
12
The Importance of 
Teacher Diversity

23
Using Digital Media to 
Promote Literacy

29
Teaching Life Lessons 
with Literature

32
How Mock Trials  
Engage Students

VOL. 40, NO. 3  |  FALL 2016
www.aft.org/ae

A GREAT MATCH FOR 
INFORMATIONAL TEXTS  

PAGE 4

www.aft.org/ae


WHERE WE STAND

Claim 
Trump says his $20 billion program would provide vouchers for 
11 million students to attend the schools of their choice.

Reality 
Trump’s plan would harm 10 students for every 1 student it 
covers. The average cost of a K-12 private school is $13,640 
per student, per year. To fund his $20 billion voucher program, 
Trump would have to cut all Title I funding and another  
$5 billion in other federal education programs. The Title I cuts 
alone could strip critical federal funding from up to 56,000 
public schools serving more than 21 million children.

Here is the likely impact of this massive Title I cut:

• Losing tens of thousands of highly qualified teachers
and classroom aides, increasing class sizes and decreasing
students’ access to one-on-one attention.

• Cutting curriculum improvement programs and
professional development for educators.

• Firing counselors and ending counseling programs that
help at-risk kids stay in school.

• Cutting funding for classroom technology, school supplies
and other critical materials for high-needs students.

Claim
Vouchers boost student achievement by allowing families to 
choose private schools.

Reality 
Trump’s proposal could have a devastating impact on student 
achievement. According to studies of voucher programs 
in the District of Columbia, Milwaukee and Cleveland, and 
most recently in Indiana and Louisiana, students offered 
vouchers do not perform better in reading and math than 
students in public schools. Voucher programs also fail to 
offer participating students greater educational resources. 
Department of Education studies of the D.C. voucher program 
show participants are less likely to have access to English as a 
Second Language programs, learning support and special needs 
programs, tutors, counselors, and school nurses than students 
not in the program. 

Claim
Vouchers improve opportunities for kids from low-income 
families.

Reality
Vouchers rarely cover the cost of tuition or other mandatory 
fees for private schools. In Wisconsin, the state Department of 
Public Instruction found that 67 percent of voucher applicants 
were already enrolled in private schools. Under most voucher 
programs, a private school can take taxpayer money but still 
deny admission to any student. In contrast, public schools, 
which serve 90 percent of American students, do not turn 
children or families away.

Claim
“I’m not cutting services, but I’m cutting spending. And I may 
cut the Department of Education.”

Reality
In addition to his brazen voucher scheme, Trump’s promise to 
cut the Department of Education would slash services to those 
students most in need. This is the impact of his rhetoric on real 
people:

• 8 million students every year would lose Pell grants.

• 490,000 or more teacher positions would be eliminated.

• 5 million children and students with disabilities would lose
$12.7 billion used every year to ensure that they receive a
high-quality education.

• 750,000 or more students from military families, Native
American students, students living in U.S. territories, and
students living on federal property or Native American
lands would lose $1.1 billion per year for their schools.

• 4,000 or more rural school districts would lose more than
$175 million used annually to help improve the quality of
teaching and learning in many hard-to-staff schools.

• $700 million used by states to support the 5 million English
language learners currently in public schools—representing
close to 10 percent of all students—would be cut.

MYTHS or 
    FACTS? 

Donald Trump on Education

As Trump doubles down on his flawed education ideology, it’s worth checking his facts.

For the full AFT fact sheet on Donald Trump’s education plan, visit www.aft.org/trump-on-ed. 
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Engaging Students to Show What They Know
RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

WHERE WE STAND

It was one of my proudest moments as a 
civics teacher—listening to my 11th-
graders prepare to debate whether the 
decision to drop atomic bombs on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki was justified. And 
the debate was what every teacher hopes 
for: my students backed their positions 
with facts, played devil’s advocate, and 
respectfully challenged each other’s 
reasoning. As teacher and author David 
Sherrin writes in this issue, these are the 
times teachers know they have truly 
witnessed their students’ learning. 

Last spring, I visited Sherrin’s class-
room at Harvest Collegiate High School in 
New York City and witnessed his students’ 
learning as they shared their research on 
the experience of colonial women. Clearly, 
not only had these students learned so 
much from their research projects, but in 
presenting what they learned, they were 
teaching their classmates as well. 

Sherrin’s article explores the mock 
trials he prepares his students to conduct 
several times each year. Reading it, I 
recalled the moot court trials my students 
conducted in the high school law class I 
taught. As they argued cases and issued 
judges’ opinions, my students showed 
levels of engagement and excitement we 
don’t always see among high school 
students. They gained knowledge and 
skills, and were proud of their accomplish-
ments, developing a confidence that 
would serve them well in the future. 

What all these examples have in 
common is that they are different forms of 
project-based learning, which, when it 
works, is one of the most effective ways to 
engage students and help them “own” the 
learning process. Students “show what 
they know” as they progress through the 
unit, not simply at its conclusion. This 
approach to teaching and learning tells us 
far more about what students know and 
can do than having them select A, B, C, or 
D on a standardized test ever could. 

The focus on project-based learning in 
this issue is especially timely. The House of 

Representatives recently voted over-
whelmingly to pass the Strengthening 
Career and Technical Education for the 
21st Century Act, which will help offer 
students multiple pathways to prepare for 
the jobs of today and tomorrow through 
career and technical education (CTE) 
programs, such as the robotics program at 
Toledo Technology Academy in Ohio and 
San Francisco’s citywide collaboration to 
bring programming and computer science 
to all its public schools. And the Every 
Student Succeeds Act allows seven states 

to pilot innovative assessments, such as 
the performance-based assessments used 
in project-based learning. 

Westinghouse High School in Pitts-
burgh is a great example of how project-
based learning can be used in career and 
technical education programs. With a 
$300,000 grant from the AFT Innovation 
Fund and support from the city, Westing-
house offers students a full academic 
program as well as a number of CTE 
programs. The newest program, prepar-
ing students for public safety careers in 
firefighting, emergency medical services, 
and law enforcement, uses project-based 
instruction to help students apply the 
technical knowledge and skills they will 
need to perform entry-level duties in 
these fields. The courses will lead to 
industry certifications based in large part 
on performance-based demonstrations 
of students’ competency. 

Seymour Papert, the late visionary 
educator and mathematician, was an early 
advocate of this approach to learning, which 
he called “constructionism.” Construction-
ism, Papert wrote, is learning that happens 
“in a context where the learner is con-
sciously engaged in constructing a public 

entity, whether it’s a sand castle on the 
beach or a theory of the universe.” 

“This is the way that mathematics 
started,” Papert told the online journal 
Edutopia. “It started not as this beautiful, 
pure product of the abstract mind. It started 
as a way of controlling the water of the Nile, 
building the pyramids, sailing a ship. And 
gradually it got richer and richer.”

While abstract concepts may interest 
some learners, project-based learning can 
engage students. Building knowledge by 
working on actual problems and situations 

is much less likely to leave students 
wondering whether they’ll ever use what 
they’re learning in “real life.”

There are barriers, in many schools, to 
using project-based learning. One is the 
unrelenting focus on standardized testing 
and its effect on curriculum and instruc-
tion. Another is the way the school day is 
often organized, with class periods that are 
too brief to undertake in-depth projects. 
And teachers need the time, tools, and 
trust to develop and refine project-based 
instruction, including opportunities for 
professional development, to confer with 
colleagues, and to experiment with 
different projects and approaches. But 
these barriers can and must be overcome, 
because project-based learning helps 
develop skills students need and employ-
ers value, such as collaboration, commu-
nication, creativity, and critical thinking. 

At a time when one presidential 
candidate’s education plan would 
destabilize public schools and decimate 
funding for public education, we must do 
what the other candidate has proposed: 
follow the evidence and lift up educational 
approaches that open doors for young 
people and propel the economy. 

Project-based learning helps develop skills 
students need and employers value.
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23 Nurturing Young Readers
How Digital Media Can Promote 
Literacy Instead of Undermining It
By Lisa Guernsey and  
Michael H. Levine

Young children today grow up 
surrounded by electronic screens. 
But instead of shielding them from 
smartphones and tablets, educa-
tors and parents can harness the 
power of digital devices to engage 
students in learning and teach 
them how to read.

29 “Teach Me How to Work 
and Keep Me Kind”
A Meditation on Literature 
in High School
By Joseph F. Riener

A retired English teacher reflects on 
helping students understand 
universal truths of literary works 
and the power of literature to help 
them navigate the world.

32 A Day in Court
How Mock Trials Bring 
Learning to Life
By David Sherrin

A high school teacher of English 
and social studies shares his 
enthusiasm for mock trials and 
explains the effectiveness of 
role-play as a tool for student 
learning and engagement.

4 Project-Based Instruction
A Great Match for  
Informational Texts
By Nell K. Duke

A time-honored method for 
challenging and engaging students 
with content has been getting a 
well-deserved second look. 
Research increasingly shows that 
project-based approaches—in 
which students build something, 
create something, solve a real 
problem, or address a real need—
improve students’ knowledge and 
skills. Close connections between 
today’s reading and writing 
standards lend support to instruc-
tional approaches, like projects, 
that integrate reading and writing.

12 Growing the Next 
Generation
A Program Encourages 
Students of Color to  
Become Teachers
By Bettye Perkins

More than 20 years ago, the lack 
of teacher diversity prompted a 
former educator to start Today’s 
Students Tomorrow’s Teachers, 
an organization that recruits and 
supports diverse and economi-
cally challenged students to 
consider teaching as a 
profession.

18 A Look at Teacher Diversity
By the Albert Shanker 
Institute

20 The Professional Educator
The Case for a Teacher Like Me
By Harry F. Preston V

A teacher of color in Baltimore 
discusses his career trajectory 
and explains why teacher 
diversity matters to him and his 
students.
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By Tara Kini and 
Anne Podolsky

Do teachers continue to improve in their 
effectiveness as they gain experience in 
the teaching profession? Our report Does 
Teaching Experience Increase Teacher 
Effectiveness? A Review of the Research 
aims to answer that question by critically 
reviewing recent literature that analyzes 
the effect of teaching experience on 
student outcomes in K–12 public schools.

A renewed look at this research 
is warranted due to advances in 
research methods and data 
systems that have allowed 
researchers to more accurately 
answer this question. Specifi-
cally, by including teacher-fixed 
effects in their analyses, 
researchers have been able to 
compare a teacher with 
multiple years of experience 
with that same teacher when he 
or she had fewer years of 
experience. In contrast, older 
studies often used less precise 
methods, such as comparing 
distinct cohorts of teachers with 
different experience levels during a single 
school year.

Based on our review of 30 studies 
published within the last 15 years that 
analyze the effect of teaching experience 
on student outcomes in the United States, 
we find that:

1. Teaching experience is positively 
associated with student achievement 
gains throughout a teacher’s career. 
Gains in teacher effectiveness associ-
ated with experience are steepest in 
teachers’ initial years, but continue to be 
significant as teachers reach the second, 
and often third, decades of their careers.

2. As teachers gain experience, their 
students not only learn more, as 
measured by standardized tests, they
are also more likely to do better on 
other measures of success, such as 
school attendance.

3. Teachers’ effectiveness increases at a 
greater rate when they teach in a 
supportive and collegial working 
environment, and when they accumu-
late experience in the same grade 
level, subject, or district.

4. More-experienced teachers support 
greater student learning for their 
colleagues and their school, as well as 
for their own students.

Of course, there is variation in teacher 
effectiveness at every stage of the teaching 
career, so not every inexperienced teacher 
is less effective, and not every experienced 
teacher is more effective.

Nonetheless, policymakers generally 
craft policy for the norm, and therefore, it 
is important to recognize that, on 
average, the most effective 20-year 
teachers are significantly more effective 
than the most effective first-year teach-
ers—and these positive effects reach 
beyond the experienced teacher’s 
individual classroom to benefit the 
school as a whole.

Our research does not indicate that 
the passage of time will make all teachers 
better or make all less competent 
teachers effective. However, it does 
indicate that, for most teachers, experi-
ence increases effectiveness. The benefits 

Teaching Experience and Teacher Effectiveness
NOTEBOOK

Tara Kini is a senior policy advisor and Anne 
Podolsky is a researcher and policy analyst at the 
Learning Policy Institute. This article is excerpted 
from the Learning Policy Institute’s report Does 
Teaching Experience Increase Teacher Effec-
tiveness? A Review of the Research, which is 
available at www.learningpolicyinstitute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Teaching_ 
Experience_Report_June_2016.pdf. IL
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of teaching experience will be best 
realized when teachers are carefully 
selected and well prepared at the point of 
entry into the teaching workforce, as well 
as intensively mentored and rigorously 
evaluated prior to receiving tenure.

Policymakers’ first task is to develop 
policies to attract high-quality individu-
als into the teaching profession. From 
there, given what the research says about 
the benefits of teaching experience, 

policies aimed at reducing teacher 
turnover and accelerating 

teachers’ professional 
learning should be pursued.

This research suggests that 
administrators and policy-
makers might seek to:

1. Increase stability in teacher 
job assignments so that 
teachers can refine their 
instruction at a given grade 
level and subject, as 
research shows that 
teachers who have repeated
experience teaching the 

same grade level or subject 
area improve more rapidly 

than those whose experience is in 
multiple grade levels or subject areas.

2. Create conditions for strong collegial 
relationships among school staff and a 
positive and professional working 
environment, as these contexts are 
associated with the greatest gains in 
teacher effectiveness.

3. Strengthen policies to promote the 
equitable distribution of more-
experienced teachers and to discour-
age the concentration of novice 
teachers in high-need schools, so that 
students are not subjected to a 
revolving door of novice teachers, 
who are on average less effective than 
their more-experienced peers.

Other strategies for developing the 
teaching workforce and reducing 
turnover have been well documented 
elsewhere, such as providing clinically 
based preparation and high-quality 
mentoring for beginners as well as career 
advancement opportunities for expert, 
experienced teachers.

www.learningpolicyinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Teaching_Experience_Report_June_2016.pdf
www.learningpolicyinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Teaching_Experience_Report_June_2016.pdf
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Project-Based Instruction
A Great Match for Informational Texts

By Nell K. Duke

New comments have come in on several students’ blog 
posts. The students look on excitedly as the teacher 
shows the comments on the Smart Board. Dontae 
mentions that a neighbor stopped him the other day 

to talk about the blog. Several students ask the teacher to check 
on the number of hits the blog has received.

This blog created by third-graders provides information about 
plants and animals that live around their school. While their blog’s 
target audience is people who live near the school, they are excited 
to see comments from people in other parts of the region as well. 

Students were inspired to start the blog after learning about 
Ayana Elizabeth Johnson, who writes a reader-friendly informational 
blog about marine life, primarily in the Caribbean. The students 
created their own blog, imitating many of Johnson’s techniques. 
After learning about how to observe plant and animal life, and then 
observing the area around their school, each student chose a plant 
or animal of interest—such as moths, maple trees, snakes, and squir-
rels, to name a few—and researched it using a variety of informa-
tional sources. Like Johnson, the students also interviewed people 
about their interactions with local plant and animal life. Even in their 
urban area, they found evidence of a rich array of wildlife.

Over the course of the project, their teacher taught informa-
tional reading and writing skills as well as content. For example, 
the teacher taught students how to organize the information they 

Nell K. Duke is a professor of language, literacy, and culture, and a profes-
sor in the combined program in education and psychology, at the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Her work focuses on early literacy development, 
particularly among children living in poverty. The author and coauthor of 
numerous journal articles and books, she has served as a coprincipal 
investigator of projects funded by the Institute of Education Sciences, the 
National Science Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, and the George 
Lucas Educational Foundation, among other organizations. This article is 
adapted from her book Inside Information. Copyright © 2014 by Nell K. 
Duke. Reprinted by permission of Scholastic Inc. All rights reserved.IL
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gathered and plan their writing using a planning map. The teacher 
knew that this strategy helped address part of a state standard for 
third-graders to “group related information together” when writ-
ing, but the students focused on learning the strategy to help serve 
the project in which they were so engaged. Indeed, students were 
engaged throughout the project —even, to the teacher’s delight, 
during revision and editing. Students’ usual refrains of “I’m done” 
were replaced with tireless efforts to make their blog posts as 
informative, clear, and clean as possible before posting them on 
the Internet for their school neighbors—and all the world—to see.

What I just described is project-based learning.* In this 
approach, students work over an extended time period for a pur-
pose beyond satisfying a school requirement—to build some-
thing, to create something, to respond to a question they have, to 
solve a real problem, or to address a real need. For example, stu-
dents might work to plan, plant, and cultivate a garden to help 
feed the hungry in their community; develop a guidebook for 
visitors at a nature preserve; study the problem of wasting food 
and then develop a plan to reduce waste in the school cafeteria; 
or research and write a history of their local community. Along 
the way, teachers build knowledge and teach skills, but in stu-
dents’ minds, the knowledge and skills serve to meet the project’s 
goal (while in the teacher’s mind, they may also address specific 
state standards and meet district curriculum requirements).

Understanding Project-Based Learning
In part because it often addresses real-world opportunities and 
problems, project-based learning is typically interdisciplinary. 
For example, developing a guidebook for visitors at a nature pre-
serve may involve work commonly associated with social studies, 
such as surveying visitors about their interests and researching 
the history of the preserve, as well as work commonly associated 
with science, such as observing and describing plant and animal 
life in the preserve.

Projects often involve a great deal of reading and writing, as in 
the guidebook project, for instance, which could entail writing 
surveys; reading, analyzing, and writing up the survey results; read-
ing and synthesizing historical documents about the preserve; 
recording observations; and writing the guidebook itself. Students 
usually must communicate, both orally and in writing, with people 
outside of the classroom, such as the ranger of the preserve. Within 
the classroom, considerable speaking and listening are typically 
required as students work together to achieve project goals. These 
days, students often also use a wide range of technological tools.

Project-based approaches have been around at least since the 
beginning of progressive education. In the early 1900s, scholars 
such as John Dewey and William Heard Kilpatrick argued that 
learning by doing and making instruction purposeful for children 
would result in more powerful learning.1

Although such approaches are not new, the time is especially 
ripe for them. First, the skills entailed in project-based learning 
are consistent with the so-called “21st-century skills”—creativity, 

critical thinking, and collaboration, among other skills—that are 
in demand for work and citizenship.

Second, as discussed later in this article, research is increasingly 
showing that project-based approaches improve students’ knowl-
edge and skills. Some common components of project-based 
approaches also have support in research. For example, research 
suggests that reading and writing for specific purposes, beyond just 
acquiring basic skills and meeting certain school requirements, is 
associated with stronger reading and writing growth.2 Moreover, 
project-based approaches often involve writing for specific audi-
ences beyond members of the classroom. Research suggests that 
students actually write better under such circumstances.3

Third, project-based approaches are more engaging than many 
traditional kinds of instruction.4 Although motivation and engage-
ment in schooling have always been important, they are more 
important now than ever. 

In a project-based approach, students 
work over an extended time period 
for a purpose beyond satisfying a 
school requirement.

*Educators often ask about the difference between project-based learning and 
problem-based learning. Problem-based learning can be seen as a subtype of 
project-based learning, in which students work through a series of steps to generate a 
solution to a problem. Problem-based learning often occurs over a less extended 
period of time than other forms of project-based learning and is more likely to include 
simulations rather than a truly real-world context (although I believe that a truly 
real-world context should be in place when possible).

Scholastic is pleased to 
offer American Educator 
readers 25 percent off 
Inside Information by 
Nell K. Duke. To order, 
visit www.tinyurl.com/
InsideInfoSpecial.

https://shop.scholastic.com/shop/en/teacherstore/product/Inside-Information
https://shop.scholastic.com/shop/en/teacherstore/product/Inside-Information
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Standards expect much more from students than in the past; for 
students to engage in the hard, cognitive work necessary to meet 
these demanding standards, they need to be motivated and 
engaged in their learning.

Fourth, project-based approaches are particularly well suited to 
addressing today’s standards. For example, in the Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts and Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects, one of the 
anchor standards for reading calls for students to “integrate and 
evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including 
visually and quantitatively, as well as in words,” as students are 
likely to do in projects. Likewise, an anchor standard for speaking 
and listening calls for students to “present information, findings, 
and supporting evidence such that listeners can follow the line of 
reasoning and the organization, development, and style are appro-
priate to task, purpose, and audience.” And an anchor standard for 
writing calls for students to “conduct short as well as more sustained 
research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating 

understanding of the subject under investigation.” Similar expecta-
tions can be found in many state-specific standards.5

Projects typically involve interacting with some or many infor-
mational texts. To my knowledge, all states—those that have 
adopted the CCSS and also those that have not—now expect stu-
dents to spend considerable time with informational texts, or texts 
that convey information about the natural and social world. The 
CCSS draw from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) 2009 reading framework in calling for “balancing the read-
ing of literature with the reading of informational texts” in the ele-
mentary grades.6 Similarly, the CCSS follow the NAEP 2011 writing 
framework in calling for 35 percent of elementary students’ writing 
to be informative/explanatory and 30 percent to be persuasive,7 an 
enormous increase over what had historically been expected.

