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Dr. Maryann Manning’s achievements were significant, the products of her boundless energy, 

unfaltering determination and deep commitment to children. Dr. Manning’s footprint can be seen 

in the many projects that the UAB School of Education is known for today. Dr. Manning authored 

numerous books, book chapters, monographs, and articles that have guided and inspired educators 

throughout Alabama and beyond. Organizations around the world esteemed her with awards and 

accolades. She was particularly honored and excited to serve as a future president of the 

International Reading Association. At the time of her death, she was working at a literacy 

conference in Indonesia, doing what she loved. 
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Overview of Issue 

 

We are pleased to provide both research and practitioner manuscripts, along with a book review 

for this issue of the MidSouth Literacy Journal. No matter our level of work in the field of 

education, we honor the work of both groups as we inform each other’s work and collaborate on 

issues facing our field of education. Dr. Maryann Manning, whose legacy is continued through 

this work always said, “You are green and growing or ripe and rotten”. Through this issue, we 

adhere to that advice by promoting lifelong learning in ourselves and our field. 

 

In the article “Student Participation in Socratic Seminars vs. Virtual Discussions: The Role of 

Teacher Immediacy” Curry explores differences in face-to-face and online discussions in terms 

of response rates and participation rates. As school systems and universities invest in individual 

technology for students, this topic helps to inform those decisions as to the benefits and barriers 

in how content might be delivered and crucial follow-up discussions occur.   

 

In the article, “The Sons of Liberty Were Terrorists! Fifth Graders get Critical”, authors Leland 

and Frank use critical literacy in helping students deconstruct and compare historical events to 

those in today’s world. The authors demonstrate how they promote and engage democratic 

processes with students to help them become a more informed citizenry. 

 

Cherner’s work, “What’s Available? The State of Online Resources for Teaching and 

Researching Media Literacy” is a timely article in view of the current climate in the United 

States and around the world regarding the reliability of news and information outlets. Teachers 

and researchers can use the ideas in this article to understand and discriminate media resources 

through the expanding field of media literacy.   

 

With summer approaching and utilizing our knowledge about the “summer slide”, the article 

entitled, “Literacy Camp and Reading Attitudes” by Kent and Brannan is important to our work. 

With slim financial and human resources in education, this pilot study examines whether a 

summer literacy program makes a difference for elementary children and families.  

 

With stagnant scores in writing across the United States, Spears and Baker suggest in their 

article, “Using Writing Mentor Texts in Elementary Science to Support Comprehension”, that 

students need more authentic writing opportunities through the discipline of science. Suggestions 

for mentor texts and associated mini-lessons for writing are provided through this article to help 

students build background knowledge and vocabulary in science.  

 

Lastly, we provide a book review from Horton: American by Paper: How Documents 

Matter in Immigrant Literacy by Viera. The book promotes the importance of English as a 

Second Language for immigrants who need relevant documentation for survival in the United 

States. With the controversial conversation on immigration in the United States, this book review 

provides an intersection of needs that might provide increased social mobility for students and 

families. 
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Student Participation in Socratic Seminars vs. Virtual Discussions: The Role 

of Teacher Immediacy  
 

Kristal Curry 

Coastal Carolina University 

 

Suzanne Horn 

Coastal Carolina University 

 

Douglas Smith 

Coastal Carolina University 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect that different class discussion formats 

have on student rates of participation. Specifically, this study reports student response 

data from the classrooms of nine pre-service teachers who conducted both a face-to-face 

Socratic Seminar and a virtual Socratic discussion with the same group of students over a 

two-week period. Researchers were interested in exploring two related questions: how 

did participation rates for pre-service teachers differ between the two formats, and how 

did participation rates for their students differ between the two formats? This paper uses 

teacher immediacy as a Conceptual Framework, and discusses the natural tension 

between teacher immediacy behaviors and the equally important need for wait-time. Our 

data indicated the following significant differences: students contributed more responses 

in a virtual environment, but pre-service teachers’ responses (excluding targeted 

questions) plummeted. Pre-service teachers demonstrated significantly more immediacy 

behaviors in a face-to-face environment, but students participated more in a virtual 

environment. The implications for virtual immediacy and wait-time are discussed.   

 

Keywords: Socratic seminars, virtual discussions, teacher immediacy 

 

 

Introduction 

Discussions occurs in high school classrooms using a variety of formats (e.g., whole-

group Socratic Seminar, small-group deliberation), and covers content ranging from an analysis 

of a specific event to timeless and universal questions about humanity, and beyond. The purpose 

of these discussions is to explore contemporary controversial issues (Hess & McAvoy, 2014) or 

to deeply read and discuss a text of significance to the content area (Adler, 1982). With the 

arrival of PLDs (personal learning devices) in many school districts (The state of classroom 

technology, 2017), Socratic Seminars are delivered in both face-to-face and virtual 

environments. As the world changes, and new political and social realities take hold, student 

discussions in high school classrooms continue to be useful tools for helping students build 

thoughtful understandings about the world around them.   

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect that different class discussion formats 

have on student rates of participation. Specifically, this study reports student response data from 

the classrooms of nine pre-service teachers who conducted both a face-to-face Socratic Seminar 
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and a virtual Socratic discussion with the same group of students over a two-week period. 

Researchers were interested in exploring two related questions: how did participation rates for 

pre-service teachers differ between the two formats, and how did participation rates for their 

students differ between the two formats?   

  

Conceptual Framework: Teacher Immediacy 

 Immediacy as a concept in human relations was described as early as the 1960s 

(Mehrabian, 1969, 1971), and provided a useful framework for thinking about interactions in 

teaching environments (Witt & Wheeless, 2001). Teacher immediacy encompasses both verbal 

and nonverbal behaviors that serve to generate perceptions of closeness with students (Andersen, 

1979). Specific behaviors in a face-to-face environment include, “consistent eye contact, 

movement, vocal variety, gestures, humor, and personalized examples during class” (Andersen, 

1986, p. 115). Decades of research have consistently shown the positive benefits of teacher 

immediacy, which include increased cognitive and affective learning (Richmond, Gorham, & 

McCroskey, 1987), higher levels of motivation (Christophel, 1990), and more frequent and 

deeper class participation (Roberts & Friedman, 2013). Teacher immediateness ultimately seems 

to result in students liking their teachers and classes more (Richmond & McCroskey, 2000), 

which leads to the cognitive learning and other positive affective outcomes researchers have 

consistently noted.   

 As virtual teaching environments have become more common, new research has offered 

suggestions for online teacher immediacy practices as well as studies on the effectiveness of such 

practices. For example, Farwell (2011) listed specific online immediacy behaviors, and provided 

examples for how to accomplish them. Verbal behaviors included initiating discussions, asking 

questions, using humor and self-disclosure, and addressing students by name, while nonverbal 

behaviors included the use of emojis to represent emotion. Numerous studies have found that 

online teacher immediacy behaviors are linked to a host of positive effects, much as they are in 

face-to-face environments. These benefits include increased perceptions of “credibility” among 

students (Mazer & Stowe, 2016), improving students’ online participation and satisfaction 

(Ghamdi, Anthony, & Samarji, 2016), and increased cognitive learning (LeFebvre & Allen, 

2014).   

 However, as beneficial as teacher immediacy practices are, there is an inherent tension 

between being “immediately” present and allowing space for students to take the lead in a 

classroom. In face-to-face questioning, this idea can take the form of instructor silence, or wait 

time, after asking questions (Rowe, 1972). During this uninterrupted silence, "both the teacher 

and all students can both complete appropriate information processing tasks, feelings, oral 

responses, and actions.” This time functions as "think-time,” allows a space for on-task thinking 

(Stahl, 1994, p. 8). So, what is best practice for providing wait time in online discussion 

environments? This topic has begun to emerge in discussions of virtual environments, especially 

ones where large numbers of students mean less teacher interaction in discussions (Blaine, 2019; 

Wilson, Pollack, & Hamann, 2014). Vonderwell (2003), in exploring the finding that students in 

an online environment wanted immediate feedback on their discussion posts, pointed out, 

“requiring immediate instructor feedback may result in reliance on instructor response rather 

than student inquired learning” (p. 88). In other words, just as in face-to-face environments, there 

is a place for instructors in online environments to implement wait time, especially in class 

discussions.   
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Students may not always appreciate this nuance. One study of online Advanced 

Placement (AP) courses found that students and teachers had very different perceptions of class 

interactions. Whereas teachers perceived that the interaction in the courses was very positive, 

students had mostly negative comments about teacher interaction, with the most common 

complaint being lack of teacher presence (Blaine, 2019). Online wait time can lead to student-led 

inquiry—or it can also lead to what Drake (2012) referred to as “reasoning shortcuts,” which 

included “showing a lack of true difference or disagreement, using logical fallacies, failing to 

point out logical fallacies, accepting false information uncritically, failing to provide supporting 

evidence, and providing hyperlinks rather than articulating arguments” (p. 239). In other words, 

there is a delicate balance between not jumping in to a discussion too soon and leaving the 

students to maintain a challenging discussion on their own.   

The importance of this topic, in today’s divisive climate, is that well-led discussions have 

the potential to help students develop and hone their “public voice,” that is, the voice that 

navigates and interrupts public discourse in all its forms (Rheingold, 2008, p. 109). There is 

widespread consensus that discussion, particularly of controversial issues, should be included in 

secondary classrooms (Hess & McAvoy, 2014; Noddings & Brooks, 2016). It is vital that 

students get opportunities to push and challenge each other’s ideas in a safe space, such as the 

classroom. Today’s students also have a new challenge, the anonymity of the keyboard when 

conducting virtual discussions. Young people participate in new media in ways that demonstrate 

an interest in participatory politics using the medium of online discussions, meaning today’s 

students are able to use new technologies to discuss and act in the political sphere (Kahne, 

Middaugh, & Allen, 2015). For this reason, pre-service teachers in this study conducted both a 

face-to-face and virtual discussion to compare for themselves the level and kind of participation 

they elicited from students.   

Researchers have noted that the prominence of online discussion has led to a need for 

research on “the design of the deliberative process as it manifests itself via digital technologies,” 

(Manosevitch, 2014), meaning that further research about how discussions work best in virtual 

environments is needed. In updating their guidelines for using digital technologies to prepare 

social studies teachers, Hicks et al. (2014) stressed that classrooms and their digital spaces need 

to combat the “information cocoons” that “inhibit people’s ability and willingness to consider 

differences of opinion that flow within the kaleidoscope of human ideas and experiences” (pp. 

442-443). Pre-service teachers are now teaching in an environment that encourages and expects 

them to help students participate in difficult conversations, both in person and face-to-face. In the 

present study, nine pre-service teachers practicing discussion skills in their field placement 

demonstrated large differences in the way they navigated the tension between immediacy and 

wait-time in face-to-face and virtual discussions. 

  

Student Participation in Discussions: A Review of the Literature 

When examining research regarding who speaks in discussions, previous research 

indicates a trend towards male students speaking more often than female students in whole-group 

face-to-face discussions such as Socratic Seminars (Caspi, Chajut, & Saporta, 2008; Crombie, 

Pyke, Silverthorn, Jones, & Piccinin, 2003; Howard, Coeller, & Pratt, 2006; Tatum, Schwartz, & 

Shimmoeller, 2013; Wolfe, 2000). Even more particularly, white male students, by most 

accounts, participate more frequently than non-white males as well as both white and non-white 

females (Howard et al., 2006; Wolfe, 2000). This is not a new finding, and explanations for this 

tendency have included a “chilly climate” experienced by women (Hall & Sandler, 1982), that is, 
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teacher bias favoring males beginning as early as elementary school has been linked with 

depressed rates of response by females in the classroom (Tatum, Schwartz, & Perry, 2013).  

Research in recent years has expanded regarding the use of a virtual platform for 

discussions, in part due to the rise of hybrid and entirely online college courses. Several studies 

on virtual participation rates at the college-level concluded that women participate in virtual 

discussion more than men (Caspi et al., 2006; Wolfe, 2000). Other studies provide conflicting 

results to these, suggesting that participation rates among students were roughly equal in face-to-

face and virtual environments. Some studies suggest that participation rates among students were 

roughly equal in face-to-face and virtual environments, meaning that the platform of a discussion 

was not a key factor in explaining participant rates (Brooks & Bippus, 2012; Normore & 

Blaylock, 2011). Instead, researchers found that because students could self-select into face-to-

face or online classes, differences in participation could be attributed to the personality and 

culture of participating students. For example, both Brooks et al. (2006) and Normore et al. 

(2011) found that because students could choose between face-to-face and online versions of the 

same class, students who disliked speaking in face-to-face settings (namely females) tended to 

opt for the online version of the course, where they were more vocal in an environment that 

suited them.   

Other studies complicate or provide nuance to this picture. For example, one 

comprehensive study conducted in a college classroom found that while white males participated 

the most in discussions, non-white females followed very closely behind (Wolfe, 2000). This 

same study presented data regarding participation in computer-mediated forums and found that 

non-white females had the highest participation rate among all demographic groups in a virtual 

environment (Wolfe, 2000). Another study also found a higher participation rate among non-

white females than white females, although both were still lower than the participation rate of 

white males (Howard et al., 2006). These studies indicate that in college classrooms, non-white 

females may be a demographic group that participates in both face-to-face and virtual 

discussions in high numbers.   

The participation rates of virtual students is only part of the story. Research also indicates 

that students were not engaging with the ideas of others as much as they were using the ideas of 

others as a jumping-off platform for their own ideas (Hew, 2012). Online discussions also tend to 

demonstrate a “slowdown” (DeLoach & Greenlaw, 2007) of ideas, from postings reflecting 

critical thinking from the first posters to copied postings as the window for posting moves on 

(Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 1998). Wilson et al. (2014) found that one way to forestall this process 

was to add student “preceptors,” who basically functioned as student “ringers” bringing up the 

quality of the discussions and giving other students posts to aspire to. In this case, the students 

functioned as the “immediate teacher” (in the sense discussed above) as the instructors 

themselves remained outside the discussion. These research studies on participation in virtual 

discussions indicates that there is a need for immediate teacher behaviors in virtual environments 

in order to maximize the potential of the discussion.   

 

Methodology 

This research used a case study methodology (Yin, 2003), with the bounded unit defined 

as pre-service teachers specializing in Social Studies and English from one institution. For the 

purposes of this study, a “discussion” is defined as a planned, intentional teaching strategy 

wherein students read content, and then respond to open-ended questions about that content in a 

manner that privileges student ideas and thinking about the topic, while teachers guide and 



MidSouth Literacy Journal  Curry, K., Horn, S., & Smith, D. 
  
  

Volume 4 Issue 2 6 Spring 2019 

facilitate the conversation (Shaughnessy & Forzani, 2012). Socratic Seminars were held face-to-

face, and students responded verbally to the teacher’s verbal questions. Virtual discussions were 

held in a variety of virtual spaces where the teacher posted written questions and students 

responded to the questions and to each other using written responses.   

 

Context and Participants  

The participants in this study were pre-service teachers in a graduate initial-licensure 

program in a southeastern state, focusing on secondary Social Studies or English. The Social 

Studies and English methods courses focused heavily on training candidates to prepare, lead, and 

assess Socratic Seminars by teaching candidates to develop questions and norms for discussion, 

and help students maintain focus and interest during the seminar (Parker, 2003). The pre-service 

teachers were also introduced to a variety of virtual discussion platforms for conducting 

discussions in an online environment. For example, many pre-service teachers decided to use 

Google Docs because the school district uses Google Classroom. In this format, the pre-service 

teacher posted questions for discussion, and students responded to those questions and to each 

other in a running format. Finally, the pre-service teachers submitted reflections for both their 

face-to-face seminars and their virtual discussions.   

 

Pre-service Teacher Demographics 

There were nine pre-service teachers involved as discussion leaders for the present study. 

Of the nine, all were Caucasian, seven were specializing in secondary Social Studies, and two 

were specializing in English. Also, of the nine, five were male and four were female. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Over a period of two weeks, pre-service teachers who participated in the study conducted 

the face-to-face Socratic Seminars while their Cooperating Teachers kept detailed tallies and 

maps listing in order each student that spoke during the seminar. The pre-service teachers then 

submitted the audio recording of their seminar, the “map” or order of the students that 

participated in their seminar, and class demographics for each of the students in their class. Both 

the map and the demographics contained pseudonyms to protect the names of the students in 

their class. After all the seminars were submitted, graduate assistants were tasked with 

transcribing the seminars, using the maps and demographic lists provided to clearly indicate the 

demographics of the speakers.   

The pre-service teachers then conducted virtual discussions in the same classroom where 

they conducted their face-to-face seminars, with the same students. These discussions took place 

within two weeks of the face-to-face seminar. This allowed for a comparison of these two 

discussion formats, because the context of the discussions is as similar as possible. Pre-service 

teachers then saved the complete record of their virtual discussion to a digital format and 

submitted this as part of their assignment. They again submitted class demographics for each 

student and made the discussions anonymous. As part of the assignment, pre-service teachers 

submitted a reflection of the virtual discussions as well, answering questions about the level and 

quality of participation they received during the seminar.   

