Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 37

Issue 1

Article 3

October 2004

From the President's desk
Deanna Birdyshaw

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Birdyshaw, Deanna (2004) "From the President's desk," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 37 : Iss. 1 , Article
3.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol37/iss1/3

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

From the President's Laptop
BY DEANNA BIRDYSHAW

I

have just returned from Macedonia, formerly the Yugoslav Republic, where I participated in a training
program sponsored by the International Reading Association. The purpose of the project is to share with
Macedonian high school teachers and directors (principals) knowledge we have accrued in the United States
about the integration of literacy instruction with content learning. Since I have this opportunity-as president
of MRA-to share a few thoughts with you, I would like to discuss some ideas that have occurred to me during
my conversations with Macedonian teachers. Although I am very excited and proud of the work that is being
done in adolescent literacy in our country, I think we have a lot to learn.
In Macedonia, as in the United States, high school
Prior to visiting Macedonia, I mistakenly viewed
teachers are looking for strategies that actively
vocational schools as training grounds for students
engage students in learning. Student passivity and
who did not demonstrate sufficient academic aptitude
lack of motivation are challenges
for pursuing a post-secondary degree
faced by most high school teachor for students who struggle in the
ers, and finding ways to overcome
general high school program and need
these challenges has been difficult.
to enroll in an alternative program.
The workshops we are doing in
The vocational schools I worked with
Macedonia focus on active learning,
provided training in areas such as cospro blem-solving, critical thinking,
metology, mechanics, food services,
and project-based learning. These
and building. Although some of the
represent aspects typically included
schools were quite sophisticated, they
in US schools; however in US
were not considered to be as academischools, problem-solving, critical
cally challenging as the mainstream
thinking, and project-based learning
high school programs. In Macedonia,
are seldom embedded in an authentic
students have a choice of enrolling in
application. They are often contrived
gymnasiums that focus on a college
experiences related to the academic
preparatory program or vocational
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curriculum. In Macedonia, students
schools that focus on professional
work in vocationally oriented curpreparation in agriculture, economics,
ricula that afford students opportunities to apply
mechanical engineering, civil engineering, electronic
critical thinking, problem-solving, and project-based
engineering, and veterinary science. Students do both
learning in the context of professions that interest
academic and practical coursework. The academic
them. For instance, students enrolled in agricultural
work is very challenging and has high standards. For
schools might employ problem-solving skills while
instance in a Macedonian chemical and technology
working side-by-side with government officials who
school, I observed students in an analytical algebra
are trying to stop the spread of infections that affect
program doing coursework very similar to coursecrops or stock. They gather samples and analyze their
work in our college preparatory programs.
state of health. They administer experimental treatWhat occurs to me is that maybe we could contexments, and monitor their impact on the health of the
tualize secondary schooling by linking high school
crops or stock involved. These experiences represent
programs to 21 st century careers. We do not want to
challenging and authentic purposes for their coursetrack students at too early an age, but we could give
work and use of literacy.
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them opportunities to explore careers in depth while
developing important qualities related to problemsolving, critical thinking, and project-based learning.
The challenges of motivation and engagement might
very well be addressed by turning the high school
years into years that offer induction into careers as
opposed to marking time before entering a post-secondary training program or searching for a full-time
job.
Although I have much to learn about the Macedonian
system of education, I came home excited about the
possibilities of providing adolescents with meaningful learning experiences that expose them to the
adult roles that they will soon be expected to fulfill.
Experiencing career education at the depth that
Macedonia provides not only allows students to think
about their future but also allows them to use literacy
in an authentic and purposeful manner. I hope that

MRA will consider the broader curriculum issues of
secondary schools as we study adolescent literacy.
Knowing how to read and write is not sufficient if
a student has no desire or purpose for reading and
writing. As a profession dedicated to increasing
literacy, we need to make connections to other fields
that depend on literacy for their growth and success.
MRA's adolescent literacy committee will meet this
year to continue studying how we can help middle
and high school teachers succeed in their efforts to
raise the level of our adolescents' literacy. Hopefully
we can expand our study to include the efforts of our
colleagues abroad. If you are interested in working
with issues related to adolescent literacy, please
contact the MRA office at 1-800-MRA-READ.
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DR. EDGAR

L.

DE FOREST

MICHIGAN READING ASSOCIATION FOUNDER

1916-2004
Dr. Edgar L. De Forest, an accomplished educator, poet, and actor, died peacefully at his mountain home in
Pinyon Crest, California on April 3, 2004. He was 87. Dr. De Forest was the founder and first president of the
Michigan Reading Association (MRA). The board of the MRA had invited him to help celebrate the 50 th anniversary of the association in 2006, something to which he had looked forward.
Born on August 19, 1916 in Hull, Massachusetts,
he was the son of the late Edgar Leonard and Ellen
(Huntington) De Forest. He married the late Beulah
Mary (Ingalls) De Forest on November 21, 1940 and
was widowed in 1994 after 53 years of marriage.
They had four sons.
He earned a diploma from the Leland Powers School
of Theatre in Boston ( 193 7), his BA at Boston
University (1940), an MA at the University of Southern California (1941), and an Ed.D. from Columbia
University (1954). He was a professor of English,
drama, and speech at Michigan State University,
Suffolk University in Boston, Ventura College where
he also served as Acting Dean of Instruction, and the
College of the Desert in Palm Desert, California. One
of his lifelong dreams was fulfilled when he helped
found a shipboard university, the University of the
Seven Seas. As the first Dean of the Ship (1964-65)
he presided over two around-the-world voyages and
was received by world figures, including Pope Paul
VI and Prince Mikasa of Japan.
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In 1978, he retired from the College of the Desert
and was honored with Professor Emeritus status. He
led a very active life for many years following his
retirement and devoted much of his time to his poetry
and theater work. He was featured in numerous
poetry readings and took principal roles in dozens of
plays. The 1981 book Cosmos contains a selection of
his poems.
Dr. De Forest was well respected among his family, friends, and colleagues. Former students from
all parts of the world maintained contact with him
throughout his life. In his own words, "I have had an
amazingly satisfying life." He touched many lives
and will be greatly missed.
He is survived by his children: Peter R. De Forest and his wife Carol, E. Stephen De Forest,
David F. De Forest, Richard E. De Forest; three
grandchildren, Stephanie Copus, Ellen Kimiko
Cotrone, and Robert De Fores_t; and three greatgrandchildren.
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