Colleagues and I have long advocated for greater attention to 
informational text in elementary education.8 In 2000, I published a 
study documenting that a mere 3.6 minutes per day of instructional 
time in first-grade classrooms involved informational text, and even 
less—1.4 minutes per day—in low-socioeconomic-status school 
districts.9 In the decade that followed, I saw many signs that atten-
tion to informational text was on the rise (for example, in the degree 
to which publishers were producing and selling informational text 
for young children), but in actual classroom practice,10 attention to 
informational text at the elementary school level remained lower 
than I thought it should be.*

Then came the CCSS and many subsequent revisions—
whether toward CCSS or not—to state standards, many of which 
placed greater emphasis on informational text than in previous 
iterations. You might think I would be thrilled with the greater 
attention to informational text that these standards are bringing. 
I am, in a way, but I am also experiencing a bad case of “be careful 
what you wish for.” I am seeing a lot of instructional mistakes and 
misconceptions relating to using informational text with elemen-
tary-age students. When I called for greater opportunities for 
students to read and write informational text, I did not mean:

• Handing students difficult books without context on topics that
may not be of inherent interest.

• Requiring students to write “reports” and “persuasive essays” for 
no particular reason other than satisfying a school requirement.

• Carrying out informational read-alouds no differently from
fictional narrative read-alouds.

• Asking students a barrage of low-level questions about infor-
mational text content.

• Having students spend time developing “conventions note-
books” about informational text rather than actually using
those conventions to achieve real communicative purposes.

• Administrators focusing rigidly on the percentage of informa-
tional text teachers are using, with little regard to the content 
of those texts or how they are being used.

I do understand why this is happening. Many educators,
including myself, received little training in teaching with infor-
mational text in pre-service education. Many have experienced 
little or no professional development on the topic. And, in general, 

Scholars such as John Dewey and  
William Heard Kilpatrick argued  
that learning by doing would result 
in more powerful learning.

*For more on the lack of content in the elementary grades, see “Content on the 
Cutting-Room Floor,” in the Summer 2014 issue of American Educator, available at 
www.aft.org/ae/summer2014/wattenberg.
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researchers, publishers, and administrators have been slow to 
meet the pressing needs in this area. To that end, I hope this 
article, and my book from which portions of it are drawn, Inside 
Information: Developing Powerful Readers and Writers of Infor-
mational Text Through Project-Based Instruction, can play some 
small part in helping educators move toward higher-quality 
informational reading and writing instruction. (See Table 1 for 
a description of how project-based literacy instruction differs 
from traditional literacy instruction.)

Why Project-Based Learning Works
Research on project-based learning suggests positive effects on 
academic achievement and attitudes.11 For example, Pedro 
Hernandez-Ramos and Susan De La Paz studied eighth-graders’ 
learning about the westward expansion and their attitudes related 
to that learning.12 One group of students experienced a project-
based approach in which they created documentaries on the 
topic. The other group experienced more traditional forms of 
instruction. Pre- and post-assessments of content knowledge, 
attitudes, and engagement revealed that students experiencing 
the project-based approach had developed greater content 
knowledge and reported much higher engagement in learning 
history than students in the traditional instruction group. Stu-

Many educators, including myself, 
received little training in teaching 
with informational text in pre- 
service education.

Table 1: How Project-Based Literacy Instruction 
Differs from Traditional Literacy Instruction

Traditional Literacy Instruction Project-Based Literacy 
Instruction

Students read, write, and learn 
because you told them to, their 
parents want them to, and/or 
they think they should.

Students read, write, and learn 
because there is a real-world 
problem to solve, a need to 
address, or a question to 
answer.

Students attend to lessons 
because they’re supposed to.

Students attend to lessons 
because doing so will help them 
achieve their project goal.

Students complete their 
homework to obtain a sticker or 
avoid negative consequences.

Students complete their 
homework because it helps 
them get one step closer to 
their project goal.

Each student works on his or 
her own writing, which may be 
unrelated to that of his or her 
classmates.

Whether writing individually or 
collaboratively, students work 
together toward a common 
writing goal.

Reading, writing, and each 
content area are taught in 
different parts of the day.

Reading, writing, and one or 
more content areas are often 
integrated.

Students read discrete texts 
largely unrelated to each other.

Students read many texts on 
the same topic or closely 
related topics.

Students read informational 
text because they were asked 
to do so.

Students read informational 
text because they want or need 
information.

Students write informational 
text for implicit purposes, for 
you, their classmates, and 
perhaps themselves.

Students write informational 
text for explicit purposes and 
for audiences beyond the 
classroom.

Students revise for a better 
grade.

Students revise to communi-
cate more clearly and convinc-
ingly to their audience.

Students revise and edit 
because they are in the revising 
and editing phase of the 
writing process.

Students revise and edit 
because they want their work 
to be as credible and polished 
as possible for their audience.

Students are tested on what 
they have learned.

Students apply what they have 
learned.

Students look forward to 
receiving a grade on their 
writing.

Students look forward to 
sharing their writing with the 
target audience.

Students learn to read and 
write.

Students learn to affect the 
world around them through 
reading and writing.

dents who experienced the project-based approach also demon-
strated greater historical reasoning skills and learned more 
complex information related to the topic.13

It’s important to understand that project-based learning is for 
all students, not just for older students or gifted students. Some 
educators in high-poverty districts have told me that this kind of 
teaching “just isn’t practical for our students.” The research so far 
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does not support that position. Studies include first-graders 
through high school students, students with learning disabilities, 
and students in high-poverty school settings.

In fact, in a study of a project-based approach to teaching social 
studies and content literacy to second-graders, my colleagues and 
I were able to statistically close the gap between students in high-
poverty school districts—who experienced project-based units—
and students in wealthy school districts—who did not—on 
standards-based measures of social studies and informational 
reading skills.14 Although that study was small in scale, it is certainly 
promising with respect to the use of project-based approaches with 
young children in high-poverty settings.

In a more recent study, we randomly assigned 48 second-grade 
teachers in high-poverty, low-performing school districts either 
to use four project-based units we had developed to teach social 
studies and some informational text skills, or to teach social stud-
ies as they normally would.15 Even in their first year of teaching 
these units, with no prior experience teaching in a project-based 
learning approach, teachers who taught our project-based units 
had students with higher achievement on standards-aligned 
social studies and informational reading measures than students 
in the comparison group. Further, the more strongly the teachers 
implemented the projects, the higher growth students made in 
informational reading and writing and in motivation.

How to Include Project-Based 
Learning in the School Day
As noted earlier, project-based learning is often interdisciplinary, 
and it often involves both reading and writing (as well as speaking 
and listening). So where does it fit in the school day? Science 
time? Social studies time? Reading time? Writing time?

One option is to have a time of day (e.g., just after lunch) or a 
day of week (e.g., every Friday) specifically devoted to project-
based learning. This may allow you to sidestep, to some degree, 
labeling the project within a particular content area.

Another option is to place it in the block that makes the most 
sense in terms of topic. For example, a bird guide for a local nature 
sanctuary might be created during science, whereas a proposal 
about creating bike lanes might be developed during social stud-
ies. Of course, to place project work in a particular content-area 
slot, you need to make sure that it really foregrounds that disci-
pline—otherwise, there is a danger it will supplant the important 
work you need to be doing in that content area.

You may be wondering what to make of the fact that project-
based learning involves reading and writing instruction within 
the same block of time. You may remember a time when read-
ing, writing, and the content areas were often integrated, for 
example, under the auspices of thematic teaching, but today 
this is the exception, not the rule, in U.S. elementary class-
rooms. Typically, there is a time devoted to “reading” and a 
separate time of the day devoted to “Writers’ Workshop” or 
“writing.” And it’s not just that reading and writing are sepa-
rated temporally; they are also separated conceptually. I often 
observe a Writers’ Workshop in the afternoon that bears no 
clear relationship to the reading students experienced in the 
morning. For example, in reading time, students might be read-
ing one genre, and in writing time, they might be writing 
another. In reading, there might be a lesson about chunking 

words to decode them, but in writing time the strategy of 
chunking words to encode them is not presented.

What I find most vexing about the temporal and conceptual 
separation of reading and writing in elementary school schedules 
is that I rarely meet anyone interested in defending it. I think we 
all know at some level that reading and writing are reciprocal 
processes and that instruction is likely to be most powerful when 
they are treated as such. Indeed, research reveals a variety of ways 
in which reading and writing are integrally related.16 For example, 
a recent meta-analysis (quantitative research synthesis) found 
that writing instruction actually improves reading,17 and, not 
surprisingly, another study found that more effective teachers 
have students writing more of the time.18

A careful read of state standards documents often reveals ways 
in which they lend themselves to integrating reading and writing. 
Consider, for example, this pair of first-grade standards from the 
CCSS (emphasis added):

■ Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 8: 
Identify the reasons an author gives to support points in a
text.

■ Writing, Standard 1: Write opinion pieces in which they
introduce the topic or name the book they are writing about, 
state an opinion, supply a reason for the opinion, and pro-
vide some sense of closure.

Project-based learning is for all  
students, not just for older students 
or gifted students.
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Or these pairs of standards from grade 5 (emphasis added):

→ Pair 1:
■ Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 2: 

Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain how 
they are supported by key details; summarize the text.

■ Writing, Standard 8: Recall relevant information from
experiences or gather relevant information from print and 
digital sources; summarize or paraphrase information in
notes and finished work, and provide a list of sources.

→ Pair 2:
■ Reading Standards for Informational Text, Standard 6: 

Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, noting 
important similarities and differences in the point of view 
they represent.

■ Writing, Standard 7: Conduct short research projects that 
use several sources to build knowledge through investiga-
tion of different aspects of a topic.

These close connections between reading and writing standards 
at the same grade level lend support to instructional approaches 
that integrate reading and writing, as projects can do.

So the fact that project-based learning allows us to integrate 
reading and writing is one of its strengths. Now, as educators, you 
may be required to, or just choose to, continue to devote separate 
parts of your students’ day to reading and to writing, in which case 
your project-based time may be the one part of your day that does 
not have that separation. Or you may find that project-based 
learning leads you to reorganize your day without separating read-
ing and writing. Your decision should be based on the constraints 
and preferences of your teaching situation.

Designing Project-Based Units
The first step in designing a unit to address informational reading 
and writing is to think about your instructional goals. These are 
not the goals students will have for the project, but rather the goals 
that you have for the unit as a teacher. They may include:

• Addressing specific standards for informational reading and
writing.

• Developing specific knowledge, attitudes, and/or skills beyond
those identified in the standards.

• Building on strengths and addressing weaknesses you have
observed through assessment or observation.

• Having students read and write a specific genre or genres.
• Addressing standards in one or more specific domains (sci-

ence, social studies, mathematics).
• Taking advantage of specific student interests and assets (par-

ticular areas of strength or expertise).
• Capitalizing on families’ interests and assets.

Ideally, a unit arises from a combination of several of these
goals. For example, you might have done some writing prompts 
at the beginning of the school year that suggested a strong need 
for more instruction in teaching informative/explanatory writing. 
You might then have identified several specific standards that deal 
with informative/explanatory reading and writing that you want 
to address. You might also have noticed that, despite your best 
efforts, students in your class who are not native to the United 
States feel marginalized in the classroom and school, so you want 

to develop a project that will position them as experts and change 
others’ knowledge of and attitudes toward them. You are also 
cognizant of some geography standards for the grade level that 
you want to address.

These factors might give rise to a “Country of Origin” project. 
In this project, each student would conduct research, write, and 
present an informative/explanatory text about his or her country 
of origin or another country of his or her choice. Each student 
would make a presentation to an audience consisting of not only 
classmates but also other students in the school and key invited 
members of the local community.

With your instructional goals in place, it is time to identify the 
students’ purpose for the project. To that end, I like to start by 
thinking about the situations outside of school in which people 
read and write the kinds of text I want students to read and write. 
For example, I might ask myself, “In what situations do people 
read and write how-to or procedural text?” (Some answers: when 
they are building something, when they are learning how to oper-

The close connections between  
reading and writing standards lend 
support to instructional approaches 
that integrate reading and writing,  
as projects can do.
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ate something, when they are cooking, when they are carrying out 
procedures in a lab, and so on.)

With those kinds of situations in mind, I think about a real-world 
problem that could be solved, a need that could be addressed, or a 
question that could be answered with that kind of text. For example, 
I might think, “Because many senior citizens in our community 
don’t know how to operate some of the digital devices they would 
like to use, students could write directions for how to operate them.” 
Or I might think, “Because the city’s science museum has designed 
exhibits with investigations for visitors to carry out, students could 
design and write procedures for how to do that.” I think deeply 
about what is interesting and engaging to students, as that is essen-
tial to a successful project.

A project’s purpose can be close to home, as in those examples, 
or it can be far away, as in projects about ensuring adequate clean 
water supplies in another country, protecting endangered habi-
tats across the globe, or teaching children elsewhere in the world 
about U.S. history. When coming up with a purpose, you should 

consider problems, needs, or questions in your school, in your 
community, around the country, or around the world. You may 
also wish to consider your connections and resources (people you 
know in the community, partnerships with your school, and so 
on), businesses and organizations in the community, students’ 
and families’ interests and assets, and upcoming events and 
opportunities.

Regarding this last point, sometimes it is not a problem or need 
that gives rise to a project, but an opportunity. Perhaps your stu-
dents have kindergarten buddies, and you see an opportunity for 
them to write books to read to those children. Perhaps there is a 
festival coming up in the community, and you see an opportunity 
for students to share what they’re learning with people who would 
be interested. The most important thing is that students see the 
project as having a real purpose for reading, writing, and learning 
beyond just satisfying a school requirement.

Once you have identified a purpose for the project, it is time 
to think, ideally along with students, about the final product they 
will create. (The final product could be a written text, such as a 
book or magazine, or it could be a video, an audiofile, or some-
thing else.) If, for example, the purpose of the project is to 
encourage people to make greater use of a local park in danger 
of being shut down for lack of use, persuasive texts make sense. 
And, from there, you must determine the type of persuasive 
text—fliers or advertisements for the park, a letter to a newspa-
per or local online news site, a promotional video about the park 
(based on a written script and storyboard), a pamphlet about 
the park, and so on.

Resist the temptation to keep falling back on books as a format 
that students write. Although I have observed many successful 
projects in which students produced books, I have also seen suc-
cessful projects in which they produced other types of text. Con-
sider the following types of text: pamphlets, brochures, booklets, 
magazines, blog posts, guides, advertisements, fliers, posters, 
signs, commercials, promotional videos, informative or docu-
mentary videos, promotional websites, informative websites, 
letters, and e-mails.

Informational text written for a project should have an audience 
that is going to read, view, and/or use the text students produce for 
its intended purpose. That audience will vary by genre. For example, 
an authentic audience for a procedural or how-to text would be 
people who don’t know how to carry out a particular procedure and 
want or need to know how to do it; an authentic audience for a 
persuasive text would be people who could potentially be per-
suaded or convinced by the argument students make.

A word of caution: sometimes educators develop projects with 
fake, or inauthentic, purposes and audiences. For example, one 
project I came across had students create a travel brochure to 
persuade people to take a vacation on a planet in the solar system 
other than Earth. Given that no audience of which I am aware is 
actually going to take a vacation to another planet, to whom are 
students actually writing and for what purpose? The audience and 
purpose are undermined.

Although these kinds of projects may seem motivating—and 
they are likely better than writing for no purpose or audience at 
all—research suggests they are not as compelling as reading and 
writing experiences that address a real question or solve a real 
problem for a real audience.

The most important thing is that  
students see the project as having  
a real purpose for reading, writing, 
and learning.
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Structuring Project-Based Units to Develop 
Informational Reading and Writing
I generally advocate that elementary school teachers and stu-
dents new to project-based instruction begin project-based 
units with 15 to 20 sessions, and approximately 45 minutes per 
session. (I use the term “session” rather than “lesson” because 
there is more going on than just lessons.) The units are made up 
of five major phases; the first and last phases are typically only 
one session each, and the middle three phases may be five to 
seven sessions each:

1. The project launch phase establishes the purpose of and audi-
ence for the project.

2. The reading and research phase mainly involves building 
necessary background knowledge and gathering information 
for the project.

3. The writing and research phase primarily focuses on drafting 
the product of the project and conducting additional research 
as needed.

4. The revision and editing phase involves making improve-
ments to the product.

5. The presentation and celebration phase involves reaching 
the intended audience with the product and celebrating that 
accomplishment.

These phases are not rigid—students will do some writing dur-
ing the reading and research phase and some, or considerable, 
reading during the writing and research phase—but they provide 
a general guide.

Within each session, I recommend a three-part structure:

• Whole-class lessons (10–15 minutes): The teacher provides 
explicit instruction about one or more teaching points aligned 
with the standards and related to the unit project, often reading 

aloud a text or text excerpt as part of this teaching.
• Small-group, partner, and/or individual work (25–30 min-

utes): The teacher provides instruction and support for 
needs-based small groups and/or circulates throughout the 
classroom coaching students as they engage in work related 
to the unit project.

• Whole-class wrap-up (about 5 minutes): The teacher pulls the 
class back together as a whole, reviews key instructional points 
from the whole-class lesson, and leads the sharing of student 
work as it reflects those key points.

Why these three components with these time allocations? 
Regarding the whole-class lesson, research shows over and 
over again how valuable it is to provide explicit instruction in 
what we want students to learn, whether it is comprehension 
strategies, writing strategies, vocabulary, text structures, writ-
ing mechanics, or the like.19 The whole-class lesson is a time to 
do that, as well as to use other research-supported instruc-
tional techniques, such as text-based discussion and sharing 
of mentor texts.20

Regarding the small-group, partner, and/or individual work, 
we know that students need lots of time every day to engage in 

reading and writing with the teacher available to coach and sup-
port individually and in small groups.21 We want this to be our 
largest chunk in a session because research shows that one of the 
characteristics of more-effective schools and teachers is that they 
have students in small groups more of the time and spend more 
time engaged in coaching, rather than telling.22 We also want 
students to be engaged in cooperative or collaborative activities 
during this time, as a number of studies indicate that this signifi-
cantly increases literacy achievement.23

Although I do not know of any research specifically testing 
the impact of the whole-class wrap-up, I believe it too is an 
essential component of project sessions. Many students need 
review and reinforcement of content they have been taught in 
whole-class lessons.* They also need opportunities to reflect on 
how they applied that content during small-group, partner, and/
or individual work time and to see how others did so. I think of 
the whole-class wrap-up as allowing us to pull a thread through 
from the beginning of a session to the end. So, for example, if 
you did a lesson on ascertaining the meaning of unfamiliar 

Projects with inauthentic purposes 
are not as compelling as reading and 
writing experiences that address a 
real question or solve a real problem.

(Continued on page 42)

*For more on strategies to reinforce learning, see “Strengthening the Student 
Toolbox,” in the Fall 2013 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
fall2013/dunlosky.

www.aft.org/ae/fall2013/dunlosky
www.aft.org/ae/fall2013/dunlosky
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Growing the Next Generation
A Program Encourages Students of Color to Become Teachers

By Bettye Perkins

In a country with an increasing population of nonwhite stu-
dents, there are far too few teachers of color. The numbers 
are particularly distressing when it comes to finding male 
teachers of color, who are essential role models for black 

boys. As a result, black and Latino children sitting in classrooms 
with white teachers, day after day and year after year, can’t help 
but get the message: teaching, and the educational attainment 
and authority it reflects, is not for people like them.

More than 20 years ago, the lack of diversity in the teaching 
force prompted me to start Today’s Students Tomorrow’s Teachers 
(TSTT), an organization that taps diverse and economically chal-
lenged students to consider teaching as a profession.*

To find future teachers of color, TSTT relies on teachers and 

guidance counselors who 
know their students best and, 
as a result, are TSTT’s primary 
recruiters. Our program then 
helps to nurture and mentor 
these students every step of the 
way, from high school through college. There are no shortcuts; this 
work requires extensive amounts of time and effort. But the payoff 
is great.

TSTT currently enrolls nearly 300 high school students who 
come from more than 45 high schools in Connecticut, Massachu-
setts, New York, and Virginia. The program also enrolls more than 
300 college students who attend 21 partner institutions.

Our students are ethnically and socioeconomically diverse: 
approximately 47 percent are African American, 35 percent are 
Hispanic or Latino, 13 percent are white, and 3 percent are Asian/
Pacific Islander. Twenty-three percent are male, and 75 percent Bettye Perkins is the founder and chief executive officer of Today’s Students 

Tomorrow’s Teachers. A former middle school teacher, she was an executive 
with IBM for 20 years. *To learn more about TSTT, visit www.tstt.org.PH
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The above photo and the ones 
that follow show students 
participating in various Today’s 
Students Tomorrow’s Teachers 
events.
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are the first in their families to attend college. Since its inception, 
TSTT has succeeded in placing more than 150 men and women 
of color in classrooms across the country.