In total, collected data for this study included: transcripts of audio recorded face-to-face 

Socratic Seminars conducted by nine pre-service teachers during their field placement; complete 

copies of virtual discussions conducted by the same nine pre-service teachers in the same 

classroom as the face-to-face discussion, and pre-service teacher reflections of both seminars. 
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The study’s questions focused on the phenomena of response behaviors. With this in 

mind, data analysis began with counting each instance of speech from the face-to-face seminar 

transcripts, and then compiling data in an Excel spreadsheet by pre-service teacher. Decisions 

had to be made about what counted as “instances of speech,” and the following rules were 

applied consistently for the purposes of this study and determining participation rates: (1) Non-

word sounds such as grunting and laughter, which were recorded in the transcripts, did not count 

as instances of speech; (2) When students were interrupted by a pre-service teacher or other 

student, but continued with their train of thought, this was counted as one instance of speech, not 

two separate instances, and (3) One word, “go ahead” signifiers such as “okay” and “right,” were 

not counted as instances of speech, because they functioned as non-verbal sounds of 

encouragement.   

The same process was conducted with the virtual discussions. Each instance of speech 

was counted, divided into demographics, and then organized by pre-service teacher. Basic 

descriptive statistics were applied to both data sets, and these results were compared by pre-

service teacher, allowing for direct comparison of response behaviors in face-to-face vs. virtual 

discussions.   

 

Results 

This study sought to examine the effect of two different class discussion formats on 

student and pre-service teacher participation rates. Primarily of interest was whether, all other 

things being as equal as practically possible, there would be an overall difference between the 

total volume of verbiage students and pre-service teachers used when engaging in these two 

different formats. If a compelling difference was found, the researchers purposed to identify any 

clear indications in the data that might suggest the source(s) of the difference. To that end, nine 

pre-service teachers engaged their high school students in whole class discussions in both 

Socratic Seminar (face-to-face) and Virtual (synchronous online) discussion forums over a 

period of two weeks and tracked student participation as described above. 

 

Student Participation 

A t-test was performed to determine if there was a statistically significant result indicated 

by the data resulting from this process for the research question dealing with differences between 

student participation rates in the two discussion approaches (face-to-face Socratic vs. 

synchronous virtual). This t-test performed on the response frequency data comparing the two 

methodologies on the variable of total words produced resulted in p(t) = 0.0813. While this 

finding was not statistically significant at the p(t)<0.05 level, the researchers determined that the 

finding was worthy of pursuit given the small sample size and the more robust analytical 

allowances afforded in a case study approach. For the remainder of this discussion, the reader 

should bear in mind that the researchers found the main effect to be compelling, but not 

statistically significant. Contributing strongly to this decision was that Virtual Discussion 

methodology produced approximately 50% more total words from the same groups of students 

than did the Socratic Seminar approaches (see Table 1 in Appendix). 

To understand the source of the difference in overall student participation between the 

two discussion formats, two other comparisons were explored in the data set. The first was the 

average length of responses given by the students in the two different discussion formats. The 

average number of words used by students per response in the Socratic Seminar format was 28.6 

words. The number of words used by these same students when responding virtually was 
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23.3. The difference between these two was not statistically significant at p(t)<0.05. The 

statistical comparison for these yielded p(t)=0.152. 

The second comparison explored the average number of responses given per each 

discussion format. There was an average of 228 responses given per discussion in the Socratic 

Seminar format compared to 377.5 average responses given in the Virtual format. Analysis of 

these data revealed a statistically significant difference at p(t)<0.05. This comparison showed 

p(t)=0.0297. Taken together, this indicates that students contributed significantly more total 

responses in the virtual discussion format than they did in the face-to-face format, although the 

number of words and total words used were about the same.   

  

Pre-Service Teacher Participation  

Table 2 presents the frequencies of two types of participation by pre-service teachers as 

they led the two types of discussions. One statistically significant difference was indicated by the 

data collected relative to this phenomenon. Pre-service teachers averaged 29.9 “other” instances 

of speech in the face-to-face format while these same teachers (with the same students) averaged 

only 2.3 per discussion in the virtual discussions (see Table 2 in Appendix).   

A paired t-test conducted on these data revealed statistical significance at p(t)=0.0001. 

These instances of speech usually consisted of paraphrasing student responses, asking follow-up 

questions, selecting the next person to speak, or asking the class to be quiet and respectful. In a 

virtual environment, these same pre-service teachers averaged 2.3 “other” instances of speech. 

Meanwhile, the number of “target” questions (in other words, instances where the pre-service 

teachers indicated that they were asking one of the primary discussion questions), varied very 

little between formats; in both formats, the pre-service teachers asked an average of between 

three and four target questions. These numbers suggest that the pre-service teachers had the same 

content expectations in terms of the discussion questions they wanted students to answer. Their 

own participation in the discussion, however, drastically differed between formats. Our data 

indicate the following significant differences: students contributed more responses in a virtual 

environment, even as pre-service teachers’ responses (excluding targeted questions) plummeted.   

 

Discussion 

Our Conceptual Framework explored the tension between teacher immediacy and wait 

time, in both face-to-face and virtual environments. The pre-service teachers in this study 

demonstrated a high degree of teacher immediacy in the face-to-face setting, evidenced by an 

average of 29.9 utterances during the seminar that lived outside the realm of targeted questions. 

These utterances served to move the conversation forward, repeat or paraphrase students’ words, 

ask for respectful behavior, and so on. They indicate that the pre-service teachers were present 

and engaged in the face-to-face Seminars.  

However, these same very engaged and present pre-service teachers disappeared in the 

virtual discussions they conducted, within two weeks of the face-to-face Seminar. While the 

number of targeted questions they asked was about the same, their “other utterances” dropped 

down to an average of 2.3, indicating that teacher immediacy was far less present in the virtual 

environment.   

Their actions had complex effects. For example, when the pre-service teachers practiced 

less immediacy, the student response rate increased. The online wait time seemed to be effective 

for the particular purpose of increasing student participation rate. This finding does support the 

idea that teacher immediacy can have a chilling effect on amount of student speech, if not the 
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quality of what students say. In this context, the pre-service teachers’ use of virtual wait time 

opened the doors for greater levels of student participation.   

The purpose of this study was quantifiable levels of participation, not quality. However, 

the literature on this topic indicated that quality in virtual discussions required monitoring in 

order to maximize its effectiveness. Just as Drake (2012) noted “reasoning shortcuts” such as 

showing a lack of true difference or disagreement, failing to provide supportive evidence, and 

ignoring logical fallacies, the virtual discussions in this study suffered from a lack of teacher 

participation in terms of quality of student responses. This ranged from students simply 

answering the questions asked with no interaction at all, to interaction, but almost always 

agreement. An example of each can illustrate the point: 

The following example is from the transcript from PST #10 (pre-service teacher # 10) 

where no student interaction can be seen, followed by an example from the transcript of PST #4 

where interaction (specifically, agreement) can be seen from start to finish in the discussion: 

 

PST #10 

Candidate Teacher: Why do you think Abraham Lincoln wrote the 

Emancipation Proclamation in the first place, was it because it was the right thing 

to do or the best thing for the war? 

Student 12: (WF) Because he wanted the South to move back to the US.  

Student 17: (NWF) He wanted the South to move back to the US, so it was done 

for the best of the war. 

Student 13: (NWF) Lincoln did it for the war because he wanted the South to 

move back.  

Student 15: (NWF) Best thing for the war b/c he wanted to free the slaves and 

have them come back to the South 

Student 24: (WF) Lincoln thought it was the best for the war because it was 

disrupt [Sic.] the South, which was best for the war.  

 

PST #4 

Candidate Teacher: The video quotes this “If you destroy the land, you destroy 

yourself.” Do you find this to be true when it comes to these types of operations? 

Defend your answer.  

Student 11: (WF) I believe that statement is true. If you destroy the land you are 

not only ruining it so people don’t want to live there, but for some people their 

land and home is all they have, that is their legacy. You are also taking away the 

pride you once had by doing this. Knowing what you are doing to the world and 

being okay with it would be hard.  

Student 12: (WF) I agree with this statement. People are already living in these 

conditions and more and more people will soon see the same fate if we don’t 

something and quick.  

Student 6: (WF) I agree. People already live in conditions like these, and we 

don’t want it to continue for this to happen.  

Student 3: (WM) Some people already live in these conditions and this is bad.  

Student 1: (WM) I also agree with Student 11 because we all want to live good 

and clean, why pollute the air when you can just leave the forest alone and live in 

clean air.  
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Student 13: (WF) I agree with Student 11. No wants to live in a dirty, polluted 

area. The air that the Canadian forests supply the world with clean air. The tar 

sands is taking up acres of land that could have trees to make clean air.  

 

In the first example, the pre-service teacher posed a question for students, who responded 

to that question, without any interaction with each other. There were multiple examples of this in 

various virtual discussion transcripts, in which students provided a short response to the question 

with little or no elaboration or interaction. In the second example, there are comments in 

response to a student comment. All comments following the one made by Student 11 are in 

response to Student 11. However, here the problem is the lack of critical disagreement. Although 

there is more interaction, it is in the form of “I agree” statements instead of more critical thought. 

In both transcripts, the pre-service teacher was largely absent from the discussion, and in both 

cases, a more “immediate” teacher could have intervened with verbal and nonverbal responses 

that encouraged higher-quality responses from students. In the case of PST 10, an immediate 

teacher could encourage interaction using nonverbal digital cues. In the case of PST 4, an 

immediate teacher could encourage interaction using modeling appropriate questions that could 

lead to deeper understanding and less reflexive agreement.   

 

Implications for Pedagogy and Future Inquiry 

One of the primary implications of this research is the need to help pre-service teachers 

recognize the need to use their growing face-to-face teaching skills when they are using online 

formats. In this study, the immediacy behaviors of the pre-service teachers immediately ceased 

upon entering a virtual environment. With all the myriad skills that pre-service teachers have to 

learn, it may seem like one more, perhaps unnecessary skill. However, in today’s teaching 

climate, the ubiquity of teaching with technology and the growth of online K-12 courses are 

requiring pre-service teachers to reflect on how their virtual teaching selves compare to their 

face-to-face teaching selves. As shown in the research study with the online AP courses (Blaine, 

2019), students in K-12 settings still want to feel like their instructor is present, even in virtual 

environments. Immediacy behaviors have been shown to transfer to online environments if 

teachers are intentional about using verbal and nonverbal cues in discussions (Ghamdi, Anthony, 

& Samarji, 2016; LeFebvre & Allen, 2014; Mazer & Stowe, 2016).  This is a skill that pre-

service teachers can be expected to practice when they lead online discussions in their 

placements.   

At the same time, pre-service teachers need to learn to be careful with face-to-face 

Socratic Seminars, and learn to balance their own interjections with student participation. In this 

study, students used the relative quiet of the virtual environments to talk more, even if they 

needed a more immediate teacher to guide them towards having more meaningful things to say. 

The face-to-face seminars may have had more teacher immediacy than was healthy for student 

participation. A balance seems to be in order; an intentional combination of wait-time and 

immediacy in both face-to-face and virtual environments that values students’ voices, but also 

provides guidance.   

Ultimately, pre-service teachers need practice leading discussions in both face-to-face 

and virtual environments because that is where real-world discussions are happening today. 

Teacher education should be developing teachers who feel comfortable leading discussions that 

matter, so that students learn to participate in meaningful ways and develop their own “public 

voice” (Rheingold, 2008). Future research should continue to look at this topic in terms of what 
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this “public voice” looks like for a variety of students in different education contexts, as well as 

the continued role of teacher education in helping pre-service teachers find their teaching 

voice—and make sure their students hear just enough (but not too much) of it.   
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Table 1  

Socratic Seminar vs. Virtual Discussion Comparison in Terms of # of Responses, Avg. Length of Response, and Total Words of 

Responses by Demographic 
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Total 

Words by 

Disc. Type 

SOC 

Male 55 54 -1 

228 

274 30.5 

28.6 

8357.0 

26238.1 
Female 45 46 1 213 26.5 5644.5 

White 63 54 -9 221 31 6851.0 

NW 37 46 9 204 26.4 5385.6 

VIR-

TUAL 

Male 56 56 0 

377.5 

420 23.3 

23.3 

9786.0 

35205.9 
Female 44 44 0 334 24.2 8082.8 

White 63 68 5 503 23.1 11619.3 

NW 37 52 15 253 22.6 5717.8 
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Table 2 

Pre-service Teacher Participation in Face-to-Face vs. Virtual Discussions, Comparing Targeted Questions and Combining All 

“Other” Statements 

PST # FACE-TO-FACE PARTICIPATION VIRTUAL PARTICIPATION 

 Targeted Questions asked 

during seminar 

 

Other statements 

Targeted Questions asked 

during seminar 

 

Other statements 

1 (3) 3 13 4 0 

2 (4) 1 40 4 0 

3 (6) 4 30 4 11 

4 (7) 4 13 5 3 

5 (9) 4 50 1 0 

6 (10) 3 28 4 0 

7 (12) 4 35 1 7 

8 (19) 4 26 6 0 

9 (22) 4 34 5 0 

TOTAL: 

AVERAGE: 

31 

3.4 

269 

29.9 

34 

3.8 

21 

2.3 

   



MidSouth Literacy Journal   Leland, C.H., & Frank, S. B. 
  
  

Volume 4 Issue 2 16 Spring 2019 

“The Sons of Liberty Were Terrorists!” Fifth Graders Get Critical 
 

Christine H. Leleand 

Indiana University 

 

Stevie Bruzas Frank 

Zionsville Indiana Public Schools 

 

 

 

At a time when claims of “fake news” are common, it is important to prepare students to 

assess the texts they encounter and make sound decisions about what to believe. This 

article follows the actions and thinking of a fifth grade teacher as she made a conscious 

effort to provide experiences that would support her students’ development of a critical 

literacy perspective. Following the four “Dimensions of Critical Literacy” (Lewison, 

Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002) as a theoretical model, we describe the classroom engagements 

that were designed to highlight each dimension: (1) Disrupting commonplace knowledge, 

(2) Interrogating multiple perspectives, (3) Focusing on sociopolitical issues, and (4) 

Taking action to promote social justice. Samples of students’ responses are provided to 

illustrate how students applied what they were learning to their study of the American 

Revolution and the Bill of Rights as well as to current issues like athletes who protest at 

sports events by kneeling during the national anthem instead of standing.  

 

Keywords: Critical literacy, multiple perspectives, sociopolitical issues, classroom 

inquiry, elementary school 

 
Readers are always faced with the dilemma of deciding what to believe, what to 

challenge, and what to hold in abeyance until evidence is available to make a well-reasoned 

decision. In the current sociopolitical climate, these decisions are more difficult to make than 

ever before. As the political scene has become polarized, claims of “fake news” have proliferated 

and the lines between fact and opinion have blurred. The speed of news traveling through 

multiple platforms adds another layer of complexity. “We are inundated with streams of 

information, much of it unvetted, and we know that these streams are imbued with the agendas, 

purposes, and values of authors, agencies, or sponsors” (Damico & Panos, 2016, p. 275). 

Regardless of these challenges, it is the job of educators to prepare future citizens who can 

identify the agendas, purposes, and values embedded in the texts they encounter. 

These were some of Stevie Frank’s thoughts as she talked about a social studies unit she 

had recently completed with her fifth graders. Stevie explained to Chris Leland (a longtime 

mentor and collaborator) that she was having difficulty adjusting to the restrictive curricular 

demands of the new district where she was teaching. Specifically, she wondered whether her 

decision to follow the district curriculum instead of focusing on critical literacy during their 

study of the American Revolution had left her students with a nationalistic view of those fighting 

for the patriot cause as heroes, regardless of what they did. While she also saw the patriots as 

heroes in one sense, she wanted her students to understand other possible perspectives. She also 

wanted them to see how the rights fought for back in 1776 are still being fought for today.  
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As Comber (2001) has argued, “Critical literacies involve people using language to 

exercise power, to enhance everyday life in schools and communities, and to question practices 

of privilege and injustice” (p. 1). One of the practices of privilege Stevie wanted her students to 

question was the authority of texts. She wanted them to be consciously aware of the bias in all 

texts (including textbooks, news reports, Tweets, Facebook posts, etc.) as well as in the larger 

cultural narratives passed down without question. She also wanted them to apply what they had 

learned about the Constitution (specifically the first amendment right to free speech) to current 

news stories about athletes who challenge societal norms by kneeling instead of standing for the 

national anthem at sports events. 

Since we have worked together on previous classroom inquiries involving critical literacy 

(e.g., Leland & Bruzas, 2014), we decided to join forces again. This article describes some of our 

experiences as we focused on helping Stevie’s fifth graders revisit their study of the American 

Revolution through the lens of critical literacy. In the following sections we describe our project 

in terms of the context, the theoretical framework, and selected instructional activities and 

findings for each dimension of the framework. We end with a brief discussion and conclusions.  

 

Context 

This classroom inquiry took place in a public suburban school in the Midwest during the 

first three months of 2018. Stevie was learning that her new district was characterized by tighter 

curriculum control than she had experienced in the past. The district was relatively affluent with 

approximately 28% of students receiving free or reduced-price meals. Students generally did 

well on standardized tests and boasted some of the highest scores in the state. Stevie felt that 

high scores might have supported an unspoken assumption that little needed to change in terms 

of pedagogy. District goals mentioned nothing about helping students develop a critical 

perspective and focused more on keeping everyone on the same page. The district had little 

diversity and most of the students identified as white. Stevie’s class contained one biracial 

student, one Latina, and one Asian student. The rest of the students, the teacher, and the other 

researcher were white. 

