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ARDEN RUTH POST

Teachers as Readers
Arden Ruth Post is a professor of education at Calvin
College in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

' 'Lng

and Short, Fast and Slow,
Good and Bad. These are some
titles of the books my sixthgraders created to combine a
study of opposites with an authentic readingwriting activity," said Karen De Young, a
middle school language arts teacher. "They
patterned their books after Ups and Downs
by Janet Stevens, a 1996 Caldecott Honor
Book. I find picture books useful in the
middle school in many ways. With this one
we were able to reinforce the concept of opposites, to practice our writing skills, and to
provide an opportunity for oral reading and
interaction with first-graders when we read
our books to them."

The group meets one evening a month for
one and one half hours in a college classroom.
Led by members, it consists of book discussion and teaching ideas, followed by a sharing
time of anything that is on anyone's mind.
While beginning teachers, who had completed their teacher certification through
Calvin College's Education Program within
the last three years were targeted to receive
an invitation to join, the group remained open
to anyone with an interest in participating.
Karen joined after reading an article about
the TaR group in the Calvin alumni magazine, Spark. The group is conducted very
informally. I serve as scheduler of meetings,
facilitator, and obtainer of books and freebees
such as catalogs, posters, and bookmarks.

What are Teachers as Readers?
Karen is a member of the new Teachers as
Readers (TaR) group we started at Calvin
College for three specific purposes:

1. To encourage teachers, especially beginning teachers, to keep up with new literature for children and young adults.
2. To provide teaching ideas for books, including forms of literature response,
such as writing, art, drama, music, and
related reading, as well as
instructionally sound ways of reinforcing reading and writing skills.
3. To assist beginning teachers with any
classroom challenges they may face,
give them opportunities to ask for help,
and provide a mutually supportive, beneficial setting in which to share ideas
and suggestions.
VOLUME

Why Should Teachers Form
Book Groups?
Teachers as Readers book groups were initiated by the Association of American
Publishers in conjunction with the International Reading Association, the National
Council of Teachers of English, and the
American Library Association to help teachers encourage students to become lifelong
readers. When teachers read, enjoy, and share
quality literature with their students, they
contribute to the rich, literate environment of
their classrooms. Teachers as Readers groups
enable teachers to explore their own literacy,
share quality literature with colleagues,
model lifelong reading pleasure to their students, gain experience and confidence in book
discussion, and reflect upon their own personal experience with books. The ultimate
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result is enhanced teaching and learning.
Teachers as Readers groups rekindle the love
of literature and the subsequent sharing process that can result, first among teachers, and
later among teachers and their students.
Responding to a questionnaire evaluating
our first year, TaR members of this charter
group at Calvin College wrote the following
comments regarding the impact on their
teaching:
• "It has given us new books we might oth-

erwise not have read."
• "I have been reading more children's and
young adult literature."
• "I have ideas for using books in different
lessons."
• "Now, I know about new literature, have
new teaching ideas, am more excited
about literature, and, as a natural consequence, buy more books!"

Why Should a College Be Involved?
Most Teachers as Readers groups occur at
a local school or community level, but our
Teacher Education Program saw it as a unique
way to serve our graduates.
Colleges and universities want and need to
keep in touch with their graduates. Teacher
education programs are required by NCATE,
the National Council for the Accreditation of
Teacher Education, to provide assistance to
graduates as an extension of their professional
education program. According to NCATE
(1995), we are "to provide collaborative relationships, programs, and projects with P-12
schools (p. 20)" and " ... to engage [with
them] in dialogue about the design and delivery of instructional programs (p. 25)."
Higher education faculty are to provide "education-related services at the local, state ...
levels in their areas of expertise and assignments (NCATE, p. 25)."
Frequently questionnaires or surveys designed to evaluate their preparation for
teaching are sent to graduates. The results are
then used to modify existing programs. However, these surveys do not address the need
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for continuing service to graduates. Yet, the
need to provide assistance goes beyond receiving feedback. For example, U.S.
Secretary of Education Richard Riley said,
"All too often new teachers are on their own
during the first two years of teaching." The
needs of beginning teachers are evident from
informal conversations, telephone calls to
their previous professors, and the challenges
that beginning teachers report in their questionnaire or survey responses.
The Teachers as Readers group can provide an informal session in which beginning
teachers can receive the assistance they desire. The multiple nature of the group, with
its focus on literature and teaching ideas, appeals to a broader segment of teachers than
those needing help and thus brings in experienced teachers as well as those who may need
help but are reluctant to ask or to attend a
specific group.
TaR groups can advise and assist individual
teachers. For example, Arelis Diaz, a secondyear, bilingual teacher, found herself in
charge of the school's yearly multicultural
celebration. She asked TaR members for suggestions regarding presenters from various
ethnic groups. She specifically wanted presentations on the Middle East and on Native
Americans. The group provided her with suggestions.