Humble Beginnings
I never imagined I would develop a program that would have such 
a profound impact on children of color, children like me and my 
brothers and sisters.

I grew up in acute poverty in the small, segregated town of 
Gadsden, South Carolina. My father died when I was 5, leaving 
my mother to raise six children alone. My mom worked tirelessly 
as a housecleaner and a nanny, the few occupations available to 
her. She even pressed soldiers’ uniforms at a nearby army base.

Since my mother worked long hours, we children spent a lot of 
extra time at school, where teachers looked after us. One teacher, 
Mrs. Anderson, took me under her wing. She encouraged me to join 
the Future Educators of America club. Thanks to her, I found my 
calling. The desire to be a teacher, along with her encouragement, 
motivated me to graduate from high school and college.

After I earned my teaching certification in 1970, I felt I was on 
my way. I was keenly aware that I had far surpassed my parents’ 
educational level, since I was the first in my family to graduate 
from college.

I took a job teaching middle school, about an hour from where 
I grew up. Life was quiet but good. While grading papers one Sun-
day afternoon, I was listening to the radio. James Clyburn, then 
the state’s human affairs commissioner and now a Democratic 
congressman from South Carolina, came on the air. He talked 
about how IBM was looking for qualified applicants. I had never 
heard of IBM, but I was intrigued by Clyburn’s message; he urged 
young black men and women to seek opportunities that he and 
others were working hard to make possible.

Soon after that radio address, I called IBM and landed an inter-
view. I was offered a job on the spot—as a secretary. I quickly 
turned that down, seeing it as a step below teaching. But a few 
days later IBM called me back. Would I consider another position? 
One where I would work with customers along with the sales and 
marketing staff? That sounded interesting. I was young, curious, 
and thought I had nothing to lose. I signed on in 1975 in Columbia, 
South Carolina, 20 miles from Gadsden.

Ultimately, James Clyburn changed the trajectory of my life. 
Even though my new path led me away from education, the atten-
tion I had received from my teachers prepared me for other job 
opportunities.

IBM was fascinating. While working in Columbia, and in 
Atlanta, Georgia, I held jobs in marketing, management, and 
personnel. I also worked as a systems analyst. After numerous 
promotions, I was eventually transferred to the national head-
quarters in Armonk, New York—a long way from my hometown.

In Armonk, I was asked to lead a management and executive 
training program where I designed courses taken by more than 
60,000 managers and other leaders, including school superinten-
dents. I was teaching again! I remembered the sense of fulfillment 
I had felt as an English teacher so many years ago.

At this point (1993), I had spent nearly 20 years at IBM. I real-
ized I was restless and ready for a new purpose. After meeting the 
superintendents in the training program, I thought, “I could do 
that!” By becoming a superintendent, I could unite my early train-

ing and love of education with my management experience. The 
first step would be to obtain a principal’s license. So I enrolled in 
a program at Pace University.

One of my professors at Pace introduced me to Robert Roelle, 
the superintendent in Ossining, New York, a small community in 
Westchester County. He invited me to complete my required intern-
ship in his district, where the enrollment was about 23 percent black 
at the time yet the faculty included very few black teachers. He 
asked me to focus on minority teacher recruitment.

During my internship, I researched the issue and came up with 
a few short- and long-term strategies, including starting a future 
teachers club, so the district could “grow its own” minority teach-
ers. After hearing this idea, Roelle asked me to make a presenta-
tion to neighboring superintendents. They were intrigued.

Shortly after my presentation, I left IBM and worked as a con-
sultant to start future teachers clubs in two high schools in north-
ern Westchester. I recruited students of color and gave them 
experience tutoring other children, with their own classroom 
teachers as mentors. I soon saw that the students I recruited felt 

isolated, so I began to bring together students from different high 
schools across Westchester under the banner Today’s Students 
Tomorrow’s Teachers.

After I earned my master’s degree in educational administra-
tion and supervision at Pace, I enrolled at Fordham University, 
still on a path to becoming a superintendent. The chair of the 
graduate school and my dissertation mentor, Barbara Jackson, 
suggested I document the work I was doing with minority stu-
dents for my doctoral dissertation, which I completed at Fordham 
in 2003.

I continued to focus on the design, development, and imple-
mentation of TSTT. I kept recruiting high school students from 
racially and culturally diverse and economically disadvantaged 
families. I gave students individual attention, found them teacher 
mentors, and arranged internships where they could work with 
younger children. I took them on college visits and helped them 
with their college applications. I watched my first cohort of high 
school graduates go off to college, with a sigh of relief and a swell 
of pride.

However, I quickly realized they would need continued mentor-
ing and financial support to succeed in college. I knew that I needed 

If I could light a spark in high school 
and nurture that flame through 
college, I knew I could produce 
excellent teachers who would stick 
with the profession.
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to find a way to see them through. Armed with a little marketing 
experience, I began to call on college presidents in the area to sup-
port these students. I asked them to give a minimum 50 percent 
tuition scholarship to qualified TSTT high school graduates who 
met admissions standards. Miraculously, they agreed.

The scholarships were a big incentive. I then formalized what 
high school students would need to do to qualify, which included 
working as a teacher back in a TSTT school for at least one year 
after becoming certified.

During TSTT’s first years, I had worked with high school juniors 
and seniors. But I realized I needed more time to recruit, mentor, 
and train students to ensure their academic success, so I decided 
to enroll students as early as ninth grade. I wanted students to 
have more time to see if teaching was a good fit. The earlier start 
also enabled me to help students prepare for college.

To me, teaching is a calling. Especially in some urban districts 
or isolated rural areas, it’s imperative that teachers be caring, com-
mitted, and competent. If I could light a spark in high school and 
nurture that flame through college, I knew I could produce excel-
lent, dedicated teachers who would stick with the profession. And 
even if not all our recruits became teachers, the attention and 
mentoring we provided would help them reap benefits no matter 
what path they pursued.

I watched and learned, and strengthened the program. Eventu-
ally, TSTT became my doctoral thesis. As part of my dissertation, 
I researched nearly 245 future teacher programs across the coun-
try and discovered that none continued to provide the necessary 
financial and emotional support students so desperately needed 
to complete college. In writing my dissertation, I realized I had 
created a new model. In 1999, I incorporated TSTT as a nonprofit 
organization.

My background at IBM provided me with the skills to approach 
businesses and banks to fund TSTT. I explained that an educated 
workforce would benefit the community and increase workplace 
diversity. I also explained the enormous power of a great teacher 
and the need for more effective teachers and role models who 
could help students reach their potential.

I acknowledged that not all TSTT graduates would become 
teachers, and that some would change course and enter careers 
in business, finance, law, or other professions. I said that if corpo-
rations wanted capable, prepared workers for the future, then they 
should not only invest in teachers to inspire and train the next 
generation, but also financially support students of color who had 
demonstrated the potential to graduate from college and become 
productive citizens.

Businesses and foundations responded favorably. Many gave 
me the funding to strengthen the program and support students 
through college.

The program first expanded throughout the Greater Hudson 
Valley region in New York state. Then JPMorgan Chase, an early 
supporter, approached us about replicating it elsewhere.

TSTT works thanks to regional advisory councils, led by a 
regional coordinator. The council includes representatives from 
each TSTT participating school district—preferably superinten-
dents, a representative from area college partners, TSTT repre-
sentatives (including the executive director), and business and/
or community representatives. Each district has a mentor who 
serves on the advisory council, acts as a liaison to TSTT on pro-
gram policies and procedures, and assists with recruitment of 

If corporations want capable 
workers, they should financially 
support students of color who 
demonstrate the potential to 
graduate from college.
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teacher mentors and hiring of TSTT teachers. Regional program 
managers, coordinators, and team leaders also implement the 
model in each area, while our headquarters in White Plains, New 
York, provides oversight.

The districts we partner with vary in size and location. For 
instance, Ossining, our first TSTT partner, is a small district with 
fewer than 5,000 students. Another of our partners, Prince William 
County Public Schools in Northern Virginia, has 87,000 students 
and 12 high schools.

When school officials in Prince William were looking to hire 
minority teachers, they invited me to speak with their school 
board. That was nine years ago. TSTT is now part of the district’s 
“Growing Our Own” initiative designed to hire former students. 
The district plans to hire 1,000 teachers this school year, and it will 
rely on TSTT for qualified candidates of color who will help the 
district achieve its goal of diversifying the teaching staff.

In addition to growing geographically, TSTT has launched a 
male teacher of color initiative to help fill the shortage of African 
American and Latino male teachers. Sadly, African American 
male teachers account for only 2 percent of today’s educator 
workforce.1

Two years ago, we also launched a middle school program in 
Westchester called the Student Leadership Movement (SLM) to 
recruit potential teachers earlier. SLM links middle school stu-
dents with TSTT high school students who act as tutors and men-
tors as well as encourage them to consider becoming teachers.

A New and Comprehensive Model
TSTT provides a comprehensive, eight-year-plus teacher prepara-
tion program designed to recruit, mentor, and train low-income, 
ethnically diverse students from high school through college, and 
place them in teaching jobs in their communities. Because of its 
ability to not only recruit but retain teachers of color, the program 
is one of eight focused on increasing diversity that are highlighted 
in “The State of Teacher Diversity in American Education,” a report 
published by the Albert Shanker Institute. (For more on the report, 
see page 18.)

After 20 years, the program has enabled me to meet hundreds 
of kindred souls who share the passion and purpose of helping 
our next generation to succeed. Ray Sanchez now serves as the 
superintendent in Ossining, where the first TSTT program began. 
Last year, when we honored the district at our 20th-anniversary 
breakfast, he said, “I’m a believer. TSTT is an investment in the 
future.”

Today, just like in 1995, the district is still very concerned about 
diversifying its teaching staff. Over the years, the district has hired 
14 former students of color, six of whom were recruited and men-
tored by me. I’m proud to say they have been teaching for more 
than 10 years.

To remain eligible for participation in the TSTT program, stu-
dents must maintain a B+ average by the end of their senior year 
of high school, engage in job shadowing and summer internships, 
tutor two hours each week during the school year, attend regional 
TSTT workshops, and commit to teach in a participating school 
district for one year after receiving teaching credentials.

Participants meet weekly with peers, a TSTT program manager, 
and a teacher mentor. They engage in character development 
activities, as well as goal-setting and service learning opportuni-
ties. Students learn study and time-management skills, and they 
participate in team-building activities.

Students also plan for college and visit campuses. They receive 
admissions guidance and SAT preparation training. And because 
this program is geared toward preparing future teachers, students 
learn about what teaching entails. They study lesson planning and 
curriculum mapping, media and technology in education, conflict 
resolution strategies, and diversity issues in the classroom.

Once in college, students are assigned a mentor, usually an 
administrator or a professor. They return to their home districts 
for check-ins, mock interviews, resumé guidance, portfolio pre-
sentations, and professional etiquette workshops. TSTT also helps 
place college students in teaching-related summer internships.

By the time TSTT students earn their teaching certifications, 
they are ready to work, and TSTT helps them land a job, often at 
one of our more than 50 partner schools. TSTT graduates proudly 
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tell me they are often better prepared for college and teaching 
careers than their classmates. And superintendents tell me that if 
they see an applicant is a TSTT graduate, they are confident in 
hiring that individual.

Currently, school districts pay a per-student fee of $3,000 to 
join the program. Each district agrees to identify ninth-graders 
who have the academic and leadership skills to succeed as teach-
ers, along with a willingness to explore the teaching profession.

The mentor-mentee relationship is one of the program’s 
strengths. We pay our mentors, who follow our curriculum. Over 
the years, many mentors and students have become friends, col-
leagues, and part of a strong support network that lasts long after 
the formal program ends. The students’ relationships with men-
tors are among the reasons why the program has such high reten-
tion rates.

Of the high school students who have enrolled in TSTT over 
the years, more than 90 percent complete the eight-year program. 
Of those students, 97 percent go on to college, and nearly 80 per-

cent graduate from college, with about half of those students 
becoming teachers. (For TSTT success stories, see page 17.)

TSTT has a 100 percent job placement rate for highly qualified 
graduates who attend good teacher preparation programs. If they 
earn the TSTT “stamp of approval,” they will get a job.

While teacher turnover is a huge problem across the country, 
TSTT graduates stay in the classroom longer than average. In 
January 2015, the Center for American Progress reported that, 
nationally, 30 percent of teachers leave teaching within five 
years,2 but only 10 percent of TSTT teachers do so. And only 7 
percent of TSTT teachers leave the teaching profession within 
three years, compared with the national rate of 20 percent.

TSTT sets high expectations for students, who rise to the 
level we set. We show students we care about them, and 
we stay with them for eight years. We witness their trials 
and tribulations, and we become their true champions. 

Because of TSTT, our students understand the value of giving back.
As the first in my family to complete college, I am driven every 

day to help another young person be the first in his or her family to 
do so. Part of my drive also stems from wanting to play a significant 
role in improving educational outcomes for the next generation. I 
tell TSTT students to remember the purpose of their work and to 
be sure their love and passion shine through in all that they do.

Thanks to TSTT, I discovered my God-given purpose in life and 
forgot about becoming a superintendent. What a blessing! ☐

Endnotes
1. “Number and Percentage Distribution of Teachers in Public and Private Elementary and 
Secondary Schools, by Selected Teacher Characteristics: Selected Years, 1987–88 Through 
2011–12,” in National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2014, table 
209.10.

2. Robert Hanna and Kaitlin Pennington, “Despite Reports to the Contrary, New Teachers Are 
Staying in Their Jobs Longer,” Center for American Progress, January 8, 2015, www.american 
progress.org/issues/education/news/2015/01/08/103421/despite-reports-to-the-contrary-new- 
teachers-are-staying-in-their-jobs-longer.

TSTT graduates proudly tell me they 
are often better prepared for college 
and teaching careers than their 
classmates.

www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2015/01/08/103421/despite-reports-to-the-contrary-newteachers-are-staying-in-their-jobs-longer
www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2015/01/08/103421/despite-reports-to-the-contrary-newteachers-are-staying-in-their-jobs-longer
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In 1995, Jeffrey Cole was one of TSTT’s first 
recruits. At the time, he was an unmoti-
vated high school student in Westchester 
County, New York. According to his 
worried mother, he had no particular 
career goals.

Thanks to his guidance counselor’s 
encouragement, he joined TSTT, a new 
program that tapped diverse and economi-
cally challenged students to consider 
teaching as a profession. Jeffrey soon found 
himself in a summer internship tutoring 
younger children—and he loved it. He went 
on to attend college on a scholarship 
arranged through TSTT. He eventually 
became an elementary school teacher and is 
now an assistant director of special 
education in a large urban school district.

One of the first TSTT graduates to reach 
the 10-year mark in the teaching profes-
sion is Emerly Martinez. After college, he 
returned to teach social studies in the high 
school from which he graduated, and he is 
now an assistant principal in a nearby 
district.

Among the most enthusiastic of TSTT’s 
participants is Merica Neufville. She likes to 
tell me, “TSTT saved me!” Born in Jamaica, 
her mother moved the family, after the 
death of Merica’s father, to the United 
States, where her mother worked many 
jobs to support her family. Merica also 
worked to help pay bills. She hoped to 
attend college but thought it would take 
years to save enough money.

When TSTT came to her large urban 
school, she joined as one of the first 
recruits. At her school, guidance counselors 
had little time for individual students, so 
the program helped her prepare for 
college, and the 50 percent tuition 
scholarship made the difference in her 
enrolling. We supported her through good 
days and bad and eventually helped her 
get a job as a math teacher in a TSTT 
district. She immediately became a teacher 
mentor to “pay it forward,” giving advice, 
support, and encouragement to the 
program’s participants. 

Today, she stays in touch with many of 
the students she has mentored. Their 
relationships have become genuine 
friendships; she recently organized a bridal 
shower for one of her former students, and 
she meets with others throughout the year. 
We need dedicated teachers like Merica in 
the poorest, least resourced districts so they 
can provide students with the education to 
help them climb out of poverty.

Merica is currently an administrator, 
pursuing a doctorate in education leader-
ship; she is one of our many success stories.

–B.P.

Success Stories from Today’s Students 
Tomorrow’s Teachers

Emerly Martinez and 
Bettye Perkins

Jeffrey Cole Merica Neufville
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A Look at Teacher Diversity

BY THE ALBERT SHANKER INSTITUTE

More than 60 years after the ruling in 
Brown v. Board of Education was handed 
down, its promise remains unfulfilled. In 
many respects, America’s public schools 
continue to be “separate and unequal.” 
Indeed, the growing resegregation of 
American schools by race and ethnicity, 
compounded by economic class segregation, 
has become the dominant trend in Ameri-
can education.

Recent research documenting this 
growing school segregation has received 
some public attention (though arguably less 
than such a weighty matter should com-
mand).1 Comparatively little attention has 
been paid to an important related issue, 
however—the state of racial and ethnic 
diversity in America’s teaching force. For the 
general public, basic facts about teacher 
diversity are difficult to understand or 
inaccessible.

The Albert Shanker Institute, working 
with Richard Ingersoll of the University of 
Pennsylvania, undertook the challenge of 
pulling together what research there is, 
and conducting original research where 
data were lacking, in order to provide a 
factual basis for public discussion and 
further research.

In September 2015, the institute 
published The State of Teacher Diversity in 
American Education, a major report 
(summarized here) that found teacher 
diversity in the United States to be an area 
of concern. The teacher workforce has 
become less ethnically and racially diverse 
and more female over time, a development 
that has adversely affected students, 
particularly males of color.

Based on Ingersoll’s national analysis of 
data, limited progress toward greater 
diversity is being made, but not nearly 
enough to meet the need for more 
teachers of color.

Research Supports Teacher Diversity 
as Crucial for Student Success
Existing research makes a compelling case 
for the benefits of a diverse teacher 
workforce, in which “minority” racial and 
ethnic groups—African Americans, Latinos, 
Native Americans, Asians, and Pacific 
Islanders—would be much more robustly 
represented. While there is reason to 

believe that students of color would be the 
greatest beneficiaries of a diverse teaching 
force, evidence suggests that all students—
and our democracy at large—would 
benefit from a teaching force that reflects 
the full diversity of the U.S. population. The 
research finds that:

• Teachers of color can be more motivated
to work with disadvantaged minority
students in high-poverty, racially and
ethnically segregated schools, a factor
that may help reduce rates of teacher
attrition in hard-to-staff schools.2

• Teachers of color tend to have higher
academic expectations for minority
students, which can result in increased
academic and social growth among
students.3

• Students of color profit from having
individuals from their own racial and
ethnic group, who can serve as academi-
cally successful role models and who can

have greater knowledge 
of their heritage 
culture, among 
their teachers.4

• Positive
exposure to
individuals
from a variety
of races and
ethnic groups,
especially in
childhood, can
help reduce

The Albert Shanker Institute is committed to four 
fundamental principles: vibrant democracy, 
quality public education, a voice for working 
people in decisions affecting their jobs and their 
lives, and free and open debate about all of 
these issues. This article is excerpted from The 
State of Teacher Diversity in American 
Education, which the institute published in 
2015. Richard M. Ingersoll, a professor of 
education and sociology at the University of 
Pennsylvania, contributed to this report. To 
read the full report, see www.shanker 
institute.org/resource/teacherdiversity.

Teachers of color remain significantly 
underrepresented relative to the  
students they serve.

TEACHER DIVERSITY

DUCATION

stereotypes, attenuate unconscious 
implicit biases, and promote cross-
cultural social bonding.5

• All students benefit from being
educated by teachers from a variety of
different backgrounds, races, and ethnic
groups, as this experience better
prepares them to succeed in an increas-
ingly diverse society.6

Teacher Diversity:  
The National Picture
Nationally, progress is being made toward 
a more diverse teaching force, but at a 
relatively modest pace. Over the 25-year 
period from 1987 to 2012, the minority 
share of the American teaching force—
including African American, Latino, Native 
American, Asian, Pacific Islander, and 
multiracial teachers—has grown from 12 
percent to 17 percent.7 The minority share 
of the American student population also 
grew during these 25 years, albeit not at 
the same tempo as increases among 
minority teachers. Students of color now 
account for more than half of all public 
school students.

As a consequence of this growing 
student population, however, progress 
toward reducing the substantial represen-
tation gaps between teachers of color and 
students of color has been limited. 
Teachers of color remain significantly 
underrepresented relative to the students 
they serve.

The most significant impediment to 
increasing the diversity of the teacher 
workforce is not found in the recruitment 
and hiring of teachers of color: nationally, 
they are being hired at a higher propor-
tional rate than other teachers. Rather, the 
problem lies in attrition: teachers of color 
are leaving the profession at a higher rate 
than other teachers.

