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An Invite to a Top-Secret Project:
A New Mysterious Way to Connect 

Kevin D. Cordi, Ph.D.

?Do you have clearance to read this?  Do you know that 
you were selected for this project from applications around the 
nation and Canada?  This is Top- Secret...can I trust 
you??  

Teachers, librarians, and literacy coaches teased their 
students before I arrived at separate schools.  At one 
location, Central Crossing H igh School, teacher 
Ann Tiefenthaler had displayed the word 
?Confidential? as I entered.   You could hear the 
buzz in the room as students wondered about the 
project for which they were selected.    

Perhaps you too are wondering about the project.  
Let me tease you:  

What would you say if students all over the nation, 
piloted in Ohio, were engaged in a project where 
over 40 established young adult authors-- 
including M aggie Stiefvater, Cinda Chima Williams, 
Joseph Bruchac, Pedar O?Guilin, M indy M cGinnis, 
Dan Wells, and Shelley Pearsall--sent unfinished 
stories so that hundreds and thousands of students 
would finish them?    This is the TOP SECRET 
Young Adult StoryBox Project, based on The 
StoryBox Project where a physical box of stories 
travels around the country--and the world!--and, 
everywhere it goes, a ?Story Ambassador? shares 
more stories.    

Two years ago, with the help of former Children?s 
Poet Laureate J. Patrick Lewis, twenty-seven 
nationally-known poets sent half poems and 
elementary students finished them.  Drawing on the 
success of this work, we decided to move into the 
realm of young adult literature.   I spent the summer 
contacting over a hundred YA authors--and forty 
said yes!   

As I write this, eleven Ohio classroom educators are 
working with students invested in the stories.   They 
are building suspense to engaged their students and 
garner interest in the project.  Initial reactions have 
been astounding:

N ancy Henterly, a seventh and eighth grade teacher 
at Our Lady of Perpetual Help shares, ?I put a top- 
secret mission into individual envelopes.  Each 
student had to research a contributing author and 
present their information to the group.?  They 
eagerly shared the secrets they found.    

Randi Jo Flynn, an eighth grade Language Arts 
teacher at Jackson M iddle School had a different 
plan:  ?I created a bulletin board that said: ?Top 
Secret StoryBox Coming Soon.  After a few days, I 
announced the authors involved and created a display 
using dozens of their books, which added great 
excitement.  Seeing the books made the project 
real.? She continues,  ?On the day of the launch, the 
students were called to the cafeteria. I handed each 
class a Top-Secret file that contained the stories.  But 
before they could open the file, they had to complete 
the Top-Secret M ission that was written on a scroll.  
The scroll contained details about the project, and 
after the students read them, they placed the scroll in 
water and watched the message and the paper 
disappear.?   I witnessed the awesome wonder when 
they did this.   It definitely generated intrigue about 
the stories. 

Beth Baryon, Director of the Warrior Learning 
Center in Westerville, said that she had an art and 
writing club where announced that the first meeting 
would be a secret.  She hinted at the project but said 
she ?kept back crucial information about authors.?   
When I arrived, there was a palpable buzz in the 
library.   

Jessica K linker, librarian at Franklin Heights H igh 
School, along with teacher Shelly M an and student 
teacher Kate M cGregor created a ?breakout? 
experience  for the students.   ?We designed a 
breakout experience to create suspense and 
excitement as we launched the StoryBox project.  
Our goal was to immerse the students in the authors' 
backgrounds and pique their curiosity about how all 
of the clues we created for the StoryBox Breakout 
would tie into this project. By placing the story 
starters in the locked boxes and making them the 
ultimate prize, we were hoping to create the sense 
that participating in the StoryBox project was the 
ultimate reward and a truly special experience.? 

In addition to these stories, each school's Story 
Ambassador is working on a special YA Top-Secret 
StoryBox that might be selected to travel as the 
stories move from destination to destination.  Inside, 
they will place something secret for the next group 
to see and discover.  The secrets continue.  The idea 
of a secret works to build confidence. 

Kate M cGregor, OSU student teacher, said, ?I also 
had a student [who kept] questioning why their class 
specifically was picked for the Top Secret Project 
because she didn?t think that they were that 
extraordinary, but I think after being reminded that 
they were incredibly talented and smart, they really 
started to believe it and get excited about themselves 
and their future stories.? 

