared, easy or hard, joyful yet challenging. Reading could
give one the opportunity to escape, to find something new, to create, to be curious, but most importantly,
to learn always from any environment. The teachers and family members around me gave pure,
unmediated reading the highest position and value in my intellectual life.

Eventually, as an older student, I sought out experiences to share my love of reading. I started
working with elementary students, and during this time, 1 began to feel that the learning atmosphere in the
current system was somehow different from what I had experienced. 1 started questioning the ways in
which reading was valued and taught as a subject meriting a student’s love. The love of reading seemed
absent from many of children’s encounters with books; reading work in classrooms often felt
disconnected from allowing children to enjoy books as imaginative building blocks. What were reading
encounters like in these schools compared to what I once experienced? I questioned the worth of a love of
reading, an attitude towards reading that I had never before doubted as extremely important to the

education process: why should a love of reading be instilled in young students especially as they begin to
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learn to read? What comes from a love of reading that might not occur should that love not be conveyed,
supported, and nurtured? 1 looked back at my family’s involvement, wondering, who needs to be involved
in instilling this love? Only after many hours spent in elementary classrooms, in libraries, in conversation,
in silent reminiscing, in community programs, did I finally realize that I wanted to question the kinds of
reading encounters that literacy programs encourage in the current educational atmosphere in Putnam
County. | sensed something missing, or something out of place, in some literacy environments that [ had
seen, Was the love of reading still there? More significantly perhaps, was a love of reading still deserving
of having a central place in curricula and programs design? I could not answer these questions, and after
so much work in educational atmospheres, 1 felt that greater intentionality with this work would allow me
to begin to engage effectively with these questions.

My own questions about instilling a love of reading come up right as struggles are happening in
Indiana over who controls the educational system and what kind of system that leader is controlling, over
who should fund what kinds of education, over what students should or should not be learning. While
those tensions are consuming state legislators, schools in such counties as Putnam that perhaps already
have their own educational challenges to handle still must maneuver state requirements for testing while
balancing decreasing budgets. Of four school corporations in Putnam County, | have interacted with
students and educators in the Greencastle Community School Corporation (GCSC) and the South Putnam
Community School Corporation. I have spent the most time in two GCSC elementaries; the Greencastle
Community School Corporation reports a free/reduced lunch rate of 47.8%, and the school | have worked
in for the past four years qualifies as a “severe need” school with a reported rate of 50.2% (1, AdvancED
7). This community allowed me into these school systems to offer the classroom assistance I could as a
college student; | consistently felt drawn into both the challenges and strengths of these schools,
especially as they taught their children to read. Therefore, it made sense that my thesis allow me to
engage with the local community of educators and parents alike. I imagined a thesis in which I could use
my research practically in the community in which I had volunteered and resided for most of four years.

My questions about a love of reading led me to understand that even though so much attention might be
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focused on education right now, much continues 1o be lost as educators work to translate policy to
realistic classroom models that empower young students as lovers of reading. If, as 1 believe many
educators would agree, a core goal of education is to give students opportunities for empowerment—
whatever those might look like—-then it is essential that classrooms or learning atmospheres, and
specifically reading encounters in those spaces, be sites for such empowerment. My thesis asks about the
reasoning for and creation of reading encounters that instil] a love of reading; it asks how the idea of
empowerment through reading applies specifically to early literacy learning spaces in Putnam County.

Finally, it asks who is involved in that empowerment and how.

2. We Imagine, We Tell Stories
“Everything’s a story—You are a story—l am a story.”
-- Frances Hodgson Burnett, 4 Little Princess
* Thinking about the traits that make a “strong” reader often turns the conversation to a focus on
the foundational reading skills, including phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text
comprehension (Armbruster iii). Research has proven that reading instruction in these areas most
successfully produces children who know how to read. However, while these areas are certainly vital to
building readers, another part of building a strong reader is instilling a love of reading solely for its own
benefit. How do children who may just be learning how to read for themselves also develop a love of
reading? Why is that love of reading so important? The love of reading, or as Nancie Atwell calls it, the
“pure pleasure of the personal art of reading,” sets up the student for success in all further academic
endeavors: it develops a student more capable of engaging critically with a text, body of work, or set of
ideas (Atwell 44). Richard Murnane, Isabel Sawhill, and Catherine Snow propose that literacy for this
century must depend on a “new definition of literacy. . .~——one that highlights the skills that children will
need to deal with the new demands”™ {6). A 2011 report by the President’s Committee on the Arts and the
Humanities offers just such a “new definition™: an ability for “critical and creative thinking” appears in a

list of 21%-century skills now identified as crucial for high schools to begin incorporating (“Reinvesting”
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28). Described as a “habit of mind” needed for high school students to be successful in post-secondary
education or in the work force, critical thinking blooms in students who are expected to examine,
question, and explore (“Reinvesting” 16). In promoting a love of reading even as students are just
learning to read, educators and families encourage students to find the value of reading, laying the
foundations for the student’s willingness to engage in opportunities to examine a text critically and
patiently, processing nuances and implications as she goes.

Furthermore, the love of reading promotes curiosity and thoughtfulness, an appreciation of the
written word and all of its uses. Often, a book opens up the world for exploration to a student who could
be experiencing any number of life situations: the book offers a way to understand reality but also a way
to get glimpses beyond that reality. This ability of a book to open up a new world cannot be
underestimated, even alongside such an important goal as encouraging critical thinking. The lover of
reading has the patience to go beyond the mere comprehension of the text while someone who may not
love reading only has the willingness and mental focus just to understand the sentences. Both Herbert
Kohl and Nancie Atwell explore this power of books to take children beyond their own experiences while
still encouraging their skill of critical reflection. Kohl stresses critical reflection, aligning himself with the
theories of Paulo Freire on transformative education. This reflection allows students time to apply the
text’s meaning to their own lives, to see themselves in the characters or events of the text. The student
who does not love reading, or who has no regard for reading, will not be able or willing to take this next
step of critically reflecting on the reading; unless prompted by a teacher or other authority figure, the
student is likely to go no deeper with the text than what might be required by a test. The key, however, to
reading that really influences a child is the dialogue and reflection that happen after the reader has
finished the text; these next steps are possible only with a patient, committed reader who respects both the
value of a text and of spending time with a texi. Thus, the love of reading is what lifts the reader from the
normal task of reading a text solely for comprehension and recitation into the deeper undertaking of

understanding the text as related to one’s own life.
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In allowing a reader to understand her own life through reading, the love of reading also fits into
the context of an argument in favor of arts education. The roots of arts education also form the roots of
the love of reading. Both arts education and a love of reading instill, support, and nurture students’
abilities to understand their own lives in a more meaningful way. In their essay “We Begin as Poets,”
Kieran Egan and Michael Ling frame their support for arts education by addressing first a problem with
the “basic skills” approach (93). They point out that this model identifies children’s deficits of “mature”
skills, ignoring the “specific intellectual capacities that reach their peak in our early years™ (94). These
capacities are usually called “the imagination” and include skills such as “metaphoric fluency,” which
relates to both language developnient and artistic activities (94-95). These authors depart from the basic
skills approach to defend explicitly instruction and curriculum that are rooted in encouraging those
imaginative capacities, Those instructional and curricular designs align exactly with the methods behind
an arts education approach. Egan and Ling express it most poignantly:

If we look at children’s imaginative lives, rather than their slowly-accumulating logico-
mathematical skills, we do not see intellectual activity dominated by the concrete, the
simple, the indefinite, the empirical, and so on. We see prodigal metaphoric invention,
talking middle-class rabbits, titanic conflicts of good and evil, courage and cowardice,
fear and security. . . . We see, that is, the kinds of intellectual activity that are central fo
the arts. {95)
Childhood intellectual activity is also the activity central to the arts; therefore, finding a basis for
education using the arts makes sense. According to Egan and Ling, educators who strive to base their
curricula on young children’s imaginative “tools” can expand the chance for those children to be
“intellectually flexible, creative, and energetic in modern societies” (95).

Egan and Ling dissect the nature of the intellectual benefits of language development to show that
these, too, align with all of the benefits promoted by arts activities. Since language development proves a
dominant focus in early childhood education and development, examining the specific lessons it teaches

children gives educators a backdrop for thinking through the advantages of arts education. Language
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development revolves around the notion that telling and sharing stories matters a great deal in a society;
we might see language as the force that makes stories possible, and stories signify a society’s methods for
“orienting our emotions” (96). Stories bring together societies, operating as a bank of shared values,
memories, or histories. Language provided early societies with the ability to {irst share stories, and
language development, as seen by Egan and Ling, necessarily also brings students the capacity to hear
and tell stories. Thus, language development also endows children with many other skills that all find
roots in storytelling. Language development for young children includes learning that images can be
expressed through oral or written language experiences—experiences that take forms such as “rhyme and
rhythm” and show the way language tools are used (96). Egan and Ling peint out that rhyme began in
societies that needed to preserve stories but were without writing; now, rhyme still allows young students
to both become acquainted with the ways words work and imagine pictures from words they hear (96).
Imagining the pictures that begin to make up stories also works in another way during children’s language
development. Children develop a sense of binary conflicts such as good/evil or “security/fear” from
exposure to story structures (96). Additionally, children gain the ability to consider stories, experiences,
and their lives in terms of these abstract conflicts (97). In one swift move, the authors then powerfully
align these intellectual facets of the most basic language development with exactly the same “tools of
understanding” that structure the arts (97). They write: “With metaphor, story, binary—opposition and
mediation, affective abstraction, image—generation from words, rhyme and rhythm, we are beginning to
construct our inventory of ‘basics’ in education” (97). Deftly making the correlation between language
development and arts education, the authors assert that these “basics” of primary language development
match the imaginative “basics” used in the arts. Arts education develops children’s ability to tell stories
through creating art, just as language allows students to tell stories through creating writing or speech.
The arts, like language, give opportunities for students to make *“a statement about how one finds the
world and oneself” (97). Another way to frame that idea might be that the arts, like language, allow
students to imagine and then tell stories about themselves, their lives, and their relationship to the world

around them. The authors end their argument by noting, “if we can recognize the arts as elaborations of
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the skills and capacities of ‘language’ and ‘storytelling,” then we can see how important are explorations
in these various domains™ to young people’s development (97). The basic skills instilled throughout
language development are mirrored by the imaginative, artistic skilis used in all forms of artistic
expression: centering instructional thought on this parallelism leads to a valuable argument for curricula
that reinforce langnage development using imaginative storytelling and artistic expression.

Fgan and Ling’s argument then also applies to the reasoning for curricula that focus on instilling
a love of reading through joyful, wonder-filled encounters with books. Egan and Ling make the case for
the foundations of artistic expression as ways in which we “find and experience ourselves and the world”
(97). 1 propose going one step further to assert the similar power of early and joyful reading encounters to
influence a child’s meaning-making of the world. As shown by the existence of the President’s
Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, ideological support for arts education continues to grow. That
document affirms that arts education instills the traits needed to flourish in modern society, namely
creating students with strong skills in “problem solving, critical and creative thinking, dealing with
ambiguity and complexity” (“Reinvesting” 16); its arguments for arts education could also strongly
support instructional design that allows time for simply enjoying good books and initiates pleasurable,
unmediated, child-centered reading experiences. A love of reading and time devoted to enjoying
independent reading encourage students to spend even more time with stories: imagining them, changing
them, reflecting on them, creating them. Reading experiences focused on the student, and on encouraging
a personal love of reading, prompt students to make stories personal as well. Only through a focus on the
student’s journey with reading a book can a story become a meaningful, affective tool. The students find
connections between the stories and their lives, while learning to manage their emotions towards the
stories. Those kinds of reading experiences instill the same skills as arfs education, which are the same as
those inherent in the early language development of children as they begin the educational process. The
authors offer one key to drawing on the “basics” of language development and the arts: approaching
“teaching as storytelling” significantly emphasizes meaning-making through an emotional connection to

the curriculum (98). I see “teaching as storytelling” as a way that reading encounters can joyfully engage
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young readers. “Teaching as storytelling” asks, Where is the “emotional resonance . . . within the
content?” (98). If reading encounters and experiences become moments filled with emotional
connectivity—meaning found because of the child’s emotional connection to the lesson, text, or
conversation—then it seems that both reading and language would become more valuable to the child.
Stories elicit emotion, and allowing that emotional experience during personal reading time could then
give greater value to a certain topic or conten{ area when encountered by a student during other classroom
time. If approached through a “teaching as storytelling” lens, reading encounters could create personal
experiences with stories, not lessons of emotion-less skills. This approach does not exclude the
imporiance of skills, but it does place them necessarily in relationship to all of the implications of a focus
on storytelting: the heart of instruction reaches not to fill students with merely skill-based knowledge, but
rather to urge emotional connections, creation, and exploration. This focus transforms children into the
center of their own education, reinforcing the skills they already hold and the ways their minds already
function. As another author writing on arts education explains, “In order for children to learn, they must
be able to relate what they are to learn to their understanding of the world, to their human sense” (Walsh
106). If reading encounters focus centrally on being relatable to children, on reaching them where they
are, on being organically generated by their understanding of the world, children can experience “artistic
endeavors that are worthy of their capabilities™ (108). Literacy programs can strive to be worthy of the
creative, impassioned, curious, connective, imaginative, constructive, conceptualizing minds of their
young learners by seeking to focus simply on those learners. What a dramatically different perspective,

and yet how crucial it is to recognize the remarkable capacities of the minds of our young readers!

3. The Mission

When asked about how they first came to love reading, many people will answer, “because
someone read to me.” This answer shows that it is a community’s responsibility to ensure that children
today are getting the chances to have someone who will read to them, who will share a story and the

passion that comes with reading, It is a responsibility of anyone working in the literacy field to attend to
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those who will be sharing stories with children. It is a responsibility of those involved in young children’s
education to work together to make sure that reading experiences are happening and to engage in reading
to children. It is an educational community’s responsibility to collaborate with families and each other, to
do everything it can to make young children’s reading experiences——with whomever and wherever-—ones
that encourage a love of reading, a valuing of reading, and ﬁnally,.an understanding of what reading
offers.

Programs or schools working to instill a strong love of reading might find in the current system
and state of education that meeting these responsibilities presents certain challenges. Atwell states that
most educators would agree on this goal for children: “to become skilled, passionate, habitual, critical
readers” (44). However, Atwell sees difficulties that prevent this view from resonating with instructional
design as deeply as it should. The love of reading is at the center of this debate for Atwell, and although
it might be easy at first to agree that a love of reading should be a central goal of literacy programs, it
perhaps becomes less simple to translate that goal into actual program, project, or curricular design.
Understanding the challenges of designing and running programs that focus on a love of reading requires
knowledge not only of the current educational system, but also of the particular challenges that might
exist in the locations of the programs themselves. [ believe that only through thoughtful conversation
about the design of local Putnam County public elementary schools’ literacy programs and
reading/writing curricula can I begin to understand the current atmosphere of literacy work in this
community, Likewise, Putnam County literacy programs outside of the schools provide another aspect to
consider about community in which they operate — its needs, challenges, priorities, strengths. These
community literacy efforts make up a vital part of the literacy work of the community; indeed, both
school and community literacy programs provide powerf{ul opportunities for children to encounter reading
and books. Furthermore, the realization that these programs all in the end strive to provide positive
reading encounters should be enough to prompt a desire for collaboration. My reflection on my own
upbringing as a reader gave me entry into thinking about the kinds of reading encounters that most benefit

students. However, my involvement in Jocal schools finally prompted me to engage with these educators
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about the ways in which local programs work to provide joyful, pleasurable and encouraging reading
encounters to create lovers of reading. I first strove to understand the literacy landscape as it exists in
Putnam County, and specifically in Greencastle, before further developing conversations with educators
across the literacy landscape to strengthen the collaborative capacity of the community to foster literacy

programs and family partnerships that will grow students who love to read.

4. Of Children and Imagination: Transforming Young Students® Experiences

“Imagine you are creating a town,” I said, “Imagine that you get to decide what to put in your
town.” The students watched me as I paced the front of the classroom. “Imagine that you are building a
new community. What is important to you that you include in it?” It did not take long for the students’
hands to start shooting up: they wanted zoos, parks, flower shops, candy shops, vets’ offices, schools,
ferris wheels, pet shops, fire departments, and radio stations. The students could hardly contain their
chatter as they start drawing these community places, describing in length for me how their pet shop
meets the needs of the new town, or why a zoo belongs next to the school in this new community. They
thought of every detail, and all it took was one simple request from me that they imagine. The depth and
range of their imaginations needed very little prompting: they were eager to begin their imagining, and
even more eager to share it with me. They could articulate why they chose a certain thing to put in their
community, and they never questioned whether their imagining was valuable. They never asked me, why
are we doing this imagining, or why does it matter? For them, using their imaginations needed no
explanation—it made sense to them. They loved the imagining and the creation it allowed: we finished
the class by hanging up pictures of the community spaces and taking a “tour” of the entire newly created
town. This encounter with a classroom full of imagining second graders reaffirmed my hope that every
classroom every moment of every school day can support and, what’s more, expect its students to use
their imagination, because the benefits of doing so will outweigh any difficulties every time.

The use of imagination in a classroofn and the emphasis it places on the students’ experiences fit

into a reading-specific context. When imagining a space in which students learn to read and to love
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reading, I recalled my own preschool and kindergarten classrooms. I remember that | was encouraged to
create in, interact with, and ask questions about the environment that was totally new to my four and five
year old self. | was expected to “write” or draw in a journal during preschool; I was consistently asked to
talk about my writing with my family and about the books I chose from the library. We held a special
event for every letter of the alphabet, pretending as a classroom that we were walruses, leprechauns,
dancers, and pilgrims depending on the letter. Through these memories | understand the traits of a
classroom that prompts students to both imagine and start loving reading: we were expected to engage
with our learning and reading, imagining ourselves into stories, creating new stories, and reflecting on
stories through circle time with our teacher or silent writing time. One model of education captures many .
of these elements that | recognized in my early learning environments. Paulo Freire’s work in education
led him to develop the transformative or critical education model. Transformative education emphasizes
the creation of learning enviromments in which students become “the subjects of their own learning”
(McCaleb 12) and “active, critical co-investigators” (Freire 97, McCaleb 14). Education is viewed as the
process by which students “understand and move beyond their experiences” in order to see their role in
making the worid a better place-one way in which transformation happens as a result of this form of
education (McCaleb 15). Freire further explains that co-investigation allows both students and teachers to
“deepen their critical awareness of reality and, in spelling out those thematics, take possession of that
reality” (Freire 97). Given a role as co-investigators, students are pushed to develop their voices in the
learning community alongside other students, teachers, and community members. By being aHowed to
express their reality in a classroom of ongoing dialogue and reflection, students experience the joys of
searching, discovering, and creating (McCaleb 12-13). Classrooms become spaces for inquiry and
reflection in which students take full ownership of their learning. Freire’s thinking stresses the ownership
of each individual, and the agency that each student needs to create his or her own experience of learning.
In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, his crucial text describing the critical or transformative model of
education, Freire defends the right of every individual to be educated through a “humanizing pedagogy,”

a model that frees both oppressed and oppressor to become agents of change in their own lives (Freire
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55). The phrase “pedagogy of the oppressed” can be deconstructed to show Freire’s ideology: “of”
signifies that this pedagogy comes from the oppressed (33). That small simple preposition implies
ownership—exactly what Freire demands that all people must have over their own learning, and
furthermore, over their own lived experiences. The pedagogy cannot be “of” the oppressors, because they
too are stuck in a system of oppression from which it takes a “radical posture™ of “solidarity” to escape; if
the oppressor owns the pedagogy, then the implication is of a pedagogy not done with the oppressed but
to them, for them—an attitude that can lead to “false charity” (29). As discussed by Freire, the banking
model of education creates this kind of system, in which those in authority—the oppressors—assume both
ownership and management of teaching to, imposing knowledge on, and creating a curriculum for another
group seen as deficient in some way. A pedagogy of the oppressor structures this system. In this
arrangement, Freire explains that the oppressors’ existence is such that asking “why” becomes dangerous;
the pedagogy of the oppressor creates a fear of taking risks that might upset the current “regime” that
makes possible their dominant status (44). Sadly, this idea seems to be present in the current educational
system: asking “why” is often a risk, frequently one not seen as worth taking. Freire puts forth the nature
of the risk: “the oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they are immersed,
and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the struggle for freedom so long as they feel
incapable of running the risks it requires” (32). This feeling of incapability would only perpetuate the
system that creates it—a static, stagnant system that in the end dehumanizes each group, distorting the
“yocation of becoming more fully human” (28). This phrase finds a central place in Freire’s framework.
Being “more fully human” embraces several facets as a core aspect of the transformative model.
For Freire, to be more fully human means to have the power to make change in the world. It means
having the freedom to consider reality critically through inquiry, through dialogue (61). 1t also means
having opportunities to create (60). He links these ideas to the critical model of education as built upon
the notion that a pedagogy of the oppressed alone gives humans the freedom to reflect, create, have
agency, and transform their world. For Freire, humans must struggle to transform into what he calls a

“real humanist,” identified more by “his trust in the people, which engages him in their struggle, than by a
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thousand actions in their favor without their trust” (47). For an educational atmosphere, the “real
humanist” as a teacher would trust students to have a leadership role in their own education. Atlowing
students a part in shaping the direction and mode that the class takes builds a trusting relationship.
Student reading and writing opportunities impact students more meaningfully when they become spaces
of student questioning, choice, and dialogue since students will realize their power in those spaces. Freire
admits that often, in educational settings, “false generosity” takes the place of genuine acts of love (29).
This form of generosity derives not from the oppressors’ love, but from their attempts to respond to the
weakness of the oppressed. False generosity can take the form of pedagogy for the oppressed, instead of
pedagogy of the oppressed, which acknowledges their ownership; those caught in false generosity might
approach students or families as deficient in certain forms of knowledge or education, instead of
recognizing them as co-participants engaged in a learning process alongside teachers and community
members. In an educational framework, false generosity is not leveling, but maintains the divide between
the oppressed and oppressot.