Moreover, teachers of color are not 

www.shankerinstitute.org/resource/teacherdiversity
www.shankerinstitute.org/resource/teacherdiversity
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evenly distributed across schools. They 
tend to be concentrated in urban schools 
serving high-poverty, minority communi-
ties. But analyses of survey data show that 
they are not leaving the profession at a 
higher rate because of the poverty or the 
race and ethnicity of their students. 
Instead, they are leaving because of the 
working conditions in their schools. Their 
strongest complaints relate to a lack of 
collective voice in educational decisions 
and a lack of professional autonomy in the 
classroom.

Teacher Diversity in Nine Cities
As part of the larger study, the Albert 
Shanker Institute selected nine cities— 
Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Los Angeles, 
New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, San 
Francisco, and Washington, D.C.—to 
examine the state of racial and ethnic 
diversity in their teaching workforces. 
These nine cities followed the national 
patterns of teacher diversity in their 
broadest strokes. As a general rule, 
teachers of color—especially males—are 
underrepresented in these urban work-
forces, with substantial representation gaps 
between minority teachers and minority 
students.8 These patterns are generally 
more manifest for African American and 
Latino teachers than for Asians, and more 
pronounced in charter schools than in 
district schools.

When examining teacher diversity 
trends over the course of the 10 years in 
our study—from 2002 to 2012—a number 
of disquieting trends become evident. In all 
nine cities studied, the African American 
share of the teacher workforce declined, at 
rates from the very small to the quite 
large—from roughly 1 percent in Boston’s 
charter sector and Cleveland’s district 
sector, to more than 24 percent in New 
Orleans and nearly 28 percent in Washing-
ton, D.C. (combined sectors—i.e., district 
schools and charter schools combined). 
Losses in the number of African American 
teachers were even greater, ranging from a 
low of 15 percent in New York City to a 
high of 62 percent in New Orleans.9 The 
available evidence suggests that seniority-
based layoffs played little or no role in 
these declines.

In the nine cities we studied, trends for 
Latino teachers were more positive than 
those for African American teachers but 
still well short of the need. Over the course 
of the 10 years in our study, the Latino 
shares of the teacher workforces were 
basically stable or showed modest growth. 
The one exception was Los Angeles, where 
the Latino share of the teacher population 

grew markedly in both the district and 
charter sectors. In contrast to African 
American teachers, the actual numbers of 
Latino teachers in the cities also grew 
during these years, with Cleveland being 
the lone exception. However, given that 
Latinos currently represent the fastest-
growing share of the American student 
population, substantial additional growth 
of the Latino teaching force would be 
required to narrow the representation gap 
with Latino students.

While the analysis of the national data 
points to high attrition rates as the main 
obstacle to improving the diversity of the 
teaching force, the underrepresentation of 
African American and Latino teachers 
among new hires also appears to be a 
serious problem. Approaches to improving 
teacher diversity in these cities will need to 
address teacher recruitment, hiring, and 
retention.

Across our nine cities, teachers of all 
races and ethnicities tended to teach in 
schools with high concentrations of 
low-income students of color. As a general 
rule, African American and Latino teachers 
taught in schools with at least modestly 
higher concentrations of low-income and 
minority students.

Recommendations
The following recommendations are 
aimed at federal-, state-, and 
district-level policymakers, working 
collaboratively with local teachers 
unions and communities:

• Address the serious problem of a
lack of accurate data: As part of its
Civil Rights Data Collection, the
U.S. Department of Education
should collect and report data on
the race and ethnicity of the
teaching force in all public schools,
district and charters alike.

• Review education-related
legislation and policy for their
impact on teacher diversity, and
amend or modify them to promote
diversification and avoid the
unintended consequence of diminish-
ing diversity.

• Invest in high-quality teacher educa-
tion programs at the nation’s histori-
cally black colleges and universities,
Hispanic-serving institutions, tribal
colleges and universities, and public
colleges and universities serving large
numbers of minority students.

• Incentivize close partnerships between
colleges of education and school
districts/charter networks to provide

mentoring, support, and training in 
culturally responsive practices to all 
novice teachers.

• Support the development and expan-
sion of evidence-based programs to
help recruit, mentor, support, and
retain minority teachers, including
“grow your own” teacher preparation
programs.*

• Use contract negotiations as a vehicle
for increasing teaching diversity,
incorporating programs and features,
such as paraprofessional career ladders,
that serve to increase teacher diversity.

• Incorporate recruitment and hiring
practices into accountability systems for
the leadership and staff of school
districts and charter networks.

*See Section V of the full report for descriptions of 
such programs. One of these eight programs 
profiled is Today’s Students Tomorrow’s 
Teachers, a “grow your own” model 
described on page 12.

(Endnotes on page 43)

JING JING TSONG, THEISPOT.COM



20    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  FALL 2016

THE PROFESSIONAL EDUCATOR

The Case for a Teacher Like Me

Professional educators—in the classroom, 
library, counseling center, or anywhere in 
between—share one overarching goal: ensur-
ing all students receive the rich, well-rounded 
education they need to be productive, engaged 
citizens. In this regular feature, we explore the work 
of professional educators—their accomplishments and 
their challenges—so that the lessons they have learned can 
benefit students across the country. After all, listening to the 
professionals who do this work every day is a blueprint for success.

By Harry F. Preston V

It’s safe to say that as a black male teacher of high school 
engineering, I am considered an anomaly. If you dig through 
all of the statistics about black male teachers nationwide and 
compare them with the number of science, technology, engi-

neering, and mathematics (STEM) teachers of color, you will find 
very few teachers like me.

My uniqueness is predicated on a few heartbreaking numbers. 
The 2012–2013 high school graduation rate for black males was 

59 percent, compared with 80 percent for white males.1 The col-
lege graduation rate for black males is also abysmal: of students 
entering college in 2008, only 35 percent of black males completed 
their degrees within six years, compared with 60 percent of white 
males.2 Given these statistics, it’s hardly surprising that only 2 
percent of the entire teaching population is comprised of black 
males.3 And while 16 percent of public school students are black, 
of students who earned bachelor’s degrees in STEM fields in 
2013–2014, just 4 percent were African American males.4

Keeping in mind all of the socioeconomic and other factors 
that contribute to these statistics, simple math suggests that a 
teacher like me has a very slim chance of existing. And yet here I 
am, a black male high school teacher of science in Baltimore City 
Public Schools.

*  *  *
I’ve had my share of twists and turns in my educational trajectory. 
I was raised in Columbia, South Carolina, where I attended an 

Harry F. Preston V teaches engineering and cochairs the career and tech-
nical education department at Edmondson-Westside High School in the 
Baltimore City Public Schools district. An alumnus of Teach for America, 
he is the head of the Baltimore City Project Lead the Way Engineering 
Design and Development Symposium, and he participated in the AFT’s 
Teacher Leaders Program. He is also the executive vice president of voca-
tional education for the Baltimore Teachers Union.IL
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elementary school led by a black male principal (another anom-
aly). He and I spent many a day together, so much so that I even 
had my own desk in his office. Let’s just say I was a very inquisitive 
and energetic child.

The passing of years and shifting perspectives have certainly 
changed my understanding as to why I spent so much time in the 
principal’s office. I remember for the most part being a happy 
child but very different from my classmates and my teachers. I 
was one of the few black students at my school, and my family was 
not as affluent as the families of my peers. As a child, I could not 
grasp entirely how socioeconomic differences affected my rela-
tionships with my classmates; 
however, I recall seeing the 
houses and cars of my classmates’ 
parents, and I knew we were from 
different worlds.

In class, I recall having diffi-
culty understanding the need to 
follow certain directions or why I 
had to wait to do things. As an 
enthusiastic student, I wanted to 
learn on my own terms and in my 
own ways. I wanted to move faster 
at times, but at other times I 
needed to move more slowly. I 
usually learned quickly, and my 
pace rarely matched that of my 
classmates. Once I felt I had mas-
tered a subject or a concept, I had 
trouble staying patient until my 
peers caught up with me. But 
instead of being placed in a more 
challenging environment, I was 
often called a “difficult child.” Even 
as a young child, the label stung.

It wasn’t until I became a 
teacher that I understood my 
experience was not unique. My 
story is similar to the stories of 
many other black males in 
schools with precious few black 
male teachers.*

Only recently have researchers and policymakers decried the 
significant numbers of black boys being labeled disruptive and/
or hyperactive, and the dearth of these students being accepted 
into honors and/or gifted programs. These negative labels, com-
pounded with the lack of opportunities for black boys to flex their 
mental prowess, generate a cycle of referrals and suspensions that 
lower students’ self-esteem and impede student learning.†

In a system that has too often viewed black males negatively, 
these students especially need educational role models to help 
guide them.

When I was a child, my principal was that role model for me. 
He knew all the right things to say to keep me on track. At the 
time, I felt he understood me in ways my other teachers never 
did. Throughout the rest of my elementary and secondary educa-
tion, I didn’t have another black male leader or teacher until 
Benedict College, a historically black college in Columbia, South 
Carolina, where I majored in physics. I chose the college because 
I wanted the experience of having faculty members who were 
black like me.

There, I excelled and graduated with honors in biological and 
physical sciences. It was a long way from the principal’s office. 

But that principal was one of the 
major reasons I later went to 
Johns Hopkins University to pur-
sue a master’s degree in urban 
education and administration.

Earning my advanced degree 
in education prompted me to 
think about my mediocre perfor-
mance in primary and secondary 
education and my eventual col-
lege success. In high school, I was 
a middle-of-the-road student 
who graduated in the middle of 
my high school class of 300-plus 
students.

Despite my average grades, I 
loved science and math; I even 
read science and math books for 
fun. I conducted physics experi-
ments at home daily, and I was 
intrigued by engineering. Yet, my 
guidance counselor continually 
recommended I take lower-level, 
less challenging classes, I assume 
because of my athletic ability (I 
played football, wrestled, and ran 
track). I honestly wanted to 
believe that was the logic for not 
encouraging me to take honors 
classes—which might have only 
four black students in a class of 

30. I was lost in a system that was fine with me being lost.
But a summer experience at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio,

opened up a world of possibilities for me, and I wish all students 
had access to such a life-changing opportunity. I was able to 
attend a program focused on encouraging minority male high 
school students who were interested in engineering to pursue 
careers in education. For the first time, I was around other stu-
dents of color who shared a love of science and math.

As a black male teacher in a STEM field, I believe that getting 
more teachers like me in classrooms today boils down to 
expectations and access. The truth is that students who are 
held to higher expectations reach higher levels of success. 
“Who Believes in Me? The Effect of Student-Teacher Demo-
graphic Match on Teacher Expectations,” a study published last 
year by researchers at American University and Johns Hopkins 
University, bears this out.

It’s safe to say that as a black 
male teacher of high school 

engineering, I am considered 
an anomaly.

*For more on the importance of black males in the classroom, see “The Need for More 
Teachers of Color” in the Summer 2015 issue of American Educator, available at 
www.aft.org/ae/summer2015/vilson. 
†For more on school discipline and related statistics, see “From Reaction to Preven-
tion” in the Winter 2015–2016 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/
ae/winter2015-2016/skiba_losen.

www.aft.org/ae/winter2015-2016/skiba_losen
www.aft.org/ae/winter2015-2016/skiba_losen
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The study brought to light some long overlooked issues 
on the impact of race and educational expectations. In a blog 
post explaining the findings, one of the study’s authors, Seth 
Gershenson, writes that “when a black student is evaluated by 
one black teacher and by one non-black teacher, the non-black 
teacher is about 30 percent less likely to expect that the student 
will complete a four-year college degree than the black 
teacher.”5

“These results are not meant to, nor should they, demonize 
or implicate teachers,” Gershenson continues. “Biases in 
expectations are generally unintentional and are an artifact of 
how humans categorize com-
plex information.”* The study’s 
findings simply “highlight the 
need to better understand how 
teachers form expectations, 
what types of interventions can 
reduce or eliminate biases in 
teacher expectations, and per-
haps most importantly, how 
such expectations and biases 
affect the long-run student out-
comes of ultimate import.”6

Because I am a black male 
educator who teaches 
at an urban high school 
where almost all of my 

students receive free or reduced-
price meals, I understand the 
importance of providing access 
to additional opportunities and 
supports, as well as to images of 
success. Students cannot imag-
ine future educational and career 
opportunities if they’ve never 
seen them firsthand.

That’s why I never say to my 
students, “Your only limit is your 
imagination.” To me, the old 
cliché is inherently biased. 
Many of my students come from 
families with so few educational 
or financial resources that their imaginations are understand-
ably confined by their experiences. And for many black male 
students in particular, those experiences have been especially 
limited.

However, in recent years there has been a shift in thinking 
among young black males regarding careers they can pursue. 
Thanks largely to the success and popularity of President Obama, 
young black students are seeing more black professionals in 
increasingly prominent roles, and as a result, they are beginning 
to consider pursuing such roles for themselves.

While Obama’s presence alone has been inspiring, his My 
Brother’s Keeper program has become possibly the biggest “call 

to action” in support of black males.† Just as important, U.S. 
Secretary of Education John King—also a black man—has 
emphasized the need for more educators of color to help change 
the trajectory of our black boys. King has shared publicly that 
the issue is personal for him. In May, I had the distinct honor of 
introducing him at this year’s National Summit on Teacher 
Diversity in Washington, D.C. The audience and I listened to him 
describe the profound impact his educators had on his educa-
tional path. He stressed in no uncertain terms how important a 
strong, diverse teaching force is to ensuring our students engage 
in their learning and personal growth.

Other males of color, such as 
public intellectuals, can make 
such an impact as well.  For 
instance, the famous astro-
physicist Neil deGrasse Tyson, 
who is of African American and 
Puerto Rican descent, had a 
powerful effect on me. Though 
I never met him, I could really 
connect with him—something 
clicked—when he talked about 
science on television.

That same connection can 
occur in the classroom. An edu-
cator of color can give students of 
color—especially black males—a 
concrete image of possibility. To 
turn that possibility into reality, 
we must ultimately change the 
conversation about who’s in 
education—and change who’s 
in the conversation about edu-
cation. ☐
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Nurturing Young Readers
How Digital Media Can Promote Literacy 

Instead of Undermining It

Lisa Guernsey is deputy director of the Education Policy program and direc-
tor of the Learning Technologies Project at New America. Michael H. Levine 
is a child development and policy expert and founder and executive direc-
tor of the Joan Ganz Cooney Center at Sesame Workshop. They are the 
coauthors of Tap, Click, Read: Growing Readers in a World of Screens.

By Lisa Guernsey and Michael H. Levine

One morning this spring at Aldersgate KinderPrep in 
Chesapeake, Virginia, four kindergartners were clus-
tered around an iPad. With their small fingers, they 
tapped away on a series of apps designed around 

Mercer Mayer’s classic Little Critter books, including well-known 
titles such as All by Myself and Just Grandma and Me, with their 
porcupine-like characters with scruffy hair and big cartoon eyes. 
Carla Bell, the center’s director, sat with the children to observe.

Bell recalls being amazed at how engrossed they were. The kids 
would touch on a character or a picture, and the app’s audio would 
tell them the corresponding word. “The kids love to touch the 

pictures,” Bell said. In fact, she added, “they love to do that a lot.” 
Soon she found, to her dismay, that the children were spending 
most of their time hearing one word over and over: “critter, critter, 
critter, critter.” 

“I learned from that mistake,” Bell said. When she grouped the 
kids around her the second time, she inserted herself as a guide: 
First, let’s listen to the whole story without using the app’s interac-
tive elements, she told them. “Then,” she said, “we’ll go back and 
we can touch on the words and the pictures.” 

Young children today are gaining access to a dizzying array of 
apps, games, and videos. With all of this digital media at their 
fingertips, two urgent questions have emerged in preschools and 
elementary schools: Could technology interfere with the way 
children learn to read? Or could it help?

As brain science shows, the act of reading is not a given for human 
beings. Maryanne Wolf’s landmark book Proust and the Squid: The 
Story and Science of the Reading Brain has helped us understand that 
our brains do not automatically pick up reading the way we, from our 
very earliest days, start to pick up spoken language. Instead, the brain IL
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has to be trained to read. What kind of training are today’s children 
receiving? Might some young children be experiencing an environ-
ment that puts them at a real disadvantage? 

These are questions that have animated our teams at New 
America and the Joan Ganz Cooney Center over the past three 
years, as we’ve studied the impact of digital technology on learn-
ing and, more specifically, on the teaching of reading. Our 
research, chronicled in our book Tap, Click, Read: Growing Read-
ers in a World of Screens, has prompted us to advocate for a sig-
nificantly different approach that could help replace the status 
quo and that tackles the worrisome prospect of increased dispari-
ties across socioeconomic groups in this country. In short, our 
answer is to start much earlier in children’s lives with high-quality 
early education, apply the lessons from the new science of learn-
ing, and bring in a “third way” approach to using technology.

Laying the Foundation for Literacy
Today, more than two-thirds of American students are struggling to 
comprehend what they read. This statistic, derived from test results 
from the fourth-grade National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
is even more sobering when we recognize that these numbers have 
barely budged for more than 15 years, and billions of dollars have 
been spent on educational reforms to no avail.1 For students in 
underserved populations, such as low-income families, as well as 
among Hispanics and African Americans, the percentage of students 
who are not proficient readers reaches up to 80 percent.2

Conventional wisdom tells us that focusing on the basics—let-
ters, sounds, and stories—during the ages of 4, 5, and 6 is the 
surest way to teach youngsters to read. But new findings from the 
learning sciences show that becoming a reader is not something 
that is simply activated during a few years in primary school.3 The 
skills that promote strong reading are developed within the brain 
much earlier. In fact, the foundation for becoming a truly literate 
person—one who not only comprehends the written word but 
also listens, writes, speaks, and communicates knowledgeably 
about content and ideas—is built much earlier too. 

The precursors of reading begin in infancy, as very young chil-
dren begin to develop language skills and a growing awareness of 
how the world works. Children’s brains are primed to learn how 
to speak, listen, and communicate via their back-and-forth inter-
actions with adults and peers. This involves parents and caregivers 

talking to babies even before they have the words to respond, and 
answering their gestures and coos with understanding and elabo-
ration. The more those conversations introduce new words and 
ways of explaining the world around them, the better: “The flowers 
are budding. See the petals?” or, “Abuela knitted this little hat for 
you. It has the same zig-zag pattern as your sweater!” 

Once they enter preschool, children are ready for more specific 
emergent literacy skills. This is where scientific consensus has 
formed around a two-pronged, skills-plus-knowledge strategy for 
learning to read: children need exposure to letters, sounds, and the 
“decoding” of written words while also being immersed in stories 
and interactions that introduce them to the multilayered worlds of 
science, art, history, literature, different cultures, and more. They 
need skills and knowledge. This two-pronged strategy, most experts 
agree, should be at the heart of literacy learning everywhere.*

With this growing knowledge of the early years, it makes good 
sense to advocate for deeper and smarter investments in infant 
and toddler programs, parenting workshops, preschools, elemen-
tary schools, libraries, and teacher preparation. Children’s lan-
guage development and reading scores would certainly benefit. 
But here is where the conclusions from our research take a more 
controversial turn: more investment in early childhood will not 
be enough unless it is coupled with a strategy that recognizes the 
challenges and opportunities of the digital age. The fact is that 
children are surrounded by technology and media these days. 
Reports from the Joan Ganz Cooney Center, Common Sense 
Media, and the journal Pediatrics show that, even in low-income 
families, toddlers and preschoolers are using smartphones and 
touchscreen tablets on a regular basis.4

How do we ensure that this now-ubiquitous technology is 
harnessed to assist in promoting the two-pronged strategy for 
learning to read, instead of undermining it? How might digital 
media be used in service of conversation and rich adult-child 
interactions, instead of being dismissed as a barrier to those inter-
actions? Today’s preschoolers will make up the high school class 
of 2030, a class of students who will have grown up in a digital 
world and who will need an even stronger foundation in literacy 

More investment in early childhood 
must be coupled with a strategy that 
recognizes the challenges and  
opportunities of the digital age.

*For more on why reading comprehension depends largely on knowledge, see the 
Spring 2006 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/spring2006.
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than many adults have today. Educators and parent-engagement 
specialists will need answers to these questions if they are going 
to make a dent in the distressing rates of low reading proficiency 
among these children and help develop a generation that can 
thrive in the 21st century. 

Understanding Why Disparities Persist
In this magazine four years ago, Susan B. Neuman and Donna C. 
Celano published an article titled “Worlds Apart: One City, Two 
Libraries, and Ten Years of Watching Inequality Grow.”† It was 
based on a study they conducted in two Philadelphia libraries, 
one located in a community of affluence and the other in an eco-
nomically distressed part of the city. For nearly a decade, they and 
their research assistants sat in the two libraries, carefully observ-
ing how parents and children used the books and computers 

within. Even though one of the libraries was in a low-income area, 
it provided the same level of offerings of books and computers, 
due to the generosity of a local funder who wanted to level the 
playing field and give disadvantaged families the same learning 
opportunities as more well-off Philadelphians. 