  As an experienced practitioner who has studied the work of critical educators (e.g., 

Christensen, 2000, 2009; Edelsky, 1999; Luke & Freebody, 1997; Loewen, 2007), Stevie 

believed it was important for students to think for themselves and read actively instead of 

passively. However, finding a space for teaching critical literacy in her new setting was difficult 

due to the rigid curriculum calendar (the scope and sequence) that had to be followed each day 

for reading, writing, and math. Within each of those subjects, there was a list of "non-negotiable 

topics" that had to be covered. This meant that there was no time for teaching critical literacy 

except during social studies, which was not so tightly dictated. As long as she followed the social 

studies standards (Indiana, Academic Standards, Grade 5, The United States—The Founding of 

the Republic, 2014) adopted by her state, she could go beyond the textbook and provide 

additional experiences to support students in becoming more critically literate. See Table 1 for 

examples of social studies standards addressed in American Revolution unit. 
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Table 1 

Social Studies Standards Addressed 

5.18. Describe early colonial resistance to British rule. 

5.1.10. Analyze the causes of the American Revolution 

as outlined in the Declaration of Independence 

5.2.5. Describe and give examples of individual rights 

guaranteed by the Bill of Rights.  

5.2.8. Describe group and individual actions that 

illustrate civic virtues, such as civility, 

cooperation, respect and responsible 

participation. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

After several conversations, we planned an inquiry based on the theoretical framework 

described by Lewison, Flint, and Van Sluys (2002). These researchers examined a wide range of 

definitions for critical literacy and synthesized their findings into four main dimensions: (1) 

Disrupting commonplace knowledge, (2) Interrogating multiple perspectives, (3) Focusing on 

sociopolitical issues, and (4) Taking action to promote social justice. The authors suggest that 

while these dimensions do not happen in any particular order, they are interrelated and often 

build from each other. Once we identified the conceptual framework for the study, we designed 

instructional activities for the various dimensions. While we were able to include all four 

dimensions in our work with the children, we found that the second dimension, the one dealing 

with multiple perspectives, seemed to be the most beneficial for them at that time. As a result, 

more of the activities focused on Dimension 2 than on the others. 

 Although critical thinking skills are frequently mentioned in formal curriculum 

documents, they are often addressed through traditional activities like finding the main idea and 

making inferences. Because of this, we had to go beyond commercial programs sanctioned by 

the district and find or create materials. Following the example of critical literacy scholar Janks 

(2014), we wanted to help students develop as citizens who can read texts critically to understand 

how those text position them, whose interests they serve, and how they “produce our identities” 

(p. 355). A similar approach was taken by Lewison, Leland, and Harste (2015) in their book 

Creating Critical Classrooms: Reading and Writing with an Edge and by Leland, Ociepka, and 

Mennonno (2016). 

 

Instructional Activities and Findings 

When instructional activities for the project began, Stevie kept an online teaching journal 

that both authors discussed on a daily basis. Some journal excerpts were later used in writing this 

article and are shown in italics. Readers should be aware that chunks of text in italics are entries 

from Stevie’s teaching journal. Other data that Stevie collected included numerous screen shots 

of student work. We examined the work samples multiple times, shared notes on what we 

thought it was showing us, and discussed whether we needed to revise our plans to address 

students’ needs.  

 

Dimension #1: Disrupting the Commonplace 

 The first dimension reflects principles of democracy and justice, of questioning and 

analysis, of resistance and action (Edelsky, 2004). This is “historically a radical stance for 
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elementary teachers to adopt” (Lewison et al., 2002, p. 383) since their role has traditionally 

focused on transmitting knowledge, not disrupting it. To address the first dimension, Stevie 

began with a discussion about how commonplace knowledge and what people see as facts 

change over time. For example, many people once thought the earth was flat, but that common 

understanding was challenged and subsequently replaced by the idea of the world as a sphere. It 

seems likely that this revised commonplace knowledge will be further challenged and updated 

since some scientists now suggest the earth is slightly pear-shaped.  

To illustrate the point that knowledge changes over time, Stevie introduced a play from 

Storyworks Magazine about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Students read the play “I have a dream” 

(Lewis, 2018) and compared how King is generally viewed today with how he was viewed 

during the time of the play. Stevie asked students to focus on the question, “What does the author 

of the play want you to believe?” to help them understand that although King has a place in our 

culture today as a national hero, he was seen earlier as a troublemaker. She later wrote in her 

teaching journal:  

 

I pulled up a picture of MLK in jail and explained he was there because he organized a 

protest after the police commissioner in Birmingham, AL got a court order making 

protests illegal (Rothman, 2015). I then asked if protesting the government was allowed 

according to what our social studies textbook said about the Bill of Rights and the kids 

agreed this right is supposed to be protected. They were shocked by how the police 

officers “got away with arresting him” and they were also surprised to find out MLK was 

not always seen as a hero.  

 

When asked to explain the change in how King was seen then as opposed to how he is seen now, 

students noted time had passed and people’s attitudes about racial equality had changed. “Back 

then people were just doing what their parents told them to do. They didn’t think about whether 

it was wrong,” stated John (all names are pseudonyms). He went on to point out how in the play, 

one of the characters actually said, “We don’t want trouble, Martin. We do what we’re told.” 

Stevie wrote in her journal: 

 

I got chills when I heard this--just do what you are told. Be mindless about what’s going 

on around you. How do I “tiptoe” around parents’ preconceived notions but also fight 

for social justice? Racism is still a huge issue in our county, even though many people 

now recognize MLK as a hero. 

 

After further discussion, students concluded that change happens when people stop doing the 

same old things and start to ask questions about why they are doing them - and whether doing 

something else would be better. These conversations called attention to the idea of disrupting 

commonplace ideas instead of simply going along with them. 

 

Dimension #2: Interrogating Multiple Perspectives 

The second dimension of critical literacy can also be uncomfortable for teachers to adopt. 

“The ‘testing and right answer’ heritage of schooling stands in direct opposition to examining 

conflicting perspectives - a process that usually does not produce neat and tidy conclusions” 

(Lewison et al., 2002, p. 383). We hoped that asking students to look more closely at different 
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perspectives of participants in the American Revolution would encourage them to consider how 

people might witness the same events and come away with conflicting conclusions.  

 

Multiple perspectives in a picture book. To give students experience with analyzing 

different points of view and identifying bias, Stevie introduced Voices in the Park (Browne, 

1998) as a read aloud. This book demonstrates multiple perspectives in both the story and the 

pictures. It shows how one small event, like an outing in the park, can be seen in four completely 

different ways. Stevie challenged her students to consider how the language used by the 

individual characters and how they are depicted in their illustrations show their opinions and 

biases. 

The four gorilla characters in Browne’s deceptively simple picture book include a bossy, 

well-to-do mother and her shy son, Charles, as well as a despondent, out-of-work father and his 

cheerful daughter, Smudge. Each character is given six to eight pages to tell what happened from 

his or her perspective. Students immediately noticed how Charles’s mother used biased words 

that made the other family look bad. “She called their dog a ‘scruffy mongrel’ and a ‘horrible 

thing,’ but he’s just a normal dog with nothing wrong with him,” Leanne asserted. Sam noticed 

the mother’s bias as well: “She said Smudge’s dad was a ‘frightful type’ but he’s just a regular 

guy. He doesn’t look scary!” Lisa noticed that the mother referred to Smudge as a “rough-

looking” child. She said she was not sure what that meant, but she knew it was not good. After 

studying the pictures, Lisa said Smudge looked to her like a kid who was fun to be with - and 

someone who would be a great friend.  

Students’ observations about the perspective of the third character, Charles, show their 

response to Stevie’s request for analysis. After studying the pictures, Susan noted, “Things 

changed once he stepped out of his mother’s shadow.” She concluded that the pictures showing 

Charles without his mother’s hat or shadow behind him were the ones where he looked happiest 

and most excited. John noticed that one picture in Charles’s section of the book is divided in 

half. While the left-hand side of the picture shows Charles with dark clouds, the other half shows 

Smudge smiling at him - and the sun is out. “He needs to get out of his mother’s shadow and 

think for himself,” John concluded. In this case, students appeared to be challenging the idea that 

a parent’s classist and/or racist beliefs have to be accepted. While it is not always easy to find a 

balance between maintaining respect for parents and cultivating critical thinking, focusing on 

multiple perspectives can be helpful. 

 

Multiple perspectives in the news. After giving students experience with identifying 

multiple perspectives and biases in a picture book, Stevie introduced them to the Checkology 

website (https://checkology.org). This resource is maintained by The News Literacy Project 

(NLP), a nonpartisan national education nonprofit organization with the goal of supporting 

educators teaching middle school and high school students how to sort fact from fiction in the 

digital age. According to its website, “NLP provides these students with the essential skills they 

need to become smart, active consumers of news and information and engaged, informed 

citizens.” Although the target audience for this website is older students, Stevie found that with 

her support, her fifth graders were able to understand the material she used with them. 

The first module in Checkology is called “Filtering News and Information.” Students 

view an array of different texts and try to decide their purpose. While elementary teachers often 

refer to these purposes as PIE (persuade, inform, or entertain), Stevie wanted students to 

understand that it is not always “as easy as pie” to figure out an author’s purpose. In this case, 
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they did well with the author’s purpose task but were not as successful with the second part of 

the lesson where they were asked to judge the credibility of a source. Stevie noted: 

 

John Oliver came on and gave a news report that sounded like the mainstream news in 

terms of the stories covered, but also added some satire that most of the kids missed. 

Most of them did not know who this celebrity was and said he was accurately describing 

the news. When they found out he was actually a comedian, they were shocked.  

“But he looks like a real newscaster!”  

“There’s a desk in front of him.”  

“But you hear people laughing in the background,” argued Luke, who figured out that 

Oliver’s main goal was entertainment. What a great way to show them that not 

everything they see on a screen is real! 

 

 Students also completed a lesson from the Checkology website called “Getting the story: 

Practicing quality journalism.” This lesson presents two different news articles about the same 

event in which a truck and a car collide. It provides a set of guidelines to help consumers of the 

news separate misinformation from what really happened. The seven standards included in this 

lesson deal with topics like avoiding bias, fairness, verification of information, and the 

importance of documentation such as photographs. Two of the standards focus directly on 

multiple perspectives: “Multiple credible sources” and “Balance: Representing multiple sides of 

the issue, event or controversy without giving unfair weight to one side or point of view” 

(Checkology website, 2018). One of the articles provided with the lesson meets the standards of 

quality journalism; the other does not. 

Students received copies of both articles and were asked to highlight any biased words or 

phrases they found. They identified words like “innocent” and “recklessly” as biased and were 

able to say which article followed the Checkology standards better. For example, Zoe said both 

articles talked about green slime leaking out of the overturned truck, but only one article 

discussed how dangerous it was. She circled the word “fatal” because only one article talked 

about how a scientist studied the slime and said it could be fatal to people. Andy picked up on 

another important point:  

 

In one article, the truck driver said the car driver was drunk. But there was no evidence to 

prove it and a witness took a picture of the truck driver going through the red light. So I 

think the truck driver was lying. 

 

In this case, the students observed that the scientist and the photograph provided valuable pieces 

of evidence about what really happened. 

 

Multiple perspectives on history. After studying these examples, Stevie challenged her 

students to apply what they were learning to the social studies unit they were revisiting. She 

asked whose perspective their textbook showed and then noted what followed in her teaching 

journal. 

 

 “The winner’s side!” Ellen said. I laughed and then asked why we don’t hear about 

Great Britain’s side of things.  

“Because we weren’t taught about it,” she responded.  
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Oh, gosh, I thought. The book ‘Lies My Teacher Told Me’ (Loewen, 2007) came glaring 

back into my mind. I never want my students to feel as cheated as I felt when I first read 

that book during my master’s program. Why didn’t anyone bring those alternative 

viewpoints to my attention? Why did I have to learn about the negative side of 

Christopher Columbus as an adult rather than when I was in elementary school? Am I 

less of a patriot today because I don’t see Columbus as a hero?  

 

With this experience in mind, Stevie reminded her students about an inquiry they had 

pursued earlier in the year. She asked them to think back and remember how reading the book 

Encounter (Yolen, 1992) and studying entries from Christopher Columbus’s own journal had 

given them a whole new perspective on him. Students recalled how Encounter tells the story of 

Columbus’s arrival from the point of view of the local Taino tribe; it showed them the negative 

side of Columbus, another view they had not previously been taught. While their textbook 

(Bennett, Cummins, Kracht, Tatum, & White, 2013) focused on positive aspects of Columbus’s 

actions, other sources their teacher brought in provided evidence of how the Taino were cheated 

and harmed by those actions.  

 

Deconstructing the Sons of Liberty 

   To encourage the use of multiple perspectives in their second look at the American 

Revolution, Stevie focused the next assignment on the Sons of Liberty. She remembered that her 

class had questions about this group when they first read about how they organized protests 

against British laws, especially the Stamp Act of 1765. According to the textbook, this group and 

others like it “took actions that frightened the people who sold the stamps…they burned stamps, 

threatened stamp agents, and sometimes attacked the agents’ homes. In Boston, protestors 

created an effigy, or life-sized puppet, of the local stamp agent and hung it from a tree” (Bennett 

et al., 2013, p. 146).  

  After reviewing the textbook, Stevie asked her students to create a poster, cartoon, or 

newspaper page about the Sons of Liberty to illustrate what might have been published around 

the time of that war. She wanted them to show the perspective of a loyalist (someone who 

supported the British king) or the perspective of a patriot (someone who wanted to end the king’s 

power in America). She documented what transpired in her journal: 

 

To get them started, I drew a T-chart on the board and asked them to generate words for 

both perspectives. What words would a patriot use for the Sons of Liberty? They came up 

with “heroes, freedom fighters, saviors, trailblazers,” and “good guys.” Then I asked 

them what a loyalist would say about the Sons of Liberty. They came up with “traitors, 

criminals, rebels, troublemakers,” and “bad guys.”  

Then Dan blurted out, “The Sons of Liberty were terrorists!” 

OMG, I thought to myself as I added terrorists under the Sons of Liberty.  

“Wow, Dan, that’s a strong claim! What you are using as evidence?”  

“Well, they put hot tar and feathers on the British tax collectors. That had to be pretty 

terrifying.”  

“They also burned down loyalists’ houses,” Zoe added. “Having your house burn down 

would be scary.” 
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After discussing the different views loyalists and patriots might hold, students formed small 

groups and made their posters.  

One group took the perspective of loyalists. In the upper right hand corner of their 

newspaper page they wrote, “These are no sons of liberty, these are sons of violence.” They also 

included a picture of a tree with bodies hanging from it and the question “Is this what our 

country is becoming?” (See Figure 1) They explained how the Sons of Liberty hung effigies of 

stamp agents to scare them, but in the textbook, the effigies were portrayed in a comical way. 

Since effigies were used as a fear tactic, they thought they should not be shown that way. Luke 

explained, “We wanted to paint a picture of what the Sons of Liberty really did. Those effigies 

would have been terrifying for the British, and not a joke at all.” 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Not a joke.  

 

Another group took the viewpoint of American patriots. (See Figure 2) “Why did you 

choose this picture?” Stevie asked, pointing to the one on the bottom. “Well,” Lauren said, “the 

man looks like he’s not backing down and it shows determination. It makes war look good, 

which is sort of interesting because it’s well…war.” Lauren then went on to make a connection 

to Voices in the Park (Browne, 1998) and talked about how pictures communicate meaning.  

 

Remember those pictures where it was showing the little boy’s perspective? Everything 

was dark and dreary until he started playing with Smudge. Then the pictures started to 

lighten up and look happier. This picture makes war look good. 

 

When the two authors discussed the poster later, we noted that the text supported the picture by 

making war sound good as well: 

  

The American Revolution is here! Last night the British troops sailed into Boston harbor 

with a mind to attack... We will win and start a new county called The United States of 
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America! …The Sons of Liberty…have enormously helped. They have tarred and 

feathered Stamp Act agents and have provided food, clothes, and shelter to the soldiers in 

the war. 

 

In this example of a patriot’s point of view, the Sons of Liberty are portrayed as being civic 

minded and generous. The fact that they tarred and feathered stamp agents is presented not as an 

act of terror but as evidence of being “enormously helpful” to their community. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. War is good. 

 

The final student example shows both the loyalist and the patriot points of view on the 

same poster. (See Figure 3) The patriot perspective of the Sons of Liberty is shown in the top 

picture of Ben Franklin, described by Eddie as “a good guy doing good things. He looks like he’s 

doing pretty important stuff.” The text for this part of the poster includes: “Heroes. The 

Americans loved the Sons of Liberty... They gave Americans freedom from Britain.” Written in 

pencil between the lines in what seems like an echo, are the words “patriots, saviors, victory, 

brave, warriors, forefathers, freedom, amazing, good guys.” 

The loyalist perspective for the Sons of Liberty is shown in the bottom half of the poster 

with the heading, “Traitors.” When she looked at the picture, Stevie asked if it showed the 

Americans doing something bad. “What makes me think it’s bad?” she asked. “The look on their 

faces and the colors are all dark. I know it happened at night, but the colors make it seem 

sneaky,” Eddie said. “Also, some of them are disguised as Indians and it wasn’t fair to blame 

Indians for throwing the tea overboard. Only bad guys let other people get blamed for stuff they 

did.” The text for this part of the poster includes: “Traitors. The British hated the Sons of 
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Liberty. They were traitors. They betrayed the crown by throwing tea overboard!” Written in 

pencil between the lines in what seems like an echo, are the words “traitor, tarred and feathered, 

betrayed, evil.” 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Heroes and traitors. 

 

Dimension #3: Focusing on Sociopolitical Issues  

These experiences with multiple perspectives led to a focus on sociopolitical issues, the 

third dimension of critical literacy. Stevie asked her students to think about what the war had 

actually accomplished and posed the questions, “What were Americans fighting for?” and “Was 

going through the war worth it?” When she observed that students seemed to be stuck on the idea 

of getting rid of British taxes as the main benefit coming from the war, she introduced another 

lesson from the Checkology website. This lesson led them to examine the rights the first 

amendment gives to all Americans.  