Henterly said the project is an opportunity to 
connect with the students.  It is an authentic 
exercise.   She recounts an experience with a  
formerly disengaged student:  ?It has been a joy to 
watch Jonathan?s eagerness to participate in this 
project.  This is my first time teaching him, but I had 
been told that is difficult to get him to work if he 
doesn?t want to work.  Jonathan has embraced this 
project.  He gets right to work and I often have to 
come over near him to let him know class is almost 
over.  He is so engaged in his work that he has 
blocked out everything else.  It has been incredible 
to see him feel confident and happy about what he is 
doing.?
 
I hear similarly moving stories from everyone 
connected to the project.  Flynn said, ?One day after 
school, Alexis ran into my room.  'M rs. Flynn, can I 
kill the main character in the story?  Because I can 
already see how this story ends!'  She was jumping, 
so excited that she would get to finish a creation by a 
famous author.  I told her she could create any plot 
she wanted and the look on her face will stay with 
me.  I can honestly say a student has never run into 
my room so excitedly to ask about a thesis 
statement.?   

Perhaps as those who teach the beauty of language, 
we can jazz our students by exciting them with 
authentic opportunities to write for and with real 
audiences.  Grant Wiggins, who argues for 
authenticity in writing states, ?Real writers are 
trying to make a difference, find their true audience, 
and cause some result in their readership.  Yet 
academic writing is notoriously turgid, arguably 
because the impact of the prose is too often an 
afterthought, the writing a mere vehicle for offering 
up new knowledge.?   He finds the real purpose of 
writing is to ?open the mind or heart of a real 
audience.? As teachers we need to consider this. We 
can?t forget the standard of authenticity when 
addressing the formally mandated standards.  We 
need to make real and valuable experiences for 
students.  The YA Top-Secret StoryBox has this 
goal as central to its purpose. 

Once the StoryBox returns after traveling for a year, 
I will seek a publisher for these stories.  Imagine the 
wonder when a teenager can say he published a 
co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story 
at a local bookstore or order it.  We need to find 
places where students can make an investment in 
their writing because there is an investment to be 
gained.  Students need to know that writing can be 
impactful when it is shared, and publishing is one 
way to share it.   

We invite everyone to see these students and six 
surprise authors (hint: Ohio authors with last name 
that rhymes with Saddix, M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, 
Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, read their 
co-written work and engage with the YA experience 
and authors at the James Thurber Center in 
Columbus from 2:00 to 4:30 on October 15, 2017.  
Everyone is invited but please make this the best not 
kept secret going. The event is free. 

We hope to share more about this project as it develops but 
only if you have clearance.  This message will self-destruct in 
five minutes.  Five?  

* * *
Learn more about this project online!

When he is not acting as a Secret Agent for this project, Kevin D. 
Cordi, Ph.D. serves as a N ational Consultant for Story/Storytelling 
and is an Assistant Professor of Language Arts and Literacy at Ohio 
N orthern University.  In 2012, OCTELA honored him with the  
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator Award.  He is the 
author of Playing with Stories: Story Crafting for Writers, Teachers, and 
Other Imaginative Thinkers. You can find out more at 
www.kevincordi.com  

Source: 

Wiggins, Grant (2009).  Real-World Writing: Making Purpose and
Audience Matter, English Journal, v98 n5 p29-37.  

Classroom photos courtesy of Randi Jo Flynn
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Teachers, librarians, and literacy coaches teased their students before I 
arrived at separate schools.  At one location, Central Crossing H igh 
School, teacher Ann Tiefenthaler had displayed the word 
?Confidential? as I entered.   You could hear the buzz in the room as 
students wondered about the project for which they were selected.    

Perhaps you too are wondering about the project.  Let me tease you:  

What would you say if students all over the nation, piloted in Ohio, 
were engaged in a project where over 40 established young adult 

authors-- including M aggie Stiefvater, Cinda Chima Williams, 
Joseph Bruchac, Pedar O?Guilin, M indy M cGinnis, Dan Wells, and 
Shelley Pearsall--sent unfinished stories so that hundreds and 
thousands of students would finish them?    This is the TOP 
SECRET Young Adult StoryBox Project, based on The StoryBox 
Project where a physical box of stories travels around the 
country--and the world!--and, everywhere it goes, a ?Story 
Ambassador? shares more stories.    