Freire answers this artificial generosity and the problem of pedagogy that encourages a divide
between students and teachers with an argument for solidarity. This solidarity comes through sharing
experiences of critical learning, reflection, and conversation to enact positive change on the world. Freire
proposes first and foremost that only an act of love can bring solidarity amongst the oppressed and the
oppressor: when the oppressor moves into position alongside the oppressed, an act of love takes place that
creates a “praxis” wherein the oppressed and oppressor can take action and reflection to change their
world (58). “Sharing” is a key word, and it becomes even more important for a tenet of the entire
transformative model: dialogue. Freire describes dialogue, which can act as a “permanent relationship”
between the oppressed and the leadership, as a leveling factor to counter false generosity’s divisions;
dialogue provides a freedom that false generosity cannot. He quotes Erich Fromm to explain this freedom
towards which both groups must strive: “freedom to create and to construct, to wonder and to venture,

Such freedom requires that the individual be active and responsible, not a slave or a well-fed cog in the
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machine” (qtd. in 55). This freedom removes the divide between oppressed and oppressor, student and
teacher, offering solidarity through shared, active creation and curiosity.

Fromm’s words speak strongly to the necessity of imaginative acts when broken down: his words
reaffirm the central importance of the freedom to create. Fromm’s instinct that places creation at the
center of one’s educational freedom helps make the link between the pedagogy of the oppressed and
pedagogy that instills a love of reading. Looking at a pedagogy of the oppressed applied directly to
literacy environments—a pedagogy of a love of reading—illuminates significant reasoning for a love of
reading as a foundation of curricula design. A love of reading has the power to show students the effects
of imagination and the value of creation because it increases the chances that students will spend more
and more time reading, more and more time reflecting on the imaginative acts of the authors they read.
Joyful, complex, and personal encounters with reading teach students that creation brings influential and
beneficial results to others. When given time to experience reading purely with all its offered imaginative
possibilities, they get to encounter those results themselves. If a love of reading has the power to reassure
children that creation has value and is possible, then a program that encourages that love is central to
pedagogy that wishes to make students into critical thinkers. Freire points out that the bénking
educational model not only makes students “receiving objects” but also “inhibits their creative power”
(64). If educators only expect students to receive knowledge without exploring, questioning, reflecting or
changing that knowledge, then those educators strip away students’ power to see the world as a place they
can transform, or more importantly, as a place in which they can create. Instead of increasing expectations
for its students, this banking model of education makes them into further oppressed entities expected to fit
into a certain static system. Contrastingly, a pedagogy of a love of reading has the power to emphasize
pleasurable, personal reading as a means fo seeing one’s ability to create in the world, enter the world
with a reflective community, and transform the world as a result of one’s reflection on it. Indeed, here one
finds the educators’ opportunity for praxis in the literacy environment: it is an act of love by educators to

give their students opportunities to enjoy books simply, to spend time reading independently, {o question
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all they read, to start conversations about that reading, to make reading meaningful fo the student’s daily
life.

Sudia Paloma McCaleb reports in her book, Building a Community of Learners, that this Freirian
approach reaffirms children as members of a loving community of learners; it gives them opportunities to
question and imagine (11). Freire saw these results through programs that revelved around dialogue that
did not *domesticate” the students -~ or the families - instead bringing them to a point where they love the
moments of exploration and flourish in their curiosity. Domestication as used by Freire can be understood
as the formation of a hierarchy in which one group is the superior, active knowledge-giver, while the
other group is the inferior, passive knowledge-receiver. This idea of “domestication” relates to Kohl’s
fears about certain works in children’s literature, particularly as he examines Babar in his essay “Should
We Burn Babar? Questioning Power in Children’s Literature.” Kohl fears the colonialist aspect of the
book, and worries about its influence on children who are not engaged in dialogue, a sentiment echoed
here in McCaleb’s writing about Freire. The dialogue is key to allowing the reading experience to be
formative for the child, Studies have shown significant correlations between the number of moments of
parent speech during read-alouds with the child’s reading and understanding of reading language (Makin
168). Furthermore, a study by Catherine Snow on conversation between mothers and babies suggests that
question-and-answer dialogues while reading aloud “pass the conversation over to the child, thus
affirming the child and also increasing the interaction between the two” (Makin 168). Suddenly, the
dialogue becomes not just a way for the child to improve basic comprehension of a text, but an equalizing
moment when that learning is shared with the parent.

Indeed, a main tenet of critical education, dialogue makes it possibie for children {o learn 1o
express their reality and their relationship to it through language. This idea shows the great power of
language made possible through the simple practice of dialogic reading. The power of learning again
relates to Kohl as he explores power dynamics in Babar: who has the power and why? This kind of
question may seem different from what my thesis is exploring in literacy, but in actuality, the roots are the

same. Each is concerned with who is in power in the learning space, the student or the authority figure. Is
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the teacher the authority, only pouring information into the child, expecting no return or feedback on the
teaching than what might be asked on a test? Or might the state be the authority figure demanding that all
students look a certain way, or be molded in certain ways to graduate for certain purposes deemed
“successful” by those higher figures? Lastly, is the student the authority figure of her own learning? Is she
the one who feels in charge of her learning? Freire and Kohl align: the student must be the authority and
subject of her own learning, taking what is offered her and examining it first with the help of others, and
then on her own.

Furthermore, Kohl relates the dialogic reading to allowing students to see the possible faults of
stories such as Babar, or recognize the ways in which that story does or does not align with their lived
experience. If children are treated in a domesticating way—or as Freire might say, as the objects of the
learning—through the dialogue surrounding their literacy experiences, then they might start thinking of
themselves in that way. Similarly, Kohl suggests that if children read books that imply domestication and
colonialization as normal without having any discussion of those implications, then children might start to
internalize those modes and believe that those are ways in which they should be treated. Kohl strongly
believes that literature has a great power o shape thought in this way. Arguably, then, literacy programs
also have a role to play in helping children think about the structures that imply domestication,
colronization, or subjugation; programs must offer reading experiences that support children, encourage
them, and offer them alternative ways to consider themselves as learners, allowing them to grow into
critical and engaged adults. A critical approach to literacy suddenly illuminates the importance of the
early literacy program. A literacy program would most likely be one of a child’s first experiences at
school or in a school-like setting. Whatever setting in which most students will first experience reading
takes on this new significance; these settings could be libraries, homes, classrooms, community programs.
These various literacy settings make possible the first reading experiences that will undeniably change the
way children look at their world. Therefore, it could play a very great role in influencing children’s
burgeoning conceptions of themselves as learners. Students begin positioning themselves as learners

within a world of which they only know pieces. Critical literacy demands that students recognize their
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power to question that world to learn more about it, eventually questioning how they might add to or
change it. This critical literacy teaches children to read the world around them in order to assert their
power in the world to transform and create it. First, however, these children must understand the power
structures of the world; Kohl’s thinking becomes clearer at this moment. Early literacy settings that go
wrong would very acutely harm young students, because those programs are the very root of all that
enables students to find success: being able to recognize language, to use language, to understand
language. Taking away a foundational understanding of language results in students less able to
understand language as used in stories. If the ability to understand stories becomes compromised,
students’ might develop only a weak ability to make meaning of the world around them and their lives. I
one takes this position, then literacy programs and educators have a lot at stake. A literacy program that
makes students the subjects of their own learning, includes reflective or critical dialogue, offers students
' ways to create and invent, and engages students actively in continual discovery ultimately will grow

students who take more seriously their roles in the world.

5. Encounters with Reading

“The mysterious tangle of letters started him dreaming.”

-- Daniel Pennac, Better than Life
“Maybe they stole the Mona Lisa because they just thought she was beautiful—they just wanted to
look at her every day. They might not even be bad guys.”
-- student, after reading a book about the history of the Mona Lisa
The reference from a student with whom | worked' allowed me really to grasp the effect that one

single question can have when paired with a reading encounter. My conversation with this student during
his one-on-one reading work time covered a range of his imagined responses to the history story we had
read together about the Mona Lisa: we talked about the definition of “bad guys,” the way certain art
pieces can make us want just to stare at them all day, the reasons someone might have for stealing

something, the meaning that a piece of arf can have to a country. | was astounded by this student’s depth
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and focus on this subject; as a young fifth-grade boy, he really embraced both the reading encounter we
had and the discussion I started afterwards. | could not help but wonder if this kind of reading encounter
depicted the norm, the exception, or merely the idealist’s dream for the average elementary classroom.
This reading encounter prompted everything that | would most want my students to learn: how to
empathize, how to reflect on our own emotions, how to use reason in a difficult situation, and how to
make meaning from one’s lived experience.

In encounters with reading, the transformative education model has significant implications for
literacy programs, since it is a model that ultimately can help shape educators’ approaches to teaching
reading to their young students. Perhaps first and foremost, the transformative model puts dialogue first in
all interactions. Dialogue is key to not only forming relationships between students and educators that are
trusting and consistent while literacy skills are developing, but also to ascertaining that all students’
voices are heard during reading and writing experiences. Kohl, Freire, and McCaleb all speak to the utter
necessity of critical dialogue, and the transformative theory as applied to literacy work cannot leave out
dialogue as a central tenet. Kohl makes this case with the example of Babar: “part of the experience of
reading Babar for a child is raising questions” (Kohl 22). These questions become dialogue, “reading
becomes dialogue” (23). Kohl finds that the opportunity for dialogue must follow any reading encounter.
In my experience with the Mona Lisa story, the dialogue we had following our reading session not only
gave me the chance to build my relationship with my student, but also helped the student share his
interpretation of the story. [ understand from this conversation, and from others fike it, what Kohl means
when he writes that dialogue allows texts to be “reimagined and invested with multiple meanings™ (23).
For my student, the Mona Lisa story took on different meanings than it did for me, but through our open
conversation, he could share his ideas, | could respond, we could mutually shape our conversation to fit
the flow of our thoughts as they expanded, changed, took new directions. To my student, the story
revealed that sometimes questioning seemingly authoritative definitions—Iike he did when he questioned
why we called the “bad guys™ bad—is the only way to understand what we believe in a difficult situation.

The student trusted me enough in later dialogues to keep sharing his opinions and thoughts; our
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relationship through open conversation allowed us to approach each other to learn from each other, to
explore together, and to share our reading experiences.

Beyond dialogue, the transformative model implies that both curricular and instructional design
relate students’ reading back to their lives and experiences. A transformative literacy program starts
curricular design with students’ experiences: both Freire and McCaleb stress that, in a transformative
classroom, “the creation of new knowledge will become a give-and-take process” amongst students,
teachers, and community members (McCaleb 43). When students see their experiences taken seriously
and used as the basis of instruction, educators open the door for those students to become even more
deeply engaged in their learning. Weaving in these experiences also allows students to more meaningfuily
relate their lessons and studies back to their lives. Carol Lee describes one concept for creating curricula
built in relation to students’ experiences; called cultural modeling, this concept emphasizes that educators
within a transformative classroom support the sets of skills that learners may carry from cultural
experiences. Lee points out a need for pedagogy that draws especially on “cultural displays of
knowledge,” the knowledge that students experience in their everyday lives and cultures outside of an
instructional space (25). This kind of pedagogy would “organize face-to-face interactions in ways that
position students as sources of authority and make the structure of complex problem solving explicit”
(26). Lee’s cultural modeling offers a valuable way for literacy curricula to start with students’
experiences and relate explicitly to those experiences; she examines the possibilities of cultural modeling
in a literacy framework, Using Luis Moll and his colleagues’ research on connections between homes and
classrooms, Lee cites students’ “cultural funds of knowledge” as the foundation for a pedagogy that
allows students to take full ownership of their learning (Moll 133, Lee 46). Moll and his colleagues assert
in their definition of funds of knowledge that students bring with them to any learning space an entire
range of knowledge they have learned to function in a home and as an individual (Moll 133). In planning
literacy environments, educators could validate these funds of knowledge by drawing upon a student’s
range of existing knowledge in literacy lessons and activitics. Lee notes: “Literature is essentially

narratives of personal experience” (47). For Lee, linking students’ experiences with the personal
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narratives found in literature gives students a greater capacity to find patterns, solve interpretive
problems, understand meanings of events in stories more deeply, and finally, to see searching for meaning
as an enjoyable “game” (Lee 49-50). Lee concludes: “Loving to play this game links readers to rich boéks
across a lifetime” (50). In Lee’s thinking, literacy programs can build lovers of reading by ensuring that
students feel connected enough 1o books to want to explore them, validated in relating their lived
experiences 1o their reading, and assured that the knowledge they possess “counts” even in a classroom
setting. Teacher and writer Daniel Pennac describes the experience of the learning reader: “He is the hero
of his reading, the reader whom the author has mandated for all eternity to appear and rescue the
characters caught in the weave of the page—-so that they in turn can deliver him from the uproar of his
day” (Pennac 69). For Pennac, reading encounters must always be about the reader because 1'eading can
offer him whatever he might need from a particular story—escape, questions, information, dreams. In a
way, Pennac and Lee support the same point that the transformative model necessitates for reading
environments: a reader begins to enjoy reading when they find that it can offer them a chance to ask
questions, a place to escape, an imagined world of different meanings, or an open space for sharing
feelings. No matter the student’s stage of literacy development, her knowledge, capabilities, and
experiences can allow her the opportunity to connect more meaningfully to the books she reads and
studies, Lee asks: “What in the nature of supports in a learning environment increase the likelihood that
children . . . will persist in efforts to learn and engage in what for them is a new practice?” (26). This
question becomes especially important to literacy learning: knowing how to read well sets up students for
all other academic work in which they will engage through their years of schooling. Lee supports cultural
modeling as pedagogy that can validate and use the child’s cultural background and experiences in
encounters with reading. Through pedagogies such as cultural modeling, a transformative literacy
environment can allow reading experiences (o become intermingled and strengthened by the students’
realities and the skills they have adapted from daily life.

As the students’ experiences from their homes and communities become a valuable part of

transformative literacy classrooms, the transformative model also emphasizes that everyone involved is
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seen as a learner. Students, educators, and families all join together as learners in a community. Literacy
work especially can involve families as learners; students sharing school experiences for the first time
allows families to approach their role as learners, but this idea can go beyond just this literal sense of
being a learner. There is less chance of a division between “superior” and “inferior” if educators and
families acknowledge themselves as learners and foster an inclusive environment for everyone. A division
that creates two separate g:‘oups in an educational space hurts the teacher’s capability to learn in solidarity
with a student or to engage meaningfully with families. For a literacy environment specifically, educators
can build community in the classroom by posing themselves as students during reading sessions alongside
the children. If the whole classroom feels like a community where learning is embraced by all through
open conversation and questioning, then the students become the masters of their own learning
experience. Freire aptly moves from suggesting the necessity of going beyond a teacher-student divide to
asserting the cooperation that enables freedom in learning, He posits a definition of knowledge that
speaks to the idea of involvement by educators, students, and families alike in the educational process as
learners: “Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient,
continuing, h;)peful inquiry men pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other” (57). The
transformative model speaks to the necessity of cooperation in the community as it seeks knowledge
together, but Freire’s definition here also delineates the necessity of curiosity.

Freire’s transformative framework implies that literacy environments and reading encounters will
foster and validate intellectual curiosity. Reading encounters taking place in environments “full of
complexity, novelty, and challenge” prompt inquiry, giving students many paths for exploring their world
and experiences {Barell 13). Freire and John Barell are adamant that educational environments must be
filled with chances for students 1o explore, be curious, and ask questions of the world around them.
Curiosity is key, and Barell goes further in saying that curiosity ultimately incites the student to become a
more involved, successful, and intellectual individual. Early in his book, Developing More Curious
Minds, Barell cites brain research by Marion Diamond, who notes that “brain growth is the result of

interacting with enriched environments,” formed by aspects of “novel challenges” and “opportunities for
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free choice and self-direction” among others (Barell 12). However, his support for inquiry and curjosity in
instructional models spans beyond even this brain research as Barell identifies these practices as
ultimately strengthening society. Barell aligns practices that encourage inquiry with success in the 21
century. Barell points out the capacities of humans as thinkers: “we need to foster and develop what
makes us unique—that is, our ability to imagine, to think, to ask demanding questions of people and of
nature” (viii). Transformative or critical literacy programs offer students exactly these opportunities to
imagine and question their world; Freire and Barell both propose problem or inquiry based edueation to
allow students the freedom to be curious. They approach the issue of banking education, which takes
away students’ chances to be “co-investigators” or teaches them to “shy away from” asking “rude
questions” (Freire 58, Barell 18, 131). Instead of this type of education, Barell proposes instruction that
completely relies on inquiry happening on multiple levels: by administration, instructors, and students. He
suggests instructional models that encourage “good questions™ representing “a genuine desire 1o find out”
(59,61). “Good questions™ signal an environment that challenges the students and, as Freire might add,
the instructors, too. Barell further argues that “engagement with such high levels of challenge is what
fosters intellectual development and, hence, our ability to think productively” (Barell 134). For Barrell,
modern society presents challenges that cannot be solved by “easy, one-word, Scantron-like answers”
(134). This reality prompts him to assert that education, then, must focus on “thinking through complex,
multifaceted situations” (134). Freire also links the concept of problem-posing education to a student’s
place in the real world: “The more active an atlitude men take in regard to the exploration of their
thematics, the more they deepen their critical awareness of reality and, in spelling out those thematics,
take possession of that reality” (Freire 97). Again, the necessity of exploration to the transformative
education model is clear: curious learners who are allowed to explore a challenging environment, asking
questions and imagining outcomes, become better equipped to positively transform the world around
them. Transformative literacy environments can strive to challenge students with reading encounters that

allow such personal and imaginative exploration.
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6. Family Ties

For one summer, 1 worked as the assistant to a reading specialist of a non-profit program working
with urban youth to combat summer learning loss. As a part of our program, we hosted a family night.
Families would join their students to see the students’ classrooms and meet all our staff. For the reading
specialist and me, this evening presented the perfect chance to open up all of our reading activities to our
families: we immediately started imagining the atmosphere we wanted for the evening. The more we
imagined and planned, the more excited I got. We agreed that it had to feel very open, comfortable, and
welcoming. We wanted lots of books scattered on our tables, but also spaces for families, students, and
staff to gather together for activities. We designed every activity intentionally for any kind of family, with
any kind of child: the activities could easily be scaled for all ages and abilities, with no special equipment
or tools required. We wanted to welcome all of our families into a very open, lively, and shared space full
of books, showing them how excited we were to be working with their children and them as these
students learned to read. When our families started arriving, the flow through our activities was perfect:
families and teachers gathered around our book area, talking about public library book lists positioned on
the tables. The students guided their siblings in games that lined tables arranged by reading level, while
parents perused sight word lists. Families wandered from one table to another together, talking amongst
themselves and with teachers. We joined in conversations with students as they talked about the books we
had been reading, but my favorite table housed our book making activity. As students taught their
families how to make books like we had been doing during our reading groups, the adults smiled at the
children’s enthusiasm, teachers chatted casually while folding pages alongside parents, and younger
siblings squealed when the final product was revealed. Families mingled together at the table, some
speaking English, others not. Teachers laughed as the students showed them new ways to make the folded
books. 1 hovered for only a moment before one kindergartener called me over to introduce me to her aunt
as her the one who had been reading with her every day; the little girl continued scribbling words
furiously into the brand-new folded book in front of her, only pausing to ask her aunt if she would make a

book too. That table showed me everything that we had hoped the evening would bring: energy, learning,
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enthusiasm, and sharing all focused on reading and books. The students, families, and teachers shared in
meaningful activities that had intentional links to certain aspects of reading and encouraged playfulness as
a part of learning to read. The atmosphere felt so open and vibrant, both of which were encouraged as
much by our families and students as by any effort we made. This kind of evening of reading merriment
made it clear to me that something was at work here that could be embraced by any literacy program: the
simple act of opening the doors to families to share in our joy at reading with their students, to learn with
their students and us, to feel their value as members of our organization’s community. Everything we did
that evening was characterized by our desire to express both a love of reading and a love for these
students. As famiklies sensed our openness to and validation of the vital role they were playing in the
child’s life, the sense of community we all felt that evening grew to take on more significance than
perhaps anything else we did that night.

