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Dear Reader,
Though winter appeared endless, we can finally open our windows for a breath of fresh air. Seeing the sun,
feeling its warmth, listening to birds, and inhaling the sweet subtle scent of flowers are pleasures that never
cease to revitalize us. The books we feature in this column remind us of the joys of spring in that each offers
a breath of fresh air that is intended to revitalize our teaching.
When reading Kristine Allen's review of Practical Poetry:A Nonstandard Approach to Meeting Content-Area
Standards, we invite you to remember the first time you read a poem. Do you remember the delight in
hearing the sound and feeling the rhythm of words as you never had before? As Kris highlights the value of
Practical Poetry, let yourself bask in the many ways to use the magic of poetry as a method for incorporating
content standards.

Time for Literacy Centers: How to Organize and Differentiate Instruction took Pat back to the time when she
taught kindergarten. She shares the memories Gretchen Owocki's book evoked of searching for the right
way to nurture each child's particular literacy needs. Whether you are a new or experienced teacher, Pat
encourages you to pick up Time for Literacy Centers and rekindle your appreciation for the power of every
decision you make as a teacher.
Amy Diller is a new author to our book review column. As an elementary teacher on family leave, Amy
shares her view of two books she found worth including in a teacher's professional library. Although Taking
Note: Improving Your Observational Notetaking (1996) may qualify as an "old book," its message is a new
one for Amy who wonders how she will meet the growing demands within the classroom while maintaining
a life outside the classroom. Before opening this practical handbook, Amy candidly admits she did not expect
to be inspired. What she found was an author who not only acknowledges that teachers must live a life
outside the classroom but shows them how to do it!

Still Learning to Read: Teaching Students in Grades 3-6 caught Amy by surprise, as well. As she read the
many strategies that Franki Sibberson and Karen Szymusiak suggest for teaching reading in the upper
elementary grades, Amy was filled with renewed enthusiasm for returning to her students. Reading need
not be drudgery for older readers. This text is filled with practical strategies and accessible resources for
infusing every classroom with the buzz of readers discovering there is still much to learn about reading.
So, open one of the books reviewed by our authors and feel renewed for the spring ahead.
Happy Reading,

84

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

FINNEY

&

GALLANT

Holbrook, Sara. (2005). Practical Poetry: A Nonstandard Approach to Meeting Content-Area Standards.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. ISBN:0-325-00767-5; $17.55.
BY KRISTINE ALLEN

You teach science (or social studies or math). You
have state content standards that must be met in
your instruction. You do not have time to waste "on
otherworldly froufrou poetry." Or do you? Step into
several content area classrooms with author Sara
Holbrook and learn how to connect standards to
poetry to engage, instruct, and improve your students'
comprehension.

Each lesson plan begins with the rationale for how
and why the lesson works and identifies the specific
content standards that are addressed in the lesson.
Examples of poems for use or guidance in constructing
lessons are included for each subject. An added bonus
is the plethora of examples of authentic student work
from classrooms that have successfully used poetry as
a vehicle for learning.

Holbrook is a poet who has worked for the last 15 years
as a poet in residence in schools across the nation and
abroad. Having published eight collections of poems for
children and two for adults, Holbrook demonstrates for
teachers the power of poetry as an educational tool, not
only for reinforcing subject knowledge, but also to build
critical-thinking and language skills.

One example of student work depicted in chapter
3, "Math and Poetry," takes the form of a Japanese
tanka:

Practical Poetry is specifically geared toward helping
teachers meet state standards in four content areas:
mathematics, science, social studies, and language
arts. One of the major premises is, as one teacher
states, "poetry opens a world of sensory experiences in
any content area and should be used to reinforce every
subject taught" (p. xv). The benefits of writing poetry
in content areas are several and sound: Writing and
performing poetry stimulates good communication
skills, poetry jogs the memory, it requires close observation, it requires precise language, it fosters organizational skills, and it helps build reading fluency.
The chapters in Practical Poetry are written to show
the teacher specifically how to incorporate poetry
writing in the areas of language arts, math, science,
and social studies. Chapter 1 discusses the rationale
for using poetry in the classroom. Chapter 2 includes
a range of poetry activities for language arts classes.
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 contain poetry activities for use
in math, science, and social studies, respectively.