Chaltain, an author and filmmaker, speaks during the module called “Exercises Civic 

Freedom.” Chaltain provides a step-by-step explanation of what the first amendment does for 

citizens. The fifth graders were shocked to learn that students involved in the court hearing West 

Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette (1943) did not have to salute the flag if they did 

not want to. Stevie then connected this finding with a controversial sociopolitical issue currently 

in the news and described it in her journal: 

 

I asked, “Does not having to salute the flag remind you of anything going on today…. 

perhaps in a popular sport?” A few hands shot up and Eddie burst out, “Colin 

Kaepernick!”  
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 I asked, “Well, if students can make a choice about saluting the flag, should people also 

have a choice about standing for the national anthem? Do athletes like Kaepernick have 

a right to express their views by kneeling? Is that part of their freedom of speech?”  

 

Since students had many questions, Stevie found an article that discussed both the pros 

and cons of Kaepernick’s actions (PRO/CON, 2016). She chose this article because it provided 

multiple perspectives and also talked about how Muhammad Ali was banished from boxing 

during the 1960s when he refused to fight in the Vietnam War. She noted that some people today 

see Ali as a hero because he took a stand and called attention to what he believed was an unjust 

war. Stevie asked students to underline what they saw as the strongest evidence in the text and 

then write their opinion about Kaepernick’s actions on the back. 

 

I prefaced this hot topic by telling the class their families might have strong opinions 

about Kaepernick and it’s fine if they do. I encouraged them to talk about this issue with 

their parents to gain more of an understanding. We’re learning about different views and 

seeing what our government protects as rights. I want my kids to question what they hear 

and not just passively listen to what their parents or anybody else may tell them. 

Focusing on multiple perspectives gives me a way to “tiptoe” into difficult subjects. 

 

At the end of the module, Chaltain talks about the importance of knowing the first 

amendment because it means all kinds of opinions can be published. It is up to us as citizens to 

sift through information and figure out what is real or fake because the government is not going 

to do it for us.  

 

Dimension #4: Taking Action 

Discussing constitutional rights and the ongoing controversy regarding Colin Kaepernick 

and other athletes who choose to “take a knee” during the national anthem instead of standing 

can be connected to the fourth dimension, taking action, since they have clearly framed their 

actions as a form of protest. When Stevie and her students met to discuss their opinions about 

Kaepernick, most of them said citizens have the right to protest.  

 

I asked Luke to explain why he sided with Kaepernick and he said, “Well, he’s just 

protesting. When did protesting become something bad or wrong?” 

Dan added, “He doesn’t think it’s right that black people are treated badly in this 

country and he wants change.”  

I then asked the kids to think about words people who agree with Kaepernick might use to 

describe him. They came up with “confident, brave, protective, fighter, believer, and 

wise.” Then I asked them to tell us words people who didn’t agree with him might use to 

describe him. Their list included “rebel, rude, traitor, disrespectful, and troublemaker.” 

 Luke pointed to the T- chart we made earlier about the Sons of Liberty and noted that 

many of the words were exactly the same. Everyone was shocked!  

“Whoa-- I didn’t think about that,” John said. “So maybe Kaepernick is a hero!”  

“A hero who doesn’t have a job now,” I responded. “If he’s a hero, why don’t people 

want him on their team?” The group was silent. This question seemed to stump them. We 

went back to the article (PRO/CON, 2016) and talked about athletes who have been 

punished for their political actions in the past.  
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“Ali was banished from boxing for years for his stand against the Vietnam War and some 

Olympic athletes had their medals taken away for their ‘black power salute’ showing 

support for African Americans who were treated badly,” I said. “Does Kaepernick fall 

into this category?”  

 “I think he does,” Max stated, while others nodded in agreement.  “He’s doing a good 

thing.”  

“So what makes a hero, a hero?” I asked. Again, the children were quiet.  

“What made MLK a hero in our play?”  

“He did a good thing by helping people stand up for their rights,” Lauren said.  

“But wasn’t he put in jail?” I asked.  

“Well, he got put in jail because what he was doing at the time was illegal,” Dan 

answered.  

“So heroes do illegal things?” I asked.  

“Yeah,” John said, “Heroes do illegal things and that’s exactly what the Sons of Liberty 

were doing. But illegal and legal things change. It just depends on what most people 

believe.”  

 

Stevie came away from this discussion agreeing with her students about how time was a big 

factor in the different perspectives people have on taking action. Some people were ready to act 

quickly while others needed more time to rethink their original positions and change their minds.  

An unforeseen opportunity for Stevie’s students to take action came about after the 

February, 2018 shootings at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Florida. In an 

unprecedented move, students from that school and others across the country started to speak out 

about the need for gun control. This followed on the heels of a local police officer getting shot in 

the line of duty, a tragedy cutting close to home since the officer’s wife was a teacher in their 

district. Students joined other community members in showing respect by standing outside their 

school as the long procession carrying the officer’s casket passed by.  

When several students asked what they could do to help, Stevie referred back to the 

social studies standards and pointed out that “examine ways citizens bring about change to 

government” was included as one of the “roles of citizens” (see Table 1). She suggested that they 

talk with their parents and others about what had happened in both cases and get their views. 

They could also go online and read what other students were saying both locally and nationally. 

After considering these views, they could make their own decision and write a letter to one of 

their elected governmental officials with suggestions for responding to the issue of gun violence.  

We were both surprised to find that some students seemed hesitant to have their voices 

heard. Stevie told them they needed to complete the assignment but she would not send their 

letters if they did not want her to do so. Susan said she did not want her letter sent because her 

viewpoint in the letter was not the same as her parents’ opinion: 

 

I never really thought about guns before and they were just always around. Then, after 

learning about the evidence and how guns are becoming a problem and students around 

the country are speaking out about them, my opinion changed and I actually got a 

viewpoint of my own, not just what my family thought.    

 

We saw this as evidence of Susan’s growth as a critical learner in two ways: First, she was able 

to think differently from her parents and second, she wrote against their views, whether the letter 



MidSouth Literacy Journal   Leland, C.H., & Frank, S. B. 
  
  

Volume 4 Issue 2 28 Spring 2019 

ever got sent or not. In this case, we saw Susan “trying on” a new perspective to see how well it 

fit her. Like Charles in Voices in the Park, she was hesitant to move out of her parents’ shadow, 

but she was taking the first step to do just that.  

 

Discussion: A Double Standard 

In reflecting about what she and her students had learned during this inquiry, Stevie 

observed that heroes in-the-making do not always get the same treatment from society.  

 

We are constantly learning about what Americans did back then and how it is now seen 

as being heroic. But it wasn’t equal for everyone. Some people had fewer problems when 

they rebelled, while others were met with a brick wall of resistance.  

 

Additionally, while they had all learned a lot, she still had some unanswered questions bothering 

her. For example, given our national history of rebelling against injustice, how did rebelling 

against the status quo come to be seen as something negative? Why are some heroes glorified 

right from the start while others are chastised for their positions? Or—stated differently, why 

was it acceptable for the Sons of Liberty to rebel but not for Martin Luther King, Jr., Muhammad 

Ali, or Colin Kaepernick?  

The simple answer is that there is a double standard in terms of who is allowed to rebel or 

do anything else. As Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore (2000) remind us, “Critical perspectives 

also assume there is systematic privilege for certain groups of people based on their ethnicity, 

race, gender, and social class” (p. 407). The Sons of Liberty were no doubt helped by their status 

as white, middleclass males. It was easier for the larger culture to position them as heroes than it 

was to position people of color like King, Kaepernick, and Ali as heroes.  

  Stevie knows her work is not done. She needs to continue to address all four dimensions 

of the critical literacy framework (Lewison et al., 2002) with her current and future students. She 

plans to have more frequent discussions about how people in books, in the news, and in history 

have been treated unfairly because of their race, social class, gender, sexual orientation (or 

whatever makes them different), and to be sure that the double standard is identified as an 

instance of injustice.  

  Almost a year after this project ended, we were both excited to see Colin Kaepernick 

back in the news as a symbol of Nike’s “Believe in Something” ad campaign (Pengelly, 2018). 

While there is much to be said about Nike’s history of treating workers unfairly, there is also 

much to be said about this company’s decision to bring such a controversial figure back into the 

spotlight. Branch (2017) quoting Wade Davis, a black activist and a former professional football 

player:   

  

The actual point of protest is to disrupt how we move about our daily lives…What 

Kaepernick did was disrupt one of our most treasured sports. Whether you agree with his 

tactics or not is one type of conversation. The larger conversation is what he is protesting 

about (unpaged). 

 

Disrupting football as a cultural institution connects with Dimension 1 (Disrupting the 

Commonplace). Kaepernick has also funded free “Know Your Rights” summer camps where 

children are taught that they have “the right to be free, healthy, brilliant, safe, loved, courageous, 
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alive, trusted and educated” and to know their rights (Branch, 2017, unpaged). These camps 

exemplify Dimensions 3 (Focusing on Sociopolitical Issues) and 4 (Taking Action). 

 

Conclusions 

One important conclusion to draw from this work is that curriculum (what we teach and 

how we teach it) matters. Finding spaces for teaching students what it means to have a critical 

perspective matters. It also matters that brave teachers are willing to invite their students (and 

parents) into discussions about controversial issues. As Stevie discovered, the strategy of 

tiptoeing rather than barging into these discussions is worth further exploration since it might 

help to keep the lines of communication between home and school open.  

A second conclusion is that there are ways to teach in the cracks (e.g., Schultz, McSurley, 

& Salguero, 2013, p. 2016) even when educators are dealing with controversial topics and 

restrictive curriculum dictates. While Stevie left the district she found so repressive after two 

years, she learned that narrow district mandates did not have to stop her from teaching what she 

knew was important. Once she examined the social studies standards and found them to be more 

broadly construed, she had a space for teaching about critical literacy. 

In the end, what matters most might be the conclusion that students can learn to think 

critically and make up their own minds about what to believe instead of simply repeating what 

they have been told. In this case, gaining confidence to challenge the status quo and examine 

multiple perspectives started the process; focusing on sociopolitical issues and taking action for 

justice followed closely. These achievements might not always happen in a linear manner, but 

teachers’ efforts to nurture critical thinking habits can and do make a big difference. Stevie’s 

final journal reflection gives us hope for a better future: 

 

My goal was to leave students with the idea that they have to question everything. I don't 

want our children to end up with closed doors and closed minds. I want them to push 

back on the wall of intolerance and refuse to become part of it. I know I am just one 

teacher and I can’t change the world. But teachers working together to develop critically 

literate citizens CAN change the world in many positive ways.  

 

Given the circumstances at this particular time in history, we believe that teaching critical 

literacy is not something to see as peripheral or a nice “extra” if we have time for it. No. It needs 

to be front and center for all of us. Teaching future citizens to think critically is essential to the 

survival of our democracy.  
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As “fake news” and sensationalism continue to be broadcast by news outlets, shared on 

social media, and propagandized by organizations, media literacy represents a unique set 

of skills for discerning the credibility of those messages and responding to them. This 

pilot study investigates 19 non-peer reviewed resources available online for media 

literacy through a summative content analysis methodology, and it evaluates the ways the 

resources can be integrated into teachers’ classroom instruction and researchers’ 

scholarship. This study found that though multiple resources exist online, the quality and 

accessibility of them varies along with how they can be used. The study’s implications 

share ideas for how the resources can be improved to advance the field of media literacy 

for both teachers and researchers. 

 

Keywords: Media literacy, civic engagement, fake news, critical skills, online resources 

 

Introduction 

The current media paradigm is troubling. Hallmarked by “fake news” and sensationalism, 

today’s citizens are inundated with an unprecedented amount of media messages. Appearing in a 

variety of formats – social media feeds, websites, television shows, advertisements, movies, 

periodicals, etc. – these intentionally crafted messages are designed to influence a person’s 

opinion about a topic. In response, critical media literacy has emerged as a distinct set of skills 

that can be used to deconstruct the messages individuals continually receive in order to make 

meaning of them. These skills include understanding, questioning, and evaluating a media 

message along with integrating multimodal elements (e.g., video, image, text, color schemes) 

together in order to communicate a message to an intended audience (Lee, 2010; Serafini, 2011). 

In turn, media literacy has developed into not only a set of skills but also a field of research.  

Hobbs (1998) famously described media literacy as a “pedagogy of inquiry” (p. 27) 

because it focuses on using questions to peel away the layers of meaning embedded within a 

media message. Kellner and Share (2007) further explained that media messages are political, 

and that teachers must support their students in not only identifying their overt messages, but 

also uncovering the “embedded ideological notions” (p. 62) rooted within them. In other words, 

media messages are not intended to be neutral or objective, though they may appear that way. 

Rather, they are highly crafted and refined messages designed to persuade individuals to adopt a 

position on an issue, purchase a specific product, or change behavior for a desired outcome 

(Giroux, Lankshear, McLaren, & Peters, 2013), and tensions between the scientific and political 

communities over climate change exemplify the need for critical media literacy.  

Climate change is a politically charged yet scientifically agreed upon topic: Human 

actions are producing greenhouse gases that increase the earth’s temperature (Lewandowsky, 

Cook, & Lloyd, 2018). Whereas the scientific community supports the data evidencing the 

impact of manmade greenhouses on the environment (Cook et al., 2013; Oreskes, 2004), 

politicians spread misinformation and erroneous claims that reject the peer-reviewed, validated 
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research that has been conducted on the topic. Notably, previous to being elected president, 

Donald Trump posted on Twitter that “The concept of global warming was created by and for the 

Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive” (realDonaldTrump, 2012), which 

has been retweeted nearly 100,000 times. Since becoming president, Trump has continued to 

argue with the scientific community stating that the scientists have a political agenda (Trump 

2018), the research is unconvincing to him due to his “natural instinct” for science (Chait, 2018), 

and winter storms evidence that the earth is not warming (realDonaldTrump, 2019). Trump’s 

points are not based in evidence; rather, they politicize climate change for the benefit of climate 

deniers, who comprise some of his biggest supporters (Bohr, 2016). In this context, renowned 

critical media literacy scholar Share (2017) asks, “How do we expect children to identify ‘fake 

news’ when our leaders are telling outright lies?” (para. 2). In response, Share (2017) reminds us 

that “Critical media literacy can be an ideal pedagogy to support teachers and students in their 

struggle to make sense of the messages and to create their own alternative media that can 

challenge the myths and support the facts” (para. 6). From this position, teachers are then the 

agents who can bring critical media literacy into their classrooms, and the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) can be leveraged for that purpose.  

Developed by the National Governors Association and the Councils of Chief State School 

Officers, the CCSS (2010) are used in 41 states and were created to “ensure that all students 

graduate from high school with the skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, 

and life” (para. 2). Integrated into the standards themselves is a focus on using evidence to 

substantiate claims and validate a statement’s credibility using multiple sources (Graham & 

Harris, 2013). Teachers, districts, teacher education programs, and researchers have spent 

considerable effort in developing supports (e.g., curriculum materials, professional development, 

and pedagogy) to foster those skills in students, and those same supports can be used for critical 

media literacy. However, as critical media literacy has historically not been a topic included in 

teacher education programs or professional development sessions (Connors & Goering, 2017; 

McNaughton, Phillips, G., & MacDonald, 2003; Torres & Mercado, 2006), that has not been 

done.  

As such, this pilot study asks, “What types of digital resources, outside of peer-reviewed 

scholarly articles, are available to teachers and researchers online who wish to integrate a media 

literacy component into their teaching and scholarship?” It is important to highlight the emphasis 

on non-peer reviewed materials, as practitioners are more likely to utilize those resources and 

researchers analyzing the phenomenon of media messages would not be collecting data from 

peer-reviewed articles for those types of studies (Hicks & Turner, 2013; McBee, 2004). In the 

following sections, the theoretical framework and methodology will be shared that guided this 

work before presenting this pilot study’s findings and offering implications for the field. 

 

Overlapping Media Literacy Frameworks 

In the United States, there are largely two organizations that have offered frameworks for 

media literacy: The National Association of Media Literacy Education (NAMLE) and the Center 

for Media Literacy (CML). Though there is overlap between the two frameworks shown in Table 

1, no peer-reviewed published article has systemically analyzed the two frameworks against each 

other.  
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Table 1 

Guiding Principles and Concepts for Media Literacy 

 

National Association of Media Literacy Education (NAMLE) 

1.Media Literacy Education requires active inquiry and critical thinking about the messages 

we receive and create. 

2.Media Literacy Education expands the concept of literacy to include all forms of media 

(i.e., reading and writing). 

3.Media Literacy Education builds and reinforces skills for learners of all ages. Like print 

literacy, those skills necessitate integrated, interactive, and repeated practice. 

4.Media Literacy Education develops informed, reflective and engaged participants essential 

for a democratic society. 

5.Media Literacy Education recognizes that media are a part of culture and function as agents 

of socialization. 

6.Media Literacy Education affirms that people use their individual skills, beliefs and 

experiences to construct their own meanings from media messages. 

Center for Media Literacy (CML) 

Authorship. All Media messages are constructed.  

Format. Media messages are constructed using a creative language with its own rules. 

Audience. Different people experience the same media message differently. 

Content. Media have embedded values and points of view. 

Purpose. Most media messages are organized to gain profit and/or power. 