Two years ago, with the help of former Children?s Poet Laureate J. 
Patrick Lewis, twenty-seven nationally-known poets sent half poems

and elementary students finished them.  Drawing on the success of 
this work, we decided to move into the realm of young adult 
literature.   I spent the summer contacting over a hundred YA 
authors--and forty said yes!   

As I write this, eleven Ohio classroom educators are working with 
students invested in the stories.   They are building suspense to 
engaged their students and garner interest in the project.  Initial 
reactions have been astounding:

N ancy Henterly, a seventh and eighth grade teacher at Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help shares, ?I put a top- secret mission into individual 
envelopes.  Each student had to research a contributing author and 
present their information to the group.?  They eagerly shared the 
secrets they found.    

Randi Jo Flynn, an eighth grade Language Arts teacher at Jackson 
M iddle School had a different plan:  ?I created a bulletin board that 
said: ?Top Secret StoryBox Coming Soon.  After a few days, I 
announced the authors involved and created a display using dozens of 
their books, which added great excitement.  Seeing the books made 
the project real.? She continues,  ?On the day of the launch, the 
students were called to the cafeteria. I handed each class a Top-Secret 
file that contained the stories.  But before they could open the file, 
they had to complete the Top-Secret M ission that was written on a 
scroll.  The scroll contained details about the project, and after the 
students read them, they placed the scroll in water and watched the 
message and the paper disappear.?   I witnessed the awesome wonder 
when they did this.   It definitely generated intrigue about the stories. 

Beth Baryon, Director of the Warrior Learning Center in Westerville, 
said that she had an art and writing club where announced that the 
first meeting would be a secret.  She hinted at the project but said she 
?kept back crucial information about authors.?   When I arrived, 
there was a palpable buzz in the library.   

Jessica K linker, librarian at Franklin Heights H igh School, along with 
teacher Shelly M an and student teacher Kate M cGregor created a 
?breakout? experience  for the students.   ?We designed a breakout 
experience to create suspense and excitement as we launched the 
StoryBox project.  Our goal was to immerse the students in the 
authors' backgrounds and pique their curiosity about how all of the 
clues we created for the StoryBox Breakout would tie into this 
project. By placing the story starters in the locked boxes and making 
them the ultimate prize, we were hoping to create the sense that 
participating in the StoryBox project was the ultimate reward and a 
truly special experience.? 

In addition to these stories, each school's Story Ambassador is 
working on a special YA Top-Secret StoryBox that might be selected 
to travel as the stories move from destination to destination.  Inside, 
they will place something secret for the next group to see and 
discover.  The secrets continue.  The idea of a secret works to build 
confidence. 

Kate M cGregor, OSU student teacher, said, ?I also had a student 
[who kept] questioning why their class specifically was picked for the 
Top Secret Project because she didn?t think that they were that 
extraordinary, but I think after being reminded that they were 
incredibly talented and smart, they really started to believe it and get 
excited about themselves and their future stories.? 

Henterly said the project is an opportunity to connect with the 
students.  It is an authentic exercise.   She recounts an experience 
with a  formerly disengaged student:  ?It has been a joy to watch 
Jonathan?s eagerness to participate in this project.  This is my first 
time teaching him, but I had been told that is difficult to get him to 
work if he doesn?t want to work.  Jonathan has embraced this project.  
He gets right to work and I often have to come over near him to let 
him know class is almost over.  He is so engaged in his work that he 
has blocked out everything else.  It has been incredible to see him feel 
confident and happy about what he is doing.?
 
I hear similarly moving stories from everyone connected to the 
project.  Flynn said, ?One day after school, Alexis ran into my room.  
'M rs. Flynn, can I kill the main character in the story?  Because I can 
already see how this story ends!'  She was jumping, so excited that she 
would get to finish a creation by a famous author.  I told her she could 
create any plot she wanted and the look on her face will stay with me.  
I can honestly say a student has never run into my room so excitedly 
to ask about a thesis statement.?   