Indeed, that evening made it clear o me that including and valuing families in every aspect of
students” reading experiences can only strengthen our capacity to ensure that those students become
passionate, joyful, and successful readers. Families present just one outside influence who can encourage
reading practices before a child even learns to read; other influences can also be key for developing an
early love of reading before a child enters school. Every carly literacy atmosphere can work to grow
children who love reading, a goal that such educators as Atwell suggest should be the most important
anyway. However, as I learned from my work that summer, families’ views of their child as a reader
matter a great deal. In one study from the Association for Library Service to Children and Public Library
Association, a family’s approach to reading to a child has “both short-term and long-term effects on
language and literacy developrﬁent” (“Every Child” 5). Taking more general evidence first, the Center on
the Developing Child conducted brain research on children from birth to 14 years of age to show that in
about the first six years of life, hundreds of new brain synapses are formed every second. However, these
connections are reduced after that age based on experiences that can either reinforce those circuits or
leave them unused (“Core Concepts in the Science of Early Childhood Development” 2). Thus, early

reading environments take on even greater significance for their role in affecting the “nature and quality
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of the brain’s developing architecture” (“Every Child™). In many cases, the home becomes this central
carly reading environment; more detailed research on the home supports its valuable role in a child’s
reading process. Research from studies done in the UK indicates that the second strongest predictor of
academic achievement by age seven is the home learning environment (Cullen 5). In an even more direct
connection to reading, a study done by the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child examined
parental reading habits in the first three years; the study found that the greater the frequency of reading
sessions between parent and child, the greater the gains for the child in vocabulary and cognitive ability
(“The Effects™ 1). The study looked specifically at mothers and children in an Early Head Start program
that encouraged more frequent reading at home, revealing that by age 3, children had “significantly
elevated language and cognitive scores”™ when their mothers had read to them daily during the preceding
two years (“The Effects” 1). This finding is of course important, but does this parent reading time have
any effect on fostering the child’s love of reading as well? Simply, yes. The researchers concluded that
perhaps the most important effect of this increased reading time with a parent was the “mutual ‘snowball’
effect:” as the child was exposed to more reading time, she began not only to grow in her reading ability
but also to express more interest in reading, which led to more reading time with a parent (“The Effects”
1). This cycle includes the effect of the family’s reading time on the child’s love of reading: the child
becomes more interested and invested in the reading time as the parent makes it a part of the daily routine,
as evidenced through more talk and increased interest in books. (“The Effects” 2). The authors of the
study aptly use the word “momentum” to describe this effect; through more frequent reading family
reading sessions, momentum builds that encourages the child’s reading growth; accordingly, entry into a
preschool or kindergarten class might also be strengthened by this early start (“The Effects™ 2). Family
involvement in early literacy can help to create this momentum: a tangible process by which families
constantly encourage children in their reading efforts and engage them in reading sessions.

Furthermore, families can build up their students as they are brought alongside educators;
parinership and equality establish a consistent atmosphere for the student as she moves between home and

school. Families and teachers thinking on the same level about the student’s ultimate goals contributes to
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a more stable, coherent atmosphere for a young reader. With each group providing input valued by the
other, the transformative literacy environment implies that families and educators become partners in
sharing the task of encouraging young readers. As in my experience during the family event, families
responded very encouragingly to conversations where each group was given the chance to ask questions
and share their thoughts: we asked them to tell us about how they share books with their child, while they
asked us about the activities we did in our reading groups. We kept our event as an open, uncritical space
for all of us to talk about books together—and perhaps more importantly, to talk about the students whose
learning we all had as our primary concern. Lee’s ideas of cultural modeling apply to building
partnerships with families as well: cultural modeling identifies the “resources or repertoires” that every
home atmosphere possesses, that every adult who closely and regularly interacts with a young student
builds in the student (Lee xxiii). Educators who acknowledge families’ cultural capital at the start of any
literacy program make a space for partnership, for collaboration. Both educators and families become
empowered to make their students’ educations more cohesive and effective since both groups find that
they can reflect, share and make change together, Considering families’ “funds of knowledge” also
supports the idea that families and educators together form a stronger educational unit than one group
afone. Moll and his colleagues believe that “funds of knowledge represent a positive (and, we argue,
realistic) view of households as containing ample cultural and cognitive resources with great, potential
utility for classroom instruction” (Moll 134). They describe in a study on these funds of knowledge that
“teachers” in a child’s home atmosphere have the advantage of seeing the “whole” child: whether a
mother, grandparent, family friend, or sibling, that teacher knows about the “multiple spheres of activity
within which the child is enmeshed” (Moll 133-4), Contrastingly, a teacher at school only “knows” his
student in that “limited classroom context” (134). Going beyond simply making acquaintances with those
in the child’s home or community who might know that child in a varied range of experiences offers
teachers the opportunity to make a child’s learning experience more unified. Similarly, for families,
making intentional relationships with those teaching children in contexts other than the home offers the

opportunity to build a consistent educational foundation for the child. As Moll and his colleagues suggest,
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putting together these two factions that know the child holds definite benefits: in a literacy context, the
child can learn 10 read across environments that acknowledge and value each other. Activities
surrounding reading need not be identical in home and in school; indeed, Moll’s, his colleagues’, and
Lee’s all support the idea that home reading experiences will almost certainly take on their own tone and
pace. Instead of devaluing either the home or the classroom form of reading encounters, the

transformative maodel suggests that the two can work in partnership to create a more cohesive reading

atmasphere for the young reader.
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Chapter 11: Practicing Collaboration and Reflection in the Community of Learners
1. A Community of Learners

The idea of a community of learners appears in McCaleb’s work but is again inspired by her
study of Friere’s work. Examining McCaleb’s use of the term might allow it to be most clearly and
simply understood at first: the community of learners is created by practices that “transmit a faith in the
human capacity for [earning, critical reflection, and action to bring about change™ (McCaleb 11). It is a
community that joins in learning, that together encourages a mindset of openness, that respects the ideas
of each member, and that acknowledges its own ability to transform its world for the better. Freire
understood that creating communities open to learning together would enable democratic processes to
happen more effectively. Barell picks up on this idea by linking it to community inquiry: “The nature of
our lives in a democracy is predicated, at least in the abstract and the ideal, on a questioning citizenry”
(Barell 131). When communities are learners, they are open to reflection and questioning, They can
handle essay questions, not just multiple choice. Communities that are learners are ready to debate, to be
questioned, to reflect. Freire’s ideas emphasize that practices that involve all community members as
learners open up communities to greater freedoms. Ultimately, a community of learners builds
communities that are more democratic and more liberating for their citizens.

At the center of these practices, of course, is dialogue. Lee’s work on cultural modeling presents
evidence for the reasoning behind this community mindset. Her ideas on cultural modeling can be
interwoven here quite smoothly to explain some of the reasoning behind the community of learners; Lee
describes a curriculum design that focuses on drawing from the knowledges that students already possess
in order to strengthen the impact of classroom instruction. Cultural modeling is her way to describe a set
of pedagogies that use students’ cultural knowledge. How does this thinking fit with the idea of'a
community of learners? First of all, cultural modeling focuses on validating the students’ histories and
realities. It seeks to form pedagogy that “draws explicitly on cultural displays of knowledge in everyday
practice” (Lee 25). As with the idea of the community of learners, there is a “faith” in the capacity for

learning and acquisition of knowledge; there is a simple belief that every member of a community has
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some history to share. The community of learners validates its members. Furthermore, Lee’s ideas of
cultural modeling shape participation in educational settings so it will “enhance identity development and
therefore engagement and persistence™ (Lee 27). This focus on engagement and identity development are
the crux of the ways in which the community of learners should also be structured. The community of
learners is at its core deeply engaged in reflecting at every moment on its actions, purposes, and
outcomes, It focuses on practices—Iike dialogue—that encourage and maintain an active involvement
from every member, It demands this kind of involvement, since all members are equally interested in the
group’s goals and work.

Moreover, a community invested in education admits that it too is constantly learning—that it too
is composed of learners. Just imagine a student meeting a community member who is open and willing to
tell them that she is a learner, and is siill learning. The student will not only feel a part of a larger
inteliectual community composed of diverse members, but also gain encouragement in pursuing learning
throughout her life. As the community grows stronger, the advantages keep increasing for everyone
involved: student engagement can grow, but so can the community’s sense that it has a vital part in the
education of all its young students. Research has just begun to show the effects of programs working
towards a community that can collectively acknowledge co-participation in the learning process. Working
with young urban children in Washington, D.C., and Chicago, William H. Teale et al. began a program to
“motivate children to engage in authentic literacy activities across the curriculum while also teaching
them higher-level thinking, composing, and comprehensien skills” (Teale 499). Using community
members who act as pen pals, the program engages students through allowing them to choose books to
read and then write about in letters to their adult partner. Classroom instruction then supports the critical
reading, writing, and questioning that happen throughout the process of the exchange. Their preliminary
research examined a total of 2,000 students in the program and a total of 8,500 students not in the
program in grades two through fourth. For students of veteran In2Books teachers, SAT-9 reading test
scores were “statistically significantly higher in reading™ than control students; first-year In2Books

students also “scored significantly higher in grades 3 and 4 than students in non-In2Books classrooms™
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(500). Interestingly, Teale and his colleagues emphasize that this program used “a curriculum that
deliberately avoided didactic test-preparation exercises in favor of authentic, challenging literacy
instruction” focused on dialogue with adult community pen pals, exposure to many genres of literature
through book choice, read-alouds with teachers, and independent questioning of texts to compose a reply
to the community pen pal (500). Teale and his colleagues also emphasize that the program’s advantages
are seen through not only higher standardized test scores, but also the provision of “many more
opportunities to read and write for authentic purposes across content areas” (501). Here Teale and his
colleagues point to the crux of this study’s implications for the community of learners: these advantages
as noted by Teale and his colleagues become possible through the “notion of the classroom and the pen
pals as a learning community” (501). These researchers explain their aim “to establish a community of
children, teachers, and other adults who read, talk, and write together in ways that enhance their
understanding of the world they share. Such a focus helped all participants feel that were contributing and
valuable members of the overall community” (501). As the program “emphasized learning from one
another and the benefits of a cooperative approach,” students’ experiences not only resuilted in more
engaging and joyful encounters with reading and writing, but also in higher standardized test scores (501).
The pen pals “demonstrated that the learning community did not stop at the walls of the classroom or the
school” (501). McCaleb’s and Lee’s work speaks to this idea: learning, when most effective, includes
everyone. In this research project, students were given the opportunity to see learning taking place within
and across a community. The project revealed to these students that their community values learning,
responds to its members’ curiosities, and engages everyone in caring relationships that make it possible to
reflect upon their world.

Integration as a model to build stronger community literacy work comes from the ideas of
emergent literacy, a term that speaks to children’s knowledge of reading and writing before they enter
school. Emergent literacy focuses on children’s abilities as they move from home to school; Makin uses
the word “transition” to speak to the changes the children face as they begin to work on reading skills in a

school atmosphere (Makin 73). Almost inherent in the definition of emergent literacy is the belief that
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children have a sum of knowledge that they bring to the learning that will begin in their school classroom
(Strickland 19). Emergent literacy also acknowledges the influence of a child’s learning space—whatever
it might look lHke—before the classroom; homes, daycares, libraries, and preschools all form part of the
community that children experience in their early years as exposure to language, reading, and writing
moves in their awareness (Strickland 19). As students grow as learners, they enter school with the
abilities that this early childhood community has given them. Makin acknowledges the greater debate
within emergent literacy about the relationship between home and educational settings (73). She
emphasizes that children’s transition from the community within which they began to learn to read or
write 10 a school atmosphere cannot put pressure on homes or community settings to chahge tofita
“gkills and drills” approach (Makin 74). She wrifes in detail about this transition phase: “Shared
understandings about children’s literacy experiences, both at home and in the early childhood setting, can
inform transition programs so that children’s current experiences become the starting peint for the next
stage of the literacy journey™ (74). The idea of transition programs fits with my thinking about
collaboration for community programs in general: early literacy development revolves around not only
the capabilities of a kindergarten classroom, but also the strength of the programs that help develop those
children’s literacy skills before they even get to the classroom. Those programs are all, in a way,
transition programs; they all help move a student from home to classroom, Some of the programs, such as
the library’s Imagination Library or community tutoring programs, continue developing students even
after they enter school and move from level to level. Looking at local literacy programs as influences on
the child’s transition to reading work in a school atmosphere enhances the idea that those programs can
share understandings of the work they de to encourage a love of reading.

These communities of learners can also spearhead collaborative efforts amongst all of the entities
involved in helping grow strong readers. Collaboration and the community of learners enliven each other:
a community of learners pushes itself to take on a more collaborative mindset towards the educational
work happening in the community, since all views and experiences represent a valuable aspect of learning

and growing. Furthermore, collaboration reinforces and re-energizes the community of learners, ensuring
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their focus on moving forward together to best prepare their children to love reading and succeed in

reading,.

2. Learning Through Dialogue: Case Studies and Conversations on Local Literacy Programs

In the spirit of collaboration, and with a strong sense of hope about the accomplishments possible
from moving forward together, | approached local literacy programs to hear about their methods, aims,
experiences, challenges, strengths, and concerns. 1 talked with a range of those whom | classify as
educators: in this name, I include librarians, teachers, parents, involved community members, and
coordinators of community organizations. I think of all of these people as educators: they all actively
contribute to the education of this community’s young students. They all have valuable perspectives to
offer, and thus the case studies I composed needed to begin with their words on doing literacy work in
this community. As part of a community of educators, they gave me time to ask questions, explore their
views, and observe their work with kids. These case studies represent my conversations and experiences
as | engaged with these educators about instilling a love of reading, teaching reading, involving families,
and working collaboratively with other educators, The reflection following the case studies pulls out
patterns I found across conversations, while also bringing attention to my moments of surprise or novelty.
[ like to think of these educators as already forming a base for a community of learners, These case
studies represent my belief that I only learn through listening and that, as a community, we learn only
through listening. These educators teach me, but they also have the power to teach many others—
including one another.
Local Public Library

I met with an early literacy Iibrarian at the Putnam County Public Library, with the special role of
working with early childhood literacy. We met to talk about the library’s involvement in literacy in the
community, and she shared her work to encourage a love of reading through the library’s programming
for early readers. She described current library programming for children ages birth to five, noting that the

American Library Association (ALA), specifically the Public Library Association (PLA} and Association
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for Library Service 1o Children (ALSC), emphasizes reading activities in this age range to increase later
literacy success. She believes in the necessity of reading to children as soon as they are born: she cites
research on a principle called “use it or lose it” in which “early experiences affect the nature and quality
of the brain’s developing architecture by determining which circuits are reinforced and which are pruned
through lack of use” (qtd. in Every Child Ready to Read @ your Library Training Binder). This early
literacy librarian stressed the importance of “circle times” that use dialogic reading, as well as parent-
child read-aloud time. The library has on-going age-specific story times for ages two to three and three to
five. She hopes to implement programming for children from birth to twelve months in order 1o reach the
whole spectrum of ages. She stressed the importance of getting children into reading right from birth;
library programs emphasize literacy from birth with the PLA and ALSC model “Every Child Ready to
Read.”

Every Child Ready to Read revolves around five practices for families that PLA and ALSC have
simplified from earlier models: 1alk, sing, read, write, and play. By breaking up the kinds of activities to
which children need to be exposed in early childhood, PLA and ALSC hoped to make it less daunting for
parents to find ways to incorporate these elements into their daily interactions with their children. This
carly literacy librarian stressed that these five simple practices encourage families to think about literacy
from birth to school. Her storytimes model these five practices for parents while engaging children in
pleasurable reading experiences.

This early literacy librarian also described the program “Countdown to Kindergarten” undertaken
at a previous library, This program, set up as a kind of activity fair, incorporated the five elements for
families of strong early literacy development into five different tables or activity centers. It was a sort of
open house for school readiness, but was not limited to families only with children entering kindergarten.
It worked as a way to share skills, give away books, have conversations, and welcome families with food.
It was community-wide, and this librarian thought that it would work best if held in a community center
separate from the library. Because story times at the library reach only a certain demographic that might

not represent the whole community or convey the whole community’s needs, she felt that a very open
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atmosphere would make this kind of program successful in Putnam County. Such a program might feel
more open and welcoming if held outside of the library. The program would focus again on encouraging
reading and literacy activities from birth to age five, engaging families with staff trained in these aspects
of early childhood education.

The Imagination Library also holds an important place as a community program that recently
changed the local library’s outreach to families to provide books for early readers. An interview with an
intern, whose work focused on collecting data on Imagination Library and administering the program for
the summer of its second year, provided the context for studying this program. In Putnam County, the
program has reached nearly one thousand children since 2011, and the intern described ifs success in
reaching a wide demographic of participants (“Imagination Library™).

Founded by Dolly Parton in her hometown in Tennessee in 1996, Imagination Library became a
national organization in 2000. It focuses on getting books into homes to encourage families’ daily reading
to their children. By working with local partners such as libraries, community foundations and United
Ways, the program delivers a book a month to children in the community from birth to age 5. Using the
words “inspiration and imagination” to sum up main themes, the website for the organization also
recognizes as key concepts “love of reading and learning; regard for diversity of people, their roles,
culture, and environment; promotion of self-esteem and confidence, appreciation of art and aesthetics”
(Dolly Parton's Imagination Library). Through encouraging parents to read to their children frequently
by providing monthly gifts of books, Imagination Library sees itself as strengthening the impact of the
classroom when children reach school age and ultimately allowing the child to dream bigger because of
that exposure to books.

The intern described the goals of the Putnam County program idealistically: Imagination Library
‘works to increase children’s opportunities, and more broadly, to improve their quality of life. Parton’s
own experiences shaped her work to connect reading to the freedom to dream about the larger

possibilities of one’s life. The Imagination Library was Parton’s idea to encourage that dreaming and
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seeking of goals. The intern described Parfon as choosing to engage in programming that focused on
lteracy, parent involvement, and the home environment to help encourage children in that dreaming.

The Dollywood Foundation is the overarching organization that controls all local programs. The
intern admired the program’s structure because it requires the entire community’s involvement. Since the
local community must first want to bring the program to its area as well as take responsibility for
advertising, registering children, paying for the books, and fundraising, it really takes a “constant effort,”
she said. She noted the relatively low threshold that the community must reach to have the program: it
must find a community pariner that is a 501(¢)3 and be able to pay the $25/child/year. Nevertheless, once
established, the program requires a good amount of community support. PCPL has supported its program
through a Putnam County Community Foundation grant, and has also received a significant commitment
from the Friends of the Library. Donations and fundraisers from other groups such as DePauw University
and local churches support another part of the program’s costs, as do grants such as the Operation Round-
Up grant from Hendricks County. The intern notes that the broad donor list from Putnam County signals a
great deal of local support for this sort of program.