 

In brief, NAMLE’s (2007) guiding principles and CML’s (2018) concepts both offer 

broad and flexible statements, so they can be applied to a variety of contexts, which reflects the 

wide applicability of the media literacy field (Hobbs & Jensen, 2009). Another shared element is 

that they do not emphasize the interaction between the statements. For example, in NAMLE’s 

framework, no connection between the “reflective and engaged participants” named in the fourth 

principle is made to the “active inquiry and critical skills” that are central to its first principle. In 

CML’s framework, no connection between the Authorship concept that “all media messages are 

constructed” is made to the claim in the Format concept that states, “media messages are 

constructed using a creative language with its own rules.” Clear connections between these two 

sets of statements exist, but the language, format, nor visual presentation facilitate these 

connections. Because this pilot study focuses on the state of online media literacy resources, an 

analysis of these two frameworks exceeds its scope. However, it does represent an area of 

analysis for future research studies. In this pilot study, the frameworks were used to qualify the 

online resources by specifically analyzing if a connection could be substantiated between one of 

the frameworks and the resource itself.  

 

A Methodology for Analyzing Online Media Literacy Resources  

This pilot study’s purpose is to identify emerging themes and patterns in 19 non-peer 

reviewed resources available online for media literacy that will inform future research. Previous 

to this study, only one study in the last 10 years took up this line of inquiry (Stein & Prewitt, 

2009). In it, the researchers analyzed a small group of secondary social studies teachers’ 

disposition towards media literacy and the supports – professional development and resources – 

provided for them to teach it. They found that while the teachers were supportive of teaching 
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media literacy, limited training and resources for them was provided or existed. As a result, the 

researchers suggested a comprehensive effort to further develop those resources and then align 

them to professional development sessions for teachers. It is important to recognize that there is a 

difference in the availability of the resources compared to media literacy itself. Whereas the 

resources are tools for teaching media literacy, which will next be explained, media literacy is a 

field of research and teaching in its own right. Understanding that it is the teachers who use the 

resources for developing students’ media literacy skills and knowledge is crucial, and a key 

purpose of this pilot study is to analyze those resources in relation to the field of media literacy. 

In addition, this pilot study is intended to vet the methodology – data collection and data analysis 

– used to identify and evaluate the resources for this work. Future studies can replicate and build 

upon this study by using more search terms and analyzing different types of emerging resources, 

such as apps, websites, and computer programs along with paper-and-pencil materials. This pilot 

study only focused on resources gathered from one search engine, which will next be explained.   

Across fields, teachers rely on the internet to locate instructional resources (Havelock & 

Reza-Hernandez, 2005; Paney, 2011), and it is likely they will continue that practice for 

gathering media literacy resources. To simulate the content teachers may find when looking for 

media literacy resources online, five terms were entered into the Google Search Engine that 

teachers may also use. Each of the search terms included the phrase media literacy as a general 

reference to media literacy’s larger field, skill sets, and content. Whereas the first search term 

only consisted of the phrase media literacy, the other four terms included media literacy 

followed by a noun: resources, lessons, tools, and apps. These nouns were used to specify a 

potential area of media literacy without including an additional phrase that may narrow the 

search’s scope too much (e.g., media literacy lesson for critical thinking skills). Additional 

search term combinations were entered as well before limiting this study to those five terms. This 

decision was made because as the additional terms were entered, the search engine reported the 

same results, which evidenced that data saturation had been reached (Elo et al., 2010; Francis et 

al., 2010). Furthermore, resources that did not have educational merit (meaning they were 

inflammatory, deeply political, contained adult content, or were intended to sell a product) were 

excluded, and this study included 19 resources. When a resource was identified, its name and 

website were recorded and a brief description of it was drafted. This record helped to organize 

the evaluation of the resources.  

A summative content analysis that required an investigation of the “underlying meanings 

of the words or the content” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1284) that appeared on the actual 

websites was then conducted. As no previous study has sought to classify available literacy 

media resources, the actual content featured on the website constituted the data that was 

analyzed. As coding text is a qualitative act, the researcher used his own understanding of the 

online resources gained from his prior studies (e.g., Cherner & Curry, 2017; Cherner, Dix, & 

Lee, 2014; Cherner & Fegely, 2018) with his 10 years of experience supporting teachers’ literacy 

instruction across content areas to inform his coding. The resources were then classified into one 

of the three themes identified by the content analysis, and Table 2 provides the descriptions and 

themes used to classify the resources that are unpacked in the findings section.  
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Table 2 

Thematic Online Media Literacy Resources by Search Term 

 

Search 

Term 

 

Content Description 

 

Resource Name 

Thematic Area 

Classification 

Media 

Literacy 

Professional resources  Center for Media Literacy’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Professional resources  National Association of Media 

Literacy Education’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Detailed, encyclopedia-style 

entry  

Wikipedia’s Media Literacy 

Entry   

Research Base 

Introductory and legislative 

materials  

Media Literacy Now’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Instructional materials for 

PreK-12 teachers 

CommonSense Media’s 

webpage for media literacy 

Curriculum Materials 

Search 

Term 

 

Content Description 

 

Resource Name 

 

Thematic Area 

Media 

Literacy 

Resources 

Professional resources  Center for Media Literacy’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Professional resources  National Association of Media 

Literacy Education’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Detailed, encyclopedia-style 

entry  

Wikipedia’s Media Literacy 

Entry   

Research Base 

Introductory and legislative 

materials  

Media Literacy Now’s 

Homepage 

Research Base 

Instructional materials for 

PreK-12 teachers 

CommonSense Media’s 

webpage for media literacy 

Curriculum Materials 

Search 

Term 

 

Content Description 

 

Resource Name 

 

Thematic Area 

Media 

Literacy 

Lessons 

A collection of lesson plans  National Council of Teachers 

of English’s “Lessons” 

webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

Video-enhanced lessons  Media Smarts’ “Media 

Literacy 101” webpage  

Curriculum Materials 

A variety of linked resources 

(lesson plans, webquests, etc.)  

Education World’s “Seven 

Media Literacy Lessons” 

webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

A collection of mini-lesson 

plans  

Newseum Ed’s “Media 

Literacy Resources” webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

A collection of instructional 

units for K-12  

Media Education Lab’s 

“Assignments: Media 

Literacy” webpage 

Curriculum Materials 
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Search 

Term 

 

Content Description 

 

Resource Name 

 

Thematic Area 

Media 

Literacy 

Tools 

Foundational background 

knowledge and resources  

Media Smarts’ “Media 

Literacy Fundamentals” 

webpage 

Research Base 

A collection of mini-lesson 

plans  

Newseum Ed’s “Media 

Literacy Resources” webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

For-purchase books and 

resources  

ASCD’s 15 Resources for 

Teaching Media Literacy 

webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

A description of an approach 

for addressing media literacy 

Center for Media Literacy’s 

“Tools for Teaching Media 

Literacy in Faith Settings: blog 

Call for Media Literacy 

Linked resources for teaching  Edudemic’s “13 of the Best 

Media Literacy Resources for 

2014” blog 

Curriculum Materials  

Search 

Term 

 

Content Description 

 

Resource Name 

 

Thematic Area 

Media 

Literacy 

Apps 

An annotated list of linked 

apps that can be used for 

developing students’ media 

literacy skills 

Google’s “Developing Critical 

Reading Skills with Media 

Literacy Apps on 

Chromebooks” blog 

Curriculum Materials 

An annotated list of linked 

apps for media literacy 

Education World’s “Best Apps 

for Teaching Media Literacy” 

blog 

Curriculum Materials 

An overview of the partnership 

between Cision and Google 

that highlighted Chromebook 

apps  

Cision’s “Google for 

Education Selects Frontier 

Powered by eSpark Learning 

for ‘Media Literacy Apps on 

Chromebooks’ Program” press 

release 

Curriculum Materials 

Links to resource related to 

media literacy 

The Tech Edvocate’s “7 Must 

Have Digital Literacy Apps, 

Tools, and Resources” blog 

Curriculum Materials 

Links to topics and resources 

related to media literacy 

Edutopia’s “Media Literacy” 

webpage 

Curriculum Materials 

 

Limitations 

This study’s major limitation is the use of Google as the primary tool for conducting the 

search for media literacy resources. Even with it being the most popular search engine, the 

ranking of Google’s search results is due to the number of people who visit the website within a 

given time parameter, if its content is optimized for search engines, and how well it is maintained 

(Meric et al., 2002; Noble, 2013).  

Second, the use of search terms represents another limitation since “users typically use 

very few search terms when seeking information in a search engine and rarely use Advanced 

Search queries” (Noble, 2013, p. 2). Therefore, this pilot study’s search results are unique to the 
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time and search engine used to locate them online. Another researcher who uses another search 

engine, other search terms, or conducts the search at a future point in time will likely identify 

different results. 

A third limitation is that only a small sampling of search terms to locate online resources 

for media literacy was used. As this pilot study explicitly focused on online resources, other 

platforms that may provide these resources were not included (e.g., mobile applications listed on 

the App Store and Google Play, videos found on YouTube and Vimeo). Future researchers can 

replicate this study’s methodology and expand their scope to additional platforms.  

A final limitation is the act of coding the resources. Because there was only one 

researcher involved in the analysis of the gathered resources, the interpretation and analysis of 

the coding was limited to the author’s own experiences, beliefs, and understandings of the 

resources and field of media literacy (Silverman & Patterson, 2015). Though the researcher is a 

former classroom teacher, the article was written from an academic perspective, thus limiting the 

ability to ensure the searching of online resources as truly accurate. Future researchers need to 

consider these limitations if they wish to replicate this study. 

 

Findings 

The findings indicate that the supports available online for media literacy are limited, and 

largely consist of premade curriculum materials, calls to teach media literacy, and resources to 

inform its research base. As the resources were analyzed, it also became clear that the websites 

were in fact media messages of their own right.   

First, the curriculum materials consisted largely of lesson plans and suggestions for using 

mobile applications (apps), with varying qualities and accessibility. However, the quality of 

those materials is uncertain. To explain, some of the websites that offered lesson plans were from 

highly reputable organizations, such as the ones from the National Council of Teachers of 

English, while other websites such as Education World do not share that quality reputation. 

Furthermore, no outside reviewer analyzed or credentialed the quality of the lesson plans. As a 

result, teachers need to be critical when selecting lesson plans to adopt for use with their 

students. Many of the lesson plans did, however, include an objective, standards, and some form 

of procedures. In fact, Media Smarts’ lesson plans include a downloadable lesson plan complete 

with examples, graphic organizers, and assessments for each topic it listed that teachers can use 

to lead instruction. Conversely, Newseum offered lesson plans and activities for each of its topics 

that included alignment to the CCSS; yet, those lessons were written in a self-directed, student-

centered style that required students to read directions, visit resources, and answer questions 

independently in order to complete the lesson.  

Of all the websites, only Media Education Lab labeled the lesson plans by grade level, 

which made locating lessons for different age groups more accessible. None of the websites, 

however, included a search tool for allowing teachers to locate a lesson by a specific 

characteristic (e.g., standards, objective, subject area, skill, or grade level). As a result, teachers 

would have to spend considerable time sorting through the lesson plans in order to locate the 

ones they wished to use.  

Next, the websites that recommended apps only provided a brief description of the app. 

Specific recommendations for how the apps could be used to promote media literacy were not 

offered, nor were an evaluation of the app’s qualities or indicators explaining if the app was for 

mobile or web-based platforms. Rather, the websites only included a link to the app. Similar to 
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the websites that offered lesson plans, teachers would need to further test the app before adopting 

it for use in the classroom.  

A second finding is that the calls to teach media literacy, which were compelling 

arguments explaining why media literacy should be integrated into the curriculum, ranged by 

genre. Many of the websites issued calls to teach media literacy in the form of blogs. The New 

Teacher Project, for example, published a blog that used an anecdote about “killer clowns” in the 

news to explain why high school students must develop the skills needed to debunk outrageous 

claims made in the media. The CML published a blog that used a religious slant to explain the 

need for teaching media literacy skills to students. Using two additional genres, the CML also 

published a list of 10 benefits for teaching media literacy and reprinted an academic article that 

explains why media literacy should be taught. In this way, the commonality was that the 

resources all identified the need to teach media literacy, and they communicated that need 

through multiple text-based genres.   

A third theme was the research base that worked to confirm media literacy’s evolution 

into its own, unique field (Hobbs & Jensen, 2009). Both the NAMLE and CML put forward their 

central tenets of media literacy, which formalize the work and thinking of previous scholars, 

practitioners, theoreticians, and criticalists in this area into a sort of an emerging framework 

(Hobbs & Jensen, 2009; Kellner & Share, 2007; Koltay, 2011). Future researchers can continue 

to formalize these tenets into a seminal framework for this field. Along that line, definitions of 

media literacy offered by both NAMLE and Wikipedia demonstrated an effort to firmly 

conceptualize and operationalize the meaning of media literacy. As the field has been recognized 

for its interdisciplinary roots, providing this sort of underpinning further legitimizes it. There is 

also an activist bent to media literacy, and it was reflected in Media Literacy Now’s tracking of 

current legislative initiatives focusing on the requirement for media literacy to be taught in a 

state’s public schools. Taken together, these resources evidence media literacy’s legitimacy as a 

field in its own right.  

 

Implications and Recommendations 

The online resources for media literacy represent an area for improvement. The media 

literacy instructional resources – lesson plans and apps – for teachers are disorganized and 

challenging to access due to the way they are indexed on the varying websites. Plus, their quality 

has not been verified. Whereas online resources that index and vet the quality of instructional 

technologies exist (e.g., App Ed Review, CommonSense Media, EdShelf), the same is not true 

for these media literacy resources. In fact, CommonSense Media does contain a review section 

on its website for indexing education technologies, but the same is not true for locating media 

literacy technologies on its database. In this way, teachers are not likely to save significant time 

or experience increased levels of instructional quality by locating, vetting, and adopting these 

resources for classroom instruction. In response, it is recommended that the online resources that 

currently exist review and index media literacy resources.  

Next, the tools available for media literacy were quite limited. The recommended apps 

and websites were not designed specifically for media literacy, the ideas offered for how they 

could be used for media literacy were underdeveloped, and specific tools for media literacy were 

not shared. Therefore, an additional search was conducted that purposefully sought these types of 

resources, and it identified two such resources: the website www.unpartial.com and the iOS app 

WalkWoke. To use www.unpartial.com, an individual enters the link to a news article into the 

website’s search field. The website then uses artificial intelligence to scan the article for potential 
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bias, and it is supposed to create a summary of the article, along with providing key data about it. 

(When testing that website as part of the research for this study, glitches were found in it that 

impacted its functionality.) The WalkWoke app, on the other hand, supports individuals in 

creating media messages in the form of digital signs as related to a variety of current, 

controversial topics including reproductive rights, gun violence, and net neutrality. Though one 

tool is for analyzing media content and the other is for producing it, the point is tools that are 

specifically made for media literacy were not included in the recommended resources listed on 

the websites. The lack of digital tools for media literacy represents a glaring hole in the abundant 

digital tools that are available, and it is recommended that developers respond by creating ones 

for media literacy.  

Regarding the available lesson plans, a variety of them were accessible online at no cost. 

The strengths of the lesson plans are that they included objectives, procedures, and supporting 

materials. The major shortcomings with the lesson plans were their disorganization, lack of 

credentialing, and lack of alignment to the CCSS.  As a result, teachers would need to spend time 

with these resources if they wish to use them for offering their students media literacy learning 

opportunities, and teachers would need to build onto the lesson plans by adding more relevant 

examples that better connect the media literacy topic with their students’ interests (Share, 2017).  

When searching for lesson plans, only the Media Education Lab offered them by grade 

level. The other websites that included lessons plans either provided the title of the lesson plan 

along with a short description of it or required multiple clicks to access them. This lack of 

accessibility to the lesson plans requires extra time and effort for teachers who may wish to use 

them in their classroom. In addition, none of the websites included a menu of options to search 

for lesson plans that could possibly allow for them to be sorted by topic, content area, media 

literacy principle, alignment to the CCSS, or another characteristic. It is therefore recommended 

that the professional organizations for media literacy create such a resource for teachers, so that 

they can more easily locate, adapt, and implement these lessons into their instruction.  

The growth of the media literacy field is also reflected in the findings. With two 

preeminent professional organizations and a host of additional resources, it further demonstrates 

that media literacy has become a recognized and established field. Plus, with the multiple calls 

for teaching media literacy, it indeed evidences that a growing group of stakeholders – educators, 

professional organizations, religious leaders – have identified media literacy skills as being 

essential for navigating the deluge of media messages that now flood society.  

Finally, as mentioned earlier, the guiding principles put forward by NAMLE and CML 

provide a default theoretical framework for media literacy. However, unlike predominant 

frameworks in other fields (e.g., Koehler and Mishra’s Technological Pedagogical Content 

Knowledge framework and Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory), the principles are disparately 

presented and do not highlight their overlap with one another to illustrate how a media message 

is constructed, communicated, internalized, and responded to by individuals. Theorists can seize 

on this opportunity by developing a theoretical framework for media literacy that highlights 

these interconnections and can be used by researchers and teachers to guide their work.  

 

Conclusion 

This pilot study set out to identify the state of online resources available to teachers and 

researchers who wish to develop their students’ media literacy skills and study the phenomenon. 

It was clear that multiple resources exist for media literacy, and those resources can be further 

developed to support teachers integrating them into their instruction. In addition, taking a holistic 
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view of the field, it is clear that media literacy has emerged into a recognized area of study. With 

two larger, established professional organizations and multiple smaller groups all contributing to 

the field, it evidences the legitimacy of critical media literacy along with a group of stakeholders 

who are invested in it. In return, it provides researchers with a wealth of data to collect and 

analyze directly related to the field.  

As recommended earlier, an organized repository of lesson plans that can be searched by 

multiple indicators would better support teachers in locating and using them in their classroom. 