Five's a prime number.
Regularly, it adds up:
two squared plus one squared.
Five sums up a pentagram,
then takes a five-minute break. (p. 81)
A Japanese tanks is a poetic pattern of five lines, each
with a specified number of syllables: five, seven, five,
seven, and seven. This lesson addresses the number
and operations standard.
Each lesson discussed in Practical Poetry also includes
a brainstormed list of terms or concepts that might
be used, and the author suggests allowing students
to add to or brainstorm their own list of words. Scattered throughout the text are assessment rubrics like
the "Poet's Self-Edit Checklist" and suggestions for
further lessons. What appeals to me is the fact that
Holbrook centers instruction on students, creating
lessons that are engaging and motivating and simultaneously help meet state standards. Holbrook's witty,
yet concise prose makes Practical Poetry an engaging
read in and of itself. I highly recommend this book to
anyone looking for a way to make teaching standards
fun.

Owocki, Gretchen. (2005). Time for Literacy Centers: How to Organize and Differentiate Instruction.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. ISBN: 0-325-00731-4; $19.50.
BY PATRICIA DANIELS GALLANT

When I pored through the pages of Gretchen Owocki's
newest publication, Time for Literacy Centers, my first
thought was, "Where was this fabulous book when
I needed it?" If it had been available when I was a
kindergarten teacher, it would have held a prominent
place on my desktop.

SPRING

Literacy learning centers were an integral and essential part of each day in my kindergarten, but it took
me a while and many days of trial and error to learn
what worked for me. I struggled to find a way to offer
developmentally appropriate choices of activities to
the 20 eager kindergarten students who filled each
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half of my day. I wanted my young students to be
actively and productively engaged in literacy activities
that they could complete independently so that I could
meet with individuals or small groups to provide more
individualized instruction and small-group guided
reading activities. I sought an organized system of
procedures that encouraged student interactions and
self-regulatory behavior. To these ends, my literacy
learning centers evolved and worked well.
With Owocki's book as guide, however, my centers
would have been so much better. Time for Literacy
Centers reminded me of the power of well-informed
teaching. My decisions about the types of activities
at centers were not always linked to clear literacy
goals and standards; Gretchen Owocki's are. I am
most impressed by her clarity of thought, her focus on
principles of meaningful learning, and her commitment to using centers as a means for differentiating
instruction.
When she defined differentiation, she spoke of the
active roles of both teachers and children: " ... teachers adjust and vary instruction, materials, activities
and learning environments in response to children's
individual strengths and needs; it also refers to the
choices that children make in environments that are
appropriately set up for them to make some of their
own learning decisions." (pp. 2-3) This consideration
of the children's need for choice and how to plan for
the varied ways that young learners engage in the
same activity is not a new idea, but I have found that
it is seldom evident in practice.
Before the author presents the nitty-gritty of how to
develop and manage centers, she invites teachers in
Chapter 1 to reflect on their own beliefs and principles
about teaching and learning. In Chapter 2, "Using
Literacy Goals to Plan for Centers," she clearly specifies research-based literacy goals that provide a core

direction when teachers plan center activities.
If I were an elementary school teacher, I might be
tempted to thumb through this book and begin with
Chapter 3, titled "Organizing the Physical Environment for Centers" and then go directly to the detailed
plans for 50 learning centers. Because of increasing
demands on our time, we are often understandably
eager to get beyond the theory to the practical ideas. I
urge you, however, to spend time pondering the ideas
in the first two chapters.