Local Elementary Educators

One literacy coordinator and coach for a local school system allowed me to explore the work that she
is doing to meet all students’ needs throughout their literacy development. As literacy coach and
coordinator, she trains teachers in the Literacy Collaborative model, working with them to teach them the
model’s strategics. Afler receiving a need-based grant to rework the school system’s literacy
programming, the school system adopted the Literacy Collaborative model. The grant provided for
teacher training and support. The Literacy Collaborative model is based on the work of Irene Fountas and
Gay Su Pinnell, giving a three-block framework to organize instruction: Language and Word Study,
Reading Workshop, and Writing Workshop; these three blocks adjust to fit primary (k-2}), intermediate (3-
5), and middle (6-8) levels (Fountas). She cited Literacy Collaborative as shaping the schools” literacy
programs. As described on its website, Literacy Collaborative provides “development of a school

leadership team, training for a school-based literacy coach, a comprehensive instructional literacy
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framework, and tiered instruction to meet the needs of all students” (“Literacy Collaborative Standards™).
Two schools in the system are in the implementation phase for the threenblock model. The literacy
coordinator also acknowledges the influence of educators Lucy Calkins, Linda Hoyt, Debbie Miiler, and
Debbie Diller in building programming for her classrooms. One programming model the system uses
allows managed independent learning, where students are taught skills and then expected to apply them.
The system also uses a “running records™ form of assessment that takes place in all classrooms with every
teacher. Classroom instruction also includes whole group instruction, which allows teachers to instruct,
turn and talk, then guide students in practice. The literacy coordinator also pointed to the Storytown
textbook that teachers use, supplemented by other books, to meet the students’ needs and state standards.
This coordinator emphasized that the 90-minute state-mandated literacy block allows the uninterrupted
minutes during the day for reading work, but that the strategies in use during this time must be “gradual
release” and strongly research-based for the minutes to matter.

Outside of this literacy block, intervention for the students most in need also forms a large part of
the work that this coordinator handles. Those most in need receive additional time with literacy work in
small groups according to resources that the coordinator uses, such as Fountas & Pinnell Leveled Literacy
Intervention System. Schools connect with Title I students and their families as federal law requires. To
encourage home reading strategies, the Response to Intervention team reaches out to families of students
who may not be responding well to intervention. This literacy coordinator sees ongoing challenges in
reaching intervention students; meeting their needs specifically in oral language development and
phonemic awareness proves difficult. She described three tiers of intervention methods that the system
continues to adapt according to ongoing needs instruction, small groups of intervention students, and
individual or partner-based instruction, She found that the need for readdressing intervention strategies
appeared across classroom observations, running records on language structure difficulties, and small
group and individual intervention observations showing lack of response to intervention on phonemic
awareness. This literacy coordinator has implemented new instruction programs, while she continues to

address more intensive intervention with small groups and individual/partner work.
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The literacy coordinator continued to describe her perspective on famiiy involvement, which she
views as a successful bridge between school programming/classrooms and families. She strives to make
communication two-way in order to make families feel comfortable as part of a team working to move the
- child forward in learning to read. Family involvement in this school system includes Title I contact,
monthly Title I newsletters, weekly teacher newsletters, student take-home folders, and such PTO events
as a family dinner and literacy event. Other system-wide initiatives such as School Improvement Team
meetings, District Leadership Team meetings, and monthly activities encourage family participation in
the schools. Teacher conferences with all parents happen across the schools in the fall. In the spring,
teachers can schedule conferel}ces as needed. Certain literacy initiatives also seek families’ involvement:
one such program encourages reading at home using calendars for families to track the nights they read
with their students. The PTQO manages this initiative. Families also receive reading level sheets from
teachers; these sheets show a numbered and lettered spectrum marked by instructors for a student’s
reading level. This sheet requires a signature from families and also includes a place for teachers’
comments. Another informational sheet for families outlines a process of reading that encourages
questioning for comprehension; if also gives non-fiction and fiction comprehension rubrics, detailing the
elements and levels of reading comprehension.

Other collaborative efforts in the school system include several programs that the coordinator
mentioned. She feels that the system is progressive for a primary school in the ways it works to find best
practices, carry out professional development, and implement programs to meet students’ needs. One
current effort she sees as collaboration studies the Lindamood Belt LiPS program with the speech and
language teacher, special education teachers, Title ] interventionists, and the literacy coordinator.
Collaboration with the library has also proven successful with a visiting author program and book design
workshop with students. The coordinator also noted that the school has always supported and encouraged
the library’s summer reading program.

My conversations in this same school system continued with a second-grade teacher, whose ideas

of holistic teaching aligned with her focus on making reading encounters meaningful to her students. This
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teacher described her preferred teaching methods as fitting in well right now with the school corporation’s
expectations for its teachers, using the uninterrupted 90-minute literacy block mandated by the state to
incorporate both whole group lessons and independent reading group work. Within this required reading
time, the school corporation also expects teachers to use leveled reading groups. She felt that her teaching
methods mesh well with these expectations, and the reading groups allow students to work at their own
level. By the end of second grade, the students build up to working independently for 45-50 minutes.
How quickly the students build their reading stamina depends upon both social maturity and reading
development. She described that process as having many little pieces that in the end determine how long
the students will be able to read independently. The leveled reading groups are measured and re-
measured, allowing teachers to push students forward while also giving struggling students the space to
keep improving. She likes this system because it is how she would choose to teach anyway; she liked
aspects of the current system because they allow more individualization. She fits her views about the use
of reading groups into a larger context, explaining that kids cannot blossom and grow into a lover of
reading if they feel often discouraged or disheartened during the school day. She noted that the school
continues to seek better strategies for working with readers needing extra literacy guidance: these readers
currently have an extra 40 minutes per day of literacy work, but she finds that this method might add to
the frustration of struggling readers or burn them out. At the other end of the spectrum, she pointed out
that it is not healthy for strong readers to be bored during a reading time either. With a combination of a
skill-specific, whole group lesson taught to the class according to grade standards and the leveled reading
groups shaped according to students’ abilities, this teacher feels that she has flexibility to teach students
what they need to know. During reading groups, she can work with high-ability readers on figurative
language or assist struggling readers with decoding words. She spoke to the delicate balancing act of
getting both proficient and struggling readers to love reading. Both sets of readers pose certain challenges
to instilling that love: skilled readers become frustrated with reading when they cannot comprehend more
complex language uses. Frustrating high ability readers can make them lose their love of reading, which

right now she feels they all possess. Similarly, struggling readers who cannot easily handle 90 minutes of
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sustained reading work become frustrated and can lose the love of reading through a lack of relief of that
frustration. This teacher sees the ability of leveled groups to meet all of her students’ needs, while also let
her focus on maintaining her students’ love of reading.

The teacher described several kinds of reading encounters that happen in her classroom. The
teacher argues that in order to develop a love of either reading or learning, students need to feel a sense of
ownership over that reading and learning. Especially with students uninterested in reading, ownership
becomes especially important. Although she also has to teach her students stamina to read books they do
not get to pick, even giving students a choice among a few selected books makes a difference. Her
students have chances 10 make careful books choices because she wants them all to have motivation to
work to read it. She feels that the mere agency of choosing a book can really motivate many children who
see their life as something ordered for them. She noted that motivation for reading can become a barrier to
a productive reading time; she again finds that emphasizing her students” interests in her own classroom
library collection allows students to find a topic that can motivate them. The PTO buys books for the
classrooms, and she chooses books about which her students tefl her. A major challenge remains
motivating both less interested and less confident students to read. For both advanced and struggling
readers, this teacher noted that sometimes a door has been closed: school has been either too easy or too
hard. She believes that students really own all of their learning, and by letting her students feel this
ownership, that door can be opened again. Explaining that teachers and parents can let kids grow through
having ownership over their learning, she finds that second grade shows students more of the power they
have over their own life.

This teacher also stressed another aspect of the reading encounters in her classroom: the reading
time that happens outside of the 90-minute block. She spoke to her students’ passion for science
activities, activities that motivate her students to keep pushing themselves. She pointed out importantly
that her students take risks, try new things, when they feel that those activities are outside “reading” or
“math” or “writing.” She notes that when she is ready to take breaks from the regular 90-minute reading

block activities, she combines reading with science. She might focus on a study that allows her students a
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choice: one such study included a biography project on a person of the student’s choosing. Even though
the 90-minute block is mandated by the state as designated “reading” time, this teacher also admits that
her students do not realize that reading really happens all day in every other context. Writing work is
putting sentences together to be read, math work includes story problems, and science work also involves
reading texts 1o get information. From her students’ perspectives, when “reading” time ends, reading is
over. She manages her students’ feelings by creating other projects in science or social studies that
involve reading: students become more motivated and willing to take risks for projects that feel outside of
the set “reading” time.

During this conversation of her classroom’s reading encounters, the teacher also shared with me
her experience in involving families in her classroom work. She stressed building a bridge between homes
and classroom that allows open communication. Parents should feel like school is a positive place;
especially when students face more challenges in school, maintaining that positivity with families can
take more effort. She emphasized that keeping a very open, positive relationship with parents becomes
vital to helping struggling readers especially move forward. She finds it challenging that family dynamics
seem to have shifled in the last 15 years of her teaching: the value of reading as a family seems to have
decreased. She noted that some parents are readers, and some are not; regardless, she sends home
activities for families with specific instructions but never with anything that might insult someone’s
abilities. She explained that activities sent home without any specific aim only prompt families to shut
down if they do not understand the purpose of the activity; if the child notices that reaction, then the child
might shut down as well. She stressed addressing families always with dignity and respect, a mode of
communication she notes must first come through having a positive relationship with her students’
families. Another difficulty she finds herself facing comes with the changes in families’ schedules. She
finds that there are ofien so many distractions for families now, and schedules are very different now for
families who work all kinds of jobs and shifts. For this area specifically, this teacher commented on the
extremity of the socio-economic spectrum; she feels that few families fall in the middle, which might

result in altered classroom environments. She noted that the general changes to family dynamies in recent
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years seem to have created some of the challenges that she faces in involving families. She strives to
provide positive reasons for families to visit the schoot and have experiences with their childreﬁ at school
that can help break down unwanted barriers.

[ also had the chance to talk with a teacher who also coordinates a local non-profit for an
elementary school. In her work with gifted students at the elementary level, this teacher emphasizes her
role in making sure they feel supported and motivated, especially in reading. This teacher contextualized
our conversation by sharing her view of reading: reading is thinking. We should see reading as a way of
thinking rather than as a skifl. This educator believes that the public education system redefines reading,
turning it into a subject composed of worksheets, multiple-choice tests, and strictly skills-based activities.
High-ability students often enter school either knowing how to read already or pick up reading very
quickly. Encountering a version of reading in the public education system that might not challenge or
engage them, these students are at risk of becoming disenchanted and bored. The teacher feels the
urgency of conveying that reading is more than skills to high-ability students especially, since for them,
reading can be everything: it allows them an escape, a way to solve probiems, a way to be understood.
Reading is often their solution to not always feeling understood. However, this teacher often encounters
proficient readers who claim that they do not like reading; she senses their frustration with the reading
that is done in their classrooms. To these students, “reading™ acquires a negative status. Hearing this
disavowal of the subject by gified readers, the teacher believes that classroom “reading” work might
actually hurt students’ drive to read. In the current public schoal system, reading time too often focuses
on work that shapes students to perform well on basic skill or simple comprehension tests. Teachers then
feel that giving students time to read becomes a luxury they cannot afford. Many of this teacher’s
methods put time for reading and access to a variety of books at the focal point; with her high-ability
students especially, she believes in a more hands-off approach that gives them the Juxury of reading for
pure pleasure. If harnessed effectively by educators, that pleasure encourages students to think more

frequently and deeply about reading. This approach supports her underlying belief that reading is
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thinking. While she uses this belief to prioritize a love of reading, she admits that community literacy
programs and curricula often do not do the same.

As an educator who also takes a role in a non-profit collaboration, this teacher expressed her
concerns that collaboration remains challenging. Communication with teachers about their classroom
curricula proves difficult, as does matching curricula most effectively to arts programming. She imagines
collaborative projects that could approach topics more globally across subjects and grades. Collaborative
projects have the potential to align and reinforce the messages that teachers want to send their students.
By offering a project that integrates curricular themes, schools could give students unity instead of the
disjointedness they often face. This educator envisions a collaborative program that lessens teachers’
sense that by taking time away from material needed for tests it poses a risk; a viable program would also
cost nothing to schools and have data to ensure its support from administration. Finally, she ﬁrnds the need
for collaboration that allows articulation among teachers; instead of posing one person as the “specialist”
simply directing teachers’ actions, collaboration could let teachers® share and understand each other’s

curricula.

Community Members

I had one of my earliest conversations for my project with a community member who has worked
for years in early childhood development. Her experiences range from working with children with severe
developmental needs to beginning a literacy tutoring program. She began our conversation by detailing
for me her view of the kind of instruction that will successfully teach students to read. She described a
pendulum of instructional approaches: one side represents whole language and the other phonics.
Instruction most effectively emphasizes both explicit phonics instruction and quality literature
experiences when the pendulum rests in the middle. That teaching would include good instruction using
good literature, a consistent., one-on-one relationship with the student that encourages a love of literature,
and explicit instruction in alphabetic phonics. However, she believes that the current public school system

offers no way for all three conditions to co-exist; the design of the current system prevents it from
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meeting all three conditions. She explained her view that these three pieces are often the least available to
the students who most need them. This educator sees aspects of offering good literature, consistent
individual relationships, and explicit phonics instruction missing from focal schools not because of a
deficit or problem at that level, but because of a larger, systemic problem affecting all public school
systems, She noticed that alphabetic phonics are not taught explicitly, and the relational aspect is also
missing. She stressed consistency as a major factor in forming relationships that lead to a love of reading,
but finds consistency lacking in many public schools. She also emphasized the importance of students’
reading with the same person regularly on a one-on-one basis in order for frust to be built between the
student and adult. If working with the same child regularly, the adult can begin to know the student’s
strengths, weaknesses, needs, and challenges. In designing her tutoring program, she explicitly built in
one-on-one instruction, asserting its importance to both learning to read and loving to read. She also
spoke to some of one major need she has seen in her work with Jocal schools: many children are not used
to having books in the home, She thinks that obstetricians could play an important role by encouraging
expectant mothers to form the habit of reading to their child even while the child is in utero. Once the
habit is formed, then it would not be a difficult jump to continue that reading to the baby once she is born.

This educator also described models for involving families that respect, acknowledge, and
validate them. With certain populations whose children might be the most in need, time and money are
critical, she said. Above all, a literacy program, in reaching out to families, must first stress the
relationship it has with the child. She believes that programs should clearly tell families: We love your
children, and we care about how they grow as leamners. Part of reaching families, this educater pointed
out, is providing emotional support to them. Just as children need emotional sustenance, so do the
families. Programs can support families by acknowféd ging the valuable role they play in their children’s
education. She imagined programs that might provide dinner, offer a movie for children, and give families
home literacy materials while still affirming for families’ the value of their involvement. She does not feel
that schools now are in a position to create programs that can really involve families as effectively as

possible; she pointed out the increasing needs and decreasing resources that hinder schools’ abilities 1o
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prévide these kinds of programs. She feels that PTAs could step in, and they often do. She noted that
having staff present at such events creates greater opportunities to bring staff and families together non-
confrontationally. Schools and PTAs might worry about not reaching those who could really benefit from
such a night, but she pointed out that a program will inevitably fail to reach all families. In that case,
someone, whether a staff member or PTA member, could reach out to visit families who were unable to
attend the event. She feels that such events could strive to remove pressure from families and lessen the
amount of energy they might put into worrying about dinner or their children, instead creating a
supportive and compassionate atmosphere,

Sharing these ideas for how programs might engage families, this educator referred to many other
possibilities to involve both families and their home reading practices in literacy instruction. She
mentioned the possibility that a simple questionnaire could let families share knowledge about their
children. Questions might include:

*  What is their child’s favorite book?

*  When are they most frequently able to read to their child?

*  What is their child’s favorite TV show?

*  When they read, is there one book that the child wants read repeatedly?

* In what ways does the child remember a repeated story or join in?

*  Why is a certain book special to your child?
Covering topics in a simple note would allow teachers able to form even better relationships with their
students—they simply have more from which to build. From that point, teachers could group students by
similar favorite books or tv shows; they could have students make books telling their favorite stories and
then have children “read” aloud to each other the stories they invent. A second step involves sending
home others notes with suggestions to parents based on the children’s preferences.

When asked to envision spaces that build the love of reading, this educator responded with
various ideas for fostering one-on-one relationships, inciuding alphabetic phonics, and exposing children

to quality literature. She imagined this possible space for a class or three year olds: a classroom filled with
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accessible books. This ideal classroom promotes, values, and respects children’s work by letting them
also create their own books. Instruction starts with predict-and-remember reading, and frequent read-
alouds prompt students to ask and answer questions. With care and instruction from the teacher, one-on-
one read-alouds build consistent relationships between the children and the teacher. Anyone assisting a
child in learning to read maintains a consistent role in that child’s reading journey. Promoting trust
between the adult reading figure and the child results in the child using less energy acting defensively
during reading sessions, instead letting the child enjoy the experience more. From predict-and-remember
reading, instruction would progress to sound matching and awareness activities, rhyming, breaking apart
words that they hear and repeating them, tracing letters, and moving tiles around. Engaging all different
senses as children learn to read, this ideal classroom structure allows students to develop many possible
neural paths: auditory, speech, movement, memory. This educator shared her definition of literacy with
me as we finished our conversation. When children become literate, they acquire an understanding and
love of language as used in its writlen form to communicate one’s ideas, thoughts, and creativity.

Working in cooperation with local elementaries while also involving a range of community
members, one local Parent Teacher Organization also invests heavily in literacy work. This group
welcomes teachers and families, in the hope of supporting teachers in any way possible. The PTO co-
president and literacy night chairperson described the relationship as one of love and care: she explained
that the PTO aims to provide whatever kind of support teachers need. The PTO coordinates several of the
literacy initiatives at the school, handling also family events such as back to school dinners and holiday
events, Perhaps the one event most related to literacy is the family literacy night, which happens in the
spring. The PTO also sponsors a calendar-based reading program, which encourages families to read
together at least 20 minutes a night, marking those nights on a calendar that is returned to the teacher.
Students get prizes for completing all of the nights in a month, and these incentives aim to encourage
increased family reading.

She spoke with me about the family literacy night afier I attended it, allowing me to see her

perspective on the work she does to make that night possible, the main goa'is of that event, and the
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challenges of bringing families together. As she planned this year’s event, she imagined activities that
both promote reading and offer enjoyable ways for families to work through literacy skills. Through a
series of classrooms set up with game and activity stations, the co-president, who is also an involved
parent, sees the evening as a chance for families to easily spend time thinking about literacy in a way that
includes the whele family. Events at this year’s evening included a free dinner with book-themed foods, a
session on writing with a focal author, and a bingo game with books for prizes. Three classrooms were
designated with leveled activities to target a range of readers from beginning to advanced, with DePauw
students running the games and activities; some of these activities involved composing mini-books,
matching rhyming words, tracing letters in rice, using pictures to make a story, and putting letlers together
to make words, Giveaways and food always help draw in families, the chairperson added. The event was
communicated through posters and flyers, but she described the challenges of getting families in for
events since many families have very tight and busy evening schedules. Busyness and scheduling are the
two main challenges she sees for engaging families.

Explaining the realities of the PTO’s work, the co-president shared several chalienges with me
that she feels make both literacy work and engaging familes more difficult. First, success with the Super
Readers initiative has not been as rapid as its coordinator thought it would be because families are often
so overbooked and busy. She also felt concern about the diminishing time families have to spend reading
or speaking with their children. The co-president also noted that families have no designated way to offer
feedback on either the Family Literacy Night or the Super Readers program, except through the PTO
Facebook page. Finally, she also raised another point: PTOs do not communicate or coliaborate between
the schoois. She commented that the relationship between PTO and teachers at the school is easy to
maintain; however, making a PTO-10-PTO relationship between schools in the system is hard. No explicit
system-wide structure exists for communication between PTOs at different schools, even though she
senses that there would definitely be an intereﬁ in such collaboration. Each PTO is its own entity, she
remarked, and it would probably take one leader to make the effort to create that kind of collaboration and

pathway for dialogue. However, she connected the need for one person to step forward to lead such

Emmert 47



collaboration with the challenge she has faced in getting families to step forward to lead other events: she
sees the difficulty in both of these situations as rooted in the increased demands placed on families’
schedutes—whether those demands relate to the students’ extracurricular activities or the adults’ work

obligations.

3. Reflections

I heard echoes in these conversations of particular concerns, hopes, needs, and ideas. The
significance of my role as a listener now becomes clear: the patterns 1 saw, my own moments of surprise,
can begin to construct a meaningful framework for thinking through the kinds of reading encounters
offered by these programs. I point out a few key ideas that emerged: two categories of reading, concerns
with intervention, the necessity of consistent, loving relationships, and missing collaboration among
programs and with families.