Furthermore, the development and publicizing of tools specific for media literacy would better 

support teachers in blending technology into their instruction. The result would be higher quality 

resources teachers could use as they work to advance their students’ media literacy skills. 

In close, with advances in technology and the proliferation of mobile, handheld devices, 

it is highly likely that the inundation of media messages is going to continue well into the future. 

Though educators are not in a position to stop the flood of those messages into society, they are 

well-positioned to develop their students’ media literacy skills, so they can critically analyze 

media messages for meaning and make choices that are in their own well interests.   
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This mixed methods pilot study explored the effects of 22 elementary children’s attitudes 

toward reading after they participated in a week-long literacy camp at a local university 

literacy center. The goal of the literacy camp was to offer a summer camp experience for 

elementary students that would promote a love and enjoyment of literacy through engaging 

literacy activities. The researchers also explored the parental expectations of the camp and 

the reality of those expectations being met. Results indicated no statistically significant 

changes in the children’s attitudes toward reading, although parents reported increased 

interest and engagement with reading at home, and camp leaders reported observations of 

students being motivated to engage in reading. Parents also reported that their expectations 

of the camp were met. 

 

Keywords: Literacy camp, reading attitudes, parent perceptions 

 

The ability to read is an essential skill that impacts a person’s entire life, including their 

personal and professional lives. There are many factors that influence a person’s ability to read 

well. One such influence is a person’s attitude toward reading (Petscher, 2010). As educators, it is 

our duty to provide our students with every opportunity to become successful readers; therefore, it 

is imperative that we work diligently to get children excited about reading. A university in the 

southeastern United States set out to do just that for the children in its surrounding area. 

As an outgrowth of a college of education, a new literacy center was opened in the summer 

of 2016. Part of the function of the center was to offer a short-term summer camp with the primary 

purpose being to improve students’ attitudes toward literacy. The authors of this study sought to 

determine what, if any, impact a one-week summer literacy camp would have on participants’ 

attitudes toward reading. In addition, researchers were interested in the parental expectations of the 

camp and the reality of those expectations being met.   

 

Reading Attitude 

Before discussing the influences of reading attitudes, it is necessary to first define the term, 

reading attitude. Alexander and Filler (1976) defined reading attitude as “a system of feelings 

related to reading which causes the learner to approach or avoid a reading situation” (p. 1). 

Therefore, a child’s attitude toward reading possibly impacts the amount of reading that children 

engage, thus impacting their motivation to read. Malanchini et al. (2017) stated that children with 

more confidence and interest in reading are more likely to have a positive attitude toward reading, 

and thus become skilled, competent readers who are even more confident in their abilities. The 

importance of the amount of reading in which students engage has been well documented as having 

a relationship with reading achievement (Allington, 2013, 2009, 2006; Allington et al., 2010; 

Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988; Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003, 2001, 1997, 1991; Guthrie, 
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Wigfield, Metsala, & Cox, 2004; Taylor, Frye, & Maruyama, 1990; Topping, Samuels, & Paul, 

2007). It is necessary then, to identify factors that impact the feelings children have toward reading, 

in order to design interventions to address children’s reading attitude. 

 

How Is Reading Attitude Influenced? 

The development of children’s reading attitude begins at home. Parents play a significant 

role in their children’s preparation and subsequent attitudes toward reading (Davis-Kean, 2005; 

Petscher, 2010). Petscher (2010) determined that reading attitudes are influenced by several factors, 

including home literacy practices, parents’ attitudes toward reading, students’ self-beliefs, and 

motivation. Katzir, Lesaux, and Young-Suk (2009) found a relationship between home literacy 

environment and self-concept and that self-concept was positively correlated with reading 

comprehension. Therefore, there is evidence to suggest that parents who expose their children to 

positive literacy environments may have an impact on their children’s success in reading. Thus, it is 

necessary for parents to not only encourage their children to read, but also to exhibit positive 

behaviors about reading themselves.  

Children’s reading attitudes continue to be influenced once they enter and progress through 

school. McGeown et al. (2015) found that younger children who are beginning to read have more 

positive attitudes, confidence, and enjoyment, followed by a proven decline in reading attitudes and 

confidence as age increases. This could be a result in the changing role of reading as children 

progress through school. As students reach fourth grade, the purpose for reading often transitions 

from learning to read to reading to learn, silently and independently (Katzir et al., 2009). This 

transition can be quite difficult. In addition, as children mature, more leisure opportunities present 

themselves and compete with reading (McKenna, Kier, & Ellsworth, 1995). Research on reading 

motivation has shown that teachers can encourage positive reading attitudes by providing access to 

a variety of books, choices in book selection, and opportunities for students to become familiar 

with books and to socialize with other students about books (Gambrell, 1996).  

 

Summer Reading Camps and Reading Attitudes 

 Summer reading camps and programs present opportunities to help prevent children, 

especially those with poor reading skills, from losing months of information they learn in school 

the previous year (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2003), as well as encourage positive attitudes 

toward reading. The following literature illustrates the results of several summer reading programs 

that sought to impact children’s reading attitudes. 

Christodoulou et al. (2017) investigated the effects of an intensive summer reading 

program, Seeing Stars, on six- through nine-year-old children with a reading disability during 

summer vacation. Results indicated that the group attending the reading program outperformed the 

control group on multiple measures; other results indicated no change in the group attending the 

reading program, while the control group showed a decline (Christodoulou et al., 2017). 

 In another summer camp program, Garst and Ozier (2015) studied the efficacy of Explore 

30, an American camp-based reading program, and its effects on enhancing student attitudes 

toward reading. Results indicated that approximately 70% of the campers read for at least 30 

minutes each day of camp (Garst & Ozier, 2015). Survey data found that campers were more likely 

to read during their free time and had more positive attitudes toward reading (Garst & Ozier, 2015). 

Qualitative data indicated an increased interest in reading by campers (Garst & Ozier, 2015). 

 Knapp (2016) conducted a study of the Reading Apprenticeship method using parents as 

reading partners in an attempt to prevent summer setback. Parents, or other adults, agreed to read to 

their children for 20 minutes each day, five days per week throughout the summer (Knapp, 2016). 

Results indicated that most parents agreed that their children were better, more confident readers 
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due to the Reading Apprenticeship intervention; some children even began to help younger siblings 

learn to read (Knapp, 2016). 

 McTague and Abrams (2011) constructed a summer reading program for disadvantaged, 

urban elementary students entering grades two through eight. As part of the program, students were 

provided a book-rich environment, tutors, an opportunity to buy books of their choosing, and 

opportunities to share and interact with books (McTague & Abrams, 2011). Students participated in 

the program for three hours per day, four days per week for five weeks (McTague & Abrams, 

2011). The researchers found that students left the camp with more positive reading attitudes than 

when they began the camp (McTague & Abrams, 2011). 

 Seitz (2010) conducted a case study to investigate students’ attitudes toward reading during 

a four-week summer reading clinic where students worked with reading specialist candidates, both 

one-on-one and with groups. The Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna, 1990) was 

administered at the beginning and end of the reading clinic, and reading specialists were 

interviewed to discuss their students’ progress (Seitz, 2010). Results indicated that two of the three 

students showed growth in their reading attitudes (Seitz, 2010). 

 Willard and Kulinna (2012) conducted a six-week summer literacy intervention program at 

a transitional housing facility for homeless families. Twelve homeless children ages five through 12 

participated in one-on-one instruction with tutors (Willard & Kulinna, 2012). Results indicated the 

program helped to alleviate the loss of reading and language achievement over summer vacation 

(Willard & Kulinna, 2012). In addition, reading fluency, confidence, and time spent reading over 

the summer increased; however, there was no significant change in attitude toward reading (Willard 

& Kulinna, 2012).        

 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the present study was to examine the impact of a pilot reading summer camp 

on children’s reading attitudes. In addition, we hoped to identify parental expectations of the camp 

and to determine whether or not those expectations were met. Further, we sought to identify 

outcomes parents observed from their children after attending the reading summer camp.  

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this pilot study: 

Research Question 1: Does participation in a week-long literacy camp affect elementary children’s 

attitude toward reading? 

Research Question 2: What are parents’ expectations of a week-long summer literacy camp, and 

were they met? 

Research Question 3: What outcomes did parents observe from their child after attendance at a 

week-long literacy camp?              

 

Methods 

 A mixed methods approach was used to address the research questions in this pilot study. 

Convenience sampling was used to survey the reading attitudes of elementary children who 

attended a week-long literacy summer camp in the southeastern United States. The summer camp 

lasted one week and was offered on two occasions during the summer of 2017. Informed consent 

was gained from parents or guardians upon registration. Twenty-two children participated in the 

study, 11 during Week 1 and 11 during Week 2. Table 1 presents the demographic information of 

the participants. Twenty participants were Caucasian and two were African American. Data from a 

survey completed at registration showed that parents sent their children to the Literacy Camp to 
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improve reading skills, to foster a love of reading, for enrichment experiences, and because they 

were referred from the parents of campers from the previous summer camp.  

 

Table 1 

Research Participants 

 

 

Week 

 

Total 

Children 

 

Total 

Male 

 

Total 

Female 

 

 

Age Range 

Number 

Attended 

Whole Day 

Number 

Attended 

Half Day 

1 11 5 6 5-10 5 6 

2 11 3 8 6-10 5 6 

 

Procedures 

 In the summer of 2017, a literacy center associated with a university in the southeastern 

United States hosted two, week-long summer camps. The summer marked the first year of 

operation for the Center. The purpose of the camp was to offer a summer camp experience for 

elementary students that would promote a love and enjoyment of literacy through engaging 

activities centered around reading and writing. While struggling readers did have the opportunity to 

work individually and in small groups with a reading specialist and preservice teachers each day, it 

should be noted that the primary purpose of the camp was to foster enjoyment through literacy 

activities. 

 

Camp Leader Selection and Preparation 

The camps were led by two preservice elementary education majors under the direction of 

the Literacy Center Director. The camp leaders were carefully selected through a rigorous interview 

process with the Literacy Center Director, two literacy faculty at the university, and 

recommendations from course instructors and field experience supervisors. Camp leaders 

previously completed six hours of literacy methods courses, including Foundations of Reading 

Instruction and Reading Methods, and applied their learning in extensive field experiences 

associated with the courses. Previous field experiences related to literacy included individualized 

tutoring of two struggling readers, planning and teaching reading lessons, planning and teaching 

writing lessons, and planning and teaching an interdisciplinary unit that integrated Reading and 

Writing with Social Studies.  

During the 10 weeks following selection, the camp leaders met routinely with the director 

and with each other to determine the camp theme, animals, and develop extensive plans to design a 

camp rich with engaging literacy activities in a fun “camp-style” setting. Upon immediate selection 

of the leaders, they agreed upon the theme so they would have adequate time to plan and prepare 

for camp activities. Since the areas surrounding the university are mostly urban and suburban, the 

theme of “animals” was chosen as an opportunity to build the children’s background knowledge 

about animals and their habitats through reading, writing, and interactive activities. 

During meetings, the Literacy Center Director supported camp leaders by revisiting the 

previously learned skills of planning and teaching using read alouds, shared reading, independent 

reading, and strategies for teaching writing. As the camp leaders selected the books and materials 

they intended to use for teaching skills and strategies, the Literacy Center Director heavily guided 

them in thinking strategically about each resource and its appropriateness for the intended purpose. 

In addition to the scheduled meetings, plans, books, materials, and supplies were shared 

electronically that prompted real time revisions. Plans were developed for both lower and upper 

elementary campers. The camp leaders also worked through the Literacy Center Director to plan 
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for a visiting artist, integrating science based on the theme, and securing animal ambassadors, 

volunteers who could safely bring a live animal to share with the students.  

 

Books and Independent Reading 

A large variety of books were selected for the camp, for both the camp leaders to use for 

instruction, and for the children to self-select for independent reading. Twice daily, campers were 

able to engage in independent reading time, or read with a buddy or a camp leader. This 

necessitated the need for a large volume of books. Books were selected based on the camp theme, 

animals and their habitats, and on a variety of reading levels. The selection of books included 

mixed genres, including expository texts, narrative texts, and poetry. Texts were available in 

various formats, such as big books and audio books. Sources of books included the College of 

Education children’s book library, the public library, and the personal collections of the camp 

leaders and Literacy Center Director. 

Choice is identified in the literature as impacting student motivation (Cordova & Lepper, 

1996; Gambrell, 1996; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Worthy & McKool, 

1996), therefore, campers were able to select books each day they wanted to read. By listening to 

and reading with each camper individually, the camp leaders were also able to help each child 

select books that they could read independently so campers had access to books with which they 

could engage successfully. In addition, the reading nooks around the camp rooms provided unique 

spaces that the students excitedly claimed each day during independent reading time. Students were 

provided with various opportunities to read alone, with a fellow camper, with camp helpers, with 

camp leaders, and even with the Literacy Center Director. These opportunities provided the setting 

to motivate students to engage in reading. 

 

Camps 

The camps were offered as half (3 hours) or full (6 hours) day options. The campers were 

broken into two classes, one for those entering kindergarten through second grade and the other for 

those students entering third through fifth grade. The theme “animals” was selected, including 

animals living in the following environments: Africa, Arctic, sea, rainforest, and farm. Daily 

literacy activities included the camp leaders reading aloud, engaging in shared reading, modeled 

writing, and independent reading and writing by the campers. The campers also engaged in arts and 

crafts, Lego Robotics, reader’s theater, team poetry, and snack time, whereby campers had to read 

and follow recipes to create their snack. 

  

 Week one camp session. Eleven participants attended the first week of camp. At the start of 

the camp, literacy assessments were administered that provided information about which students 

were reading below grade level, on grade level, and above grade level. During morning and 

afternoon independent reading times, the director met with campers for small group reading and 

writing lessons, based on their reading level. The campers not involved in small group lessons read 

with camp leaders or a volunteer. Campers could take home books to read nightly.  

 It was a challenge to keep the campers engaged in activities and reading during independent 

reading time, necessitating the creativity of the two camp leaders and director, along with a high 

school volunteer. The director modeled shared reading and writing lessons followed by small group 

shared writing for the camp leaders to emulate. Craft activities were exciting, yet proved 

challenging for some of the students. The initial Lego Robotics session required heavy guidance 

and redirection for most campers. Upon reflection, camp leaders decided to start the next robotics 

session with more direct instruction explaining guidelines for using Legos as “tools” rather than 

toys. Following recipes to make snacks was a bit tricky for the campers on the first day, but the 
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addition of more measuring tools enabled more independence by allowing campers to measure on 

their own. Extra help enabled all campers to engage successfully throughout the week. At the end 

of each day, campers were given a time of daily written reflection and sharing followed by a read 

aloud using storylineonline.org.  

 

 Week two camp session. Eleven campers participated in the study during the second week of 

camp. Once again, literacy assessments were administered to identify each camper’s reading level. 

After a read aloud, shared reading, and writing lessons, campers finished writing independently 

with a camp leader or with the director in small groups. Independent reading time followed, during 

which time some students read in small groups with camp leaders and the camp director. This 

group of campers were also encouraged to take home books to read nightly.  

 Based on first week experience, some changes were made. Camp leaders could model writing 

before campers were asked to write independently. This proved to be helpful and engaging. 

Campers were organized in smaller groups during the second week which also helped with 

behavior and attentiveness during crafts, Lego Robotics, and writing. This helped to strategically 

pair students for success in camp activities. As with the first week of camp, at the end of each day 

campers were given another time of daily written reflection and sharing followed by a read aloud 

using storylineonline.org.  

 

 Community volunteers. Camp volunteers included three middle school students and three 

adult animal ambassadors who came to share a goat, sea turtle, and information about raising 

chickens for eggs. Connections were made to books being read aloud and shared readings. A 

question and answer session took place during visitations. After the visitors left, students were 

given time for written journal reflection.  

One high school student also came four afternoons the first week of camp. She read to and 

with campers. She also assisted with science lab activities and crafts, as well as helping with 

transition activities. 

 

Data Collection 

Parents were sent an email at the time of registration with a questionnaire inquiring about 

demographics, reasons for sending their child to a literacy summer camp, and what their 

expectations were of the camp. On the first day of the literacy camp, the children individually 

completed a pretest, a digital version the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna & Kear, 

1990) on an iPad with the assistance of a literacy professor. On the final day of camp, the children 

completed the same survey again as a posttest. Camp leaders and the Literacy Center director wrote 

reflections as the conclusion of each camp week. Parents were sent a follow-up survey with open-

ended questions about whether their expectations were met and what outcomes related to literacy, if 

any, were observed of their child after the literacy camp.  

 

Instrumentation 

 Elementary Reading Attitude Survey. The key variable in this study, reading attitude, 

was measured using an electronic questionnaire, including demographic questions (i.e., age, grade 

level, gender) and the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna & Kear, 1990). McKenna 

and Kear (1990) described several purposes for using the survey, including classroom teachers to 

get to know their individual children’s attitudes toward reading, to build a group profile of students, 

or to investigate the impact of instructional programs on reading attitudes. This study was aligned 

with the latter purpose.  
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The questionnaire consisted of 20 questions measuring the construct of reading attitude, 

with subscales of recreational reading and academic reading. Each item consisted of a question, 

such as “How do you feel about reading for fun at home?” and was followed by a set of four 

blackline pictures of the cartoon character, Garfield (McKenna & Kear, 1990). Each picture 

presents the character displaying a mood ranging from very happy to very upset. Participants were 

asked to select the picture that best describes how they feel (McKenna & Kear, 1990).  

