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President’s Message…
by Sean Kottke, MRA President 2016-2017
“Nothing is going to get better. It’s not.” – Dr. Seuss, The Lorax
What was your first book? Mine was The Lorax, which arrived in the world the
same year that I did. My father bought me a copy and inscribed it, “Don’t ever be
ashamed to speak for the trees.” It was some time before I could read The Lorax
for myself, but those years were filled with warm, shared reading experiences with
family and other adults in my community, who modeled and helped me internalize
Dr. Seuss’ core theme of individual and collective responsibility to care for our
world and its inhabitants.
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Speaking for the trees has rarely been easy, particularly when those “trees” aren’t made of cellulose and
wood. What is easy, particularly in the field of literacy, is to read the news, dissect the data, and conclude,
“nothing is going to get better; it’s not.” However, as Michigan Reading Association President this past
year, it has been my privilege to travel all around our state to meet a whole lot of someones who care a
whole awful lot about literacy. You’ve read the words of just a fraction of them in the pages of this journal,
but trust me: they’re everywhere in our state, and they’re not confined to school buildings.
It’s something of a tradition for the valedictory President’s message in MRJ to remark on how fast the year
has gone by and marvel at what’s been accomplished. However, my biggest takeaway from this past year is
not how quickly it passed, but rather how well a community of someones who care a whole awful lot about
literacy has coalesced to launch long-term, collaborative actions to improve literacy access and achievement
across Michigan. Unprecedented statewide consensus on essential, research-based instructional practices for
early literacy became the foundation for activation of a new network of literacy coaches. The first cohort of
that network was trained and deployed to schools across the state, with ongoing professional learning and
collaboration. This focus on early literacy essentials expanded to embrace new efforts to define essentials of
school leadership and organization of learning environments, as well as essential instructional practices for
intermediate and secondary grades. In a full court press to address the needs of pre-service teachers as well
as in-service educators, the work to redefine Michigan standards for teacher preparation in early literacy
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instruction blossomed this year, too. As you’ll read more about in this issue, Governor Snyder inaugurated
a statewide commission to recommend literacy policy across the full PreK-12 spectrum and shine a light
on exemplary literacy practices across Michigan. With the Every Student Succeeds Act and subsequent
regulatory action putting more educational leadership power in the hands of the states, there’s never been
a more exciting time to be part of Michigan’s literacy education community. Instead of looking back on a
single year of accomplishments, I prefer to look forward to many upcoming years of collaboration with the
educators, policymakers, private citizens, and movers and shakers who comprise Michigan’s community of
someones who care a whole awful lot about literacy.
In my first speech to the membership of MRA at the 2016 Summer Literature Conference, I said, in the
words of Hamilton, “there’s a million things we haven’t done, but just you wait.” Today, I declare the time
for waiting over. There’s a million things we’re working on; jump right in.
Sean Kottke is the 2016-2017 President of the Michigan Reading Association. Sean is employed as an Education
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