Then harvest the wealth of practical, meaningful
ideas! The author intersperses the activities with
thoughtful statements about teaching and learning,
strategies for management, and handy reproducible
forms.
The 50 centers detailed in this book represent good
literacy instruction. Owocki's centers employ instructional methods that literacy educators have deemed
to be "best practices" for whole and small groups, and
she has adapted them for centers. You will recognize
familiar activities like readers theatre, story maps,
word sorts, word making, responses to literature, and
big book activities. She emphasizes that the purpose
of centers is not just to reinforce previously taught
skills and strategies, but also to teach and scaffold
new ones.
Do you use literacy centers in your K-2 classroom?
Research supports that more than 80 percent of teachers who are identified as outstanding report using
literacy centers. If you want to try literacy centers
for the first time, Time for Literacy Centers offers
many ideas for getting started, then crafting centers
for your particular classroom. Even if you consider
yourself to be a center veteran, as I once did, I assure
you that this book holds ideas that will help you move
forward in your thinking.

Power, Brenda Miller. (1996). Taking Note: Improving Your Observational Notetaking. Portland, ME:
Stenhouse. ISBN 1-57110-035-0; $15.00.
BY AMY DILLER

When I first picked up Taking Note I assumed it
would be an unrealistic and unmanageable guide
about classroom observation and record keeping. At
worst, I thought I'd feel inadequate in comparison
to a "superteacher." At best, I hoped to gather a
few ideas that I could fit into my record-keeping
repertoire. When I opened the book and began to read
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the introduction-"Living a Balanced Life," I was
pleased to be proven wrong. Brenda Miller Power
presents this book as "a handbook filled with the
stories of teachers who admire those superteachers
but find they must adapt the work of their heroes and
heroines to the constraints of their own lives" (p. 2).
Taking Note addresses many aspects of observational
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note taking: setting goals, tools of the trade, when
and what to write, and what to do with what you've
written. Included in the text are examples from the
author's and other teachers' own experience as well as
an in-depth look at how one third-grade teacher and
one high school teacher incorporate observational note
taking into their classrooms.
Power suggests that observational note taking is a
vital tool in the practice of retrospective curriculum
where the focus is on students and their learning.
An effective teacher is interested in examining every
aspect of the teaching and learning cycle, and note
taking can provide information for reflection and
change. In the first part of Taking Note, Power provides questions and exercises to help teachers study
their current record keeping practices, set new goals,
reassign responsibilities, and free up time for meaningful reflection.
The heart of this book focuses on when to take notes
and what to write. Power describes two different types
of notes: "in the midst" and "after the fact." Since it is
common for teachers to get frustrated trying to take
notes while they are conferencing one-on-one with
students, Power suggests that "in the midst" notes are
best taken while students' attention is turned toward
one another-during author's chair or literature discussion groups. This time provides teachers a unique
perspective on their students' learning and interaction
with one another. One drawback with "after the fact"
notes is the lack of time for reflection. Power stresses
the importance of establishing routine in this type
of note taking. Uninterrupted time to record more
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thorough observations without students present offers
teachers an opportunity to reflect on the most important classroom events.

Taking Note goes on to discuss what to write. Power
observes that teachers often write notes in a censored
manner-using current buzzwords and jargon, making unsubstantiated judgments, and leaving out
potentially unflattering information. She stresses that
it is imperative to practice taking raw notes, to write
the unwritable, and to include seemingly insignificant
details. Teachers are encouraged to write everything
they see, hear, and wonder about in order to facilitates truthful reflection. Power offers suggestions
for analyzing and improving note-taking methods
through "cooking'' or refining rough notes. Adding
quotes, questions, varying format, and rearranging
notes are methods to increase the effectiveness of
recorded observations. The author also recommends,
as additional tools, developing codes for notes, analyzing judgmental statements, recognizing overused
jargon, and identifying students who rarely appear in
notes.
Toward the end of the book Power says, "no one
develops step-by-step as a teacher-it's really more
of a dance, and it's always about learning some new
steps along the way" (p. 80). Becoming an effective
observer and note taker is one of the "steps" teachers
can integrate into their daily practice. Written with
humor and a refreshing appreciation for the need
teachers have to live a life outside the classroom,
Taking Note offers many ideas for effective, practical
record keeping at all grade levels.