The Elementary Reading Attitude Survey is made up of two scales, attitude toward 

recreational reading (10 questions) and attitude toward academic reading (10 questions), and a 

composite score (McKenna & Kear, 1990). Each item is scored by assigning 4 points to the 

happiest Garfield, 3 points to the slightly happy Garfield, 2 points to the mildly upset Garfield, and 

1 point to the very upset Garfield (McKenna & Kear, 1990). 

This nationally normed survey of more than 18,000 students representing all elementary 

grades levels yields high estimates of reliability. Internal consistency was measured of the two 

subscales, academic reading and recreational reading, and the composite score, with Cronbach’s 

alpha ranging from .74 to .89 (McKenna & Kear, 1990). The instrument also demonstrated 

construct validity through a variety of methods for each subscale and the composite score 

(McKenna & Kear, 1990). 

 

Reflections of leaders. Concluding each camp week, camp leaders were asked to write a 

reflection based on their experiences and learning from the week. The reflection included initial 

planning and preparation for the camp; daily implementation, including successes and challenges 

that needed addressing to improve the experience; and an overall reflection on what they learned 

about teaching and themselves as teachers. In addition, the Literacy Center Director was asked to 

write a reflection detailing the process of preparing for the camp, including selecting the leaders, 

logistics, planning, and the implementation, again focusing on success and challenges. For the 

purpose of this pilot study, these reflections were examined for evidence relating to research 

question one, that is, for indication of participant enjoyment and engagement with books and 

literacy activities.  

 

Parent survey. On the first day of the summer literacy camp, parents were sent an 

electronic questionnaire to the email address provided at registration. The researcher-created 

questionnaire contained eight questions, including open-ended and closed format. The 

questionnaire was completed anonymously and included questions about the number of children 

registered for the camp, the ages of the children, the type of school they attend (public or private), 

and whether they had attended this summer literacy camp in the past. Through open-ended 

questions, parents were asked to respond to how they learned about the summer literacy camp, why 

they chose to send their child, their expectations of the camp, and what outcomes they hoped to 

observe in their children after the camp.  

 

Parent follow-up survey. On the final day of the summer literacy camp, parents were sent 

a second researcher-created, electronic questionnaire, containing eight questions, including open-

ended and closed format. The questionnaire was completed anonymously and included some of the 

same demographic-type questions as the first one, including questions about the number of children 

registered for the camp, the ages of the children, the type of school they attend (public or private), 

and whether they had attended the summer literacy camp in the past. Open-ended questions 

prompted parents to describe their expectations of the camp and whether those expectations were 

met. Other questions prompted parents to describe outcomes they hoped to observe in their children 

after the camp and whether those outcomes were observed. Through additional questions, parents 
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were provided the opportunity to describe how they felt their child benefited from the camp and 

what they liked most and least. Finally, parents were asked whether they would send their children 

to the camp again in the future. 

 

Results 

 IBM’S SPSS software was used to analyze the quantitative variables in this study. To 

answer research question 1, several statistical analyses were run to examine the reading attitude 

composite score and the subscales, academic reading and recreational reading. We also examined 

whether attending the camp for half a day or a whole day impacted children’s attitude toward 

reading.  

 

Impact on Reading Attitudes  

Children’s attitudes toward reading were calculated for the pretest and the posttest by 

summing the scores for all questions on the questionnaire. A paired samples t test was conducted to 

evaluate whether children’s attitudes toward reading were higher before or after attending the 

summer literacy camp. The test found no statistically significant results. Table 2 displays the means 

and standard deviations for children’s attitudes toward reading before and after attending the 

summer literacy camp. 

 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes Toward Reading 

    

Variable N M SD 

Attitude Before Camp 22 58.41 11.30 

Attitude After Camp 22 58.45 11.19 

 

Impact on Attitudes toward Recreational Reading  

Children’s attitudes toward recreational reading were calculated for the pretest and the 

posttest by summing the scores for the first 10 questions on the questionnaire. A paired samples t 

test was conducted to evaluate whether children’s attitudes toward recreational reading were higher 

before or after attending the summer literacy camp. The test found no statistically significant 

results. Table 3 displays the means and standard deviations for children’s attitudes toward reading 

before and after attending the summer literacy camp. 

 

Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes Toward Recreational Reading 

    

Variable N M SD 

Attitude Before Camp 22 29.32 5.80 

Attitude After Camp 22 29.27 5.48 

 

Impact on Attitudes toward Academic Reading 

Children’s attitudes toward academic reading were calculated for the pretest and the posttest 

by summing the scores for the final 10 questions on the questionnaire. A paired samples t test was 

conducted to evaluate whether children’s attitudes toward academic reading were higher before or 

after attending the summer literacy camp. The test found no statistically significant results. Table 4 
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displays the means and standard deviations for children’s attitudes toward academic reading before 

and after attending the summer literacy camp. 

 

Table 4 

Means and Standard Deviations for Attitudes Toward Academic Reading 

    

Variable N M SD 

Attitude Before Camp 22 29.14 5.93 

Attitude After Camp 22 29.23 6.36 

 

Attendance Impact on Reading Attitude 

A one-way analysis of covariance was conducted to analyze the effects of attendance 

(whole day vs. half day) at a week-long literacy camp on children’s attitudes toward reading, using 

the covariate, pretest and the dependent variable, posttest. A preliminary analysis evaluating the 

homogeneity of regression slopes indicated that the interaction between the covariate and the 

dependent variable was not statistically significant, F(1, 21) = .06, p = .80. Other statistical 

assumptions, including the normality of the residuals, homogeneity of variance, and linearity of the 

relationship between the covariate and the dependent variable were met. Results indicated that 

children who attended for the whole day (M = 62.64, SD = 10.19) did not have statistically 

significant different attitudes toward reading than children who attended for half the day (M 

=54.27, SD =10.97), F(1, 21) =.26, p = .62.  

 

Attendance Impact on Recreational Reading Attitude 

A second one-way analysis of covariance was conducted to analyze the effects of 

attendance (whole day vs. half day) at a literacy camp on children’s attitudes toward recreational 

reading, using the covariate, recreational reading pretest, and the dependent variable, recreational 

reading posttest. The assumptions of independence of observations, normal distribution of the 

dependent variable, homogeneity of variances, linear relationships between the covariate and the 

dependent variable, and homogeneity of regression slopes were all met. Results indicated that 

children who attended for the whole day (M = 30.63, SD = 5.18) did not have statistically 

significant different attitudes toward recreational reading than children who attended for half the 

day (M =27.91, SD =5.66), F(1, 21) =.01, p = .91.  

 

Attendance Impact on Academic Reading Attitude 

A third one-way analysis of covariance was conducted to analyze the effects of attendance 

(whole day vs. half day) at a literacy camp on children’s attitudes toward academic reading, using 

the covariate, academic reading pretest, and the dependent variable, academic reading posttest. All 

assumptions were all met. Results indicated that children who attended for the whole day (M = 

32.00, SD = 5.76) did not have statistically significant different attitudes toward academic reading 

than children who attended for half the day (M =26.45, SD =5.91), F(1, 21) =.23, p = .64.  

 

Camp Leaders’ Reflections of Campers’ Reading Attitude 

 To provide further insight into research question 1, qualitative data from the reflections of 

the two camp leaders and Literacy Center Director were examined for reported evidence of the 

campers enjoying books, thus linking to a positive impact on their attitudes about reading 

(Malanchini et al., 2017). Analysis of the reflections revealed evidence that the campers enjoyed 

engaging with books during their time at the camp. The Literacy Center Director reported, “the 
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campers were excited about camp participation and reading in general.” One camp leader stated, 

“This week’s campers were excited to read books from the library and have one-on-one sessions 

with the camp leaders.” Camp leaders were intentional about connecting reading to the real world, 

and saw the campers’ excitement when they read books aloud. One of the leaders said:  

 

When I read the book 21 Elephants and Still Standing, every camper was enthralled by that 

book. They loved the idea of elephants crossing a bridge! When I read books aloud to the 

campers, I really felt like I was showing them that reading can be interesting, and I loved 

that. 

 

Parental Expectations 

As noted in research question two, parental expectations of the camp were examined by 

reviewing the open-ended responses on the parent surveys that were completed before and after the 

camp. Thirteen parents responded to the initial parent survey and three trends in parents’ 

expectations of the camp were identified, including expectations that their children would 

participate in engaging literacy experiences, show improvement in reading, and develop a love for 

reading. One parent stated, “I know she will enjoy reading itself and the activities that she may not 

experience in the classroom.” A second parent reported hoping for her student to “increase her 

desire to read.” Another parent hoped for her child to show “improvement in reading.”  

Upon the completion of the camp, 13 parents responded to the follow-up parent survey. 

Respondents reported that the camp met their expectations; their comments addressed the three 

previously identified trends. Parents reported that their children showed improvement in reading. 

For example, one parent remarked, “The camp helped develop skills through enjoyable learning 

activities.” The second trend showed that children participated in engaging literacy experiences, 

with responses, such as, “She enjoyed the different hands-on activities, robotics, and meeting Ed 

the turtle. She loved ‘traveling’ to other countries and learning a little about their environment and 

culture.” The third trend indicated that children showed a love for reading; for example, one parent 

stated, “She is reading more at home, and has less hesitancy as she reads.” 

 

Observed Outcomes 

 In examining data to answer the third research question, a follow-up parent survey showed 

two trends in the observed outcomes reported by parents. The first outcome was excitement about 

literacy-related activities. An example of this appeared when one parent reported that her child was 

“excited to tell me about what they learned each day and the snacks that they made.” The second 

trend appeared to be a love for reading; one parent response stated, “She is choosing to read at 

home and she is much more confident when she reads.  She is also picking out more challenging 

books instead of the ones she’s read multiple times.” 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to determine if attending a week-long Literacy Camp made 

an impact on children’s attitudes toward reading. Although observations from the Literacy Center 

Director and camp leaders showed evidence of campers’ positive attitudes toward reading, the 

quantitative analysis did not reveal any statistically significant differences in student attitudes 

toward reading. The researchers postulate that this may be due to the short duration of the camp of 

five (half or whole) days not being long enough to show a statistical impact on reading attitudes. 

Though some studies do not link a change in attitude with a summer literacy intervention (Willard 

& Kulinna, 2012), McTague and Abrams’ (2011) did find that after five weeks in a camp setting, 
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attitudes toward reading improved. It is also interesting to note that the attitude pre-scores of the 

children at the beginning of the camp were fairly high, in the 50s with a maximum score of 80. 

Given the relatively high pre-score, it stands to reason that to achieve statistically significant results 

may require additional time for the children to engage in literacy activities. 

While the quantitative analysis did not reveal any statistically significant differences in 

students’ attitudes toward reading, the outcomes observed by the parents provided evidence of 

some positive impacts of the camp on their children. For example, one parent revealed that her 

child was choosing to read more at home and appeared to feel more confident in her reading. This 

outcome allows us to infer that this child had become more motivated to read, which led to 

increased reading volume. This is an important finding as research on reading volume has shown a 

close relationship between volume of reading and reading achievement (Anderson et al., 1899; 

Brannan, 2016; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1990, 1991, 1997, 2001, 2003; Guthrie, Schafer, & 

Huang, 2001; Stanovich & West, 1989; Taylor et al., 1990; Topping & Samuels, 2007). Anderson, 

Wilson, and Fielding (1988) discovered that the amount of time spent reading showed positive 

correlations with reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge, and reading speed. In addition, 

studies on exposure to print, another measure of reading volume, showed strong correlations with 

orthographic processing (Stanovich & West, 1989; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1990), as well as 

predicting spelling, vocabulary knowledge, general knowledge, reading ability, decoding, and 

listening comprehension (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1991, Sparks, Patton, & Murdoch, 2014). 

Therefore, even though the camp did not show significant changes in reading attitudes, results from 

the parent survey revealed that it may have impacted students’ motivation to read, which ultimately 

may lead to increased reading achievement. 

 This research also sought to uncover parents’ expectations of the camp and whether they 

were met. The survey results suggested that parents expected their child to be engaged in literacy 

experiences, to show improvement in reading, and to develop a love for reading. In the follow-up 

survey, parents reported that their expectations were met and reported outcomes that were 

consistent with those expectations.  

In reviewing the overall results of the study, it may be postulated that the practical 

significance of the camp included providing children with opportunities for meaningful literacy 

engagement. Given these results, it can be concluded that the Literacy Camp was successful in 

achieving its goals and impacted students’ behaviors related to reading.   

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 As with all studies, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. To begin, this study 

used a convenience sample of a low number of participants and a short-term treatment, making the 

findings difficult to generalize to other short-term literacy camps. In addition, the absence of a 

comparison group did not allow the researchers to control for extraneous variables. Also, given the 

small population size and large range of ages, comparisons could not be made across participants of 

similar ages. However, conducting similar research with the Literacy Center’s summer camps over 

the period of several summers may yield a more powerful source of evidence. The Elementary 

Reading Attitude Survey is an instrument that only measured participants’ attitudes toward reading. 

As the camp focuses on both enriching reading and writing, it is advisable to utilize an instrument 

that more closely aligns with the mission of the camp. A similar instrument to the Elementary 

Reading Attitude Survey was created by Kear, Coffman, McKenna, and Ambrosio (2000), which 

measures children’s attitude toward writing. A combined version of these two surveys may give a 

broader view of future campers’ attitudes toward literacy. 

 A low parental response rate resulted in a limited amount of qualitative data available for 

analysis, this was perhaps due to the electronic nature of the surveys. In the future, parents could 
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complete the survey in paper form upon dropping their child off on the first and last day of camp. A 

higher response rate will provide a broader picture of the parental expectations and observed 

outcomes of the literacy camp.  

 The Literacy Camp was in the very early stages of existence at the time of the study, we 

hope that attendance will grow exponentially in the future and provide a larger population of 

children and parents to study. Future research might include examining the effects of the Literacy 

Camp across age groups. It might also examine the perspectives of the children themselves, through 

interviews and focus groups. Upon registration, several parents identified their children as 

struggling readers, therefore future research might examine the achievement level at which these 

students ended the school year and the achievement level at which these same students begin the 

next school year to examine whether the Literacy Camp affected the summer slump that impacts 

many children. It would also be interesting to determine if camper attitudes would be impacted if 

modifications were made to the camp, such as examining the impact of the camp coupled with at 

home reading or providing campers with take-home books. In addition, many summer camps are 

implemented to prevent students from losing academic gains made during the school-year. It would 

be beneficial to determine if the literacy camp had an impact on students’ maintaining academic 

standing during the summer break. 

 Future research may also focus on examining the perceptions and reflections of the camp 

leaders and Literacy Center director. Gathering data from camp leaders about student attitudes 

toward books and daily encounters with literacy activities, also noting any changes they implement 

during the camp in effort to improve reading attitudes based on reflective data, would be beneficial. 

Likewise, future research could also include examining the director’s role in facilitating 

opportunities to promote a love for literacy during the camp.   

 

Conclusion 

 The Literacy Camp provided students the opportunity to experience a fun, summer camp 

environment while focusing on the academic elements of literacy. The purpose of the camp was to 

promote a love of literacy through engaging, interactive activities that facilitated excitement 

through engagement while learning. Though quantitative evidence did not reveal a statistical 

difference in students’ attitudes, it should be noted that students’ attitudes toward reading at the 

beginning of the camp were considered high. Qualitative evidence suggested that the participants’ 

motivation to read increased as evidenced by children selecting reading as a leisure activity after 

camp hours, and parents’ expectations of camp were achieved. Ultimately, the purpose of the camp 

was to provide children with an opportunity for meaningful literacy engagement while focusing on 

the element of fun, and this goal was achieved. This points to the necessity of structuring engaging 

literacy opportunities for students during their time away from school, and the importance of 

continual research to determine the impact. 
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This article explores the necessity for elementary teachers to integrate ELA and science in 

unique and authentic ways. Using mentor texts as the basis for learning about scientific 

concepts, teachers can incorporate varied writing activities to help students deepen 

comprehension about scientific topics. We share seven of our favorite science-themed 

picture books and describe quick and easy-to-implement writing lessons that can be 

modified or adapted to meet writing standards across grade levels. As more inclusive 

classrooms are expected to embed science into the balanced literacy block, we share 

practical ways teachers can successfully use writing to support student comprehension of 

scientific topics. 

 

Keywords: Mentor texts, science and literacy, writing, comprehension 

 

Students who have regular access to high-quality texts become better readers, writers, and 

thinkers (Daniels, Zemelman, & Steineke, 2007; Dorfman & Cappelli, 2009). High-quality 

writing instruction in the content areas builds students’ content knowledge as well as practical 

writing skills. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), since it began 

evaluating writing in 1975, has noted an essentially flat or stagnant writing score trend for 

American students (NAEP, 2006). In other words, kids may not be getting any worse at school-

based prose, but they are certainly not getting any better. This disappointing trend implicates the 

need for more rigorous, meaningful, and authentic writing instruction. We purport that 

elementary teachers must provide opportunities for students to write about the science concepts 

they are learning. 

In this article, we argue the importance of quality writing and reading experiences in the 

elementary content areas. Seven informational mentor texts are presented with writing lessons to 

support students’ content comprehension. These activities and texts are meant to inspire teachers 

to integrate more authentic writing and reading tasks into their content area instruction. 