One pattern across these conversations involves two definitions of “reading”: one category speaks
to state curricular standards; another to pleasurable, imaginative, challenging, and personal experiences
with books. One educator explicitly acknowledged her feeling that a link between classroom “reading”
experiences and personal reading experiences is missing; she senses that the current educational system
creates reading experiences that push students away from loving reading. Another conversation with a
teacher from a different school also brought up the fact that students will act differently with actual
reading activities when those activities are not classified as “reading” time. One teacher noted that tests
cannot measure a student’s love of reading, and the push towards tests has resulted in classrooms that
often fill reading time with worksheets, drills, and basic comprehension. Yet as Murnane, Sawhill and
Snow attest, basic comprehension--what they call “the simple view” of comprehension—does not
appropriately prepare students for “reading to learn, to synthesize, to analyze, and to critique” (7). The
second kind of reading takes a critical mode; it allows a deeper personal connection to books and
encourages a personal love of reading. One educator identified this kind of reading as a privilege that

teachers can give students, but this reading is not shaliow or unrooted. This second category of reading
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fits into one educator’s comments about reading as a way of thinking. Enjoying a reading experience lets
students “read to think.” From both my conversations and ¢lassroom observations, classrooms might be
experiencing an over-emphasis on basic comprehension or similar methods that create this split definition
of reading. Computerized reading quiz programs appear at several different elementaries 1 have visited.
One morning as | helped a kindergarten student with one of these quizzes, she asked, “Why do I have to
take these?” This student, already a proficient reader when she entered kindergarten, was being asked by
the quiz something similar to “what color scarf did the boy wear on Tuesday?” In light of this and other
*“basic comprehension” questions on the quiz, 1 had a hard time answering her question, because | felt that
perhaps taking those quizzes was not the best way to keep encouraging this student to read. 11 those quiz
programs take up class time, are they effectively instilling the deeper skills needed for a more complex,
“more authentic and more challenging” comprehension (Murnane 7)7 Barell stresses asking questions of
the patterns and status quo; questioning even the most well-intentioned efforts to get children reading
might prove extremely beneficial to developing programs that actually do motivate children to love
reading. (Barell 123-24). 1 started questioning the two categories of reading emerging from my
conversations, and I sensed the friction a teacher might feel who wants to both instill a love of reading
and follow overarching curricular standards.

Another pattern showed that many of these educators share concerns about students who require
intervention. One teacher noted that some students may perhaps need more concentrated attention or a
longer time period to learn to read successfully; these students require support not only in basic reading
skills, but also in building their a personal love of reading. A love of reading motivates students to
struggle with a challenging text patiently, to grapple with both difficuit technical skills and unfamiliar
subject matter. The love of reading builds the foundation for students’ willingness to be patient with their
own developing reading skills; by understanding reading as an activity that they love, they will be primed
to understand the importance of working diligently to learn to read. Students who perhaps are
experiencing more struggles than the average student, and certainly more difficulties than a high-ability

student, would undoubtedly need a great deal of encouragement in loving reading. Simply because
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tearning to read will be a harder process for those students, they need the extra concentration of
encouragement that consistently says, loving reading is our goal, loving reading is valuable and
necessary. Educators with whom 1 talked seemed fo acknowledge that strategies for intervention with
struggling readers are undergoing and still requiring revision.

Many educgtors also mentioned the relational aspect of learning to read and fearning to love
reading. One educator emphasized that students need one consistent person with whom they can form a
trusting relationship and who encourages their love of reading in every interaction they have. Several of
the early elementary teachers mentioned that laptime or one-on-one time is unparaileled in growing a
passionate reader, whether the adult reader be a parent or a volunteer, teacher, or other community
member. One educator specifically classified this reading relationship as loving: The value of relationship
in reading resonates with my experiences of working in a classroom: the students are so eager for any
relationship with DePauw students. However, since consistency seemed to be a significant part of
effective reading relationships in the thoughts of these educators, are DePauw students effectively set up
to take on this kind of role? Could there be ways to continue increasing the strength of volunteer reading
relationships? One educator explicitly noted that consistent relationships with adult volunteers in
classrooms are not always possible. Literacy programs’ relational patterns and structures deserve further ’
thought.

A conversation with one educator surprised me with her honest admittance of the utter lack of
collaboration in the literacy landscape in Putnam County. She sees a lot of literacy work happening, but
not as effectively as possible because of missing collaborations. This educator commented on literacy’s
position as a key educational issue, but stressed the singular message groups send out: “Here is what WE
do to promote literacy.” She mentioned many groups’ wonderful work, nonetheless admitting that they
often focus on their individual goals instead of on opportunities for integration or collaborafion. Multiple
educators admitted that programs may be aware of each other’s missions but hardly center their work on a
single literacy vision. Although each program contributes its own model and definition of literacy, the

programs do not effectively recognize each other’s work from a standpoint of integrated literacy
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development. Each one has something valuable to add to the literacy landscape, yet may not fully
understand other programs’ contributions. Does each program validate other programs’ work? How do
programs understand each other’s ultimate vision for the community’s young readers, and is this vision
shared? Many educators with whom [ talked took comprehensive approaches to their teaching; they strove
to develop the student a whole, taking into account all of the influences that shaped that student and using
those influences to develop a deep, critical thinker. How much more effective might all literacy programs
be if they approached building lovers of reading as a way to develop the whole student? By validating the
many different influences on students” learning to read and to love it, programs can strengthen the literacy
community’s capacity to use resources more effectively and, importantly, nurture more critical readers.

It seems challenging for educators to incorporate all of the elements of the transformative
framework into their literacy work. However, this transformative model implies fundamentally that
learning is a community process, that raising strong young students requires more than just strong
schools. McCaleb focuses this idea: “Education takes place within the community context” (42).
Therefore, community programs and schools can share the management of education in a way that
supports community members, teachers, and students alike as learners. In a community of learners,
education allows examining, questioning, strengthening, and sharing the community space. If seen as part
of a community of learners, various literacy programs and schools no longer have to stand individuatly,
becoming instead collaborative co-participants working towards a shared literacy goal. They strengthen
all young students by forming an integrated front to meet educational needs, use the community as a
context for learning, and partner with all members in the learning process. From my conversations,
began to understand why integration or a shared literacy vision might be missing in this community;
decreased financial resources, pressure from testing requirements, poverty in the area, and changed family
dynamics all emerged as challenges for many literacy programs. Even existing collaborative efforts seem
to struggle to stay consistent or focused on a shared literacy vision.

McCaleb’s concept of the community of learners offers hope for strengthening all literacy work

in the community. Since many programs already do valuable work, what might open up the space for
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educators to find a shared literacy vision? If programs clearly understand each others’ hopes for young
readers, would they be more encouraged to build more consistent collaboration? The community of
learners acknowledges the value of each member’s background; in what space could this recognition take
place in this community? A community of learners also includes families, and though McCaleb sees
much of the burden resting on teachers to pull families into this community, I feel that community
programs outside of the schools offer great hope for drawing families into literacy work. Perhaps one of
the greatest questions we can ask as a community invested in creating strong readers involves questioning
Freire’s simple word “of”: are literacy initiatives in this community “of” the students, families, teachers,
librarians, non-profit leaders, and interested community members? Questioning both the ownership and

shared vision of our literacy initiatives offers a way for us to unite and strengthen our work.
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Chapter I1I: Working Towards A Shared Literacy Vision

1. Grassroots

The term “grassroots” has gradually taken on new meaning for me in the course of this
project as | realized its relevance to my thesis: grassroots efforts acknowledge the value of the
voices on the ground and the need for collective responsibility. My thesis draws on this
understanding of grassroots by fundamentally including many educators’ voices and creating a
collaborative space for validating these voices. Real transformation can come from simply
hearing these voices. These educators have valuable insight from their daily work; the more that
we as a community share and think about that insight, the better. Teachers, families, students,
community members—all have experiences to share, recognize, and validate. I hope to keep
collaboration, family involvement, and a love of reading in discussion. Shared voices not only
create new collaborations, but also strengthen existing efforts. This section eéxplores the ways in
which my work used both the foundations of transformative education and conversations with

educators to create a space for sharing the challenges and hopes of literacy work.

2. Collaboration: Sharing Our Voices

An unexpected turn in my thesis came when one educator proposed the idea of a meeting
that could foster sharing about literacy work in the community. McCaleb’s community of learners
was similar to a collaborative literacy community that this educator and I envisioned together. A
communal and collaborative literacy approach strengthens programs’ capacities to build young
readers. Moreover, this approach creates a stronger and more reflective community focused on
producing open and inclusive communication. Collaboration among literacy programs, families,
and other community members deserved thoughtful attention as a way in which this literacy
community could begin strengthening its work.

From my conversations I saw another meaning of collaboration: re-calibration of every

group’s goals to fit into an integrated literacy vision. The Center for Collaborative Planning
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defines collaboration as “more than communication or coordination or cooperation”
(“Collaboration™). This definition embraces the idea that coliaboration goes beyond outward
actions: it is actually a mindset for working towards a common mission. Rob Lehman sums up a
way to consider collaboration:

Collaboration, on the surface, is about bringing together resources, both financial and

intellectual, to work toward a common purpose. But true collaboration has an ‘inside,” a

deeper, more radical meaning. The inner life of collaboration is about states of mind and

spirit that are open—open to self-examination, open to growth, open to trust, and open to

mutual action. (“Collaboration™)
This openness aligns perfectly with the community of learners and Freire’s ideas. Collaboration
may look just like sharing events, distributing responsibilities, or upholding communication about
one’s own goals, but Lehman continues that collaborative relationships are “vehicles of co-
creation” (“Collaboration™). Co-creation stresses both the leadership of multiple entities and the
hope of creation from collaboration. Collaboration does not solely result in communities that
work together towards common goals; perhaps even more excitingly, coliaboration fosters
creation, turning a community’s hopes into actual projects, programs, and events that can meet its
needs.

I began reaching out to educators to whom | had talked already, asking about
collaborative projects with which they had experience. Teachers shared that library story times
take advantage of the local children’s librarians; the schools and library interacted most regularly
in this way. Another teacher encourages parents to participate in the summer reading program at
the local library. What kind of relationships are these interactions building between the schools
and the library? Are they long-term, meaningful, sustainable, and equitable? Are they oriented
around a shared literacy vision? One preschool teacher welcomed the idea of more collaboration
between the library and the school. One librarian hoped for collaborative projects involving local

doctors and health clinics. The head of a tutoring program also described her unsuccessiul
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attempts to reach the schools for collaboration. Had collaboration become a word used only on
the surface, a concept hardly touched by actual working and sustainable programs or projects? As
a community hoping for collaboration, how could we know? Were there feedback structures in
place to question the effectiveness of our collaboration with families and among other programs?
Educator and writer Ken Robinson spoke about creativity as an “operational idea” during a talk
on collaboration in the twenty-first century, implying the interconnectedness of collaboration and
creative action (Robinson). This operational mindset both fosters dialogue and allows
understanding of coHaboration (Robinsen). | is not an easy concept to suddenly embrace, nor is it
easy to put info action even if different groups agree to think from this perspective. Having heard
about the various challenges facing different literacy educators in this community, | imagine that
it might at first be very difficult to draw both time and resources from current projects to harness
them to collaborative efforts. Though dialogue demands time and energy from educators already
pushed by many other requirements, collaboration actually offers ways to relieve shared
pressures, Through reflecting on the use of time, money, services, or staff, programs that openly
create and share a vision for their community might find more valuable ways to invest those
resources in the worklrequired to see that vision become reality. This situation shows
collaboration at its best: it becomes creative action. The vision becomes shared, but so does the
work. The resources can be shared, and so can the time. How is this all achieved? I returned to
Freire and McCaleb’s model for dialogue. In light of making the connection between
collaboration and dialogue, I used the word “forum™ to describe the space where collaborative
discussion could begin. A forum could address Freire’s concern that educators often feel
incapable of taking risks: a forum could strive to erode any feelings of incapability on the part of
those gathered, to remove any fears of taking risks. This forum could instill the desire to take
risks and build a sense of hope around these educators’ missions. A literacy forum could create an
open sharing space for simply gathering and listening. | have had unmediated conversations and ]

focused on listening to all the ideas, hopes, concerns, and challenges of many literacy educators
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in the community; however, these conversations at first did not happen among or with multiple
groups. It made sense for the next part of my project to move to a more active form of letting
these educators share their thoughts collaboratively. Thus, with encouragement from several
educators, | arranged a gathering for a conversation about literacy work and collaboration in the

COMIUNIty.

3. The Forum

For the forum planned for late January, I made a loose agenda to allow our discussion to
be guided by the issues that the educators themselves wanted to address. | invited nine educators
or community members, including a range of child development specialists, elementary
educators, librarians, and community program coordinators, ending up with four people present.
This gathering included preschool and kindergarten teachers, as well as a literacy coordinator.

In following Freire’s and McCaleb’s models for engaging communities in dialogue, 1
focused on creating transparency during both my planning and hosting of the forum. The Center
for Collaborative Planning on-line provided concept lists for collaborative work from which my
forum planning drew some of its main principles. My project’s theoretical foundations and my
conversations with educators produced a list of guiding ideas. First, the forum would provide a
space for fluid and organic discussion. Most importantly for me, I communicated the idea that
neither the forum nor my project seeks a “right” answer or “solution” to all of the “problems” of
literacy work in this community. This forum presented an opportunity to articulate that 1 wanted
to validate and nurture the partnerships that alrcady exist among literacy efforts. I also hoped to
encourage the feeling of a community of learners by allowing these individuals to share their
initiatives, aims, and processes behind their work. As members of a local literacy landscape, we
could work towards acknowledging a shared vision that encourages curious, creative and joyful
learning experiences for all students. The forum also offered a space to discuss practices that

encourage reading as an impassioned, personal, and imaginative practice. Furthermore, because

Emmert 56



families influence a child’s early atmosphere so deeply, the forum could provide various
perspectives on any ongoing collaboration with families. Since contextualization of literacy
activities often affects families’ feelings about the role they have in their child’s education, the
forum could also address our communication with families about literacy initiatives.

We began by briefly introducing our roles. The teachers spend the most time in direct
skills instruction with students. From classroom observations of two teachers present, I also know
that their daily approaches to reading include story sharing and book time. The preschool teacher
uses stations to foster letter skills alongside work that engages students in listening to stories and
reading independently. The kindergarten teacher uses small group work with assisténts to
strengthen her literacy time. Both teachers use motion-oriented songs in their classrooms, with
the preschool teacher emphasizing movement with music as a break from circle time, and the
kindergarten teacher using songs to teach specific skills such as letter sounds, words, or spelling.
The teachers have the day-to-day role of instructing, encouraging, and influencing their young
students as they engage in reading experiences.

The literacy coordinator has a somewhat different role in the system, working
individually and in smali groups with students who need extra help. She also ensures that
instruction and intervention meets Title { students’ needs; much of her work revolves around
seeking best practices for intervention strategies. She helps coordinate and develop school-wide
literacy programs, and works between the elementary schools to provide literacy support. She
also manages data about students changing needs, assists families having issues with a child
learning to read, and arranges for system-wide literacy training. She coaches teachers on literacy
instruction, keeping the faculty up to date and coordinated on literacy best practices. Her work
also includes involvement with a system-wide professional learning community.

The forum discussion soon moved to the topic of challenges facing these educators as
they work to teach their students to read and to love reading. Almost immediately, educators

expressed concern about students moving from preschool to kindergarten with little tracking of

Emmert 57



their progressing needs. The literacy coordinator acknowledged the issue as a major priority,
noting that the transition between the two grades leaves some students without the extra attention
they might need. Preschool teachers and kindergarten teachers have no effective space for
cooperative reflection on a student’s needs as she moves from the preschool level to kindergarten;
they felt the need for a system to track students better who perhaps had some reading difficulties
in preschool but did not qualify for intervention in kindergarten. The literacy coordinator
described the end-of-preschool reading assessment that sometimes does not catch students who
might need intervention in kindergarten. Students’ scores suggest that they know enough to
disqualify them for intervention, but once the students enter kindergarten, they reach a point
where their reading difficulties really prevent them from reading successfully. These instances
have proven a challenge for the schools to handle, but the literacy coordinator acknowledged the
need for more reflection beyond the data.

The preschool teachers shared another obstacle: families seem disengaged with their
school’s literacy initiatives. Families receive newsletters, reading calendars for PTO literacy
initiatives, and direct communication from the teachers. However, the teachers directly
emphasized that they struggle to involve families in the reading calendar initiative. The PTO
gives teachers instructions to administer the initiative and manages the data from the calendars,
asking the teachers to collect the calendars once a month. The teacher described the small
p.ercentage of calendars that she receives, even though she reaches out to parents often through a
newsletter to encourage the importance of reading for at least 20 minutes every night. She
emphasized her focus on encouraging families to work towards building their children’s love of
reading; her communications with families stress the value of “laptimes™ to share pleasurable
reading moments, One preschool teacher spoke to families’ concerns: families want the best for
their cﬁifdren and want to know how they can encourage their child as a student. However, she
also shared her feelings that some families do not recognize the importance of preschool, and she

believes in families’ needing to see the value of preschool activities to make this kind of initiative
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“work well. The other teachers stepped in to ask if the families were readers. The literacy
coordinator asked if the teacher had tried proposing the calendar to families as something more
like homework, but with a fun aspect like a poem that the families would sign and return. The
preschool teacher mentioned that it is hard for her to get feedback from many of her families, and
teachers did not know if families get feedback about the literacy initiative. The literacy
coordinator shared that it is hard to get families involved in community decision-making.
Orientation at the beginning of the year tries to involve families, and other meetings throughout
the year with teachers and administrators are open to families as well. However, those meetings
are frequently only attended by teachers and the administration, not by families or community
members. Finally, one of the preschool teachers summed up many of the challenges shared af the
forum: it is hard for a public school to be a public school. Public schools must meet certain
standards or function in certain ways because of expectations placed on them by higher authority
structures, Moreover, public schools often struggle to get the resources they need, forcing them
into balancing the resources they do have to meet the needs of their students.

The educators shared their concerns candidly, but were equally open to sharing ideas for
strengthening their own work. The literacy coordinator shared the ongoing professional learning
community model now in place in their school system; formatted into team meetings combining
the schools, these communities were described as a place where ideas or concerns can be
discussed. Called PLC’s, these gatherings happen aflerschool, which the preschool teachers noted
makes it harder for them to attend because of their schedule. The literacy coordinated offered this
practice as one way in which the schools pursue collaborative thinking and models. The literacy
coordinator alse noted that PTO initiatives like the pancake supper and family literacy night,
provide food and activities. The literacy coordinator also expressed her desire for many diverse
professionals to be active in the schools with the teachers and the kids. An early childhood center

at Ridpath also remains a distant possibility for greater collaboration. The preschool teachers
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proposed another early childhood concept to consider: a redesigned preschool otientation for
families that joins families with community members.

This concept for drawing in families sprang from the preschool teachers’ concerns that
their families do not understand the significance of preschool. Though still unsure about the kind
of event they want to create, the teachers clearly wish to ensure better family connections to their
preschool classrooms. The teachers want to create an event where families could make beneficial
contacts with each other, teachers, and community members. The teachers had discussed using
orientation or parent-teacher nights to host a series of small discussion groups for families to talk
about various topics with businesses and community organizations. The teachers proposed a
rotation through a series of ten-minute talks while families could also participate in other
activities or meet with the teachers. The educators welcomed the potential of a gathering that
could connect families both to schools and community organizations, and the preschool teachers
noted that they will continue working through the idea of a redesigned event for involving
families,

Several ideas, such as parent gatherings for the preschool, were left open to further
discussion. Ongoing questions from the educators included:

- What is literacy? How do we best consider changing needs in literacy instruction?

- What are ways in which reflection beyond data can be pursued?

- Are families getting feedback from the literacy initiatives?

- How can the value of preschool be expressed to families?

- What kind of program could get families more involved in their child’s preschool

activities?
The forum ended on the note that more time for this kind of discussion would be useful and

constructive.
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4. Reflections

The forum prompted several questions of my own, and I reflected on the discussion that
had happened with the idea of finding ways in which the ideas could be gathered and shared
constructively. My hope for an open flow of dialogue amongst these educators was fulfilled, even
though I admittedly did not raise some of the issues that | had intended to share. We did not cover
anyone’s basic philosophies or approaches to collaboration, encouraging a love of reading, and
involving families as partners. We also did not cover the idea of the community of learners, and |
was disappointed not to have had the opportunity to share this concept. | was sensitive to being
seen as imposing ideas or bringing in foreign concepts that might harm the organic flow of
discussion and sharing that it was my primary concern to uphold during the forum. Instead, 1 let
tﬁe educators themselves direct the conversation, and in this way, we actually covered a great
deal of material and addressed several concerns.