Sibberson, Franki, & Szymusiak, Karen. (2003). Still Learning to Read: Teaching Students in Grades 3-6.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse. ISBN 1-57110-359-7; $21.00
BY AMY DILLER

As an elementary teacher on family leave, I often
find it difficult to connect with professional texts in a
personal way. It requires an extra measure of dedication to read with a future classroom in mind. However, there was an immediate spark of interest when
I picked up Still Learning to Read: Teaching Students
in Grades 3-6. I felt excitement about returning to
the classroom in order to employ some of the brilliant
suggestions Franki Sibberson and Karen Szymusiak
offer for the upper elementary teacher.
It's often alleged that children spend their time from
kindergarten through second grade "learning to read"
and from then on they "read to learn." Disagreeing

SPRING

wholeheartedly with this common assertion, Sibberson and Szymusiak combine their own experience
with that of experts in the field to present a realistic
and practical approach to continuing to teach reading
in the upper elementary grades.

Still Learning to Read is organized into two major
sections. Part 1 focuses on preparing your classroom,
lessons, and students at the beginning of the year in
order to facilitate a productive learning environment.
Teachers of all grades will appreciate the detailed
description of organizing a classroom library beyond
leveled book baskets and into appealing displays of
favorite authors, nonfiction books, class picks, and
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other interesting categories. They also address utilizing physical space so as to maximize student interest,
involvement, and learning. Extensive discussion
regarding the limitations and negative impact of
leveled grouping provokes thoughtful assessment of
current educational practice.
Part 2 examines issues related to ongoing reading
instruction throughout the year. Still Learning to
Read provides insight into the unique skills our upper
elementary students need to practice and develop
as they work toward becoming independent readers.
The major topics that are stressed repeatedly in the
second part of the text are (1) that reading is thinking
and that teachers, therefore, must give students the
necessary time to expand their thoughtful interest
in all things literary and (2) techniques for utilizing
learning tools such as journals, individual conferencing, and mini-lessons. In an atmosphere ofhighstakes testing and public accountability, teachers
may wonder how they are supposed to accomplish this
development of higher-level thinking while addressing
the demands of the standardized testing agenda. Sibberson and Szymusiak encourage teachers to narrow
their priorities, focusing mainly on the skills needed
by each individual student so that there remains room
for a rich curriculum and the development of a community of readers while still providing the necessary
skills instruction required by standardized testing.
Interwoven throughout the text are features that
present practical resources for today's busy educator.
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Every chapter highlights observations from students
in regard to their thoughts, feelings, and knowledge
about reading. Karynn's thoughts, "I never knew I
could still be learning how to read to become a better
reader. I actually (sometimes) really want to use my
reader's notebook because I really get good ideas and
I want to keep them forever" (p. 36). Sam's remark,
"I can almost see my thinking because I write it on
paper" (p. 77) remind us that one of the most valuable
teaching resources comes from our students. Also
included in every chapter are sidebar notes, drawing
attention to useful lists, Web sites, strategies, and
mini-lessons that encompass such diverse topics
as classroom book collections, organization tips,
conversation starters, and much more. The appendix
provides a number of forms for use in the classroom
by teachers and students.

Still Learning to Read is an engaging text that would
be an asset to the professional library of any elementary or middle school teacher or teacher educator.
Not only does it address common questions regarding
the structure of the classroom environment, it also
supplies well-supported methods that can be used in
continuing literacy instruction. Teachers are encouraged to approach reading instruction in the upper
elementary grades in a new way-incorporating their
own journey as a reader, insights from their students,
and a variety of teaching tools and materials in order
to encourage every child to embrace a lifelong interest
in reading.
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