Literacy Occurs in a Learning
Community
The TaR group is, in essence, a teachers
learning community that seeks to improve the
learning communities we establish with our
students. The opportunity to get together and
share with other teachers is a main attraction
of the TaR group. We share our love of
children's literature and of teaching. Yet, in
many ways we are a diverse group. We are
composed of teachers from private and public schools, teachers of lower elementary up
through middle school, experienced and new
teachers, substitute teachers, and teacher
aides. We even have one homeschooling
mother.
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There is a parallel between the learning
community we share as a TaR group and the
learning community we strive to develop in
our classrooms. TaR members are diverse but
share common goals. Classrooms also have
a diversity of students but a unity of purpose
in developing literacy. Our TaR group shares
the belief that each child has talents and abilities to develop. We view children holistically;
that is, we see beyond their intellectual abilities to recognize them as whole persons
whose physical, social, and emotional development also concerns us.
We believe that a holistic view of children
corresponds with a holistic approach to teaching literacy. A holistic view of literacy as a
complex process that involves listening,
speaking, reading, and writing in a communication-centered environment is supported
by the TaR group. The teaching ideas that the
group has shared reflect an integrated view
of the components of literacy instruction
where there is room for diverse interests, talents, and abilities among children as they
develop in their literacy.
We recognize the primary purpose of language is to communicate with the people in
our lives. The chief end of language arts
teaching, then, becomes the development of
a child's communication abilities within a
meaningful context of which children's and
young adults literature is a primary component.
Sometimes teaching with literature involves an examination of the suitability of
particular books for a classroom. The issue
of censorship has come up, and teachers have
informed us of how their schools handle parent complaints about books. Some have
mentioned policies that their schools have
enacted. We find ourselves wrestling with
how to handle literature authentically, while
recognizing that students' and parents' value
systems may contrast with those of the book
characters. We are finding that teaching in
general and teaching literacy in particular
presents us with challenging issues that we
appreciate discussing with supportive friends.
VoLUME

Benefits beyond Books
Group members have also shared the following:
• openings for teaching positions
• job opportunities for scoring MEAP tests
for a local firm
• suggestions for interviewing
• items to include in an interview portfolio
• plans for classroom discipline and management
• how to conduct spelling lessons
• how to set up book clubs in class
• food recipes to bring to the classroom
Some examples of our interaction follow:
• A particularly popular recipe was supplied by Kirsten Bolles, a fourth-grade
teacher, when she delighted our taste
buds with a chocolate cherry cake in
time for George Washington's birthday.
During another meeting, our calorieand health-conscious members appreciated the Almost-No- Fat Applesauce
Cookies brought in by Lizanne Hoffman
and made for us by her husband.
• Christy Broekhuizen, a new bilingual
teacher in the Grand Rapids Public
Schools, appreciated the sharing of materials and ideas from Arelis Diaz, who
had experience managing a bilingual
program.
• Chris O'Brien, a homeschooling mother
and certified teacher, used her ideas in
her dual role as parent and teacher. TaR
teachers, who were also parents, often
shared their sons' and daughters' reactions to books.