First, the concern of fransitioning between the preschool and kindergarten showed a need
for teachers to have adequate time to communicate and reflect on their students’ progressing
needs. Outsid¢ of a school structure implemented to provide more discussion between teachers
from different elementaries and grades, the transition between the two beginning levels could be
impacted through collaboration with a corﬁmuniiy organization. A community program could
step in to sirengthen the transition; thinking of a local librarian’s hopes for a program targeting
families with children entering preschool, 1 hope that a connection between the early literacy
librarian and the schools could provide support for preschool students that it might be hard for the
schools alone to offer. The preschool teachers aiso brought up an idea that certainly applies to the
challenge of the transition for the schools’ youngest students: intentionally building connections
with various community businesses and non-profits to strengthen areas in which the schools’
might struggle. Addressing the needs of these youngest students might imply reaching out
innovatively to create a more communal space for families, schools and community members to

share responsibility of ensuring these students get a strong start in school.
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I also found myself wondering about the capacity of further connections to strengthen
family collaboration in the preschool classrooms. The approach of the calendar reading initiative
does not seem to reach the families; I wonder if the PTO hears the concerns of teachers about this
initiative. Is there a mechanism in place for feedback from the teachers to the PTO, or from the
PTO to the families? What missing piece or structural problem might make it hard for families to
see the value of the calendar initiative in a larger context? What is the Jarger context of the
initiative, and how is that context communicated to families? Are these literacy initiatives
expressed to families as a part of a larger context of developing students who love to read? 1 am
uncertain of the methods that the PTO uses to determine these initiatives and coordinate them
separate of the liferacy coordinator or the teachers. The failure of such initiatives to reach families
as effectively as hoped could suggest that teachers, families, students, and perhaps even the
literacy coordinators do not own these initiatives. Although ultimately responsible for handling
the initiatives in the classroom and presenting them to families, these educators lack ownership of
these programs; moreover, the current structure of the literacy initiatives seems to place many
families in a position that offers them no ownership of the initiatives. Furthermore, does the
context of the initiatives frame them as collaboration with families or as expectations from the
teachers of the families? Here, the language matters, because it can signal either ownership or
unequal power dynamics. A leveling relationship between the teachers and families offers the
opportunity for any hierarchical power structures to fall away; this new balanced relationship
does not maintain expectations issued “for” one group by the other, but rather supports
expectations mutually upheld within the bounds of a collaborative partnership. By recognizing
families as a valuable piece of preschool literacy initiatives and school activities generally, this
relationship equalizes participation in literacy programs.

The preschool teachers seemed to be reaching for ideas that could support the kind of
partnership that would benefit their students who might currently be struggling 1o return their

reading calendars. One of the teachers expressed the struggle to engage families in a way that
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would he.lp them to understand the value of preschool. The teachers feel the need, they see the
need, to reach out to families differently, and they are willing to work to effect change—even if
they are not quite sure about the reasons behind their difficulties in the first place. They wani 1o
strive to reach families immediately as their students enter preschool, whether through parenting
groups or orientation night discussions. The library could assist in bringing in community groups
to work with families 1o make community connections as well as classroom connections. What
supports and encourages the value of preschool, of laptime, of reading to children most
effectively and consistently as they enter school? To reach families most effectively,
communication must become transparent, leveling, and intentional. In the context of McCaleb’s
ideas, dialogue with families should establish the importance of the families” voices in the
conversation of how best they can support their young reader. This dialogue must embrace
everyone’s value to the discussion. If families do not feel valued, then it makes sense that they
might disengage. This key idea could provide the answer: if families do not attend to the
initiatives set out by either teachers or PTOs, then perhaps they do not feel comfortable or
genuinely engaged. Of course, other variables come into play here: the obvious one, poverty,
could be contributing in multiple ways. The larger power structures that force families to feel
overburdened by challenging home, work, or personal circumstances could certainly prevent
active involvement. Families could have a history that sets them already in a place in which
school does not have positive connotations for them. However, it is then all the more significant
that the teacher intentionally and organically engage families as valuable influences both in
school and their child’s education no matter the situation. A lack of parent support or involvement
suggests that parents may not feel like they really have a place in the school world of their
children. How can teachers and schools show families their significant position in the school and
the world of their child’s education? How can a school year begin by acknowledging this leveling
stance? Would it take a larger system-wide, whole-district, administerial stance to send out the

strong signal to families that all relationships are collaborative? I believe that teachers can engage
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families collaboratively; however; 1 also feel that an administration that understands, and acts by,
this principle would make collaborative connections with families even stronger.

Engaging families also must take into account the population and its unique challenges
and needs. Schools then find themselves handling a delicate balance: they must at once take into
consideration those needs while also providing a space that acts as an equalizer. Schools become
one very effective voice 1o tell families, “All that matters is working together to make sure your
child learns in the best way possible and gets the most possible from this school.” The school can
first tap into the care for the child that it shares with the family — because as the teachers
mentioned, all parents or guardians care for their child and for their child’s education. These
families hope for the best for their children, even as they also must handle the complexities of life
that realistically arise to some degree for any family. As McCaleb points out, “The closest and
most collaborative relationships that I have seen between teachers and families are those in which
the coming together is on a human level of mutual respect and a sharing of knowledge and
vulnerability” (McCaleb 39). The mutual care for the students should level the relationship and
take away any power structure that might divide the home from the school. Freire’s thinking
about education also seeks to eliminate this divisive structure, instead allowing everyone involved
to acknowledge their vulnerability. | draw on Freire’s idea that power structures that create an
“other” must be dismantled and transformed into a space of “solidarity” (34). Families must be
met as equals, a “give and take” that results in an atmosphere that can positively reconcile
differences between the families and school (McCaleb 39). This kind of relationship also
acknowledges families as valuable assets—resources without which the classrooms could not
function positively. Indeed, it is hard to imagine such an admission from a public school system. ]
was reminded again of Freire’s thinking on the “radical posture” of solidarity; he does not deny
the risks involved in taking the steps necessary 1o be in solidarity with another group (Freire 34).
The first step towards solidarity is to “enter into the situation of those with whom one is solidary™

(Freire 34). The current educational atmosphere has not helped in making space for any

Emmert 64



constructive acknowledgment of vulnerability or neediness on the part of the school systems
themselves; therefore, how much harder must it be for schools to seek solidarity with families
when the expectations demanded of them by a larger system do not allow making any gestures
that might reveal forms of weakness or dependency. A sort of paralysis takes hold of educators:
instead of reaching families on terms of both strengths and weaknesses, educators might feel
paralyzed by the pressure from structures outside their immediate control. Robinson’s TED talk
“How Schools are Killing Creativity™ also illuminates the approach that current education
systems take: he describes that “education goes deeply with people” because it “takes us to a
future we can’t grasp.” Because of its reaching towards an unpredictable end, education becomes
high stakes. It makes sense, then, that education is valued and regarded in a very different
perspective from practically anything else in our society. Is educational paralysis caused by the
valuable yet risky nature of education? Do other structures make education high stakes? Critical
reflection and discussion might offer the first chance to reach a consensus with school
administration on the systemic or societal structures the most paralyze their schools. One key
could be the simple admission of the school’s need for families and the community—their care,
concern, and whatever time they can give to young, growing learners. The context of the
communication between the families and the schools imatters, since one type of communication
could result in a negative power structure that devalues the families while the opposite form
would empower the families as contributing members of the educational community. This context
is a collaborative one. The word collaboration must be used in all places, in every way. It must
embody all forms of action taken by the teachers, the administration, the community members,
and the families who together make up the educational world of the young student.

After this forum, | came to a better understanding of the difficulties of collaborative
work, Collaboration takes energy to get to a productive point where the meeting is actually
valuable for those involved. It was hard to organize even a small gathering of educators, and the

conversation itself requires high levels of emotional energy. 1 was struck by the teachers’
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optimism as they discussed both the positive aspects of their work and struggles they have to
meet their students’ needs. 1 was quite simply encouraged: 1 believe that if structures were in
place to allow teachers more time for collaborative discussion and action, these teachers would be
able to effect real change. Collaboration would only make them a stronger, more united team;
admittedly, some existing efforts encourage collaboration, but these educators expressed the
difficulty in taking collaboration beyond a single school again and again. I have seen the
complications of trying to manage collaborative relationships. Nonetheless, the complexity of
collaboration should not deter schools, families, or community groups from embracing it. As
complex as this single forum was to organize, I believe that it did represent a start to embracing
collaboration. I feel that the time spent even in this first collaborative discussion has value for
simply being the first time to form those connections. This first literacy forum proved a
meaningful beginning by signaling to me the needed further time and energy to continue growing
a critical mass of collaborators that could make a difference. Perhaps this first forum most
significantly allowed these educators to see that a critical mass of collaborators exists in this
community—even if it is not obviously evident or identical to other communities. 1 believe in the
power of the critical mass of collaborators in this community, and 1 believe that the energy
invested in further collaborative efforts can only keep strengthening that mass, making their
power more visible and spreading that power as their influence grows. In the end, if all groups are
united around the idea of producing joyful, challenging, and complex encounters with reading,
collaboration becomes not only the operational mindset for family, school, and community
relationships, but also the way that those groups can most successfully build stronger readers.

My own thoughts about collaboration have shifted significantly since I first talked with
educators about a space that could allow a sharing of goals and chailenges. Collaboration must be
a mindset we hold together as those desirous of building readers, and more importantly, the love
of reading. Again, Robinson’s concept of creativity as an “operational idea” fits with

collaboration: it must be the sole “operational idea™ of the education system. It cannot be a word
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used solely in meetings, or in chains of emails that cross from group to group. We have to see it
as the root of our thinking as educators who claim to desire the same thing: young students who
see reading as a personal art that brings pleasure and whose love of reading is tied up in a love of
learning as well. Collaboration cannot just apply to schools and libraries. Other organizations in
this community are committing time and resources to building strong readers, and their work is
valuable even as if takes a different form. Furthermore, collaboration must be the word used 1o
describe interaction with families. Beyond the word “partnership,” or even “involvement,”
collaboration implies that there is a “co” force at work. Families may not feel a spirit of shared
responsibility and equality if approached as merely some other entity to “involve™ in activities.
The shift begins by acknowledging a change from “my work” to “our community’s work,” from
“my group’s goal” to “our goal.” The dividing line between the other and oneself should start to
fade as collaborative efforts begin to happen. In schools, instead 6f seeing family as separate and
having their part of the “work” to do at home, educators might approach this paradigm with a
collaborative mindset: families approached as members of a collaborative effort become a vital
part of the formation ;af goals for the community’s students. Using the word “collaboration” in all
forms of communication with families—especially in the very first interaction between families
and schools—can make a difference if everyone understands the implications of collaboration. As
1 reflected on my notion of collaboration following the fo‘rum, I realized the necessity of
recognizing all interactions between schools, families, and communities as collaborative.

This forum experience suggested many new questions, while also reaffirming the need
for questions I formed ahead of time. After reading both McCaleb and Barell, 1 want to keep
reflection and inquiry as the foundations for any progression. Therefore, my ongoing questions
concern not only the ways in which collaboration can be strengthened in the literacy work of this
community, but also the philosophies that can make successful collaboration possible. Some of
these core questions include:

*  What motivates our groups to encourage a pure love of reading?
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s What are our groups’ basic philosophies for building young students who love to read?
*  What common vision might our group create to encourage a love of reading?

*  What are our groups’ basic philosophies for involving families?

*  What would be a common vision for collaborating with families?

* Is reading being privileged in the current educational atmosphere?

What context are literacy initiatives given when they are shared with families?

Continued questions about each educator’s individual experiences are also valuable because of
the nature of collaboration and the transformative education model on which my work focuses.
These questions would all serve to prompt self-reflection that, as Freire asserts, can lead to action.
These questions revolve around the experience and the ways it can enlighten future work:
*  What does it feel like right now in the current literacy or reading atmosphere in which
you are working?
* In your experience, what kinds of reading encounters do you see happening?
* How would you describe the reading culture of your school or program as you have
experienced it?
*  How do you feel you have structured your reading time both to meet your students’ needs

and to encourage joyful reading encounters?

-

What are challenges you have faced to encouraging a love of reading?
Finally, perhaps the most important pair of questions to keep asking is: What collaboration
happens already among those in this community doing early literacy work? How do we see
collaboration making our work more effective? These questions concentrate on both recognizing
and validating current efforts, while also asserting that collaboration will strengthen ongoing
work.

My final personal question that arose from this forum concerns the nature of my project:
How is my writing and recording, all of the conversations and reflections, constructive for these

educators? | ask this question keeping those who attended the forum in mind, but I also see this
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idea expanding to include those to whom I have talked about literacy and the nature of literacy
work. For me, the next stage after this forum demands that 1 begin considering the ways in which
both the forum and its documentation can be most useful to these literacy educators. My writing
on the literacy landscape also could act as a practical document if shared with those educators and
community members involved in literacy work. I constructed this view of the literacy landscape
in order to make it as organic and unmediated as possible; from the beginning, it was meant to
have an applicable, constructive, practical component. The forum was the first part of the
practical nature of my work, but 1 feel that a second stage begins now with the conclusion of the
first forum. This second stage requires me to seek out feedback from the educators with whom |
met, shaping my project to provide a framework that will be most effective for continued
collaboration on issues of partnering with families and encouraging a love of reading.

Finally, along with the educators present at the first forum, | saw a need for a second
forum and planned it. This second forum sought to gather more community members, teachers,
and perhaps even other DePauw students involved in educational work. With this broader reach, a
second forum provided the opportunity to discuss the questions about basic philosophies that
were not covered in the first forum, as well as expand conversation to include the community
nerspective. For the second forum, 1 more intentionally used McCaleb’s model for building a
community of fearners. Since | believe that in this community especially there are many
organizations and groups that could effectively initiate collaborative projects, I slightly adapted
her principies to fit a broader context in which teachers or schools may not be the sole
collaborators.

The first of these principles involves the nature of relationships during learning. McCaleb
writes, “teachers and their students together are co-participants in the learning process” (25). For
my purpose, | shift this idea to emphasize that learning relationships between any groups working
with families and with each other must hold to the notion of learning as “an interchange of ideas

and experiences that are to be shared and to be the source of some reflection” (McCaleb 25). Co-
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participation in learning demands that all members work to break down a hicrarchical power
structure of participation, replacing it with continual and mutual exchange. What are the
implications of this principle for Putnam County and the Greencastle area specifically? The
strength of Putnam County programs such as the public library system, community tutoring
centers, and DePauw community service should encourage even greater parinership among these
programs, schools and families. By recognizing the strengths of each group, we can encourage
co-participation instead of hierarchical power relations. McCaleb suggests, along with Freire, that
only dialogue and awareness can start to change existing power structures. This first forum
pointed out the difficulty of getting these groups together, but perhaps a different kind of sharing
space is needed in the community to make that exchange possible, hence the need for a second
forum-—or a structure for continued forums—becomes more pressing,

A second forum could also work through McCaleb’s next principle that involves
knowledge and the process of building knowledge. This principle asserts, “new knowledge is
built on old knowledge” (McCaleb 26). A second forum can be a place where current knowledge
is both expressed and revised, where new knowledge is both created and questioned. As Barell
points out, the question, “How did you arrive at that conclusion?” “may be one of the most
important questions for us as citizens of our democracy” (128). Taken with McCaleb’s thinking,
BarelP’s ideas clearly define a way of learning that includes both making meaning of knowledge
already held by participants and recognizing that knowledge is “continually undergoing
evolution” (McCaleb 26). Barell encourages the roofing out of “certain patterns and ways of
thinking . . . so ingrained in our daily lives that we forget why we engage in them” (Barell 128).
Although schools and other programs might regularly have to meet standards or undergo
assessment, how does that assessment realistically affect collaborative relationships with the
community or families? Is that assessment broken down and brought before those involved, in
this case families and other groups working in literacy? Again, sometimes asking why we take

action or make decisions in a certain way feels too risky; I hoped that the second forum picked up

Emmert 70



where the first one left off to keep strengthening connections that help create a space where
everyone feels comfortable asking those risky questions or taking risky stances. Knowledge could
be exchanged and nurtured through an expanded second forum that lays out current programs,
projects, initiatives, and activities then encourages ongoing questioning of the reasons and
methods behind all of those pieces of literacy work. [ planned the second forum even knowing
that it would not be enough to complete this task, but making the necessary realization that it
could nonetheless have benefits for all of us. A second forum perhaps was not even enough to
create a completely comfortable space for sharing the risks of doing collaborative literacy work
and building lovers of reading. Perhaps most excitingly, these collaborative processes brought to
the forefront the necessity of finding other ways to create spaces for collaborative sharing.

Inherent in this collaborative process is the recognition that every member offers valuable
experiences and knowledge. McCaleb uses the phrase “equal contributors,” and 1 think that
multiple literacy forums would validate this ideal. A framework that provides these kinds of
literacy forums or gatherings would both speed such equalizing relationships and encourage the
trust that makes such relationships possible. As members committed to gathering, the energy of
every group could be recognized; as forums continued and grew, the understandings among
groups would also grow. Understanding each other as valuable pieces of the “educative process”
would contribute to an “opening up” of the literacy landscape, welcoming in families, community
groups, and schools (McCaleb 26). Alma Flor Ada and Constance M. Beutel add to the definition
of this “opening up” as a “moment in di_a]ogue or reflection when an individual discovers she is
not alone” (Ada and Beutel 17). This “opening up” happens as forum members recognize other
members’ dedication to collaboration and then feel more at ease acknowledging both the unique
capacities of others” work and a shared vision behind everyone’s basic goals.

MecCaleb’s final foundational belief seems perhaps the most important to a community
endeavoring to engage in collaborative work. She states it most clearly: “Through analysis and

critique, all people are capable of engaging in actions that may transform their present realities”
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(McCaleb 26). | believe that this idea underlies the concept of collaboration; it is a transformative
education concept that makes collaboration ideologically possible. If there is no belief in this
principle, then collaboration of the kind that I propose becomes meaningless. | propose a
collaboration that would bring in educators, community members, civic leaders, and even
families. Validating and recognizing that every parent, every businessman, every librarian, every
teacher has the capability to take transformative action on the reality around them is essential.
This principle makes it possible to believe that forums can be effective: it emphasizes that change
in communities and schools can come from those who make an effort to take action for the
change they want to see. Sustained collaboration during forums continues sharing and reflection;
it supports and directs actions that collaborators feel will change their own reality. McCaleb
importantly references the work in participatory research by Alma Flor Ada and Constance M.
Beutel that affirms her approach to building a community of learners; the latter part of her book
covers a project in this participatory research style that aligns with all of Freire’s concepts for
dissembling power structures when working in education. I refer to this kind of research because
McCaleb’s use of Ada and Beutel parallels the effect that 1 feel continued forums could have on
families, schools, community members, and local non-profit organizations. Ada and Beutel speak
to the principle that I wish will become the foundation for further forums: “Participatory research
is a philosophical and ideological commitment which holds that every human being has the
capacity of knowing, of analyzing and reflecting about reality so that she becomes a true agent of
action in her own life” (Ada and Beutel 8). For Ada and Beutel, this kind of research is a
commitment that makes possible the removal of hierarchical power structures. I see this kind of
commitment as providing a way forward fo becoming a stronger community: making a
commitment 1o validate each person’s ability and to make change through reflection will nurture
more effective collaboration. Furthermore, reality becomes something that can be questioned,
evaluated and changed if needed. This commitment is neither quick nor simple to embrace.

However, if accepted by a diverse group that meets for collaborative discussion, this kind of
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commitment encourages a wider perspective on possible change, a greater scope for dreaming
about the possibilities for their neighborhood, community, and city. If members of a collaborative
gathering or forum believe that all other members have the ability to effect real change, and
crucially feel the same belief reflected toward themselves, then any resulting discussion or action
will only be more valuable because all members start with the same positive foundation and
become united forces encouraging each other to sustain discussion for change. They open a space
for freeing, equalizing, continual conversation, and future goals for change are regarded as more
than simple wishes. Further forums could provide a place to begin discussing and embracing this
kind of commitment to validate the roles of every literacy group in this community, recognize the
ability to affect meaningful change endowed in every group, and build the space for stronger

collaboration.