And yet, as Neuman and Celano recounted, the disparities did 
not go away. The presence of computers did not suddenly give 
adults and their children a leg up. In the economically distressed 
community, Neuman and Celano saw example after example of 
adults with only rudimentary technology skills struggling to fill 
out forms or work with new software after waiting in line for their 
allotted 30 minutes at a computer station. They saw children look-
ing at picture books in short bursts, with few adults around them 
to guide them through stories and ask them questions. They saw 
kids playing with computer games that took them off on tangents 
that had little to do with reading stories or learning new skills, or 
that were not designed to help them gain confidence or make 
progress, leading to the pounding of keyboards, frustration, and 
eventually giving up. 

Meanwhile, children at the other library were using computers 
with an adult by their side, one who had the technological exper-
tise to guide them to appropriate games and early literacy soft-
ware, not to mention the time to ask them questions about what 

they were playing with. Not only were these children benefiting 
from conversation and an introduction to new skills, they were 
absorbing information about how computers work and how to 
use them to gain knowledge and solve problems.

The story of these Philadelphia libraries is now playing out 
across the country in libraries, schools, and households every-
where. Low-income families and high-income families are tap-
ping into technology at a high rate. 

In a recent national survey by the Cooney Center of nearly 
1,200 low-income families, more than 90 percent had access to 
the Internet via a mobile device, and 8 in 10 owned a smartphone 
with a data plan.5 But access to phones and apps is not a panacea. 
Without recognizing what families really need—without more 
guidance on the importance of adult-child interactions around 
media use—technology adoption could widen the gaps between 

families with high levels of education and technology know-how, 
and families who have very little of either.

One reason for worry emerges from the marketplace where 
parents and educators are increasingly casting about for help: 
online app stores. In 2012 and 2014, our teams at the Cooney 
Center and New America scanned the app stores to learn how 
early literacy apps are marketed and what features they offer. Our 
effort, led by Sarah Vaala of Vanderbilt University and Anna Ly, a 
research fellow and business development expert based at the 
Cooney Center and Sesame Workshop, analyzed nearly 200 apps 
targeted to children ages 0–8, with emphasis on early literacy and 
the top 50 most popular apps in the education sections of those 
stores. We discovered that few apps were labeled to help parents 
find particular products for particular ages. Instead, they were 
often vaguely described as being for “young children,” not recog-
nizing there is a large difference between the needs of a 3-year-old 
and the needs of a 6-year-old. 

We also found very few matches between apps that rise to the 
top as “most popular” in the app stores and apps that are praised 
by experts at review sites like Common Sense Media, Parents’ 
Choice, and Children’s Technology Review.‡ Many of those experts, 
for example, put a premium on creativity and storytelling, but those 
kinds of apps are rare in the “most popular” lists in app stores. 

The types of skills emphasized by the apps were also problem-
atic. For example, among free apps, more than 50 percent focused 

Without more guidance on adult-
child interactions around media  
use, technology adoption could  
widen gaps.

†To read the article, visit www.aft.org/ae/fall2012/neuman-celano.

‡For these websites, see www.commonsensemedia.org,
www.parents-choice.org, and www.childrenstech.com.
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on teaching children to recognize the letters and sounds of the 
alphabet, while less than 10 percent of free apps focused on read-
ing comprehension, and even rarer were skills like reading fluency 
(the ability to read without stumbling over certain words) and 
self-expression.

Another cause for worry comes from confusing messages about 
how to use media from the experts themselves. For many years, 
parents and teachers have heard warnings from the American 
Academy of Pediatrics and other health-related organizations that 
emphasize the dangers of children consuming media at the expense 
of social interaction.6 The image of a child looking at a screen evokes 
handwringing and concern: Those poor kids, say the worriers. They 
are so isolated, addicted, their brains turning to mush. Some 

parents, often those in middle- to upper-income demographics, 
brag that they have never “exposed” their children to a screen.

School- and districtwide adoption of new learning technolo-
gies has not gone swimmingly well either. In the Los Angeles 
Unified School District, for example, educators and families were 
treated to a debacle regarding tens of thousands of expensive yet 
unused devices.7 And research scientists such as Larry Cuban at 
Stanford University have presented studies with disappointing 
results showing the unfulfilled promise of technology integration 
to drive innovative, effective instructional reforms.8 In our obser-
vation, most early learning centers and elementary schools are 
still struggling to sort out how best to deploy research-informed 
practices in reading blocks within the pre-K to third-grade years.

Take the case of Innovations for Learning, a 
nonprofit program that is enabling online 
tutoring in hundreds of first-grade class-
rooms in more than 14 school districts. Its 
system, called TutorMate, recruits tutors 
from the metropolitan areas around 
schools—at companies like Boeing, Chase 
Bank, and Quicken Loans—and connects 
those tutors with young students who need 
extra help with reading. Once a week, the 
tutors call in to the classroom via a computer. 
Students put on headsets to hear their 
tutors’ voices, and they spend 30 minutes 
reading with their tutors in a shared online 
book that both can see on the screens in 
front of them. The TutorMate software also 
works with software called TeacherMate, 
designed for educators to tailor lessons for 
individual students and make audio 
recordings of students reading certain texts.

Recently we learned about Maryetta 
School, a public school in the rural Okla-
homa town of Stilwell. Maryetta is running a 
program called Literacy3, which focuses on 
traditional literacy, digital literacy, and 
Cherokee literacy. With instructional 
coaching from Gail Lovely, a national expert 
in early technology, teachers are learning 
how to help preschoolers use iPads to pull 
together stories, drawings, and photographs 
to make their own e-books. These children 
live in a county with one of the highest rates 
of poverty in the state. But instead of falling 
behind, the young students of Maryetta 
have the chance to leapfrog into the 21st 
century by learning not only how to read, 
write, and create in multiple media, but also 
how to do so in multiple languages. 

Other examples focus on reaching 
parents. Comienza en Casa, a program in 
Milbridge, Maine, is aimed at helping 
first-generation Spanish-speaking immi-
grants create learning environments for 
their preschoolers. Professionals make 

monthly visits to their families’ homes, 
bringing touchscreen tablets that have 
been loaded with e-books and games in 
Spanish. The content is designed to 
promote adult-child interaction and foster 
children’s ability to create e-books and tell 
stories of their own. It also shows families 
hands-on activities that they can do in their 
kitchens and backyards to promote 
vocabulary and problem solving. 

In San Francisco’s school district, 
educators have been experimenting with 
tailored text messaging for parents. Parents 

of pre-K students receive text messages 
designed by experts at Stanford University 
containing tips on learning new words and 
teaching pre-reading skills to their young 
ones. A report on the program’s effective-
ness showed that not only were parents 
enjoying and using the advice, their 
children performed better on early literacy 
assessments than children whose parents 
didn’t receive the texts. The model has now 
spread to several other school districts 
around the country.

–L.G. and M.H.L.

Models That Use Technology in Early Literacy Learning 

For a fuller review of these models, see our five short videos on www.tapclickread.org and 
go to http://atlas.newamerica.org/tech-early-literacy to browse through an interactive map 
of the United States (shown below) that profiles and pinpoints more than two dozen 
initiatives experimenting with new technology.
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Technology Can Help
Despite these challenges, more than a decade of studies on audio-
visual media with young children are also painting a nuanced 
picture about the conditions under which technologies do, in fact, 
help. Researchers are finally coming to recognize that digital media 
are not some monolithic force. There are all sorts of different types 
of media and different ways of using technology. The content on 
the screen, the context of how it is used, the way individual children 
respond to the media, and the communities in which children and 
families use media—all of this can make a huge difference. 

For example, studies show that if the screen is blaring away 
with background noise or adult-oriented content, toddlers and 
preschoolers suffer. Background television, and other background 
media, interfere with conversations with parents and disrupt 

young children’s playing time, which is becoming understood as 
a key ingredient for their development.9

On the other hand, numerous studies have shown that children 
at very young ages can gain important skills in literacy and lan-
guage development if the content on the screen is designed for 
learning.10 That learning is accentuated and deepened if they have 
a parent or educator who is using the media with them, talking 
about what they are doing and seeing. Add in the ways that media 
might augment the values and assets within long-standing family 
ties and cultural traditions, and the learning potential grows stron-
ger still. Studies from the Cooney Center with Hispanic-Latino 
families, for example, have shown that Spanish-language and 
English-language educational media are rich sources of conversa-
tion and learning across generations.

This new research is getting noticed, and the result may be less 
confusion and more helpful messaging to families in the near 
future. In October 2015, for example, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics announced that it would be making changes in the next 
year to its recommendations on how children use screen time. 
Representatives from the academy have called for new guidance 
that is less about avoiding media at all costs and more about guid-
ing parents and teachers to use it to help children learn. 

Even before that, the nonprofit organization Zero to Three 
released the report “Screen Sense,” providing a new set of guide-
lines for parents and caregivers of infants and toddlers that takes 
a similar approach.11 And the U.S. Department of Education is 

planning to publish a document that synthesizes those findings 
and more from new research on how to use media in healthy and 
learning-focused ways.

In the meantime, many educators like Carla Bell, the preschool 
director in Virginia, are experimenting with digital media out of 
a sense of both curiosity and obligation to help more children 
learn using whatever tools they can find. Already, Bell’s experi-
ence with the digital “Critter” books has helped her realize that 
handing children e-books may not be enough. Her center enrolls 
children from ages 2½ to 5. Teachers of children that age should 
know how to walk them through a print book, pausing to ask ques-
tions and “scaffolding” children’s learning based on what they 
already know. In the same way, Bell decided that she needed to 
guide and become more involved with the kindergartners as they 

used the story app. “I found that if I didn’t do that,” Bell said, “we 
never got through the story.” Plus, she said, “I also made the mis-
take of telling them, ‘You can find the spider guy and lizard guy,’ ” 
two little hide-and-seek activities that are part of the story app, 
“and then they did, and they weren’t paying attention to the print.”

Digital media and literacy do not have to be on this collision 
course. We should be doing everything we can to enable a shift: 
media should be used in service of literacy, and our notions of 
literacy have to evolve to help children master the skills needed 
to make sense of all kinds of media. If the question is, Can technol-
ogy help today’s media-immersed children learn to read?, our 
research over several years tells us the answer is yes—if they are 
surrounded by adults who know how to help, and introduced to 
media designed to promote literacy instead of undermining it. We 
need a third way: a new approach that is human-powered first and 
tech-assisted second. 

Fortunately, there are many new models to show how this could 
work. In addition to our study of the app stores, our research on 
technology and literacy has led us to discover the emergence of 
dozens of new initiatives that employ technology in early literacy 
learning. These models (some of which are discussed on page 26) 
are springing up around the country in early learning centers, 
home-visiting and family support programs, libraries, and schools. 
They begin by recognizing that learning starts with the power of the 
adult-child relationship and then use technology to augment, assist, 
and provide support and guidance for those relationships.

Learning starts with the power of  
the adult-child relationship, and  
technology is then used to support 
those relationships.
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Learning through Trial and Error
Across all of these human-powered, tech-assisted innovations, 
however, many challenges still exist. Several educators we’ve 
interviewed say they wish they had more time to try out new tools, 
critique apps and e-books, and adapt them to the needs of their 
particular classrooms. Others are trying to make sense of more 
“personalized” learning platforms that may help them vary 
instruction for their students. They are doing all this at the same 
time that they are expected to learn new standards, acclimate to 
new assessments, and do a better job of tuning into the special 
needs of children from a plethora of different backgrounds. 

Ironically, then, making good on the promise of technology will 
mean changing routines to become truly human centered. It will 
require recognizing and adapting to the learning needs of the teach-
ers, principals, and parents as much as those of the children. 

This past spring we witnessed what this might look like. At the 
Highlights Foundation’s rural Pocono Mountains retreat in Penn-
sylvania, about half a dozen public school teachers and several 
librarians arrived for a small two-day forum with e-book and app 
developers and education researchers. The forum, part of a series 
of annual meetings titled “Dust or Magic,” was designed by Warren 
Buckleitner, editor of the Children’s Technology Review, who has 
lamented for years that these kinds of matchups are stunningly 
unusual. He clearly has hit on a winning combination. The educa-
tors were thrilled to talk to each other, reflect on their teaching 
strategies, and play with new tools. And the app developers were 
excited to hear from working educators. 

A headliner for the conference was Kate Wilson, the managing 
director of Nosy Crow, a company based in the United Kingdom 
that creates story apps that get high marks from reviewers such as 
Buckleitner. Instead of simply showing the educators her com-
pany’s story apps, which make creative use of public-domain fairy 
tales like “Goldilocks” and “Jack and the Beanstalk,” Wilson gave 
them a behind-the-scenes look at how the apps are made and 
what decisions drive their design. Then she asked for their feed-
back: “Does this work?” she asked. 

“I teach a unit with fairy tales, and we teach new versions all 
the time,” piped up Denise Panza, who teaches first-graders at 
Stourbridge Primary Center in Honesdale, Pennsylvania. “To be 
able to have this to show different versions—what a cool tool.” 

Wilson probed further. In the Goldilocks app, readers can 
experience the story in two different ways, simultaneously. Click 
on Goldilocks, and you experience the story from her point of 
view; click on the bears, and you see theirs. The story is set up so 
that readers can also toggle back and forth at any time, moving 
from the bears’ scene to Goldilocks’s, and vice versa. During one 
of these scenes, children can also click on the bears as they are 
eating porridge at their breakfast table, which activates a conver-
sation among all three bears.

Wilson wanted to know what the educators thought about the 
way the scene was set up. All this clicking for conversation: Was it 
too much? Or does it help? 

Marci Jones, another teacher at Stourbridge Primary Center, 
gave the feature a thumbs up. “Having the characters speak to 
each other—some of our kids aren’t getting that kind of discussion 

at the dinner table. That’s what I like about this,” she said. 
Back in Virginia, Nosy Crow apps are getting a thumbs up from 

Carla Bell too. She said her KinderPrep children are just as click-
happy with Nosy Crow apps as they are when reading the “Critter” 
books. But in the case of the Nosy Crow apps, “having the charac-
ters talk” was both captivating and helpful in getting the children 
to follow the story. 

Regardless of the story app or e-book, however, Bell said she is 
learning what works through trial and error. For one, she has real-
ized that educators need to understand they can’t just hand the 
kids the iPads. “I tell my teachers, ‘You’ll need to take this home 
first and play around with it.’ ” She also has come to recognize that 
while the apps can serve as what she calls a “teacher surrogate” 
when the teacher herself cannot be paying attention to every 
move, the presence of teachers and adults makes a big difference. 
“They got more out of it because I was there and could answer 
their questions,” she said. 

For too long, the debate about technology in early child-
hood has focused on “screen time,” with an emphasis 
on how much time children are spending on screens 
instead of an emphasis on what they are actually doing 

with them. But now, with new efforts to explore the content on 
the screen and the context around it, educators and parents 

Instead of pushing screens away, let’s 
put them into the hands of adults and 
children to use together to learn and 
grow.

(Continued on page 44)
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“Teach Me How to Work and 
Keep Me Kind”

A Meditation on Literature in High School

By Joseph F. Riener

For 17 years, I taught AP English at a 
large public high school in Washing-
ton, D.C. Many students saw my job 
as helping them acquire the knowl-

edge and skills to succeed in college. I viewed 
it as an opportunity to prepare young people 
for adulthood by offering them a memorable 
encounter with literature.

With poems, short stories, novels, and plays, 
I exposed students to a variety of ideas, issues, 
and feelings. I wanted them to ponder the com-
plexity of human emotion and what constitutes 
a good life. The work my students undertook in 
my classroom, the important conversations they 
had with me and with each other, illustrates the 
possibilities and benefits of a liberal arts 
education.

Each year, I began my class for juniors with a 
poem by Robert Frost, “The Death of the Hired 
Man.” Because it combines a seemingly accessible 
dialogue without an initially clear sense of meaning, 
I could demonstrate the value of literary analysis as 
a way to derive a deeper understanding of the poem.

I would ask three students to read the poem aloud; each 
assumed a different character’s voice: that of the farmer, Warren; his 
wife, Mary; and the narrator. That way, students experienced some-
thing like a short play, where all the action occurs in the dialogue.

In the poem’s fifth line, Mary announces, “Silas is back.” War-
ren responds, “I’ll not have the fellow back.” The dynamic of the 
conversation establishes itself: Mary is sympathetic to this bro-
ken-down farm worker. Warren, the employer left in the lurch “in 
haying time, when any help is scarce,” is angry at him.

Yet Mary persists. She wants Warren to open his heart to this 

old man. Recalling the 
summer that Silas worked with a 
college student, Mary has Warren imagine the 
comedic conversations of these two workers, the young 
one full of education, his elder convinced of its uselessness. 
We see Warren move from anger to appreciation as he recalls 
Silas’s ability to work efficiently in bailing hay. Mary then offers 
why Silas moves her: “He’s come home to die.” But Warren balks 
at her use of “home.” This isn’t Silas’s home, he implies, because 
“home is the place where, when you go there, they have to take 
you in.”

Mary counters, “I should have called it something you some-
how haven’t to deserve,” thereby subverting Warren’s definition 
of a home based on obligation. She instead offers an idea of home 

Joseph F. Riener taught Advanced Placement English at Woodrow Wilson 
High School in Washington, D.C., for 17 years. He is the author of Teach 
Me How to Work and Keep Me Kind: The Possibilities of Literature and 
Composition in an American High School and Puzzle Me the Right 
Answer to That One: The Further Possibilities of Literature and Composi-
tion in an American High School, both published in 2016 by Rowman & 
Littlefield. IL
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as a place beyond deserving and founded on generos-
ity. The extent of her ability to shift Warren’s view of 
Silas becomes clear as he reflects, “I can’t think Si ever 
hurt anyone.” The poem concludes with Warren 
going to check on Silas and finding that the old man 
has died.

Now, what can this poem offer a high school 
class? It illustrates how emotions change and how 
anger doesn’t always prevail. I used this poem to 
illustrate the Tao statement, “The softest of all things 
shall overcome the hardest of all things.” Without 
fighting her husband directly, Mary succeeds in 
encouraging Warren to view Silas with more compas-
sion. The old man emerges as far more than an irre-
sponsible employee. Mary invites Warren to see him 
as someone “so concerned for other folk, and noth-
ing to look backward to with pride, and nothing to 
look forward to with hope.”

Through the poem, students witness the subtle 
art of persuasion. While Silas might be deemed 
homeless in our current nomenclature, Warren views 
him differently by the poem’s end. This shift suggests 
the possibilities of personal transformation. In litera-
ture, as in life, compassion and understanding can 
replace anger and contempt.

It takes much discussion for students to grasp the 
poem. During this process, I saw myself as a tour guide. I 
accompanied young people as they took in the literature for 
the first time. I would offer them a way of understanding what 
they were reading. I would supply an idea to those who didn’t 
yet possess the analytical tools, the frame of reference, or even 
the language of feeling necessary to articulate what they expe-
rienced as they heard the poem.

I saw my task as making connections that could slowly initiate 
a new method of seeing, a deeper way of reading. Only a teacher, 
an adult with a much larger vocabulary of emotion, can show 
students how an impression or a sensation may translate into an 
understanding of human experience.

Ultimately, I believe literature only means something if it 
prompts us to talk about ourselves. So I would always share a 
personal story. I would tell them that some time ago, on my sec-
ond date with a young woman, I offered that she reminded me of 
Mary from “The Death of the Hired Man.” She went home that 
night and read the poem. Now we have three children and three 
grandchildren. “You want enduring romance in your life?” I would 
ask my class. “Poetry! That’s the way.”

Though my wife and I lost track of the poem as our lives went 
on, when it came time to name our third child, I suggested “Silas.” 
The name had always appealed to me. Only years later did I pick 
up the poem again to realize that’s where I had first heard the 
name. Among the many lessons from Frost’s poem that I would 
offer to my students is this: you never can tell how a work of litera-
ture might weave its way through your life, even without your 
conscious awareness.

Ushering Young People into an Uncertain World
As each school year progressed, my students and I would develop 
a greater sense of trust and connection. The stronger relationship 

enabled us 
to discuss liter-
ary works that often 
evoke tender, even painful 
feelings.

For instance, “Father and Son,” a poem by 
Stanley Kunitz, addresses his yearning for his father, who took his 
own life before Kunitz was born. In this poem, the poet offers a 
dream-like image of chasing after his absent father to bring him 
back to life and to a relationship with his son. Kunitz then asks his 
father to “teach me how to work and keep me kind.”

We often believe young people wish to strike out on their own. 
But from the discussions my students and I had about this poem 
and the essays they wrote afterward, I know the poem evokes their 
own longing for adults in their lives who engage with them about 
how to relate to a terribly fraught world. They wish for someone 
to guide them as they struggle to make sense of the difficulties and 
confusions inherent in adult life.