Humor is the Best Medicine
Heidi Kuperus had us all laughing one
night with the results of her science project.
She had designed a culinary treat to dazzle
her sixth-graders. The class had been study-
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ing plants, and Heidi layered green and yellow j ello in a large glass dish to represent the
layers of a leaf. Strawberries, grapes, and
cantaloupe all were included and represented
different parts of the leaf structure. Heidi
spent 4 or 5 hours preparing her jello demonstration materials. The next day she carefully
hid her surprise in the teachers ' refrigerator.
Alas! When she went to obtain the surprise
for her class, she found the teachers about to

dig in, admiring the special treat they thought
was for them. Imagine Heidi 's gasp of dismay and quick efforts to retrieve her grand
surprise for her class.

Research and Results
A questionnaire given to TaR members in
the spring asked five questions:

1. What benefits do you feel you received
from participating in the TaR group?

Setting up your Teachers as Readers group
TaR group requires minimal
time for maximal benefit. It can
be originated by anyone who
invites a group to gather regularly to discuss a children's or young adults'
literature book. Many TaR groups include
one professional book for discussion per year.
The group decides the dates, the times, and
the books to be discussed. Most TaR groups
are set up in schools by teachers.
For our first year we used the recent
Newbery and Caldecott Award-Winning and
Honor Books, after which we branched out to
other books recommended by members. For
example, Rachel Westra, a Grand Rapids
Public School preschool teacher and a fan of
Little House on the Prairie books, introduced
us to a related series by Roger Lea
MacBride, grandson of Laura Ingalls
Wilder's daughter, Rose. Rachel led us in a
discussion of MacBride's Little House on
Rocky Ridge in the fall. In addition, two of
our meetings were designated Sharing Books
around a Theme, and each member brought
one or two books along with teaching ideas to
recommend to others. Themes were the
season of the year, holidays, and special
events.
TaR members volunteer to be the book
discussion leaders, but there is no requirement that everyone serve as a discussion

A
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leader. The responsibility of discussion leaders is to begin the discussion and keep it
going, not to present a lecture. They often
initiate group-response by asking, "What did
you think of the book?" or by showing some
things they have done with the book. TaR
members may also sign up to bring refreshments if they choose.
Handouts are always popular with teachers, and I have shared author profiles,
articles from The Reading Teacher, teaching
ideas relating to books, and three booklists:
Children's Choices, Young Adult Choices, and
Parents' Choices, all of which are available
through the International Reading Association. Members have also brought handouts to
share. For example, Kirsten Bolles shared her
model of a tall tales book for students to
make, and Karen De Young shared a folktales
unit which she obtained at a teachers' convention. Cami Compagner, a third-grade
teacher, found some interesting activities
related to Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech,
and shared these ideas even though they were
above her present grade level.
While some TaR groups meet in members'
homes, we meet at Calvin College. Many groups
meet in their schools, either before or after
school. The focus is on getting together and
sharing rather than creating any hospitality
demands that might occur in home visits.
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2. How has participating in the TaR group
impacted your teaching?
3. What do you like best about the TaR
group?
4. What do you like least about the TaR
group?

Their responses point to our busy lives and
the fact that there is never enough time to do
the things we want to do. Members felt free
to attend when they could. I told them, "This
is not a class and I'm no longer the teacher."
Suggestions for change included the following:

5. What changes would you like to see in
the group?

I

• breaking into lower- and upper-gradelevel groups

The results were overwhelmingly positive.
Members cited the following benefits and the
impact on their teaching:

• getting more people to speak up
• choosing a different night or varying the
night of the week for meetings

• the encouragement to read more books
• the teaching ideas connected to books

Summary

• the helpful suggestions for specific classroom needs

We have found the Teachers as Readers
Group to be an excellent way to keep the love
of children's and young adults' literature alive
in teachers, to provide a setting where teaching ideas related to literature can be shared,
and to provide a forum to help beginning
teachers with any challenges they face and
needs they have. We hope that others will be
inspired to start their own groups so that the
benefits we have received can be multiplied.
Won't you consider creating a TaR group?

• the opportunity to get together
• great friends with the same interests
TaR members also cited some problems
like the following:
• "Scrambling to get there!"
• "One more thing to do!"
• "I'm too busy!"

VOLUME
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