5. What Comes Next

Our second forum gathered a smaller group, but brought together two new perspectives.
This second forum included a senior student at DePauw also working in the community with
creative arts programming in schools and the local librarian with whom I had worked all along.
We met and agreed to begin the discussion with a brief statement of our work. The student
reported that the program she began almost a year ago works in a local elementary school to
provide an afterschool creative writing club. She described her mission: to supplement English
classes with games, activities, and opportunities that focus on English. She acknowledges
storytelling as one of her core philosophies, and explains that all language acts as code that
children must gradually master. Her belief in art and story as code informs her practices; the
creative writing club gives local elementary students opportunities to enjoy creating writing and
art while engaging with volunteers who lead discussions and games. This student has begun to
consider options for sustaining her program, but has yet to reach a final sustainability model. She

feels anxious about handing the program over to someone, yet hopes that the program could
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expand to include volunteers from the local high school. She feels that these local students have
many talents and time into which community programs could tap. She remains hopeful that
programs working with local schools and students both as participants and volunteers offer a way
fo counter educational systems that seem to take away the pleasure of reading.

Similarly, the local librarian focuses her work on storytimes that engage young children
in enjoyable imaginative and creative moments. This librarian shared her recent work to begin a
baby story time for birth to six months. She has had success with beginning this program, which
was a core goal when she first started her job. She has also begun discussions with state librarians
to discuss the creation of a Countdown to Kindergarten program at the state level. By making
Countdown to Kindergarten a larger state and local partnership, this librarian hopes that it could
spread across the state. She hopes to work closely with state librarian liaisons to organize the
program, address training matters, and then begin to identify community contributors to the
program. She emphasized that a 1arge mass of people are needed; however, because it would
draw on training that children’s librarians already possess, the program could draw on a group of
area librarians for support. This librarian recognized the need for strong community support in
both this initiative and another initiative called Reach Out and Read. This second program uses
volunteers to visit local businesses, doctor’s offices, or public agencies and read a book. She
mentioned that a local sorority whose philanthropy is literacy might be pulled as a volunteer base.
Her efforts for both of these programs right now focus on garnering community support while
also assessing the structures she might need to put in place for these initiatives to encourage
strong reading habits across all ages.

These two educators also shared the challenges and concerns they currently face with
their respective programs. The senior running the school program continues to consider options
for handing it off, along with the manual that she wants to produce from the program’s first year,
. She seeks effective ways to maintain and expand the program while also keeping its strength and

mission intact after she graduates. The librarian has similar worries about structures of programs,
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especially as she seeks to create new programming for a summertime Farmer’s Market storytime
partnership and to assist the library with brainstorming for programming that connects to older
students or young adults. Both educators shared the exhaustion that their work brings; continually
adjusting programming {o meet student or community needs necessitates a lot of time and energy.
Each educator spoke about the vast amounts of time they have spent revising their strategies, their
{ools, and their methods.

I closed the discussion by asking what each person would find most helpful in moving
forward. The student’s needs moving forward include sample lesson plans that could be shared by
other educators. She also feels the need for a shared Google document or other online forum to
serve anyone doing similar literacy or arts work in the community; this online space could
connect the members of this educators’ community. Making such connections proved a concern
of both the student and librarian, who each spoke to their hope for continued oppO:‘tﬁllities to
meet other educators. They both hope to connect more with high school students, using these
students” abilities to strengthen their work with elementary students. The senior shared her
thoughts with the librarian for tapping into local high school groups like the drama club who
might make a strong partner for library volunteer needs. The senior also expressed her desire for
some kind of overarching meeting similar to this forum that could focus on targeting older
students and teens who currently do not have as many opportunities to take part in impactful
programs. The senior and the librarian agreed that students reach a level around high school
where learning or reading can stop being enjoyable; the senior expressed the potential of
programs that could allow these high school students to see that they have the capacity to change
their community positively. She stressed the idea of allowing these students ownership of the
change they can effect; she wants to include these students in programs where they can both
influence other younger students and feel a part of a meaningful group in their community. The
forum ended with our hopes that another gathering could take place with more teachers to keep

sharing the conversation about this community’s reading and creative arts programming.
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6. Reasons to Hope

These two forums left me not with a sense of despair or negativity, but with a sense of the
hope that many community educators have about their work. I also found that this community has
several strong collaborative or transformative efforts that continue to place creativity, joyfulness,
curiosity, and imagination at their center. These programs are my “reasons to hope.” Whether a
school program or a structure for a meeting, these few examples are the efforts I see right now
that present very hopeful views of the possibilities for this community as collaboration grows.
These programs work to provide loving and wonder-filled reading or arts encounters.
Furthermore, these programs demonstrate the community of learners in action: they bring
younger students, older students, community members, community leaders, and teachers together.
This section provides brief portraits of three programs: two groups that work in schools to
provide arts encounters, and one initiative by community members to gather for a community arts
and education think tank. Each group presents one way to address challenges of ensuring that ail
students love to read and love to fearn. While these groups may not have the same operating
model, each does share a vision: that their students will gain a sense of hope about their lives and
their world from their encounters with reading, arts, and learning.
“Look! Look!”: An Afternoon ai Preschool

Lunch was ending, and the preschool teacher had just announced that book time was
beginning. Several students approached me with books, and it was not long before I had a handful
of students gathered around my book as I read aloud. The litile sets of eyes were bright and
focused — I asked questions and they responded, I pointed to pictures and they helped me tell the
story. It was clear that this established independent “book time” routiné meant a great deal 1o the
students; they knew what to do after lunch, and not one student tried to skirt choosing a book. It
was a quiet, relaxed, liberating classroom time—and the students seemed to sense that calm.

When I talked with this local preschool teacher about instilling a love of reading in her students,
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she said that she emphasizes an enjoyable reading time. She makes sure they know that their book
time after they eat is theirs — it {s independent and for their own enjoyment. I noticed her
students’ urgency to look at a book after they finish lunch, but she was the first one to point this
sign out during our interview, as she shared her students’ enthusiasm for the reading time she
gives them. However, she stressed that it is important to keep pushing that urgency to read and
keep urging students to read at home. She works to make connections to books at home, and to
have her students begin making those connections. The one-on-one time, or “snuggle-time,” is
extremely important. This preschool teacher said that everything surrounding reading must be
made into a big deal; it not just reading that matters at this beginning stage, but making sure that
students feel proud to recognize a letter. Conversations around books and modeling a love of
reading bring an excitement to reading experiences, encouraging the same in children. As 1
watched her class, the design of each stage of the afternoon session conveyed each activity’s
importance. Her use of stations for one portion of her classroom time not only get students ready
to be in a structured kindergarten room, but also lets students get time in a small group with an
adult more readily focused on their work. Since this teacher has two classroom assistants, her
groups are able to benefit from that extra attention. The beginning of the class session involved
talking amongst the teachers and students, singing a weather song, questioning their day, and
reading aloud. The students got to move around during a song, but were willing to settle back
down as soon as the teacher picked up the book for that day. As she read, she asked more
questions, let the students share their thoughts, and helped the students to make predictions about
the book. She mentioned, “This book has thyming words,” and especially emphasized letter
sounds. Dialogue took place before, during, and after the read-aloud; there was room for the
students to talk, fill in words, examine the illustrations, and imagine the events on the next page.
The cozy, intimate space of the circle time expanded during the story in a way: students
obviously felt comfortable and free to share since almost every single child spoke at some point

during the reading. After lunch, reading time, and more songs, the students were split into three
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groups, one for each station. The stations each had a focus on letters, words, or sounds, and the
almost constant repetition of letter work in the classroom really demonstrated the strong literacy
focus that this teacher takes in structuring her preschool program. At one station of word picture
cards, children found plastic letters hidden in a fub of rice; at another, students played a matching
game with pictures and words. A third station gave students explicit work on letters and sounds
using books the students had made with guidance from the teacher. With their “pointers,” also
known as index fingers, the students said each letter with its sound and matching word; this
station really involved talking through and repeating the alphabet, while also bringing in the idea
of learning to read. The teacher at one point called these simple letter books the “first books you
learned to read,” encouraging the students, “Pretty soon you’ll be reading real books! We're so
close!” As the students did their letter work, she continually reminded them that they were
starting to read. Ideally, every activity and mode of learning would be geared to reading
preparation at this point, as the students are encouraged to keep looking forward to reading on
their own. This teacher’s gentle, repeated affirmations to her students about their reading exactly
aligned with this ideal. Her classroom aiso focused on phonemic awareness and experiences with
letters, words, and books—all lessons that she rooted in the excitement about reading that she
modeled for her students. Her classroom includes a “What We Can Read” board, with
environmental print—clippings from the students’ homes—that the students have worked through
reading. Encouraging awareness in preschool students that they will soon be reading on their own
is certainly influential and perhaps one of the most important goals for an early childhood
educator or parent as they prepare children for school.

All of the students were engaged in their work, and the teachers were not afraid to giving
careful aftention fo talk or assist any student. The students were genuinely engaged in the
classroom, pointing out letters and pictures as they talked to teachers and each other. Every
student was put on the same level, and given the same expectations; the teachers conveyed high

expectations for their students as they encouraged the students to be patient, work both
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independently and in small groups, participate in every activity, and be responsible for their work.
Students worked well with each other, and equally well when asked to sit quietly with a book.
There seemed to be no doubt that every student would be included in every part of the class work,
and be expected to participate in every activity. The idea of inclusion that permeated this
classroom was perhaps what made it most welcoming and open; the teachers did not have to urge
any student to participate. There were several calls throughout the afternoon of “Look! Look!” -
the moment & child sensed that she had in some way fulfilled her teacher’s expectations and
wanted nothing more than to show off that achievement.

The relationships between the teachers and the students were clearly very open and
loving. As I noted how much the students seemed to trust the teachers, it was also clear that these
teachers had been consistently supportive as these young students grew. The laughter and smiles
shared among the teachers and students attested to the openness of these relationships; the
teachers were extremely responsive to the needs of each individual in the room. With one student
who required constant attention, the teachers responded with special visual and verbal cues. They
never turned any response info a negative interaction or situation that would embarrass the
student. Even with responses that reminded a student of a task or asked a student to stop a certain
behavior, the teachers never fowered any student below the rest of the class. To use a Freirian
idea, 1 believe the classroom represented a liberated space: the students and teachers created the
learning space together.

This preschool teacher says that she strives to bring families into literacy development by
establishing print awareness activities with families. Students can bring in clippings from home
that they know how to read, which are then matched to a letter on the board. This kind of
engagement is certainly one effort to bring a student’s home life into the classroom, giving it
value by connecting it with the vital literacy skill of learning the alphabet. The teacher reaches
out to family volunteers for her classroom, and also supports daily family reading times. She

stressed the importance of making family participation manageable; her hope to make
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involvement practical and easy for working adults matches with concerns 1 have heard from other
educators that the home life of the modern family has changed because many adults are trying to
manage work overloads with child-rearing. Without criticizing this difficulty, the teacher simply
said that she tries to engage families because she knows they all want to push their students
further. As she reaches out to families, she focuses on open communication, since she connects
those free-flowing interactions with families being befter able to support and reinforce their
student. Despite all her efforts to make involvement manageable for families, she admits that it is
hard to engage families constantly. At school, she has control over the amount of time students
spend reading, the amount of practice they have with letters and sounds. She can push reading in
class, but she said that reading must also be a priority at home. I think of the carefully structured
routines and daily tasks in which her students work enthusiastically, and the obvious attraction 1o
her colorful bookshelf that she has nurtured in her students. That same attraction o learning — and
almost the responsibility to read — present in her classroom can be carried over into the home, just
as home activities can be carried over into the classroom. It is just the transfer that causes
difficulties at some moments. Makin and Diaz peint out in their book on early childhood literacy
that teachers and parents must be equal partners, collaborators really, in building a student’s
reading ability. The partnership results in the mutual scaffolding, in the exchange of information
and in the flow of conversation between teacher and family. In many ways, not only aclivities
count, but also the atmosphere created through the way in which families discuss learning and
reading. This teacher’s classroom seemed so freeing for the students because of her and the other
teachers’ constantly supportive attitudes. As she kept talking about reading—-choosing books,
predicting stories, learning new words, reading independently—she was always enthusiastic,
supporting each child’s response while building up the reading experience.

This preschool program fits into the literacy landscape of the county because it offers
those valuable first steps: it seeks to engage young students in learning their letters and sounds

towards the goal of becoming independent readers. The students are getting a strong foundation
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in basic reading skills like recognizing letters as parts of words, becoming aware of print in the
world around them, and knowing the different sounds that letters can make. As the program adds
a vital element to the early childhood education work in the community, it also works to meet the
needs of many different students with varying developmental delays who join the preschool
alongside students without such delays. This preschool program is truly inclusive, working to
build the classroom as a place of unique opportunities and ways for its diverse student body to
[earn. This program provides these young students with an environment where their curiosity can
grow as they also build skills to strengthen their first years of school; its work could be
strengthened by collaboration, and the teacher agreed that cooperative efforts would build the
connections she desires among educators, other literacy programs, and families.
Making a Beautiful Mess: The Putnam County Coalition for Education and the Creative Arts

It was a typical day in a Castle classroom: local second-grade students were talking
animatedly, DePauw students wandered the room looking slightly alarmed at the noise but also a
bit wonderstruck, and arts supplies dotted the floor and tables. These students—all of them-—
were simply making what Beth Benedix might call a “beautiful mess.” This arts workshop in
particular focused on writing a fairy tale and drawing its characters, all focused on the idea of
telling a story that had really interesting characters to carry it. The DePauw students, just one
representation of the many types of volunteers drawn in by this program, had realized shortly
after beginning their carefully-planned arts workshop that children often take unexpected
pathways to unearth the ideas that interest them. When those ideas emerge, however, the beautiful
mess made by the path becomes completely worth it: the children have not only felt a connection
to an idea they helped create, but also become enchanted by the creative power they discover
within themselves, It is a typical day with not-so-typical discoveries being made every moment,

Called The Castle by all who know it, the Putnam County Coalition for Education and the
Creative Arts has infused local schools with creative arts workshops since 2012, now reaching

800 students in a local elementary, middle, and high school. Community artists, community
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members, local students and professors alike all sle;a in to develop arts workshops to invigorate
the curriculum that students experience in these local public school systems. | have experienced
designing, leading, and watching these workshops over the past two years; witnessing these
students as they encountered such genuine adults willing to bring creation, play, spontaneity,
love, attention, thought, and craft to their classroom truly moved me. Largely formed as a
response to decreasing arts funding and increasing testing in public schools, this organization
emphasizes that learning is “an organic, messy, and fundamentally collaborative process” (“The
Castle™). The organization works from the core beliefs that all students intuitively find joy in
learning, that learning is about exploration, and that an integrated arts approach strengthens skills
that all students will need in the twenty-first century. Also fundamental to The Castle are its
affirmations of the importance of public schools and the involvement of a community to
strengthen both itself and those schools. By incorporating local artists and community members,
‘as well as drawing on the talents of local students, The Castle creates a community of learners: it
builds the sense that this community will be stronger because it comes together around the
education of its studenis. Even in its structure, The Castle communicates the value of every
community voice. Students are valued through the ways in which they take a role in workshops:
students create, question, and explore freely with the guidance of volunteers who constantly
encourage and celebrate these acts. Joy is at the center of everything done during a Castle
workshop, and the learning becomes a process in which every person in the room engages. A
sense of hope braces all that these volunteers and students do, because The Castle truly revolves
around the hope of learning together and learning with love.
Tell Us a Story: Letters to Make Believe

Jessica Maginity, a DePauw senior who chose to engage with a local elementary school
for her senior Honor Scholar thesis, created the afterschool program Letters to Make Believe for
Central Elementary School. The program essentially asserts many of the same things as The

Castle, but instead of working during the school day with students, it focuses on using afterschool
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time to involve students in creative writing and reading activities. Students in grades 3-5 meet
once a week with volunteers from DePauw, and while a leader does share some form of group
lesson each week, Jessica uses most of her time {o engage her students in the joy, creation, and
experiment so vital to the learning process. Jessica approached the program through the mode of
inquiry: she wanted to instill the joy of learning by directly giving students opportunities to be
curious, explore, and create. She herself also strove to lead the program through inquiry,
constantly asking herself how the program could be made more meaningful or powerful to its
students. In my conversation with Jessica, she emphasized that she created the program to value
creativity and to acknowledge students’ creative acts. The structure of the program allows
students to write in a variety of ways for each nine-week period of their school year; each period
has its own theme, with games, story times, and a range of creative activities that match. This
period focuses on spies and code writing, a theme Jessica crafted from the students’ input. She
uses their written feedback to both choose themes and shape lesson plans for each week. This
aspect of Letters to Make Believe proves its significance as a hopeful project for this community:
Jessica directly gives her students® ownership and agency as she seeks to encourage their love of
learning. This program really gives encounters with literature in an organic way—aligning with
The Castle’s mission to foster organic learning. Students in Letters to Make Believe have agency,
and they take roles in directing the conversations they have and the topics they will learn. The
program emphasizes imagination and curiosity as vital to any learning experience. Students are
given free space to let their imaginations roam, and vitally, to tell stories. She engages them in
dialogue, listening to their thoughts and adjusting her goals weekly. Her conversations with her
students drive her constant reflection and reassessment, showing where her ultimate goals lie: she
wants her students to learn in their own way and see the learning as their own. This program
represents another view of the community of learners: Jessica builds this community through her
willingness to learn alongside her students and her openness to remaining in a process of inquiry

alongside them. The students and volunteers become a part of one community of learners
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searching and exploring together. Jessica is not afraid to change, to ask her own questions to
make the program better. This process of reflection and renewal makes Letters to Make Believe
unique, and even more powerful, since Jessica allows it to change to become more meaningful.
As the children take ownership, and see their ideas reflected in Jessica’s moderations to her
activities, the material with which they engage during the program can only become more
meaningful. As this program puts curiosity, imagination, creativity, and inquiry at the center of all
that it does, it essentially creates a system in which children clearly understand the value of their
curiosity and creation.
A Time to Share: Community Arts, Education, and Outreach Think Tank

This recent think tank again reaffirmed my sense of hope that this community has so
many of the pieces it needs to make collaboration a solid mindset with those doing community
outreach, creative arts, or education work. Brought together by Beth Benedix and Jessica
Maginity, a group of professors, community members, students, librarians, non-profit leaders,
teachers, artists, and DePauw community outreach staff gathered for a think tank to share in a
discussion about community programs involving the arts. This think tank captured the essence of
the community of learners: it brought together many different voices, giving each one an
essential, equally valuable status in the conversation. it gave a space for a discussion about a
shared vision for this kind of community work. It allowed for openness about ideas, concerns,
needs, questions, and dreams. Framed by Benedix as a way to ask questions about building
sustainability, bridging programs to ¢classrooms, and the missions of programs in relation to the
community’s needs, this think tank also brought up the question of the community’s shared vision
for integrated arts work. As a part of this group, I experienced the open flow of conversation that
encouraged every person present to speak; ideas gradually turned into a discussion on the kind of
community that this group would like to see grow in this area. As members of this group kept
sharing, 1 watched the effect of the connections they made. The greatest asset of this think tank

model is the energy that inevitably will capture the attention of everyone present: this think tank
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brought back energy to a discussion on arts, education, and this community that had all too often
turned negative. Gathering as a group of individuals representing a myriad of experiences
allowed everyone to refocus on the central vision for arts and education in this community. This
think tank model certainly offered a productive conversation, allowing participants to
acknowledge the value of everyone’s ideas while also building upon those ideas in sometimes
unexpected ways. The think tank concluded, but Benedix made sure that the conversation would
continue: in a follow-up email to participants, she outlined the central ideas and posed further
questions, closing with an invitation to continue sharing. The sense of hopefulness endowed by
this think tank showed me the importance of continued dialogue, listening, sharing, reflection,

and inquiry to the process of becoming a more collaborative community.
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Conclusion: The Joy of Reading

From the beginning of my thinking about local literacy programs, I have believed in
“literacy” programs as “love-of-reading” programs. My own experiences with books and reading
showed this principle at work; | knew that both my family and teachers had encouraged me to see
books as vast imaginary worlds for me to explore, question, and recreate. As I spent mote time
working with reading in local schools, my assumption that literacy programs should be love-of-
reading programs registered as somehow going against the grain of current systematic structures.
I may not have understood exactly how to articulate it then, but | sensed that ownership,
imagination, challenge, and pleasure were missing from reading encounters.