Perhaps as those who teach the beauty of language, we can jazz our 
students by exciting them with authentic opportunities to write for 
and with real audiences.  Grant Wiggins, who argues for authenticity 
in writing states, ?Real writers are trying to make a difference, find 
their true audience, and cause some result in their readership.  Yet 
academic writing is notoriously turgid, arguably because the impact 
of the prose is too often an afterthought, the writing a mere vehicle 
for offering up new knowledge.?   He finds the real purpose of 
writing is to ?open the mind or heart of a real audience.? As teachers 
we need to consider this. We can?t forget the standard of authenticity 
when addressing the formally mandated standards.  We need to make 
real and valuable experiences for students.  The YA Top-Secret 
StoryBox has this goal as central to its purpose. 

Once the StoryBox returns after traveling for a year, I will seek a 
publisher for these stories.  Imagine the wonder when a teenager can 
say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   

We invite everyone to see these students and six surprise authors 
(hint: Ohio authors with last name that rhymes with Saddix, 
M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, 
read their co-written work and engage with the YA experience and 
authors at the James Thurber Center in Columbus from 2:00 to 4:30 
on October 15, 2017.  Everyone is invited but please make this the 
best not kept secret going. The event is free. 

We hope to share more about this project as it develops but only if you have 
clearance.  This message will self-destruct in five minutes.  Five?  

* * *
Learn more about this project online!

When he is not acting as a Secret Agent for this project, Kevin D. Cordi, Ph.D. serves as a 
N ational Consultant for Story/Storytelling and is an Assistant Professor of Language Arts and 
Literacy at Ohio N orthern University.  In 2012, OCTELA honored him with the  
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator Award.  He is the author of Playing with 
Stories: Story Crafting for Writers, Teachers, and Other Imaginative Thinkers. You can find out 
more at www.kevincordi.com  

Source: 

Wiggins, Grant (2009).  Real-World Writing: Making Purpose and
Audience Matter, English Journal, v98 n5 p29-37.  
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and elementary students finished them.  Drawing on the success of 
this work, we decided to move into the realm of young adult 
literature.   I spent the summer contacting over a hundred YA 
authors--and forty said yes!   

As I write this, eleven Ohio classroom educators are working with 
students invested in the stories.   They are building suspense to 
engaged their students and garner interest in the project.  Initial 
reactions have been astounding:

N ancy Henterly, a seventh and eighth grade teacher at Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help shares, ?I put a top- secret mission into individual 
envelopes.  Each student had to research a contributing author and 
present their information to the group.?  They eagerly shared the 
secrets they found.    

Randi Jo Flynn, an eighth grade Language Arts teacher at Jackson 
M iddle School had a different plan:  ?I created a bulletin board that 
said: ?Top Secret StoryBox Coming Soon.  After a few days, I 
announced the authors involved and created a display using dozens of

their books, which added great excitement.  Seeing the books made 
the project real.? She continues,  ?On the day of the launch, the 
students were called to the cafeteria. I handed each class a Top-Secret 
file that contained the stories.  But before they could open the file, 
they had to complete the Top-Secret M ission that was written on a 
scroll.  The scroll contained details about the project, and after the 
students read them, they placed the scroll in water and watched the 
message and the paper disappear.?   I witnessed the awesome wonder 
when they did this.   It definitely generated intrigue about the stories. 

Beth Baryon, Director of the Warrior Learning Center in Westerville, 
said that she had an art and writing club where announced that the 
first meeting would be a secret.  She hinted at the project but said she 
?kept back crucial information about authors.?   When I arrived, 
there was a palpable buzz in the library.   

Jessica K linker, librarian at Franklin Heights H igh School, along with 
teacher Shelly M an and student teacher Kate M cGregor created a 
?breakout? experience  for the students.   ?We designed a breakout 
experience to create suspense and excitement as we launched the 
StoryBox project.  Our goal was to immerse the students in the 
authors' backgrounds and pique their curiosity about how all of the 
clues we created for the StoryBox Breakout would tie into this 
project. By placing the story starters in the locked boxes and making 
them the ultimate prize, we were hoping to create the sense that 
participating in the StoryBox project was the ultimate reward and a 
truly special experience.? 