Young people need our help in figuring out what work is worth 
their energy and devotion, and how whatever talents and inclina-
tions they possess will connect with a lifetime of useful labor. As 
they become aware of cruelty and injustice in the world, they 
wonder how to respond to it without becoming mean or cynical. 
Kunitz’s poem allows for a consideration of such questions within 
a high school classroom.
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It takes a teacher, a knowledgeable 
guide, to help students understand 
the universal truths of a literary work.

A liberal arts education can teach young people the habits of 
mind to enable them to thoughtfully consider how they want to 
spend their lives. It can also establish the connection between 
one’s self and others, what we call empathy. With insight and 
understanding, the liberal arts can teach students that education 
is a matter of the head and the heart, of work and kindness. Litera-
ture aids the journey to compassion.

As an English teacher, I understand I am escorting young 
people out of their childhoods. What better novel to represent the 
power of grief in a human being’s life than J. D. Salinger’s novel 
The Catcher in the Rye?

Few students know what to make of the novel’s protagonist, 
Holden Caulfield, at first. Most see him as just a spoiled jerk. To 
help them understand Caulfield, I would ask my students if 
Holden was smart. Most would agree he displays some reflective 
sense about the world. Issues of right or wrong, truth or phoni-
ness, weigh on his mind, even if in a skewed fashion. Ultimately, 
he comes across as a thoughtful, somewhat self-aware young 
person.

So, I would ask my students why he was unable to make his way 
through high school. They would offer that he was mentally ill, 
depressed, or “didn’t care.” Attempting to broaden their perspec-
tive, I would suggest he wasn’t ill or depressed. What happened 
to him was human, not pathological.

Consider the context in which Holden finds himself: a prep 
school where someone has stolen his coat. Upon being kicked out 
of the school, he seeks out the one teacher he seemed to feel some 
affection toward so he can say a proper goodbye. Yet this man 
ends up humiliating Holden by reading from his failed test. The 
other boys seem predatory or self-absorbed themselves. We learn 
later that, at another former prep school Holden had attended, a 
student had been so bullied that the boy ended up killing himself. 
Although it’s an unsympathetic environment for any young per-
son, the other boys do seem able to manage the demands of a high 
school curriculum. Holden, on the other hand, flunks out. What’s 
going on? Why can’t he cope with life? What weighs on his mind 
that might be unusual compared with his fellow students? Have 
certain life experiences set him apart?

As I asked these questions, at some point a student, often one 
who has painfully gained a sense of these emotions, would offer the 
death of Holden’s brother Allie as a significant event in Holden’s 
life. We then would begin to highlight the times he discusses Allie: 
from the novel’s beginning, with his story of Allie’s baseball mitt 
covered with poems by Emily Dickinson, to his talk with his younger 
sister, Phoebe. She asks him to “name one thing” he likes, and 
Holden replies, “I like Allie.” Then at the end of the novel, as Holden 
feels he’s falling apart, he prays to Allie for help crossing the street 
without disappearing.

I would suggest to students that Holden shows us the power of 
grief in a person’s life. In his prep school world, no one seems to 
know or care about the burden he carries.

Through the novel, my students learned how losing a child 
becomes a crisis for both siblings and parents. The death of some-
one so young upsets the world’s sense of balance. It can easily 

destroy a belief in a benevolent God or a promising future. Hold-
en’s entire family feels plagued with the guilt of survivors. Holden 
loved his brother. The loss destroys his normal teenage life. At the 
end of the story, he’s writing to us from a mental hospital, where 
the doctors have given him a good prognosis.

The journey into pain, perhaps as they reflect on their own 
losses, upsets many students. Yet literature exists partly to usher the 
young into an uncertain world. And this particular novel enables 
young people to connect to a person their age struggling with grief.

I challenged my students by asserting that Holden falling apart 
is a good thing. His reaction to Allie’s death indicates his genuine 
feelings for his brother, and it demonstrates why loving someone 
is an act of courage. It means taking the risk that agony awaits if 
the love ends.

This novel also allowed me to connect the artist with a specific 
moment in history. Salinger, seemingly deliberately, allows almost 
no historical markers in the novel. He seems to wish us to consider 
the time as merely “the modern present.” Only the publication 
date, 1951, indicates its moment in history. If there were a collec-
tive emotion the world experienced at that time, it was grief. Many 
people had died suddenly, horribly, in the previous few years. 
Loss of loved ones then would have been central to human con-
sciousness. That may or may not have been in Salinger’s conscious 
awareness as he wrote how grief pervaded the life of one young 
man. But as readers, we can understand that emotion in the 
immediate postwar world.

(Continued on page 44)

Teach Me How to 
Work and Keep Me 
Kind and Puzzle Me 
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discount off their 
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call 800-462-6420 and 
use discount code 
RLFANDF30.
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A Day in Court
How Mock Trials Bring Learning to Life

By David Sherrin

We are at a courthouse in Brooklyn for a mock Rwan-
dan genocide trial of Athanase Seromba, a Catho-
lic priest who allegedly participated in Hutu 
massacres of the Tutsi. A student playing a defense 

attorney strides to the podium to question the witness for the 
prosecution. They are both confident and prepared.

“Isn’t it true,” she begins, “that you said you never saw Seromba 
at his house while the meeting was taking place?” The witness 
pauses. “Incorrect, he was there.” She shuffles through papers, 
looking for the evidence. “That’s not what you said in your affida-

vit,” she retorts. The silence of the crowd transforms into oohs and 
claps, as if it were a sporting event. “You never saw Seromba with 
a gun, right?” she continues. “You never saw Seromba killing 
anyone?” The witness has no place to go. “No, I did not,” he replies. 
“No further questions,” the lawyer finishes, as she turns away.

Experiences like this one in the courtroom are some of the 
moments that I most look forward to during the school year, and 
these are the times I know I’ve truly witnessed my students’ learn-
ing. Role-plays infuse much of my teaching and are at the heart of 
what I value and do in the classroom.

My passion for mock trials runs deep. In my book Judging for 
Themselves: Using Mock Trials to Bring Social Studies and English 
to Life, from which this article is drawn, I discuss their effective-
ness as tools for learning and assessments. As a mock trial day 
approaches, I teach in top gear, filled with adrenaline and excite-
ment, more than at any other point in the year. The reasons are 
multiple: students are performing and their knowledge is public; 
the outcome depends entirely on their work, but it is based on 
my effective preparation and scaffolding; students are taking on 

David Sherrin teaches social studies and English at Harvest Collegiate High 
School in New York City. The 2014 recipient of the Robert H. Jackson Center 
National Award for Teaching Justice, he is the author of two books, The 
Classes They Remember: Using Role-Plays to Bring Social Studies and 
English to Life and Judging for Themselves: Using Mock Trials to Bring 
Social Studies and English to Life (© 2016 Routledge), from which this 
article is excerpted with permission.IL
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roles of historical or literary characters; outside partners, friends, 
and family are involved; and the students are engaging in some 
of the most challenging and multifaceted intellectual work that 
we can provide.

I first began using mock trials a decade ago as a first-year 
teacher, when I created an early ancestor of my current Galileo 
and Martin Luther trials. After looking at primary sources together, 
I divided students into roles of various historical figures ranging 
from Pope Urban to Copernicus, and I watched gleefully as pros-
ecuting lawyers pinned down witnesses under withering 
cross-examination.

Over the years, my mock trial repertoire and strategies devel-
oped far beyond that first attempt. I began emphasizing historical 
authenticity and the use of actual trial testimonies in my genocide 
tribunal trials for the Holocaust and Rwanda. As my teaching 
started to include a humanities and English component, I created 
a mock trial for the famous case in To Kill a Mockingbird and also 
for imaginary literary trials, such as one based on the actions of 
characters in The Pearl. My mock trials have always been criminal 
trials, though my colleagues have shown me the value of civil ones 
as well.

Why We Should Do Mock Trials
Here is why I do mock trials: they are challenging, authentic proj-
ects in which students create and then do something “real.” The 
projects serve as both learning and assessment tools since stu-
dents learn from doing the work and teachers have a tangible 
product for evaluating understanding and growth. Mock trials are 
engaging for students, and the role-playing aspect gets them out 
of their chairs, collaborating, and entering into the mindsets and 
perspectives of their characters.

Equally important, the preparation for the trials becomes what 
one of my colleagues called “one of the most rigorous projects I 
have ever seen students do.” Why is that? First, the type of work is 
hard enough that law students take at least three years to master 
the art of legal questioning. More specifically, mock trials require 
students to read texts even more closely than normal in order to 
break them down, manipulate them, look for what is and isn’t 
there, and then try to understand and use them to serve the goals 
of a particular character.

A mock trial is not just about getting students to answer ques-
tions. It is about having them figure out the answers to questions 
that you haven’t asked and then getting them to write the ques-
tions for someone else to give those answers. It is about seeing 
evidence that is there but also about widening tiny gaps of what 
isn’t there into gaping holes that, perhaps, make a case burst open.

Mock trials are like role-plays with documents. Students rec-
ognize the challenging nature of the work. Students need to see a 
text through the lens of their claims and perspectives. Bias and 
credibility are crucial concepts not only in the historian’s work 
but perhaps even more so in the eyes of a lawyer. In short, mock 
trials incorporate all of what great social studies teachers look 
for—claim, counterclaim, selection of evidence, use of evidence, 
perspective, and sourcing/bias—and put it into a tantalizing 
package.

A strong mock trial cultivates student engagement that leads 
to high-quality work. One of my quietest students wrote: “The 
mock trial was like an experience of it actually happening. I think 

going into a courtroom* and role-playing it is really fun because 
we don’t just read and write—we act. My favorite part out of the 
whole class was the courtroom. It helps us learn in a living experi-
ence way.”

Before the day in court, mock trials are about intellectual 
preparation. Students are engaged in the heavy-duty work of 
lawyers—reading carefully, crafting questions, thinking about 
holes in arguments, experimenting, and piecing together a case. 
When trial day comes around, they’ve finished the intellectual 
lifting and now need to put it in practice, in public, for all to see. 
It is a performance of their learning in the truest sense.

The rigorous nature of this strategy does not mean it is only for 
the elite. I have incorporated mock trials with diverse groups of 
students. I began them at the Facing History School, a public high 

school in New York City that serves a high-needs population of 
students. I taught mainly ninth grade and developed mock trials 
to support students who were behind grade level. My current 
school, Harvest Collegiate High School, serves a wider spectrum 
of the New York City population, and the inherent differentiation 
within mock trial roles allows me to challenge the highest per-
formers and to meet struggling students at their level.

Role-plays infuse much of my  
teaching and are at the heart of  
what I value and do in the classroom.

Judging for Themselves: Using 
Mock Trials to Bring Social 
Studies and English to Life, by 
David Sherrin, is published by 
Routledge, which is offering a 
20 percent discount off the 
purchase of the book through 
February 2017. To order, visit 
www.routledge.com and use 
discount code JFT20 (cannot 
be combined with any other 
offer).

*The classroom or an auditorium is always a venue option for a trial. But I try to plan 
ahead and secure a courtroom. It is necessary, of course, to obtain permission from 
officials at the courts beforehand, but I have found local courthouses eager to open 
their doors for student mock trials.
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Creating a Mock Trial
The term “mock trial” can take on various meanings. Most often, 
in schools, we use it to refer to a mock trial club in which students 
learn the intricacies of legal proceedings, including areas like the 
introduction of evidence and objections, in order to take on a ficti-
tious criminal or civil case and compete against other schools.

My strategy, which is meant to be used in the classroom, 
attempts to use the core of the legal format (witnesses, evidence, 
opening and closing statements, and direct and cross-examina-
tion questions) in order to build a realistic experience for students 
that develops important academic skills. For the most part, I am 
not concerned with the minutiae of trial rules unless they contrib-
ute to a key skill and comprehension of content and themes in 
social studies and English.*

Preparing a successful mock trial can be daunting, so I’ve bro-
ken down the necessary steps: choosing and teaching a story, 
selecting a defendant, choosing the witnesses, creating the affi-
davits and exhibits, and assigning the students.

Choosing and Teaching a Story

Each of the two to three trials I hold during the school year reflects 
a central moment in a much larger chapter in human history, 
whether it’s the Protestant Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, 
or the Holocaust. Given the demands of preparing and executing 
a mock trial, it makes more sense if the project fits into the larger 
content goals of your course. For example, only do a trial of Julius 
and Ethel Rosenberg if you’re spending time looking at American 
reactions to the Cold War.

For the trial to have meaning, it needs to come after learning 
about the larger event and the larger context of history. Before our 
Nuremberg trial, my students spend weeks learning about the 
causes of the Holocaust, Nazi policies, and the concentration 
camps. We study Martin Luther and Galileo before our cases on 
them, not only because it provides meaning for them, but also 

because they cannot try these cases in “court” without that base 
comprehension. Since we are using primary sources set in those 
times and places, there is too much complex vocabulary—e.g., 
“indulgences” or the “Copernican system”—that can trip students 
up unless they already understand it.

One common question about mock trials is whether to do a 
trial that actually happened or an imaginary one. I fall firmly in 
the former camp, although it is a bit more from a gut reaction than 
anything else. My sense is that since there is so much “history” 
out there for students to learn that did happen, it doesn’t make 
much sense to spend time and effort engaging with something 
that didn’t. By focusing on a trial that did happen, we can then 
also have discussions about its real implications and conse-
quences, and the perceptions around it. My goal is to make any 
role-play, even a trial, as authentic as possible, and that can hap-
pen only through using actual witnesses and sources.

Selecting a Defendant

To avoid having a trial end up too one-sided, I make sure to have 
a defendant who brings out moral complexities, who could be 
reasonably found either guilty or not guilty, and whose case 
matter is accessible to students. For instance, I considered a few 
possibilities in planning a Nuremberg trial. First, I looked for a 
doctor we could put on trial, perhaps one who had done experi-
ments on Jews and abused his authority as a physician, but I 
could not locate enough primary source material to put together 
a great trial with authentic evidence. And I knew, of course, that 
if I put someone like Adolf Eichmann, Rudolf Hoess, or Her-
mann Goering on the stand, the defense would have a nearly 
impossible task. (Interestingly, the same year, there was a major 
mock trial of Goering at the National Model United Nations 
conference, which I thought was a mistake given his obvious 
culpability.) 

So I began to consider three different witnesses who were 
defendants in the principal Nuremberg trial: Walter Funk, Albert 
Speer, and Julius Streicher. Funk and Speer were industrialists 
and economists, which raised an interesting moral dilemma 
about responsibility. Were those who financed the war, the army, 
and the camps responsible for the genocide? Streicher, mean-
while, was a propagandist who used his newspaper, Der Stürmer, 
as a launching pad to incite hatred of Jews.

To choose between these three defendants, I dove into the 
testimony of their cases to get a sense of what type of evidence 
would be available for the students to read. Using Yale Univer-
sity’s Avalon Project website,† which has translations of the 
original court transcripts, I pored over the transcripts of the trials 
to begin to separate out the statements of possible witnesses. I 
gathered evidence for about 15 witnesses for the Streicher case 
and about 13 possible witnesses for the Funk case. When I began 
to look deeper into Speer’s case, I realized that the economic 
nature of his work was just not as comprehensible. I couldn’t 
seem to glue together coherent statements that would make 
sense to my students. So, I threw him out of the running.

At that point, I realized that I had a similar issue with Funk’s 
testimony. Yes, there was enough of it, but the content was so 
highly economic and technical that my students would have an *Many people ask me the extent to which I delve into legal technicalities such as 

objections and introducing exhibits during these trials. I focus only on the core legal 
strategies for opening statements, closing statements, and questioning, which lead to 
rigorous thinking about claims, counterclaims, evidence, and sources. †For the Avalon Project, visit http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/imt.asp.
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extra layer of difficulty to wade through without a strong eco-
nomic vocabulary. There are enough other tough things for 
them to do in this project, and it probably wouldn’t be as inter-
esting for them.

In the case of Streicher, on the other hand, the evidence was 
available and the theme, propaganda, was both accessible and 
highly interesting to my students. The testimonies were at a 
reachable level, and his case raised thought-provoking issues 
about culpability. By the time the concentration camps were 
underway, the Nazi Party had mostly exiled Streicher and he was 
living on a farm. He took part in no major decisions involving 
the Holocaust, except possibly on Kristallnacht, and he was not 
involved in the organization or running of the camps or the firing 
squads. For him, then, the main question is whether the words 
and images that appeared in Der Stürmer served as a direct 
cause of the genocide. What is the power of our words? He 
became the right defendant.

Choosing the Witnesses

Choosing the witnesses can make or break the success of a 
case. My first rule of “witness selection” is to attempt to be as 
authentic as possible. Who was actually involved in the trial? 
When I first began my trials of Galileo and Luther, I stretched 
too wide and far in selecting witnesses. I chose people like 
Johannes Kepler and Erasmus who were involved in the wider 
discussions about Galileo and Luther but who played no role 
in their actual trials. I liked using them because they could 
discuss pieces of key evidence, like a letter that Galileo wrote 
to Kepler. But the students didn’t learn how these particular 
trials and inquisitions that lacked witnesses really worked.

In leaning toward greater authenticity over the years, I ini-
tially would whittle the witnesses down to people who were 
directly involved in those cases, like the pope or Cardinal Rob-
ert Bellarmine, although they were not actual witnesses at the 
trials. Only more recently, however, did I realize that even this 
narrow scope was not restricted enough. These were not 
American trials with outside witnesses; they were inquisition 
cases with only one witness: the defendant. The attempt to 
hold an inquisition trial using the American criminal justice 
format was hindering student understanding of the event and 
the idea of justice. I realized that the only witnesses to use were 
the only two actual witnesses: the defendants, Luther and Gali-
leo. Everything needed to be about how they saw and 
responded to their own key statements and writings and those 
of authorities of the Church.

A literature trial like the one in To Kill a Mockingbird does 
the work for us. The obvious witnesses to use are the ones that 
the author created for the trial—Tom Robinson, Mayella Ewell, 
Bob Ewell (Mayella’s father), and Sheriff Heck Tate.

A greater challenge is in putting together a full trial in the 
format of the American criminal justice system or an interna-
tional genocide tribunal, whether we are talking about the 
trials of the killers of Emmett Till, the Rosenbergs, or Julius 
Streicher. Here, the first step is to understand who the wit-
nesses actually were in the cases. In the Streicher case, for 
example, that meant first reading through court records and 
testimonies on the Avalon website. Some options were obvious: 
the people who were actually called to the stand, like Streicher 

himself; his wife, Adele Streicher; Friedrich Strobel (a govern-
ment official); and Fritz Herrwerth (his driver).

Needing more prosecution witnesses, I began to include 
people who spoke of Streicher in other texts, such as Viktor 
Lutze, chief of the Nazi Sturmabteilung. I made one of Streich-
er’s illustrators into another witness. Each was there to com-
ment on articles and drawings in Der Stürmer. Students had to 
try to understand the sources from these characters’ perspec-
tives and what they said about Streicher.

Now, however, I stick even closer to the actual process. At 
Nuremberg, the prosecution made its case not by calling its 
own witnesses but instead by submitting the astounding num-
ber of self-incriminating documents that the Nazis had created. 
In this project, the only witnesses are defense witnesses, the 
actual ones who were called to the witness stand, and the pros-
ecution must make its case through cross-examination and use 
of exhibits.

Creating the Affidavits and Exhibits

One reason I love these trials is that students spend so much time 
dissecting one or two sources. Normally, we read something and 
move on. With trials, the evidence sheets that I create for them, 
which include affidavits and exhibits, may appear too hard at first 
glance. They probably are. Students often don’t understand their 
evidence sheets right away. This is the beauty of spending four 
days prepping for the trial, during which each student focuses on 
the same one to three pages of text. First, they struggle to under-
stand it. Then, they strive to pull out ideas and evidence. Finally, 
they connect the dots, piece together a case, and write questions 
that support their positions.

My main rule for evidence sheets is to be authentic. If there is 
testimony from the trial, teachers can adapt it into an affidavit. If 
the trial refers to the defendant’s writings or other texts, teachers 
can use them as exhibits. You may create general exhibits that all 
lawyers and witnesses have access to or ones that are specific to 
certain witnesses and included alongside their affidavits.

To clarify, affidavits refer to sworn testimony taken before a 
trial. In my mock trials, I use “affidavit” to refer to an evidence 
sheet that includes the actual words of a particular witness, which 
I normally excerpt and adapt from real court testimony. Exhibits 

Why not immerse our students  
in a learning activity that brings 
up wellsprings of emotion and 
excitement?
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refer to additional documents or primary sources directly related 
to the case. For example, my evidence sheets for Adele Streicher 
include her adapted testimony as an affidavit (part of which is 
shown in Table 1 on page 37) and one of her husband’s articles as 
an exhibit. The students playing the lawyers (whether prosecution 
or defense) questioning Adele may use any of these documents 
to compose their questions. The student playing her as a witness 
also has access to them to prepare.