My starting assumption caused small misunderstandings and miscommunications along
the way. I could not explain to people why 1 was exploring literacy programs because I did not
yet understand the reasons for the disparity between my ideal literacy program and the programs I
saw in action. The question [ got asked more than once—“How are you defining literacy?"—
helped explain the differences I saw between the reality of literacy programs and the programs
that would promote a love of reading. Aithough 1 feel that most definitions of literacy imply
understanding beyond the ability to read, my own working definition of literacy includes a love of
reading. Did my upbringing, which emphasized this love, allow me to pass tests? Yes, but in
addition, it opened up an entire imaginative world. 1 believe that children will learn how to be
skillful readers who can pass tests if they must first learn to Jove reading. 1 have found that
children become critical, imaginative, and joyful readers when adults applaud their efforts as they
learn to delight in reading on their own terms.

Understanding my own assumptions in this case allows me to see the assumptions of
others more clearly. One group of thinkers approaches literacy programs as skills, data, and
testing programs that focus on meeting standards and levels. My own thinking—reaffirmed by the
thinking of a few others 1 have encountered in the community—approaches literacy programs as

“love-of-reading” programs that focus on engagement, joyfulness, and curiosity. Seeing the
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breakdown or complete neglect of reading encounters that encourage creativity, curiosity, and
critical inquiry has driven me to explore the reasons why those experiences are not the reality of
literacy work. The divide might even be taken further: one kind of program emphasizes the
quantitative whereas the other emphasizes reading as measurable only through qualitative data—
the perceptions, reflections, and dialogues of students. Are these two forms ever reconcilable?
Maybe this question is yet another one that this project can answer; in one sense, my project
really has investigated the best ways to do literacy work in this current educational atmosphere.
My project does not exist in a vacuum, but works to instill a love of reading even with the state of
public schools and local communities as they are now. Thus, the unexpected path that my thesis
took allowed me to recognize collaboration as a way to seek this reconciliation.

Collaboration, or the act of building towards a community of learners, creates the kind of
hope that Genevieve Negron Gonzalez argues “pushes us outward in community with one another
to fight for change.” Collaboration offers hope that becomes a “tool for creation, not

- complacency” (Gonzalez). It values every voice, allows reflection, and brings together a
community around shared goals. Collaboration finally produces a community ready to take
ownership of its wishes for change and to create around it the world it wants to see. The
collaborative efforts of my project focused specifically on encouraging literacy programs as love-
of-reading programs. All children deserve love-of-reading programs that go beyond skills:
children need the imaginative fodder provided by critical, chalienging, and engaging reading
encounters. They need to learn to read, but more importantly, they need to learn to love it. My
collaborative discussions led me ultimately to articulate why many literacy programs are not
love-of-reading programs and to understand more than ever the value of transformative, joyful,
and imaginative reading encounters. For me, literacy programs seemed as if they must necessarily
be love-of-reading programs, but for others, literacy programs mattered because they offered the
means to gather data and ensure test readiness. In the current state of education, haviﬁg these

goals is not only accepted, but also expected. My process of understanding the difference in
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assumptions, of empathizing with the educators and administrators in the current system, was
possible because of my own status as a reader. Reading has made me more capable of
empathizing, letting me explore my own assumptions even as 1 explored others.” For Freire,
becoming more fully human means having the freedom fo take creative action that can change
and transform one’s world. 1 would add to this definition the particular skill that reading endows
all who love it: to be more fully human is 1o act, understand, and reason with empathy. Joyful,
engaging, and challenging experiences with reading grow compassion, love, and solidarity. These
three strengths engender collaboration that creates the community of learners, which further
fosters its members’ compassionate and nurturing spirit. The cycle begins again, and the
cominunity becomes more adept at creating the programs that offer those first joyful encounters
with reading. By passing on to children the love of reading and the joy of books, an entire |
community can emerge with a shared literacy vision that will, through its own momentum, create

empathetic children who learn to read and learn to love it.
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Appendix: Agenda for First Literacy Forum

January 23, 2014

1. Intro:

a.

Thank you for coming today! I am so grateful to be having this discussion with you all,
and } want to express once again that I have already learned a great deal from talking or
working with each one of you.

I thought I would open with just a quick review of my thesis and the stage I'm at right
now. As you all might remember, 1 have been exploring the various literacy programs in
our community, and learning how they encourage a love of reading and involve families
as their children learn to read. One area | am studying focuses on building communities
of learners, and from this idea comes my hope that my project will in some way help
nurture partnerships among the groups already working with early literacy in this
community.

There are really no “have-tos” or answers that [ am trying to get out of this conversation,
I first and foremost want this to be a space to just share thoughts on both the challenges
of and hopes for our early literacy work, and most of all a time that can be useful to all of
us. I see my role simply as someone interested in nurturing partnerships and being a
connecting link however I can, and I’ll be taking notes, that I'm willing to share, on
whatever fopics this conversation might cover.

So, now, to begin, I thought it might work well to go around, introduce yourself and start
by just sharing the work you do, the concerns you have, and the hopes you have for
building partnerships.

H. ldeas to share:

a.

&

Community of fearners — everyone in the community is involved as a learner encouraging
young learners to become passionate and engaged about their reading. Fosters a
cammunity that is self-reflective, shares tasks, and has open discussion about aspects of
young students” education

We want to reach a better understanding of each group’s initiatives, the what, how, and
why

Countdown to Kindergarten

Reach Out and Read

From collaboration can come a better understanding of why we as a community of
educators feel it is important to have young students who love to read and families who
are involved in encouraging children in reading.

11l. Questions:

a.

b.

Collaboration
i. What is your sense of collaboration already happening among those in our area
doing early literacy work?
ii. Does anyone have any initiatives ongoing or underway that could benefit from
any collaboration or partnership amongst our groups?
ili. How do we see collaboration making our work more effective through sharing it?
Love of Reading
i, What are our groups’ basic philosophies about how to build young students who
love to read, and why that love is important?
ii. What does it feel like right now in the current literacy or education atmosphere
for each of your groups as you are working to develop a love of reading in your
students?
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iii. What would make up our common vision for the ways in which our groups can
build a love of reading in our students as well as communicate intentionally and
transparently with families about the way they can be partners in our work?

¢.  Family Involvement
i. What are our groups’ basic philosophies for involving families?
ii. How are our groups’ initiatives being communicated to parents in a larger
context of how to foster literacy and instill a love of reading?
iii. What are challenges you've seen in your work to partnering with families?
iv. What would be our groups’ cominon vision for partnering with families?

IV. Closing:

a. 1 have one question that I thought would be good to finish up with. After this
conversation, are there any ideas for how collaboration can be kept strong in the
community?

b. Does anyone have any further thoughts for what might come next to better help your
groups in your collaboration and work?

c. Before we leave, I thought it might be if you each wanted to exchange contact
information, and I have these cards if you wish to do that before you head out.

d. Talso want to stress that my project is still ongoing, and I would love to talk more with
any of you should you have further thoughts or comments to share, or questions or
concerns. Please don’t hesitate 1o reach out to me by ematil or phone!

e. Thank you again for being a part of this conversation - I'm so grateful you were all here!

Emmert 90



Works Cited

Ada, Alma Flor and Constance M. Beutel. Participatory Research as a Dialogue for Social
Action. 1993. TS. Gleeson Lib., University of San Francisco.

AdvancED. Accreditation Profile Report P.L 221 Plan For Martha J. Ridpath Primary. 2013: 1-
24. Greencastle Community School Corporation. Web. 5 Apr. 2014.

Atwell, Nancie. “The Pleasure Principle.” Instrucior (2007): 44+, 14 Oct. 2013. Web.

Barrell, John. Developing More Curious Minds. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2002. Print.

Bresler, Liora and Christine Marmé Thompson. The Arts in Children’s Lives: Context, Culture,
and Curriculum. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer, 2002, Print.

“Core Concepts in the Science of Early Childhood Development.” Center on the Developing
Child. Harvard University, 2013. Web. 1 Oct, 2013,

“Collaboration: Concepts to Consider.” Center for Collaborative Planning. Center for
Collaborative Planning, n.d. Web. 2 Jan. 2014,

Cullen, Joy. “Outcomes of Early Childhood Education: Do we know, can we tell, and does it
matter?” NZARE Annual Conference Jean Herbison Lecture, Palmerston North, New
Zealand. 2008. Lecture.

Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library. Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library, 2013. Web. 16 Oct.
2013.

“The Effects of Early Reading with Parents on Developing Literacy Skills.” Science Briefs.
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2007. Web. 20 Sept. 2013.

Egan, Kieran. “The Arts as the Basics of Education.” Childhood Education 73.6 (1997): 341-5,
Print.

Egan, Kieran and Michael Ling. “We Begin as Poets: Conceptual Tools and the Aris in Early
Childhood.” Ed. Liora Bresler and Christine Marmé Thompson. The Arts in Children’s
Lives: Context, Culture, and Curviculum. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer, 2002, 93-

160. Print.

Emmert 91



“Every Child Ready to Read Literature Review.” Association for Library Service to Children
and Public Library Association. American Library Association, 201 1. Web. 20 Sept.
2013.

“Every Child Ready to Read 2 @ Your Library: Training Binder.” Association for Library
Service to Children and Public Library Association. 2011.

Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Trans. Myra Bergman Ramos. New York: Continuum,
1988. Print.

Gonzalez, Genevieve Negrén. “Will Hope End Inequality?” #GlobalPOV Project. YouTube, 21
Oct. 2013, Web. 5 Apr, 2014.

Greencastle Community School Corporation. 2013-2014 District ACE Plan Accepting the
Challenge of Excellence. May 2013: 1-21. Greencastle Community School Corporation.
Web. 5 Apr. 2014,

Guthrie, John T. and Allan Wigfield. Eds. Reading Engagement: Motivating Readers Through
Integrated Instruction. Newark: International Reading Association, 1997, Print.

“Imagination Library.” Putnam County Public Library. Putnam County Public Library, 2012.
Web. 16 Oct. 2013.

Kohl, Herbert. Should We Burn Babar?: Essays on Children’s Literature and the Power of
Stories. New York: The New Press, 1995, Print.

“Literacy Collaborative Standards.” Literacy Collaborative Trademark Committee. 2013. Print.

Makin, Laurie and Criss Jones Diaz, eds. Literacies in Early Childhood: Changing Views
Challenging Practice. Eastgardens, NSW, Australia: MacLennan and Petty, 2002,
Print.

Moll, Luis C., Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma Gonzalez. “Funds of Knowledge for
Teaching: Using a Qualitative Approach to Connect Homes and Classrooms.” Theory

into Practice 31.2 (1992): 132-141. Print.

Emmert 92



Murnane, Richard, Isabel Sawhill and Catherine Snow. “Literacy Challenges for the Twenty-
First Century: Introducing the Issue.” The Future of Children 22,2 (2012): 3-15. Web. 4
Oct. 2013.

“Reinvesting in Arts Education: Winning America’s Future through Creative Schools.”
President’s Commitiee on the Arts and the Humanities (PCAH). Washington, DC. May
2011. Web. 18 Nov. 2013.

Robinson, Kenneth. “Collaboration in the 21% Century.” Toronto Artscape. YouTube, 16 Mar,
2010. Web. 12 Feb. 2014.

Teale, William H. et al. “Getting Children In2books: Engagement in Authentic Reading, Writing,
and Thinking.” Phi Delta Kappan 88.7 (2007): 498-502. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

“The Castle.” The Putnam County Coalition for Education and the Creative Arts. 2013. Web. 20
Mar, 2014.

Vaughn, Sharon and Sylvia Linan-Thompson. Research-Based Methods of Reading Instruction:
Grades K-3. Alexandria, VA: ASCD, 2004. Print.

Walsh, Daniel J. “Constructing an Artistic Self: A Cultural Perspective.” Eds. Liora Bresler and
Christine Marmé Thompson. The Arts in Children’s Lives: Context, Cultuve, and

Curriculum. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer, 2002, 101-111. Print.

Emmert 93



Emmert 94

Works Consulted

Armbruster, Bonnie B., Fran Lehr, and Jean Osborn. Put Reading First: The Research Building
Blocks for Teaching Children to Read. Ed. C. Ralph Adler. Center for the Improvement
of Early Reading Achievement, 2001. Print.

Baker, Betty Ruth. “Encouraging Literacy Development in Kindergarten Through Learning
Center Experiences.” Childhood Education. {2001): 36. Print.

Blaiklock, Ken. “Curriculum guidelines for early literacy: A comparison of England and New
Zealand.” Australasian Journal of Early Childhood. 36.3. (2011): 3-9. Print.

Blank, Jolyn. “Fostering Language and Literacy Learning: Strategies to Support the Many Ways
Children Communicate.” Dimensions of Early Childhood. 40.1 (2012): 3-12. Print.

Brand, Susan Trostle and Elizabeth M. Dalton. “Universal Design for Learning: Cognitive
Theory into Practice for Facilitating Comprehension in Early Literacy.” Forum on Public
Policy. (2012): 1-19. Print.

Burns, M. Susan, Peg Griffins and Catherine E. Snow. Starting Out Right: A Guide to Promoting
Children’s Reading Success. Washington, DC: National Academy, 1999. Print.

Considine, David M. “Visual Literacy and Children’s Books: An Integrated Approach.” School
Library Journal. Sept. 1986. 38-42, Print.

Dickinson, David K. “Teacher’s Language Practices and Academic Outcomes of Preschool
Children.” Science. 333 (2011): 964-7. Print.

Duke, Nell K. and Nicole M. Martin. “10 Things Every Literacy Educator Should Know About
Research.” The Reading Teacher. 65.1 (2011). 9-22. Print.

Duke, Nell. “Must-Have Literacy Practices in Early Education.” Growing Readers Series. Follet
Early Learning, 2 Oct. 2013, Web. 2 Oct. 2013,

Freeman, Evelyn B., Barbara A. Lehman, Patricia L. Scharer. “Children’s Books: Beginnings.”

The Reading Teacher. 49.1 (1995); 50-57. Web. 9 Nov. 2013.

Emmert 94



Emmert 95

Fuligni, Allison Sidle et al. “Activity Settings and Daily Routines in Preschool Classrooms:
Diverse Experiences in Early Learning Settings for Low-Income Children.” Early
Childhood Research Quarterly. 27.2 (2012): 198-209. Web. 29 Aug. 2013,

Funk, John. “Creating a Literacy-Rich Environment.” Earlychildhood NEWS. Earlychildhood
NEWS, n.d. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

Gambrell, Linda. “Creating classroom cultures that foster reading motivation.” The Reading
Teacher. 50.1 (1996): 14-25. Web. 14 Oct. 2013.

Gerde, Hope K., Gary E. Bingham, and Barbara A. Wasik. “Writing in Early Childhood
Classrooms: Guidance for Best Practices.” Early Childhood Education Journal. (2012).
Web, 28 Sept. 2013.

Hart-Hewins, Linda and Jan Wells. Real Books for Reading: Learning 1o Read with Children’s
Literature. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1990, Print.

Hunter, Phyliis C. “Raising Students Who Want to Read. " Scholastic Reading Counis.
Scholastic, n.d. Web. 14 Oct. 2013.

Im, Janice H. et al. “Cradling Literacy: Building Teachers’ Skills to Nurture Early Language and
Literacy From Birth to 5.” Zero io Three. (2007): 1-32. Print.

Jalongo, Mary Renck. “A Position Paper of the Association for Childhood Education
International: The Child’s Right to Creative Thought and Expression.” Childhood
FEducation. 79.4 (2003): 218-228. Web. 29 Aug. 2013,

Kaiser, Ann et al. “The Effects of Two Language-Focused Preschool Curricula on Children’s
Achievement through First Grade. “ Conference of the Society for Research on
Effectiveness of Education, 201 1. Print.

Kohl, Herbert. The Open Classroom: A Practical Guide to A New Way of Teaching. New York:
New York Review, 1969, Print.

-—-. Teaching the “Unteachable:” The Story of an Experiment in Children’s Writing. New York:

New York Review, 1967. Print.

Emmert 95



Emmert 96

Lareau, Annette. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. Berkeley: University of
California, 2003, Print,

Lee, Boh Young. “Early Literacy Development in Toddlerhood: Publication Trends from 1990 to
2009.” Early Childhood Education Journal. 41 (2012): 25-37. Web. 28 Sept. 2013.

McGuiness, Diane. Early Reading Instruction: What Science Really Tells Us about How to
Teach Reading. Cambridge: MIT, 2004. Print.

McKee, Judy Spitler and Karen Menke Paciorek. Eds. Early Childhood Education 89/90: Annual
Editions. (1989). Print.

McLane, Joan Brooks and Gillian Dowley McNamee. Early Literacy. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1990.

Meier, Deborah. The Power of Their Ideas: Lessons for American from a Small School in
Harlem. Boston: Beacon, 1995, Print.

Miller, Larry, Jillian DelJean and Rebecca Miller, “The literacy curriculum and use of an
Integrated Learning System.” Journal of Research in Reading. 23.2 (2000): 123-135.
Web. 29 Aug. 2013,

Nutbrown, Cathy. “A box of childhood: small stories at the roots of a career.” International
Journal of Early Years Education. 19.3-4 (2011): 233-248. Web. 29 Aug. 2013,

Phillips, Roger D. et al. “Promising Findings on Preschoolers® Emergent Literacy and School
Readiness In Arts-integrated Early Childhood Settings.” Early Childhood Education
Journal. 38 (2010): 111-122. Web. 28 Sept. 2013.

Piasta, Shayne B. and Richard K. Wagner. “Learning Letter Names and Sounds: Effects of
Instruction, Letter Type, and Phonological Processing Skill.” Journal of Experimental
Child Psychology. 105.4 (2010): 324-344. Web, 29 Aug. 2013.

-, “Developing Early Literacy Skills: A Meta-Analysis of Alphabet Learning and Instruction.”

Reading Research Quarterly. 45.1 (2010): 8-38. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

Emmert 96



Emmert 97

Piasta, Shayne B., David J. Purpura, and Richard K. Wagner. “Fostering Alphabet Knowiedge
Development: A Comparison of Two Instructional Approaches.” Reading and Writing.
23.6 (2010): 607-626. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

Power, Brenda Miller and Ruth Hubbard. Literacy in Process. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
1991. Print.

Rasinski, Timothy. Developing Reading-Writing Connections: Strategies from “The Reading
Teacher.” Newark, DE: International Reading Association, 2000. Print.

Ravitch, Diane. The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and
Choice Are Undermining Education. New York: Basic Books Group, 2010. Print.

Sarason, Seymour B, The Culture of the School and the Problem of Change. Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, 1971, Print,

Schwart, Judith I. Encouraging Early Literacy : An Integrated Approach to Reading and Writing
in N-3. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1988, Print,

Sjuts, Tara M. et al. “Beyond Activities: Engaging Families in Preschoolers’ Language and
Literacy Development.” Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and
Schools. Working Paper No, 2012-7 (2012): 1-11. Web. 29 Aug. 2013,

Snow, Catherine E. “Knowing What We Know: Children, Teachers, Researchers.” Educational
Researcher. 30.7 (2001): 3-9. Web. 1 Oct. 2013.

Stevens, Robert ], et al. “Reading and Integrated Literacy Strategies: An Integrated Approach to
Early Reading.” Journal of Education for Students Placed At Risk. 13.4 (2008): 357-
380. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

Street, Brian V. Literacy in theory and practice. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995, Print.

Strickland, Dorothy and Shannon Riley-Ayers. “Early Literacy: Policy and Practice in the
Preschool Years,” Reading Rockets. National Institute for Early Education Research,

2006, Web. 1 Oct, 2013,

Emmert 97



Emmert 98

Sukhram, Diana Patricia and Amy Hsu. “Developing Reading Partnerships Between Parents and
Children: A Reflection on the Reading Together Program.” Early Childhood Education
Journal. 40 (2012): 115-121. Web. 29 Aug. 2013.

Taylor, Katharine Whiteside. Parents and Children Learn Together. 3 ed. New York: Teacher’s
College, 1981. Print.

Van Hemel, Susan B. and Catherine E. Snow, Eds. Early Childhood Assessment: Why, What,
and How. Washington, DC: National Academies, 2008. Print.

Vukelich, Carol, James Christie and Billie Enz. Helping Young Children Learn Language and

Literacy: Birth through Kindergarten. Boston: Pearson Education, 2008. Print.

Emmert 98



	Learning to Read, Learning to Love It: A Shared Literacy Vision
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1413474772.pdf.lQKhn