In addition to these stories, each school's Story Ambassador is 
working on a special YA Top-Secret StoryBox that might be selected 
to travel as the stories move from destination to destination.  Inside, 
they will place something secret for the next group to see and 
discover.  The secrets continue.  The idea of a secret works to build 
confidence. 

Kate M cGregor, OSU student teacher, said, ?I also had a student 
[who kept] questioning why their class specifically was picked for the 
Top Secret Project because she didn?t think that they were that 
extraordinary, but I think after being reminded that they were 
incredibly talented and smart, they really started to believe it and get 
excited about themselves and their future stories.? 

Henterly said the project is an opportunity to connect with the 
students.  It is an authentic exercise.   She recounts an experience 
with a  formerly disengaged student:  ?It has been a joy to watch 
Jonathan?s eagerness to participate in this project.  This is my first 
time teaching him, but I had been told that is difficult to get him to 
work if he doesn?t want to work.  Jonathan has embraced this project.  
He gets right to work and I often have to come over near him to let 
him know class is almost over.  He is so engaged in his work that he 
has blocked out everything else.  It has been incredible to see him feel 
confident and happy about what he is doing.?
 
I hear similarly moving stories from everyone connected to the 
project.  Flynn said, ?One day after school, Alexis ran into my room.  
'M rs. Flynn, can I kill the main character in the story?  Because I can 
already see how this story ends!'  She was jumping, so excited that she 
would get to finish a creation by a famous author.  I told her she could 
create any plot she wanted and the look on her face will stay with me.  
I can honestly say a student has never run into my room so excitedly 
to ask about a thesis statement.?   

Perhaps as those who teach the beauty of language, we can jazz our 
students by exciting them with authentic opportunities to write for 
and with real audiences.  Grant Wiggins, who argues for authenticity 
in writing states, ?Real writers are trying to make a difference, find 
their true audience, and cause some result in their readership.  Yet 
academic writing is notoriously turgid, arguably because the impact 
of the prose is too often an afterthought, the writing a mere vehicle 
for offering up new knowledge.?   He finds the real purpose of 
writing is to ?open the mind or heart of a real audience.? As teachers 
we need to consider this. We can?t forget the standard of authenticity 
when addressing the formally mandated standards.  We need to make 
real and valuable experiences for students.  The YA Top-Secret 
StoryBox has this goal as central to its purpose. 

Once the StoryBox returns after traveling for a year, I will seek a 
publisher for these stories.  Imagine the wonder when a teenager can 
say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   

We invite everyone to see these students and six surprise authors 
(hint: Ohio authors with last name that rhymes with Saddix, 
M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, 
read their co-written work and engage with the YA experience and 
authors at the James Thurber Center in Columbus from 2:00 to 4:30 
on October 15, 2017.  Everyone is invited but please make this the 
best not kept secret going. The event is free. 

We hope to share more about this project as it develops but only if you have 
clearance.  This message will self-destruct in five minutes.  Five?  
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their books, which added great excitement.  Seeing the books made 
the project real.? She continues,  ?On the day of the launch, the 
students were called to the cafeteria. I handed each class a Top-Secret 
file that contained the stories.  But before they could open the file, 
they had to complete the Top-Secret M ission that was written on a 
scroll.  The scroll contained details about the project, and after the 
students read them, they placed the scroll in water and watched the 
message and the paper disappear.?   I witnessed the awesome wonder 
when they did this.   It definitely generated intrigue about the stories. 

Beth Baryon, Director of the Warrior Learning Center in Westerville, 
said that she had an art and writing club where announced that the 

first meeting would be a secret.  She hinted at the project but said she 
?kept back crucial information about authors.?   When I arrived, 
there was a palpable buzz in the library.   

Jessica K linker, librarian at Franklin Heights H igh School, along with 
teacher Shelly M an and student teacher Kate M cGregor created a 
?breakout? experience  for the students.   ?We designed a breakout 
experience to create suspense and excitement as we launched the 
StoryBox project.  Our goal was to immerse the students in the 
authors' backgrounds and pique their curiosity about how all of the 
clues we created for the StoryBox Breakout would tie into this 
project. By placing the story starters in the locked boxes and making 
them the ultimate prize, we were hoping to create the sense that 
participating in the StoryBox project was the ultimate reward and a 
truly special experience.? 