I always “shop” first in the court record, whether I’m looking 
for the transcripts or a final judgment. In the Nuremberg case of 
Julius Streicher, I used the Avalon website, which provides the trial 
transcript. With it, I composed affidavits for all of the defense wit-
nesses. As you can see from Adele’s testimony, though, there are 
a few difficulties in using it. First, the text included the questions 
of the lawyer, Dr. Marx. I want students creating the questions, so 
I needed to get rid of them in the adapted version. When I did so, 
however, the text no longer made perfect sense because her state-
ments were in the form of answers to questions that were no 
longer there. As a fix, I made minimal adaptations, in order to 
maintain the integrity of the original.

I also need to take into account that lawyers enter exhibits into 
evidence, which doesn’t always come out in the transcript. At 
Nuremberg, the prosecution made its case against Streicher with 
copious examples of his speeches and articles from Der Stürmer. 
The students can’t grasp the case or make cogent arguments with-
out access to excerpts from the newspaper or his speeches. To 
provide them access, I used professor Randall Bytwerk’s invalu-
able website* of Nazi propaganda. I excerpted the texts for length 
and matched up each one with an affidavit on a related topic. For 
example, one defense witness in his affidavit argues that Streicher 
never advocated violence against Jews. Hence, that witness’s evi-
dence sheet includes that statement, plus an exhibit with one of 
Streicher’s speeches in which he proposes extermination. This 
allows the prosecuting lawyer, doing cross-examination, to attack 
the claim from the affidavit by comparing it with the exhibit.

The key move, for me, is to identify a main topic or theme for 
each witness and then to ensure that the witness’s evidence sheet 
includes two texts: one that (mostly) supports the defense and 

one that (mostly) supports the prosecution. Having contradictory 
texts side by side opens up a wealth of options for the lawyers on 
both sides to dig deeply in their questioning.

Every trial requires similar adaptations to provide what the 
students need in a manageable space.

Assigning the Students

One compelling aspect of mock trials is that they inherently dif-
ferentiate for widely diverse skill levels. We can thoughtfully 
assign different roles and texts to challenge each student at just 
the right level.

I tend to have different lawyers for each witness, and I assign 
them based on the difficulty of each task or role. The hardest job, 
which I give my strongest students, is cross-examination, 
because they are not necessarily writing questions based on the 
evidence sheets. Instead, they must find holes, problems, biases, 
and contradictions.

The witnesses and the lawyers doing direct examination can 
work together on the questions. My “middle” learners become wit-
nesses, and they can help create their own questions that they will 
answer on the stand. Being a witness requires the ability to think 
on one’s feet and to process information quickly. My struggling 
students take on the role of lawyers doing direct examination, 
whether for the defense or the prosecution. Direct examination is 
easier, and they have the support of the witnesses.

This system for mock trials has increased collaboration, pro-
vided opportunities for all, and targeted the needs of each stu-
dent. It is authentic differentiation.

The courtroom is often the setting for compelling drama 
in popular American literature and film, whether the 
behind-the-scenes dealings of Twelve Angry Men, the 
suspense of John Grisham’s The Firm, or the sleazy 

dealings of The Lincoln Lawyer. While we know that the real-life 
dealings of most lawyers are far more tedious, the exaggerated 
tensions in those stories reflect a true drama at the heart of the 
law: the pursuit of justice.

Two personal stories, among many, stick out in my mind about 
the power of the courtroom. The first is about how one of my 
friends became an attorney. She had been “unfortunate” enough 
to be chosen for a jury and was, at first, reluctant to serve, but as 
she watched the case unfold before her, she became “taken” by 
what she saw. Soon after, she decided to enter law school, and she 
now works as a labor attorney.

The second story involves a class trip to a federal court in Man-
hattan, which one of my colleagues organized, to watch the sen-
tencing of a man convicted as an accomplice to robbery. It was 
his first offense, and he had been threatened and coerced into 
joining the crime. He seemed genuinely repentant, and we had 
read his confession beforehand. Now we would learn the conse-
quence. We sat there alongside the defendant’s family as the judge 
cleared his throat to announce the sentence. We realized that this 
man’s future was in the hands of this judge, whose view of justice 
would decide the defendant’s fate. There was a sigh of relief as the 
judge announced that the defendant would not be sent to prison 
but would instead pay back the stolen money and complete com-
munity service. The defendant’s mother then stood up to emo-
tionally thank the judge.

*For Randall Bytwerk’s website, visit http://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-
archive/ww2era.htm.
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Original Transcript Adapted Transcript

Dr. Marx: When did you become Herr Streicher’s secretary, and 
for how long were you in that job?

Frau Streicher: On 7 June 1940, I became Julius Streicher’s 
secretary, and I remained in that job until the end of the war.

Dr. Marx: And during that period, you were continuously on 
his farm?

Frau Streicher: Yes, I was always with him.

Dr. Marx: Were you also in charge of all the correspondence 
for Herr Streicher?

Frau Streicher: Yes.

Dr. Marx: What did that correspondence mainly consist of?

Frau Streicher: Mainly letters to his sons and to relatives.

Dr. Marx: What were Streicher’s activities during that period 
of five years?

Frau Streicher: Julius Streicher did mainly physical work—that 
is, agriculture and gardening—and from time to time he 
wrote articles for Der Stürmer.

Dr. Marx: During these five years, did he leave the farm at all 
or was he ever absent from the farm for any length of time?

Frau Streicher: During the first few years of his stay there, 
Julius Streicher did not leave the farm at all; later, once in a 
while, he would pay a visit in the neighborhood. His longest 
absence did not comprise an entire day, and never a single 
night.

Dr. Marx: Did you know that it was prohibited for prominent 
Party members to visit Herr Streicher?

Frau Streicher: Yes, there was such a prohibition. 

Dr. Marx: How did you know that?

Frau Streicher: From conversations. Then, too, I myself 
remember, when Dr. Goebbels visited the farm, that Julius 
Streicher said to him, “Doctor, you dare to come here? Do you 
not know that it is prohibited by the Party chiefs to visit me?”

Dr. Marx: When did the visits of Dr. Ley and Dr. Goebbels 
occur?

Frau Streicher: Dr. Ley came to the farm on 7 May 1944. The 
visit of Dr. Goebbels occurred on 4 June 1944.

On 7 June 1940, I became Julius Streicher’s secretary, and I 
remained in that job until the end of the war. I was always with 
him on the farm, and I was in charge of his correspondence, 
which was mainly letters to his sons and to relatives.

During that time, Julius Streicher did mainly physical work—
that is, agriculture and gardening—and from time to time he 
wrote articles for Der Stürmer.

During the first few years of his stay there, Julius Streicher did 
not leave the farm at all; later, once in a while, he would pay a 
visit in the neighborhood. His longest absence did not comprise 
an entire day, and never a single night.

When Dr. Goebbels visited the farm, Julius Streicher said to him, 
“Doctor, you dare to come here? Do you not know that it is 
prohibited by the Party chiefs to visit me?”

Dr. Ley came to the farm on 7 May 1944. The visit of Dr. 
Goebbels occurred on 4 June 1944.

Mock trials, whether they are based on historical trials like 
that of Julius Streicher or literary ones such as Tom Robin-
son’s in To Kill a Mockingbird, can be just as dramatic. More-
over, they can help students develop critical-thinking and 
communication skills and learn about events that help define 
our sense of justice. Why not immerse our students in a learn-
ing activity that brings up wellsprings of emotion and 
excitement? 

And when we begin to delve into not only the intricacies of 
a particular case but also its implications for the concept of 
“justice,” then we are engaging in a deep philosophical and 
ethical conversation that has its roots in Hammurabi, Deuter-
onomy, Confucius, and Aristotle. As a result, our students 
become part of that chain of thinkers who question what is 
right, what is just, and how we order a society in which we have 
some hope of achieving those lofty goals. ☐

Table 1: Adapting a Trial Transcript into a Witness Evidence Sheet
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Despite myriad distractions, high 
school students can still be moved by 
literature. But they need dynamic 
teachers to show them why great 
books are worth their time. That’s the 
conclusion David Denby draws in Lit 
Up: One Reporter. Three Schools. 
Twenty-Four Books That Can Change 
Lives (Henry Holt).

Denby, a journalist and longtime 
New Yorker writer, observed the 
classrooms of English teachers at 
three different high schools: the 
Beacon School in New York City, 
James Hillhouse High School in New 
Haven, Connecticut, and Mama-

roneck High School in Westchester County, New York. He 
devotes much of his book to the tenth-grade English class of “a 
dynamo named Sean Leon.” Leon teaches at Beacon, a public 
school that belongs to the New York Performance Standards 
Consortium,* which relies on performance-based assessments, 
such as essays, research papers, science experiments, and 
high-level mathematical problems, to engage students and 
meaningfully assess student learning.

In Leon’s class, Denby watches as he introduces students to 

the works of William Faulkner, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Kurt 
Vonnegut, and Sylvia Plath, among others. In great detail, he 
describes how Leon shares his passion for literature with his 
students, prompts them to think deeply about what they’re 
reading, encourages the quiet ones to speak up in class, and 
focuses everyone’s comments on the text.

“In the end, he moved them to the ‘right’ interpretation, but 
he never simply laid down the law,” Denby writes. “If they were 
going to talk candidly in class, they needed to be free to make 
mistakes, to head off in strange directions.”

But “at a certain point subjectivity had to end,” and he would ask 
a student to read from the text. “The conversation was free, and 
sometimes loose-limbed, but it had to come back to literature.”

Denby’s book is an eloquent affirmation of literature’s power. 
People read for many reasons, he explains, including pleasure 
and knowledge, and an understanding of “how to live and die” 
in the world. Reading, he suggests, is not just for the elite but for 
everyone. And that’s where schools come in. “The first premise 
of American public education is that the door is wide open,” he 
writes. “The question always is how many will walk through or 
get pushed through. That entranceway is where teachers matter 
more than the rest of us.”

To that end, this book is also an affirmation of educators. At a 
time when critics of public education vilify unions and their 
members, Denby includes a refreshing “note on unions” in the 
book’s introduction. “I went looking for good public-school 
teachers,” he writes. “It was only after I found a few that I 
realized they were all members of teacher unions.”

WHAT WE’RE READING

THE POWER OF TEACHER NETWORKS

Some education books focus solely 
on theory, and educators might 
wonder how they relate to their 
classrooms and their professional 
lives. The Power of Teacher Networks 
(Corwin), by Ellen Meyers (with 
contributions from Peter A. Paul, 
David E. Kirkland, and Nancy 
Fichtman Dana), is different. The 
book explores what it refers to as 
teacher networks: groups of teachers 
who come together to support each 
other and find solutions to the 
problems they face. Meyers and her 
colleagues detail the example of the 

Teachers Network (TN), which has pioneered this model of 
professional development for 35 years. Their book gives educa-
tors concrete ways they can form their own network, and explains 
why they might want to do so.

The key word in the book’s title is “power.” Often, the authors 
lament, teachers feel little control over educational policy, and 
even less over reforms to it. Moreover, the nature of their work 
can leave teachers isolated in their classrooms. The purpose of a 
network is to overcome these barriers. By meeting with col-
leagues regularly, supporting one another’s development, and 

helping each other learn how to effect policy change, educators 
can harness much greater power than they could alone. And 
when educators feel empowered, they can act as members of a 
true profession, earn a seat at the policymaking table, and pursue 
the ideal of what the authors call “teacher-led reform.”

Most of the book tells the story of TN and its affiliated Teachers 
Network Leadership Institute conference. It describes how the 
network got off the ground and grew from a small gathering to a 
nationwide forum. Throughout, readers will learn how to run 
their own networks: from establishing an initial group, to 
expanding the group and running meetings, to connecting with 
allies. The book even features sample documents a nascent 
network might use.

At many points, the authors mention the problem of teacher 
turnover and educators who leave the profession altogether. 
TN’s founders set out explicitly to address this issue, as they 
reasoned the empowerment afforded by networks could keep 
teachers teaching and prevent burnout. Several educators’ 
testimonials peppered throughout the book attest to TN’s 
effectiveness and how their collaborative experiences rein-
forced their commitment to the classroom. 

Meyers has played a principal role in the design and ongoing 
implementation of the AFT’s Teacher Leaders Program, now in 
its sixth year. This book serves as the primary curriculum guide 
for the program.

*For more about this consortium, see “Putting the Focus on Student Engagement” in 
the Spring 2016 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/spring2016/
barlowe-and-cook.

LIT UP: ONE REPORTER. THREE SCHOOLS. TWENTY-FOUR BOOKS THAT CAN CHANGE LIVES

www.aft.org/ae/spring2016/barlowe-and-cook
www.aft.org/ae/spring2016/barlowe-and-cook
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Reinforcing Positive Behavior

WALK DOWN THE HALLWAY of any school, 
and you’re likely to see all sorts of scenarios: 
students rushing to class, others taking their 
time; some learning in noisy classrooms, 
others learning in quiet ones. You might 
also note particular teachers who seem to 
have it all under control—ones whose 
students are working productively, cooper-
ating with others, and treating their 
teacher and their classmates with respect. 
How do they do it?

The answer is: creating a positive 
classroom climate while balancing all the 
responsibilities of being an educator takes 
work. But finding this balance can have 
far-reaching effects, both inside and outside 
of school, so it’s worth spending time on 
honing your approach.

Creating this kind of classroom environ-
ment centers around reinforcing positive 
behavior* and requires teachers to believe 
that all students, even the most challenging 
ones, can improve their behavior. To 
support teachers in the work of positive 
discipline, the AFT’s own Share My Lesson 
offers resources (http://go.aft.org/
AE316sml1) on how to avoid relying heavily 
on punitive consequences for bad behavior.

Reinforcing Language
Many times, when students begin to act up 
in class, teachers will use punitive language 
to discourage disruptive behavior. This type 

of response seems logical but is hardly 
effective. The best approach for reinforcing 
positive behavior in the classroom is to focus 
on building students’ strengths rather than 
focusing on their weaknesses. This approach 
helps students see a clear path forward 
rather than dwell on past mistakes.

Talking to students using reinforcing 
language is a shift for many teachers and can 
take some practice. The Responsive Class-
room website has some ways to get started, 
available at www.bit.ly/2aXEdIL. These tips 
include naming concrete and specific 
behaviors in your feedback to students, 
focusing on what the student has done 
rather than stating how proud or disap-
pointed you are with her performance, and 
finding positives to reinforce in all students.

Clarifying Expectations
Creating a positive classroom can only 
happen when all students understand the 
common code of conduct they are expected 
to follow. A great way to start is by asking 
students to participate in creating classroom 
rules. How do your students like to be 
treated? Asking your students this simple 
question can help them understand how 
important it is to treat others with respect 
and fairness. For more strategies, see 
“Seven Strategies for Building Positive 
Classrooms” at www.bit.ly/1gHoioK. 

Once these expected behaviors have 
been discussed and a code of conduct has 
been created, it’s important to model 
these behaviors. Help students remember 
that they need to walk quietly through 
school hallways, and show them how to 
work in groups and respect the opinions 

of others. It might even be necessary to 
reteach students certain positive behav-
iors, like how to successfully transition into 
and out of group work without disrupting 
the class.

Remember to ask students to help create 
an action plan for how a violation of the 
classroom rules will be addressed. Transpar-
ency about potential consequences is crucial 
to ensuring your students—and you—are 
on the same page. Remember to implement 
these consequences calmly and consistently 
to help your class move on quickly from any 
code of conduct violations.

As educational consultant Randy Sprick 
suggests, keep the acronym CHAMPS in 
mind when creating a positive classroom 
culture. The acronym stands for conversa-
tion, help, activity, movement, participa-
tion, and success, and it’s a great reminder 
that students need to be able to talk to 
each other, ask for help, and understand 
what is expected of them. For more on 
CHAMPS, visit the Safe & Civil Schools 
website at www.bit.ly/2bCI1za.

Seeing Positive Results
By evaluating your use of language in the 
classroom and taking the time to work with 
students to create classroom rules and 
expectations, your classroom climate can 
become more positive. Allowing students to 
play a significant role in deciding what their 
classroom culture should look like will help 
them understand why they need to respect 
their peers and their teacher, not to mention 
themselves and their own learning.

–THE SHARE MY LESSON TEAM

*For more about creating a positive school climate, see 
“It’s About Relationships: Creating Positive School 
Climates” in the Winter 2015–2016 issue of American 
Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/winter2015-2016/
ashley.
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SHADOW A STUDENT CHALLENGE

Nearly 1,500 school leaders cleared their calendars last spring and 
immersed themselves in the lives of students through the Shadow 
a Student Challenge. The idea, which grew from a partnership that 
included the Institute of Design at Stanford University, drew prin-
cipals, school leaders, and other educators from all 50 states and 
31 countries, all of whom were eager to enrich their professional 
knowledge by walking in students’ shoes. The reflections and 
resources that sprang from the challenge are now available at 
www.shadowastudent.org.

SHOWCASING HUMAN RIGHTS

Teaching human rights can help make the world a more just 
place, and the AFT is supporting that essential classroom work 
with new online resources: “Replacing Fear with Facts: Teach-
ing Islam in the Classroom” and “Youth Impact: Your Future. 
Your Voice.” Geared toward grades 6–10, these lessons are 
Common Core friendly and include activities, songs, and short 
videos. They join the growing number of lessons on the AFT’s 
Teach Human Rights website, dealing with topics such as 
sweatshops, human trafficking, and genocide. Find them at 
www.teachhumanrights.com.

FARM-TO-SCHOOL SUPPORT

Recent surveys show that food security is among AFT members’ 
top concerns for their students, and the National Farm to School 
Network can help. The network offers information, advocacy, and 
a hub for communities working to bring local food sourcing and 
nutrition education into schools. For an extensive, searchable 
database of resources, tips on getting a program started, a monthly 
newsletter, and much more, visit www.farmtoschool.org.

APPS TO INSPIRE

PBS affiliate KQED recently reached out to tech-savvy librarians 
who have been curating and sharing standout smartphone apps. 
The result of this work is featured in “Librarian Approved: 30 Ed-
Tech Apps to Inspire Creativity and Creation,” an article that 
explains why these apps are the “go-to” choices for librarians. 
Read the article at www.bit.ly/28SvUu0.

UNDERSTANDING SACRIFICE

A team of 18 teachers has launched an award-winning collection of 
classroom activities on World War II called “Understanding Sacri-
fice.” The project’s lessons on the war are for grades 6 and up. Details 
and lessons are available at www.abmceducation.org.

The AFT’s New Professional Development Online
HAVE YOU HEARD about the AFT’s new free 
member benefit, Professional Development 
Online (http://elearning.aft.org)? This 
online platform is a powerful tool to 
engage, inform, and connect members. It 
offers both self-paced and facilitated 
courses, collaborative learning communi-
ties, an interactive webinar platform to 

conduct trainings, access to news and blogs, 
and more.

The courses provided through this 
website are fully portable, meaning you can 
learn when and where it’s convenient for 
you, based on your schedule. They are 
research based and align with the Common 
Core State Standards; even better, they are 

easily customizable to meet local 
and state standards.

Through this web-based 
platform, educators can access 
content to learn new techniques 
and get tips for creating 
classroom environments that 
foster success for all students. 
The site creates a space where 
educators can talk to colleagues 
from around the country and get 
support and information.

Here are some additional 
ways to take advantage of the 
site:

Create Personalized Pages for 
Your Local. Local AFT affiliates 
can create a course for their own 
members or create a community 
specifically tailored to them. The 
site also includes a survey tool 
and a webinar tool, which users 
can access for free.

Join a Community. Want to 
connect with colleagues across 

the country, learn what is going on in your 
field, or connect to other resources? This 
site has a community page for early 
childhood education, healthcare, higher 
education, K–12 education, paraprofession-
als and school-related personnel, public 
employees, and retirees. There is also a 
community just for AFT union leaders to 
connect with each other. On the community 
pages, you will find discussion forums, news 
items, blog posts, and links to other 
resources.

Find Resources. Go to the webinar 
section to watch archived presentations, or 
use the platform to create a webinar of 
your own. Browse the resource library, 
where content is organized by topic, 
including discipline, assessments, bullying 
prevention, and community schools. Find 
out about upcoming professional learning 
events on the national calendar of events. 
Check out recent news articles, and read 
member-written blog posts (or submit one 
of your own).

Use this new platform to see how your 
voice matters and to join or start an effort 
to help your colleagues, your profession, 
and your community. For more information, 
watch an introductory video at www.
tinyurl.com/aboutPDO or email elearning@
aft.org.

–AFT EDUCATIONAL ISSUES DEPARTMENT

TOOLS FOR TEACHERS

RESOURCES

http://elearning.aft.org
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NEWS IN BRIEF

COURT BACKS PHILADELPHIA CONTRACT RIGHTS

The Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled in August that the Phila-
delphia School Reform Commission (SRC) has no authority to 
cancel the collective bargaining agreement with teachers in the 
city or change the contract’s terms and conditions of employment. 
The court’s unanimous decision upholds a lower court decision 
and is “a total and complete repudiation” of the SRC’s efforts to 
undercut contract protections for Philadelphia teachers, says 
Philadelphia Federation of Teachers President Jerry Jordan, who 
is also an AFT vice president. Additional coverage is available at 
www.bit.ly/2bBBphu.