 

Writing across Content Areas 

The benefits of incorporating authentic writing experiences into content area lessons are 

plentiful. Among these include: comprehension development, content retention, exposure to 

technical writing, and opportunities to make writing instruction meaningful. Common Core 

writing standard number two requires students to be able to, “write informative and explanatory 

texts to examine and convey complex ideas and information clearly and accurately through the 

effective selection, organization, and analysis of content” (National Governor’s Association, 
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2010). Before successfully and independently writing informative and explanatory pieces, 

students need many opportunities to read and analyze quality informational texts, paying close 

attention to author’s craft, purpose, and style (Dorfman & Cappelli, 2009). Often written above 

grade level, students may have difficulty reading content-area materials. Thus, teachers can use 

content-area mentor texts during shared reading, guided reading, and read-alouds to build 

background knowledge over studied topics, but also to expose students to writing styles and 

craft often used by nonfiction writers (Taberski, 2017). Teachers can discuss with readers how 

authors of these texts often communicate content-area information through rich detail, sensory 

language, bold print, charts, graphs, photographs, and numbers.  

 

Nonfiction Mentor Texts 

Dorfman and Capelli (2009) defined mentor texts as “pieces of literature you and your 

students can relate to, fall in love with, and return to and reread for many different purposes” (p. 

2). Culham (2014) defined a mentor text as “any text, print or digital, that you can read with a 

writer’s eye” (p. 31). To elaborate, a mentor text is a published piece of writing whose ideas, 

structure, or craft can be used to inspire a student’s further research or original writing. 

The use of quality, nonfiction mentor texts is essential if we expect our students to write 

nonfiction, informational texts. Indeed, Dorfman and Capelli (2009) explained it simply: “If 

our students are writing poetry, we would expect them to be reading and hearing lots of poetry 

as well. So it makes sense if we want our students to write good nonfiction, we need to 

immerse them in the work of good nonfiction authors” (p. 3). Table 1 outlines seven 

nonfiction trade books, their relevant science strands, and writing mini-lesson ideas. Detailed 

descriptions of each book and their related writing mini-lessons follow Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Overview of informational texts with supporting mini-lesson titles 

Title Science Strand Mini-lesson Idea 

Bet You Didn’t Know! By National 

Geographic Kids 

All Topic Banks 

Giant Squid by Candace Fleming & 

Erin Rohmann 

Life Science Snoozer 

Sentences 

A Seed is Sleepy by Dianna Hutts 

Aston & Sylvia Long 

Life Science: 

Botany 

Word Gradients 

Creature Features by Steve Jenkins & 

Robin Page 

Life Science Interviews 

The Tree Lady by Joseph Hopkins Environmental 

Science 

Biographical 

Sketches 

Never Smile at a Monkey by Steve 

Jenkins 

Life Science: 

Zoology 

One-Minute 

Power Writing 

How They Croaked by Georgia Bragg All Written 

Conversations 
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Bet You Didn’t Know: Fascinating, Far-out, Fun-tastic Facts (2017) by National Geographic 

Kids 

 

Bet You Didn’t Know (2017) published by National Geographic Kids is one of those 

books your students will regularly pull off the classroom library shelf. The bright photographs, 

well-placed fonts, and unusual facts will appeal to primary-grade children. Every other page 

contains up to 15 unusual facts on diverse topics such as “Fab Facts About Bats”, “Money Facts 

You Can Bank On”, and “Bizarre Facts About the Human Body”. This mentor text lends itself 

to a mini-lesson on idea generation and creating “topic banks” for future writing. 

Educational publishing abounds with cute, motivational writing prompts and story 

starters. Freeman (2003) explained, “This is due to a misconception that children won’t write 

because they can’t think of a topic, and that if we can just give them a great topic, they will 

write” (p. 25). But to truly engage young writers, we need to offer topic choice not writing 

prompts. When children are encouraged to choose their own topics and provided with the skills 

to do so, they write uninhibitedly and with great variety. 

A topic bank is simply a student-created inventory of possible writing topics that the 

student refers to when he/she needs a fresh idea. Using Bet You Didn’t Know as a structure 

mentor text, the teacher models collecting and listing unusual facts about a subject. Multiple “Bet 

You Didn’t Know” notebook pages on multiple topics provide resources when students don’t 

know what to write about. To get the student started on a topic of choice, the teacher models 

picking one fact to elaborate on in a quick write, paragraph or story. 

 
Giant Squid (2016) by Candace Fleming and Erin Rohmann 

 

Winner of 10 awards and honors, Giant Squid (2016) explores the life and habitat of the 

giant squid, one of the ocean’s least explored creatures. Author Candace Fleming carefully crafts 

exquisite detail in her writing, creating vivid pictures of a squid’s life for the reader. This 

informational text can serve as a mentor text for an author’s use of exquisite detail in expository 

writing. 

For this book, teachers can teach a mini-lesson with a technique called Snoozer 

Sentences (Jacobson, 2010). Snoozer sentences can be described as the types of sentences that 

are boring and could possibly put a reader to sleep. Snoozer sentences often begin with the same 

word, follow the same pattern, and/or have the same number of words in each sentence. Point 

out how excellent authors often use adjectives that create clear pictures in readers’ minds. Teach 

students to note the differences in sentences as they read various material. For example, look at 

this snoozer sentence: The squid has a hard beak. Next, have students read the passage from 

Fleming’s book, “Bone–hard and parrot-like, it sits in the center of those eight, slithering arms, 

protruding from the creature’s mouth, rotating from side to side, ripping apart prey” (p. 5). 

Students record unique observations they can include in their own writing. Remind students that 

when they use quality details in their writing, they clearly communicate with the reader in rich, 

vivid detail. 

 
A Seed is Sleepy (2014) by Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Long 

 

A beautifully crafted story, A Seed is Sleepy (2014), introduces readers to information 

about seeds (size, dispersal, needs). This informational book about seeds is a must-include book 

to any classroom library, young or old, as the multi-level text accommodates approaching-, on-, 

and above-level readers. 
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Distribute magnolia seed pods to students. Ask students to brainstorm three to five 

adjectives to describe the magnolia seed pods. Students will then share their adjective lists to one 

another. Possible responses may include: brown, prickly, or moist. As you read A Seed is Sleepy 

to students, invite them to listen for the words that the author uses to convey precise meaning. 

Discuss how selecting precise language improves writing and paints a clearer picture in the 

reader’s mind. Paint swatches from a local hardware store are an excellent vehicle for modeling 

slight nuances in word choice. For example, at first glance, you may say the colors on your paint 

swatch are green, but upon closer inspection, the slight shade changes have different names: 

Romaine, Picnic, and Grass. Share with students that words have semantic gradients, slight 

differences in meaning (Greenwood & Flanigan, 2007). Students then select one of the adjectives 

from their original list and add two more synonyms. Once they have done this, students rank the 

words by order of degree and then write one word on each different color shade on their paint 

swatch. For example, a student might write: “pointy”, “spiky”, “jagged”. The swatches will then 

serve as a reminder and a resource to students to use vivid language in their writing. 

 
Creature Features: Twenty-Five Animals Explain Why They Look the Way They Do (2014) 

by Steve Jenkins and Robin Page 

 
Each page in this engaging book offers a question (Dear Egyptian Vulture, Why no 

feathers on your face?) and an answer (Are you sure you want to know?...) and a portrait of the 

animal with emphasis on the feature in question. This book lends itself to an expressive read- 

aloud or dramatization through a Reader’s Theater script. A logical teaching point for this 

mentor text is introduction to the formatting of an interview script. 

In a mini-lesson, the teacher first models collecting interesting facts about an animal. 

Then she replicates and innovates on Jenkins’s Q&A format in Creature Features as she imagines 

what an interviewer might ask the animal and how the animal might respond. Students then search 

for those really interesting facts on unique animals and compose interview scripts from their 

animals’ perspectives. 

 
The Tree Lady (2013) by Joseph Hopkins 

 

Growing up in Northern California, Kate Sessions developed a strong love for beautiful 

the trees surrounding her. In the late 1800s, Kate Sessions was the first female scientist to 

graduate from the University of California. The Tree Lady: The Story of How One Tree-Loving 

Woman Changed a City Forever (2013) is a biography that tells the story of how Kate Sessions 

transformed San Diego as we know it today, filling the city with lush, green trees and plants that 

would grow and beautify the harsh, southern California climate. 

Biographies are most often written about those who have made a significant contribution 

to society. For this mini-lesson, have students explore the genre of biography, and through 

writer’s workshop, create a biographical sketch. Doing so will enhance students’ content area 

writing and boost comprehension. Begin by discussing with students the characteristics of a 

biography. Follow by asking students to create a list of people they would find interesting to read 

about in biographies. Students will choose one person from their list and will create a 

biographical sketch. They will describe the person’s life using textual evidence from multiple 

sources. When students write, have them be mindful of including important information, deleting 

uninteresting information, and considering their audience. 
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Never Smile at a Monkey: And 17 Other Important Things to Remember (2014) by Steve 

Jenkins  

 

Never Smile at a Monkey (2014) is a witty book that cleverly shares how animal 

adaptations have evolved to protect animals in the wild. Fast-paced and information-packed, 

brief paragraphs engage young readers. Model for students how to craft their own sentences 

using Jenkins’s writing style and structure as a mentor. For this mini-lesson, have students 

select a dangerous creature from the book. For one minute, the students will write 

everything they remember about the creature. They may replicate this one minute power 

writing technique for each or any of the eighteen animals discussed in the text. 

Alternatively, have students research another dangerous animal and create a four-sentence 

paragraph, crafted in similar structure to Jenkins’s paragraphs, using alliteration in the 

heading and in the body of the paragraph. 

 

How They Croaked: The Awful Ends of the Awfully Famous (2012) by Georgia Bragg 
 

Older primary and intermediate-grade students will love this dark look at how famous, or 

historical figures met their ends. Many of the mildly-described, gruesome deaths relate to 

scientific ignorance or misconceptions. For example, did you know Cleopatra did not die from a 

snake bite, but rather from the self-inflicted prick of a poisoned hairpin? Columbus died from a 

rare disease caused by bad hygiene?! And Galileo died from food poisoning? 

Students will be fascinated by the sensational stories told in this book and ready to talk 

about them. Have them write down (rather than talk) their conversations! How They Croaked 

provides a basis for the technique known as the Written Conversation (Daniels, Zemelman, & 

Steineke, 2007). After reading a selection, students are paired and write back and forth to each 

other in a silent conversation. The written conversations can then be elaborated on in individual 

pieces. Writing their thoughts on these short, complex tales will deepen students’ learning and 

motivate their writing. 

 

Conclusion 

We believe that the reading of high-quality trade books builds young children’s 

vocabulary and background knowledge. Palincsar (2005) explained that as students build this 

background knowledge, they “experience a bootstrapping of further vocabulary, real-world 

knowledge, and knowledge of and comfort with the structure of texts” (p. 3). In other words, there 

is a cumulative building effect when students regularly read, write, and talk about what they are 

learning. Further, we anticipate students’ comprehension will improve as they interact more with 

quality nonfiction texts, summarizing, identifying main ideas, discussing key points, sequencing 

events, and using academic vocabulary. 

Nonfiction mentor texts such as those described in this article provide role models for 

students’ own writing. Students can adapt and innovate on the nonfiction mentor texts’ writing 

topics, writing structures, and writing crafts. Teachers complain that kids hate writing. But maybe 

what kids hate is the kind of writing we make them do. Answering questions at the end of the 

chapter or writing to a teacher-created prompt is not a memorable highlight for any young writer. 

Daniels et al. (2007) argued, “To get learning power, kids need to grapple with ideas, transform 

them, and put them in their own words” (p. 26). When we introduce exemplary models of good 

writing with mentor texts and model writing through intentional mini-lessons, we create 

enthusiastic, actively-engaged writers (and learners). 
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American by Paper: How Documents Matter in Immigrant Literacy (2016) by Viera 

offers critical insight to the differing experiences between immigrants to the United States from 

Europe versus those from Latin America. Conducting a two-year ethnographic study of Azorean 

Portuguese and Brazilian immigrants to a town in the U.S. northeast dubbed with the pseudonym 

“South Mills,” Viera investigates the importance of immigrants having documents, which 

includes the perhaps most immediate association of passports and visas but also incorporates 

letters, diplomas, certificates, and even notes scrawled on scraps of paper. The author shows 

readers that while government-issued documents are undeniably the most powerful, in a time of 

feeling powerless, immigrants rely on whatever texts they can produce. Viera explains that in the 

documentary society of the United States, papers are equivalent to livelihood. This work falls 

squarely into literacy studies but will be of particular interest to those involved in multilingual 

studies, European and/or Latin American studies, and historical studies. Released in a time when 

immigration is hotly debated worldwide, this story illuminates the experiences of the migrants 

and their children who face policy firsthand as they reconcile their heritage, navigate their 

present, and try to position themselves for a better future.  

 Bookended by introductory and conclusion chapters, the monograph features four main 

chapters with descriptive titles that aid organization. The first chapter “Literacy and Assimilation 

in an Age of Papers: The View from South Mills” analyzes how literacy can help immigrants 

meet their goals. However, in order to answer this question, the author first explains how 

immigrants’ perceived goals are somewhat different from their actual goals. The perceived goal, 

Viera writes, is cultural assimilation whereby English literacy allows the immigrant to speak, 

read, and write in the unofficial language of the United States. The real goal, however, is 

movement. Here, literacy enables progress through economic, social, and physical mobility. 

Viera also establishes that the ability to read and write – literacy – is only as valuable as the 

papers that verify it. This is a recurring topic throughout the book and undoubtedly sponsors its 

title.  

In the second chapter, “American by Paper: Azorean and Azorean American Literacy 

Lives,” the featured participants are those either originally from or descending from the Azores 

Islands in Portugal. Featuring several photographs of writing by participants, this chapter 

discusses how first-generation Azorean immigrants had to develop literacy to gain 

documentation and then used their literacy to write letters of invitation for other migrants. 

Moving forward in their journey of living in the United States, the Azorean immigrants used 

their literacy to take citizenship tests, get education, and find work. While the papers did not 

culturally mean that these people were U.S. Americans, the papers did mean they were legally 

U.S. Americans and were therefore able to use their literacy and subsequent documents as capital 

in their community.  
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In chapter three, “Undocumented in a Documentary Society: Brazilian Literacy Lives,” 

readers see a darker side of immigration. While the Azoreans were not without their struggles, 

the Brazilian immigrants frequently had many more difficulties, often entangled in literacy and 

document-based issues. While this chapter also has photographs of writing, it additionally 

features multiple images of religious artifacts, namely prayer chains and altars, reflecting the 

community’s outcry for recognition in the form of papers. Religion continues to be important in 

this discussion as Brazilians turned to religion for documentation when their literacy was not 

bureaucratically recognized. This resulted in many religious texts and church-based documents 

that Brazilians used to establish their literacy, writing their own papers since they could not 

obtain government ones. The theme of fear of deportation due to lack of official papers runs deep 

in this chapter.  

Finally, the fourth chapter, “It’s Not Because of the English: Literacy Lives of the 

Young,” focuses on young people of both Azorean and Brazilian heritage and their quest for 

literacy. Viera explains that none of the featured participants spoke English as their first 

language and did not prioritize learning it. Rather, they focused on obtaining papers so that they 

could gain upward mobility through documents like driver’s licenses and diplomas. Even with 

learned language, without papers, there was not much that either group could do, resulting in 

much frustration. For the Brazilian immigrants, they were exasperated that their documents from 

Brazil were not accepted in the United States; meanwhile, the U.S.-born Brazilian and Azorean 

participants shared their disappointment in never being able to fulfill the “American Dream” that 

had been promised by their parents.  

The author concludes that while literacy can be defined linguistically in terms of reading 

and writing, if it is not incarnated in papers, literacy is, de facto, meaningless. Viera (2016) 

summarizes well that “literacy is best seen as a mobile complex of practices and products, 

instilled with meaning both by institutions and by the people under their thrall” (p. 142). In the 

conclusion, the author offers three implications of understanding this view of literacy in the 

transnational experience. First, viewing literacy as being entrenched in social infrastructures will 

aid understanding of current and future immigration policy. Second, education can be refocused 

from cultural assimilation to factors that would more swiftly provide upward mobility: literacy 

and, subsequently, paper attainment. Third, researchers may be able to better understand the role 

of technology in transnational literacy and communication. American by Paper uncovers how 

ethnic origins, literacy, and papers enmesh themselves in immigrants’ and transnationals’ access 

to or denial from upward mobility and social inclusion.  

As a whole, this book creates a successful and respectful image of immigrants in the 

United States. It shows striking disparities in the treatment of immigrants who come from certain 

ethnic and linguistic backgrounds and reveals how those stereotypes that labeled first-generation 

immigrants are still dividing the paths to success for generations far beyond them. It also 

demonstrates that, regardless of where an immigrant comes from, it is difficult for a person 

without substantive lineage in the United States to feel fully accepted as a U.S. American. Viera, 

a native speaker of Portuguese with Azorean heritage, Brazilian visas, and U.S. American 

citizenship, has ties to all three communities discussed in the book. Her scholarship on literacy 

studies as a former ESL educator and current professor of English gives academic credence to 

her personal background. While only focusing on the experiences in one small town, it is easy to 

extrapolate Viera’s work to the United States as a whole. Without directly calling for it, the 

author clearly demonstrates the need for addressing immigrant literacy, with clearer and safer 

paths for obtaining and verifying documents. It fights the conception that literacy is solely a 
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means for cultural assimilation and repaints it as a necessity for vitality, as the lack of papers 

prohibits people from getting jobs, driving cars, attending school, and so many more aspects that 

people born with papers take for granted. This book is relevant for multiple fields and provides 

ample explanation of terms and ideas to make it accessible to scholars as well as those reading 

for pleasure. Published in 2016, this work was released in an election year and as the 

immigration debates have only grown more heated in the years since this president’s 

inauguration, American by Paper has only grown more important.  

 

 

 