In addition to these stories, each school's Story Ambassador is 
working on a special YA Top-Secret StoryBox that might be selected 
to travel as the stories move from destination to destination.  Inside, 
they will place something secret for the next group to see and 
discover.  The secrets continue.  The idea of a secret works to build 
confidence. 

Kate M cGregor, OSU student teacher, said, ?I also had a student 
[who kept] questioning why their class specifically was picked for the 
Top Secret Project because she didn?t think that they were that 
extraordinary, but I think after being reminded that they were 
incredibly talented and smart, they really started to believe it and get 
excited about themselves and their future stories.? 

Henterly said the project is an opportunity to connect with the 
students.  It is an authentic exercise.   She recounts an experience 
with a  formerly disengaged student:  ?It has been a joy to watch 
Jonathan?s eagerness to participate in this project.  This is my first 
time teaching him, but I had been told that is difficult to get him to 
work if he doesn?t want to work.  Jonathan has embraced this project.  
He gets right to work and I often have to come over near him to let 
him know class is almost over.  He is so engaged in his work that he 
has blocked out everything else.  It has been incredible to see him feel 
confident and happy about what he is doing.?
 
I hear similarly moving stories from everyone connected to the 
project.  Flynn said, ?One day after school, Alexis ran into my room.  
'M rs. Flynn, can I kill the main character in the story?  Because I can 
already see how this story ends!'  She was jumping, so excited that she 
would get to finish a creation by a famous author.  I told her she could 
create any plot she wanted and the look on her face will stay with me.  
I can honestly say a student has never run into my room so excitedly 
to ask about a thesis statement.?   

Perhaps as those who teach the beauty of language, we can jazz our 
students by exciting them with authentic opportunities to write for 
and with real audiences.  Grant Wiggins, who argues for authenticity 
in writing states, ?Real writers are trying to make a difference, find 
their true audience, and cause some result in their readership.  Yet 
academic writing is notoriously turgid, arguably because the impact 
of the prose is too often an afterthought, the writing a mere vehicle 
for offering up new knowledge.?   He finds the real purpose of 
writing is to ?open the mind or heart of a real audience.? As teachers 
we need to consider this. We can?t forget the standard of authenticity 
when addressing the formally mandated standards.  We need to make 
real and valuable experiences for students.  The YA Top-Secret 
StoryBox has this goal as central to its purpose. 

Once the StoryBox returns after traveling for a year, I will seek a 
publisher for these stories.  Imagine the wonder when a teenager can 
say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   

We invite everyone to see these students and six surprise authors 
(hint: Ohio authors with last name that rhymes with Saddix, 
M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, 
read their co-written work and engage with the YA experience and 
authors at the James Thurber Center in Columbus from 2:00 to 4:30 
on October 15, 2017.  Everyone is invited but please make this the 
best not kept secret going. The event is free. 

We hope to share more about this project as it develops but only if you have 
clearance.  This message will self-destruct in five minutes.  Five?  

* * *
Learn more about this project online!

When he is not acting as a Secret Agent for this project, Kevin D. Cordi, Ph.D. serves as a 
N ational Consultant for Story/Storytelling and is an Assistant Professor of Language Arts and 
Literacy at Ohio N orthern University.  In 2012, OCTELA honored him with the  
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator Award.  He is the author of Playing with 
Stories: Story Crafting for Writers, Teachers, and Other Imaginative Thinkers. You can find out 
more at www.kevincordi.com  

Source: 

Wiggins, Grant (2009).  Real-World Writing: Making Purpose and
Audience Matter, English Journal, v98 n5 p29-37.  

Classroom photos courtesy of Randi Jo Flynn

https://sites.google.com/onu.edu/yaunfinishedstorybox/home?authuser=1
https://sites.google.com/onu.edu/yaunfinishedstorybox/home?authuser=1
http://www.kevincordi.com
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first meeting would be a secret.  She hinted at the project but said she 
?kept back crucial information about authors.?   When I arrived, 
there was a palpable buzz in the library.   