STATES, GROUPS PRESS TO REWORK ESSA REGULATIONS

The AFT, along with several states and education groups, is calling 
on federal officials to rework draft regulations tied to the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the law passed in December 2015 
that replaces No Child Left Behind (NCLB). “The AFT does have 
some major concerns that parts of the proposed regulations walk 
away from ESSA’s promise of flexibility and opportunity,” AFT Presi-
dent Randi Weingarten wrote to Education Secretary John King in 
August, highlighting areas where federal regulators should make 
changes to avoid enshrining NCLB’s punitive excesses. AFT affili-
ates in 10 states also have submitted formal comments to the Edu-
cation Department. For more, see http://go.aft.org/AE316news1.

“MIND THE GAP” IN TEACHER PAY

The Economic Policy Institute’s latest report on teacher pay shows 
a growing compensation gap. Teachers today earn 17 percent less 
than workers with similar qualifications—skyrocketing from just 
a 1.8 percent difference in 1994, according to The Teacher Pay Gap 
Is Wider Than Ever. The report is a scathing indictment of how this 
country values educators, says AFT President Randi Weingarten, 
and “highlights the hypocrisy” of paying lip service to teaching 
and teachers while failing to invest in the workforce. One bright 
spot: the wage gap for teachers represented by unions was 6 per-
centage points less than for those without a union. The full report 
is available at www.bit.ly/2axS4En.

“A PARTNER IN THE WHITE HOUSE”

Speaking at the AFT’s biennial convention at the Minneapolis Con-
vention Center this summer, Hillary Clinton drew big cheers and 
rounds of applause when she detailed a vision for public schools 
and the public sector that focused on well-resourced institutions, 
effective community connections, and solid school strategies 
forged in partnership with educators and public employees. “I want 
to thank you for being one of the essential partners for everything 
we need to do to move the country in the right direction,” the Demo-

cratic presidential nominee told 
the more than 3,000 educators, 
healthcare workers, public sector 
employees, and guests who filled 
the convention hall for her 
address. “When I’m president, you 
will have a partner in the White 
House, and you will always have a 
seat at the table,” she said. Later, 
delegates voted resoundingly to 
endorse Clinton in the general 
election. Details are available at 
http://go.aft.org/AE316news2.

STATE-FUNDED PREKINDERGARTEN IN MINNESOTA

Minnesota is launching a first-ever round of state-funded pre-
school. AFT affiliates are among the many groups calling the 
expansion a necessary start that demands aggressive follow-
through by the state legislature so that more kids can benefit. A 
total of 74 districts will share in the $25 million preschool appro-
priation, Governor Mark Dayton announced in August. The fund-
ing will allow 3,300 children to enroll in free, voluntary 
prekindergarten. However, Dayton was adamant that the program 
must grow—applications from more than 100 districts were 
turned down due to lack of money. “The fact that more than half 
could not be funded, to me, is the impetus for why the program 
needs to be expanded,” Dayton told reporters. Read more at 
http://go.aft.org/AE316news3.

NEW JERSEY’S NEW PARCC MANDATE

The New Jersey Board of Education voted in August to make the 
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers 
(PARCC) exams mandatory for high school graduation, starting with 
the class of 2021. The action means that this year’s eighth-graders 
must pass PARCC language arts and Algebra I tests, in addition to a 
minimum list of required credits, to receive their diplomas. Prior to 
the vote, hundreds of parents, teachers, and groups aligned with the 
testing “opt-out” movement submitted comments opposing the 
move. Read more at Diane Ravitch’s blog: www.bit.ly/2bBCYw6.

AFT’S 2016 RESOLUTIONS NOW ONLINE

Fulfilling the promise of the Every Student Succeeds Act, securing 
the professional rights and status of AFT members, and working to 
elect Democrat Hillary Clinton as the next president were just some 
of the major resolutions and policy statements adopted by delegates 
to the AFT’s convention, July 18–21 in Minneapolis. The 2016 policy 
statements, along with prior convention resolutions, are available 
at www.aft.org/about/resolutions.
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words while reading, the wrap-up would be an opportunity for 
students to share occasions during their small-group, partner, 
and/or individual work when they came across words that were 
unfamiliar to them and how they tried to figure out their mean-
ings. Whole-class wrap-up is also a great time to remind students 
of the purpose of and audience for their project—the reason for 
all their hard work.

Informational text has long been neglected in U.S. elemen-
tary classrooms. Although I welcome a move toward 
greater use of informational text, this move must be made 
carefully.

Project-based approaches may help us avoid many of the 
potential pitfalls of informational reading and writing instruc-
tion. Among other things, that’s because projects often involve 

solving a problem, addressing a need, or answering a question—
purposes for reading informational text. Moreover, projects 
often involve conveying solutions to problems, using text to 
address needs, and communicating answers to questions—pur-
poses for writing informational text.

This is not to say that project-based learning doesn’t have 
potential pitfalls of its own. (For example, it often does not suffi-
ciently incorporate specific research-supported instructional 
practices, such as those discussed earlier in regard to whole-class 
lessons.) And it is also not to say that project-based learning can 
only be used with informational reading and writing; it can be 
used with noninformational genres.24 But it is to say that for infor-
mational texts, project-based learning is a great match. ☐

Endnotes
1. John Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1902); 
and William Heard Kilpatrick, “The Project Method: The Use of the Purposeful Act in the 
Educative Process,” Teachers College Record 19, no. 4 (1918): 319–334.

2. Victoria Purcell-Gates, Nell K. Duke, and Joseph A. Martineau, “Learning to Read and 
Write Genre-Specific Text: Roles of Authentic Experience and Explicit Teaching,” Reading 
Research Quarterly 42 (2007): 8–45.

3. See, for example, Meghan K. Block, “The Impact of Identifying a Specific Purpose and 
External Audience for Writing on Second Graders’ Writing Quality” (PhD diss., Michigan 
State University, 2013); and Moshe Cohen and Margaret Riel, “The Effect of Distant 
Audiences on Students’ Writing,” American Educational Research Journal 26 (1989): 
143–159.

4. See, for example, John T. Guthrie, Angela McRae, and Susan Lutz Klauda, “Contribu-
tions of Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction to Knowledge About Interventions for 
Motivations in Reading,” Educational Psychologist 42 (2007): 237–250.

5. National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, Common 
Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects (Washington, DC: National Governors Association Center 
for Best Practices, 2010).

6. National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, Common 
Core State Standards, 5.

7. National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, Common 
Core State Standards, 5.

8. Linda J. Caswell and Nell K. Duke, “Non-Narrative as a Catalyst for Literacy Develop-
ment,” Language Arts 75 (1998): 108–117; Nell K. Duke and Jane Kays, “‘Can I Say “Once 
Upon a Time”?’: Kindergarten Children Developing Knowledge of Information Book 
Language,” Early Childhood Research Quarterly 13 (1998): 295–318; and Jane Kays and 
Nell K. Duke, “Getting Students into Information Books,” Teaching PreK–8 29, no. 2
(1998): 52–54.

9. Nell K. Duke, “3.6 Minutes per Day: The Scarcity of Informational Texts in First Grade,” 
Reading Research Quarterly 35 (2000): 202–224.

10. See, for example, Jongseong Jeong, Janey S. Gaffney, and Jin-Oh Choi, “Availability 
and Use of Informational Texts in Second-, Third-, and Fourth-Grade Classrooms,” 
Research in the Teaching of English 44 (2010): 435–456; and Ruth Helen Yopp and Hallie 
Kay Yopp, “Informational Texts as Read-Alouds at School and Home,” Journal of Literacy 
Research 38 (2006): 37–51.

11. See, for example, Diamanto Filippatou and Stavroula Kaldi, “The Effectiveness of 
Project-Based Learning on Pupils with Learning Difficulties Regarding Academic 
Performance, Group Work and Motivation,” International Journal of Special Education 25,
no. 1 (2010): 17–26; Nancy B. Hertzog, “Transporting Pedagogy: Implementing the Project 
Approach in Two First-Grade Classrooms,” Journal of Advanced Academics 18 (2007):
530–564; Stavroula Kaldi, Diamanto Filippatou, and Christos Govaris, “Project-Based 
Learning in Primary Schools: Effects on Pupils’ Learning and Attitudes,” Education 3–13: 
International Journal of Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education 39 (2011): 35–47; 
Cynthia M. Okolo and Ralph P. Ferretti, “Knowledge Acquisition and Technology-
Supported Projects in the Social Studies for Students with Learning Disabilities,” Journal of 
Special Education Technology 13, no. 2 (1996): 91–103; and Ann E. Rivet and Joseph S.
Krajcik, “Achieving Standards in Urban Systemic Reform: An Example of a Sixth Grade 
Project-Based Science Curriculum,” Journal of Research in Science Teaching 41 (2004): 
669–692.

12. Pedro Hernández-Ramos and Susan De La Paz, “Learning History in Middle School by 
Designing Multimedia in a Project-Based Learning Experience,” Journal of Research on 
Technology in Education 42 (2009): 151–173.

13. See also, for example, Walter Parker, Susan Mosborg, John Bransford, Nancy Vye, John 
Wilkerson, and Robert Abbott, “Rethinking Advanced High School Coursework: Tackling 
the Depth/Breadth Tension in the AP ‘US Government and Politics’ Course,” Journal of 
Curriculum Studies 43 (2011): 533–559, for civics and government; Jo Boaler, “Open and 
Closed Mathematics: Student Experiences and Understandings,” Journal for Research in 
Mathematics Education 29 (1998): 41–62, for mathematics; and Clarice Wirkala and
Deanna Kuhn, “Problem-Based Learning in K–12 Education: Is It Effective and How Does It 
Achieve Its Effects?,” American Educational Research Journal 48 (2011): 1157–1186, for
science.

14. Anne-Lise Halvorsen, Nell K. Duke, Kristy A. Brugar, et al., “Narrowing the 
Achievement Gap in Second-Grade Social Studies and Content Area Literacy: The 
Promise of a Project-Based Approach,” Theory and Research in Social Education 40 
(2012): 198–229.

15. Nell K. Duke, Anne-Lise Halvorsen, Stephanie L. Strachan, Spyros Konstantopoulos, 
and Jihyun Kim, “Putting PBL to the Test: The Impact of Project-Based Learning on 
Second-Grade Students’ Social Studies and Literacy Learning and Motivation” (unpub-
lished manuscript, University of Michigan, 2016).

16. Timothy Shanahan, “Relations among Oral Language, Reading, and Writing 
Development,” in Handbook of Writing Research, ed. Charles A. MacArthur, Steve 
Graham, and Jill Fitzgerald (New York: Guilford Press, 2006), 171–183.

17. Steve Graham, Debra McKeown, Sharlene Kiuhara, and Karen R. Harris, “A 
Meta-Analysis of Writing Instruction for Students in the Elementary Grades,” Journal of 
Educational Psychology 104 (2012): 879–896.

18. Michael Pressley, Ruth Wharton-McDonald, Richard Allington, et al., “A Study of 
Effective First-Grade Literacy Instruction,” Scientific Studies of Reading 5 (2001): 35–58.

19. See, for example, Steve Graham, Debra McKeown, Sharlene Kiuhara, and Karen R. 
Harris, “A Meta-Analysis of Writing Instruction for Students in the Elementary Grades,” 
Journal of Educational Psychology 104 (2012): 879–896; and Timothy Shanahan, Kim
Callison, Christine Carriere, et al., Improving Reading Comprehension in Kindergarten 
through 3rd Grade (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 2010).

20. Janice Hartwick Dressel, “The Effects of Listening to and Discussing Different Qualities 
of Children’s Literature on the Narrative Writing of Fifth Graders,” Research in the Teaching 
of English 24 (1990): 397–414; and P. Karen Murphy, Ian A. G. Wilkinson, Anna O. Soter,
Maeghan N. Hennessey, and John F. Alexander, “Examining the Effects of Classroom 
Discussion on Students’ Comprehension of Text: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Educational 
Psychology 101 (2009): 740–764.

21. Graham et al., “Meta-Analysis of Writing Instruction”; and Shanahan et al., Improving 
Reading Comprehension.

22. Barbara M. Taylor, Catching Schools: An Action Guide to Schoolwide Reading 
Improvement (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2011).

23. Kelly Puzio and Glenn T. Colby, “Cooperative Learning and Literacy: A Meta-Analytic 
Review,” Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness 6 (2013): 339–360.

24. See, for example, Nell K. Duke, Samantha Caughlan, Mary M. Juzwik, and Nicole M. 
Martin, Reading and Writing Genre with Purpose in K–8 Classrooms (Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann, 2012) for a sampling of projects teachers have carried out with literary and 
dramatic genres.

Although I welcome a move toward 
greater use of informational text, this 
move must be made carefully.

Project-Based Learning
(Continued from page 11)



AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  FALL 2016    43

Endnotes
1. Of particular note in this regard is the important work on school segregation by the Civil Rights 
Project at UCLA (www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu).

2. Don Kauchak and Mary D. Burbank, “Voices in the Classroom: Case Studies of Minority Teacher 
Candidates,” Action in Teacher Education 25, no. 1 (2003): 63–75; Rebecca Newcom Belcher, “Predictive 
Factors for the Enrollment of African American Students in Special Education Preservice Programs,” in 
Growing Partnerships for Rural Special Education—2001 Conference Proceedings (San Diego, CA: 
American Council on Rural Special Education, 2001), 213–217; Richard Ingersoll and Henry May, 
Recruitment, Retention, and the Minority Teacher Shortage (Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy Research 
in Education, 2011); and Jacqueline Jordan Irvine and Leslie T. Fenwick, “Teachers and Teaching for the 
New Millennium: The Role of HBCUs,” Journal of Negro Education 80 (2011): 197–208.

3. Gloria Ladson-Billings, “Landing on the Wrong Note: The Price We Paid for Brown,” Educational 
Researcher 33, no. 7 (2004): 3–13; Franita Ware, “Warm Demander Pedagogy: Culturally Responsive 
Teaching That Supports a Culture of Achievement for African American Students,” Urban Education
41 (2006): 427–456; Elizabeth Bondy and Dorene D. Ross, “The Teacher as Warm Demander,” 
Educational Leadership 66, no. 1 (2008): 54–58; Amy Carpenter Ford and Kelly Sassi, “Authority in 
Cross-Racial Teaching and Learning (Re)considering the Transferability of Warm Demander 
Approaches,” Urban Education 49 (2014): 39–74; Thomas S. Dee, “Teachers, Race, and Student 
Achievement in a Randomized Experiment,” Review of Economics and Statistics 86 (2004): 195–210; 
Eric A. Hanushek, John F. Kain, Daniel M. O’Brien, and Steven G. Rivkin, The Market for Teacher 
Quality (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2005); and Beatriz Chu Clewell 
and Michael J. Puma, “Does It Matter If My Teacher Looks Like Me? Same-Race Teachers and Student 
Achievement” (paper presentation, Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research 
Association, Montreal, April 14, 2005).

4. Michele Foster, Black Teachers on Teaching (New York: New Press, 1997); Gloria Ladson-Billings, 
The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 

Teacher Diversity
(Continued from page 19)

1994); Theresa Perry, Claude Steele, and Asa Hilliard III, Young, Gifted, and Black: Promoting High 
Achievement among African-American Students (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004); and Pedro A. 
Noguera, The Trouble with Black Boys: …And Other Reflections on Race, Equity, and the Future of 
Public Education (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008).

5. Thomas F. Pettigrew and Linda R. Tropp, “A Meta-Analytic Test of Intergroup Contact Theory,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 90 (2006): 751–783; Thomas F. Pettigrew and Linda R. 
Tropp, When Groups Meet: The Dynamics of Intergroup Contact (New York: Psychology Press, 2011); 
and Jasmin Cloutier, Tianyi Li, and Joshua Correll, “The Impact of Childhood Experience on 
Amygdala Response to Perceptually Familiar Black and White Faces,” Journal of Cognitive 
Neuroscience 26 (2014): 1992–2004.

6. Patricia G. Devine, Patrick S. Forscher, Anthony J. Austin, and William T. L. Cox, “Long-Term 
Reduction in Implicit Race Bias: A Prejudice Habit-Breaking Intervention,” Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology 48 (2012): 1267–1278.

7. This is drawn from an updated earlier study undertaken with Henry May that analyzed two 
decades of national data from the late 1980s to 2009 on minority teacher recruitment, retention, 
and shortages. See Ingersoll and May, Recruitment, Retention, and the Minority Teacher Shortage; 
and Richard M. Ingersoll and Henry May, “The Minority Teacher Shortage: Fact or Fable?,” Phi Delta 
Kappan 93, no. 1 (September 2011): 62–65. The data analyzed came from the nationally 
representative Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and its longitudinal supplement, the Teacher 
Follow-Up Survey, both administered by the National Center for Education Statistics in the U.S. 
Department of Education.

8. The report used data obtained through freedom of information requests for the 10-year period 
from 2002 to 2012, as well as data that had already been published. Although state and city 
educational agencies for five of the nine cities were compliant with the law and provided the 
requested data for at least a portion of the years requested, problems arose with educational 
agencies for the other four cities. Consequently, there are gaps in the data available for the study, 
especially for charter schools.

9. The research team was unable to obtain the data to calculate the black teacher population loss in 
Washington, D.C. As Washington, D.C., had the largest loss of the share of black teachers, it might 
very well also have the largest decline in the population of black teachers.

ONE-OF-A-KIND COMMEMORATIVE ITEMS ARE STILL 
AVAILABLE IN LIMITED QUANTITIES. 

  TURNING 100 YEARS OLD 
    is a milestone. Share in the

ITEMS INCLUDE a gray T-shirt with 
our anniversary logo on the front 
and a large “100” on the back, a 
100th-anniversary pin, a postcard set 
celebrating AFT leaders and major 
events in AFT history, and a DVD 
with videos shown at the AFT’s 2016 
convention. 

ORDER YOURS TODAY

WWW.AFTSTORE.ORG



44    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  FALL 2016

Despite this powerful—and at times painful—journey, I 
helped my students see the novel’s conclusion as an optimistic 
one. We have a sense, as the poet Denise Levertov writes, of see-
ing grief become “a new pearl-grey thread entering the weave” 
of Holden’s life. He won’t ever stop grieving his loss, but maybe 
he can use that emotion to benefit others. He wants to be, 
Holden tells Phoebe, “the catcher in the rye,” someone who saves 
children from falling off a cliff. To that end, we might imagine 
Holden as an effective high school guidance counselor, or a 
psychotherapist treating psychological suffering in young peo-
ple. Out of terrible grief, the novel suggests, can arise a purpose 
that endures over a lifetime.

Much of this analysis of the novel would not be avail-
able to students from their own reading. It takes a 
teacher, a knowledgeable guide, to help them 
understand the universal truths of a literary work. 

This path to understanding involves question and answer, the 
teacher talking, the students listening, and then discussing the 
text together. That’s the nature of any introduction to a topic, from 
the study of literature to ancient Greek art to Australian football, 
where one person knows a great deal more about the subject than 
everyone else in the room. 

As a literature teacher, I always sought to demonstrate how 
these works can evoke students’ deepest thoughts and feelings. 
They can see they are not alone.

Aside from classroom discussions, my students’ written work 
showed me how much they were absorbing and reflecting on what 
we read. On paper, they weren’t inhibited by the theater of the 
classroom. They could communicate what they thought, without 
worrying how they would appear to their peers. In their essays, 
they could be more deliberate, more vulnerable to a new idea, and 
more willing to allow in some painful insight. I never placed too 
much emphasis on what students said in class. It was always in 
writing that students showed me what they were thinking.

And what exactly were they thinking? Perhaps that a man 
angry at a lousy employee could eventually yield to his wife’s 
kindness. That yearning for a guide through life is universal. That 
grief over loss can be expressed. All this, and much more, can 
find its way into a high school classroom through the consider-
ation of literature.  ☐

Literature in High School
(Continued from page 31)

can start to jump over the polarizing debates and put energy 
into helping young students become literate across media of 
all kinds. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics hit this nail on the head 
when it published its preview in October about why it was 
rethinking its screen time guidelines. “In a world where ‘screen 
time’ is becoming simply ‘time,’ ” the article said, “our policies 
must evolve or become obsolete.”12 The lines that used to define 
“screen time,” “learning time,” and “play time” have become so 
blurred as to be meaningless. Now it’s about how well we’re 
using our time and resources with children. Learning can hap-
pen via book or screen, or, in the case of e-books, both. Let’s 
address how learning can and should be happening regardless 
of the medium. 

The children and families of the 21st century will grow up with 
screens and digital media everywhere. Educators and parents will 
need new models for how to use these tools to promote learning. 
Instead of pushing screens away, let’s put them into the hands of 
adults and children to use together to learn and grow. In using 
technology to help educate children, the class of 2030 needs all of 
us to embrace this third way. ☐
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