Jessica K linker, librarian at Franklin Heights H igh School, along with 
teacher Shelly M an and student teacher Kate M cGregor created a 
?breakout? experience  for the students.   ?We designed a breakout 
experience to create suspense and excitement as we launched the 
StoryBox project.  Our goal was to immerse the students in the 
authors' backgrounds and pique their curiosity about how all of the 
clues we created for the StoryBox Breakout would tie into this 
project. By placing the story starters in the locked boxes and making 
them the ultimate prize, we were hoping to create the sense that 
participating in the StoryBox project was the ultimate reward and a 
truly special experience.? 

In addition to these stories, each school's Story Ambassador is 
working on a special YA Top-Secret StoryBox that might be selected

 to travel as the stories move from destination to destination.  Inside, 
they will place something secret for the next group to see and 
discover.  The secrets continue.  The idea of a secret works to build 
confidence. 

Kate M cGregor, OSU student teacher, said, ?I also had a student 
[who kept] questioning why their class specifically was picked for the 
Top Secret Project because she didn?t think that they were that 
extraordinary, but I think after being reminded that they were 
incredibly talented and smart, they really started to believe it and get 
excited about themselves and their future stories.? 

Henterly said the project is an opportunity to connect with the 
students.  It is an authentic exercise.   She recounts an experience 
with a  formerly disengaged student:  ?It has been a joy to watch 
Jonathan?s eagerness to participate in this project.  This is my first 
time teaching him, but I had been told that is difficult to get him to 
work if he doesn?t want to work.  Jonathan has embraced this project.  
He gets right to work and I often have to come over near him to let 
him know class is almost over.  He is so engaged in his work that he 
has blocked out everything else.  It has been incredible to see him feel 
confident and happy about what he is doing.?
 
I hear similarly moving stories from everyone connected to the 
project.  Flynn said, ?One day after school, Alexis ran into my room.  
'M rs. Flynn, can I kill the main character in the story?  Because I can 
already see how this story ends!'  She was jumping, so excited that she 
would get to finish a creation by a famous author.  I told her she could 
create any plot she wanted and the look on her face will stay with me.  
I can honestly say a student has never run into my room so excitedly 
to ask about a thesis statement.?   

Perhaps as those who teach the beauty of language, we can jazz our 
students by exciting them with authentic opportunities to write for 
and with real audiences.  Grant Wiggins, who argues for authenticity 
in writing states, ?Real writers are trying to make a difference, find 
their true audience, and cause some result in their readership.  Yet 
academic writing is notoriously turgid, arguably because the impact 
of the prose is too often an afterthought, the writing a mere vehicle 
for offering up new knowledge.?   He finds the real purpose of 
writing is to ?open the mind or heart of a real audience.? As teachers 
we need to consider this. We can?t forget the standard of authenticity 
when addressing the formally mandated standards.  We need to make 
real and valuable experiences for students.  The YA Top-Secret 
StoryBox has this goal as central to its purpose. 

Once the StoryBox returns after traveling for a year, I will seek a 
publisher for these stories.  Imagine the wonder when a teenager can 
say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   

We invite everyone to see these students and six surprise authors 
(hint: Ohio authors with last name that rhymes with Saddix, 
M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, 
read their co-written work and engage with the YA experience and 
authors at the James Thurber Center in Columbus from 2:00 to 4:30 
on October 15, 2017.  Everyone is invited but please make this the 
best not kept secret going. The event is free. 

We hope to share more about this project as it develops but only if you have 
clearance.  This message will self-destruct in five minutes.  Five?  

* * *
Learn more about this project online!

When he is not acting as a Secret Agent for this project, Kevin D. Cordi, Ph.D. serves as a 
N ational Consultant for Story/Storytelling and is an Assistant Professor of Language Arts and 
Literacy at Ohio N orthern University.  In 2012, OCTELA honored him with the  
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator Award.  He is the author of Playing with 
Stories: Story Crafting for Writers, Teachers, and Other Imaginative Thinkers. You can find out 
more at www.kevincordi.com  
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publisher for these stories.  Imagine the wonder when a teenager can 
say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   
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M cFinnis, Stasella, Foley, Billis, and Stearsall) as they come together, 
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say he published a co-created a story with Alan Gratz?  Imagine more 
the pride if the student can find his co-written story at a local 
bookstore or order it.  We need to find places where students can 
make an investment in their writing because there is an investment to 
be gained.  Students need to know that writing can be impactful 
when it is shared, and publishing is one way to share it.   
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