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Innovation. It’s a concept that has garnered a 
lot of  attention in the past few years. Teachers 
have likely participated in a book study around 
the topic, or attended a conference or district 
professional development day with the word in 
the title. Many teachers have definitely added the 
word to the PD bingo boards. 
But innovation is more than a buzzword. 
Innovation starts with a moment: a lightbulb 
burning, a spark flying, an aha. These are the 
moments when we take note, we reflect, and 
most importantly we act. George Couros, in his 
book Innovator’s Mindset, writes that innovation 
is not just about making changes, or integrating 
technology, or riding a zeitgeist. Rather, he 
writes innovation “is a system of  thinking that 
creates something new and better.” 
It is that system of  thinking that is woven 
throughout the articles in this issue, where 
teachers tackle subject matter in ways that are 
better and introduce something new to a way of  
thinking or to a classroom practice. High school 
teacher Jennifer Leitsch explores how she uses 
questioning with her students to empower them 
to make connections with a whole class text. 
Leitsch unpacks the teaching of  this critical skill 
and explores the way it led students to deeper 
analysis. Dr. Larkin Weyand from Brigham 
Young University and classroom teacher Emma 
Ruiz also examine ways to engage students in 
deeper analysis of  what they read as they explore 
podcasts as mentor texts  for analysis work that 
is meaningful and illuminating.

In the Teaching Matters section, Dr. Marc 
Nachowitz, Miami University, reminds us that 
when it comes to responding to texts, the 
process should be just as valuable as the product. 
In “Purposeful Discomfort,”Dr. Brandon Sams 
from Iowa State University and classroom 
teacher McKenzie Crippen team up to shed light 
on the process of  embracing the uncomfortable 
as a way to develop empathy.
Dr. Angie Beumer from Wright State University, 
and her colleagues, high school teachers Rachelle 
Arnett and Jennifer Ostendorf, kick off  the 
Conference Room Table as they delve into their 
approach to teaching Shakespeare by focusing 
on close studies of  key scenes. Dr. Tom Romano 
from Miami University once again invites us 
into his process as a writer as he pushes himself  
outside his comfort zone to incorporate drawing 
into his writing routines.  
Our theme this issue could have easily been 
about empowerment, because that’s what 
innovation does for our students. When we 
innovate, we allow students to discover their 
thinking in different ways. These teachers write 
about how they’ve empowered their students, 
and in turn, they empower all of  us to do the 
same in our own spaces. My hope as you read 
is that you glean practical ideas to try with your 
students, and also are inspired to view some 
aspect of  your work in a new way. 

–Angela Faulhaber

Angela Faulhaber is a literacy coach with the Hamilton County Educational Service Center. She also teaches pre-service ELA teachers in 
the Miami University College of Education, Health and Society. She received her Masters of Art in Teaching English through the Ohio 
Writing Project’s program at Miami University. 

From The Editor From the Editor
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OJELA’s Call for ManuscriptsCall for Manuscripts

For more information, consult the author and manuscript 
guidelines on page 4 and 5 of this issue. 

“Poems wake us up, keep us company, and remind us that our world is big 
and small,” Amy Ludwig VanDerwater, Poems Are Teachers

Mention the word “poetry” among a group of  English/Language Arts 
teachers and you will have as many different responses as there are people 
in the room. Poetry both inspires and terrifies. It moves us deeply, while 
at the same time remaining just a little out of  reach. The beauty of  poetry 
can lie in its complexity, but also in the accessibility. Teaching students 
how to wrestle with poetry, while also appreciating the nuances and blank 
space on the page is sometimes the hardest thing teachers do. But the 
payoffs are tremendous. 

In this issue of  Ohio Journal of  English Language Arts, we explore the ways 
poetry resides in ours classrooms. How do we create access to poetry? 
How do we use it as a tool to help our readers and writers grow in new 
ways? What does it mean to read poetry? How can we use poetry as an 
entry point for writers? How can poetry act as a catalyst for building a love 
of  language? 

Some questions authors for this issue might address include:

• How can teachers find space for poetry in a curriculum full of  short 
cycle assessments, novel studies and standardized tests?

• How can poetry play a role in creating a community of  literacy?

• What best practices can assist students from a variety of  ability levels 
to access meaning and respond to poetry? 

• What kinds of  reading of  poetry do our curricula ask our students 
to perform?  How do these kinds of  reading align with the types of  
readers we want our students to be? 

• How can writing poetry develop writers and build stronger skills? 
What’s the role of  mentor texts in this kind of  writing?

• What schoolwide or districtwide programs foster a passion for 
poetry, and what makes these programs successful?

• What’s the role of  modern poetry, and what exactly constitutes 
modern poetry? How do you balance traditional poem forms with 
more recent works?

• What are the genres of  poetry and how do we incorporate the many 
ways of  poetry — spoken word, found poetry, multigenre writing — 
into our classrooms as a way to connect students. 

• What kind of  poems should students be reading in our ELA 
classrooms, and why?

• Does poetry have a role in students’ lives beyond the ELA classroom? 
How can our content colleagues incorporate poetry in their curricula? 

Poetry Matters
Issue 58.1

(Summer/Fall, 2018
Deadline: April 15, 2018
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Author Guidelines

The Ohio Journal of  English Language Arts (OJELA) is the official journal of  the Ohio Council of  
Teachers of  English (OCTELA). Published twice per year, OJELA circulates to approximately 2000 
language arts teachers of  elementary, secondary, and college students. The journal seeks to publish 
contributions on all aspects of  language arts learning and teaching. We seek a variety of  submissions 
based on the issue theme. Submissions must be original, previously unpublished work.  

Feature Articles
Manuscripts concerned with topics related to the issue theme.  Submissions are invited for the 2018 
issues of  OJELA on the following themes: 

•	 58.1 (Summer/Fall 2018): Poetry Matters 
See the Call for Manuscripts section of  this issue for theme descriptions and full calls for submission. 
OJELA editors also welcome articles on any topic concerning language arts teaching at any level.  

Teaching Matters
Submissions focused on classroom strategies for teaching English language arts at any level, Kcollege.  
Submissions must be original teaching ideas. Descriptions of  activities, practices, and procedures are 
welcome, but must be accompanied by rationale, explaining how methods were developed and used 
and for what purposes.  Submissions might include a lesson’s objectives, target grade level, appropriate 
assessments, and classroom handouts.  Submissions to this section should build a kind of  “howto” 
knowledge for other teachers. 

The Conference Room Table
One goal of  OJELA is to provide opportunities for professional development but 
not in a topdown, lecture style.  Instead, submissions to this section capture the way professional 
development resources in the field are used in classrooms and in professional lives, to convey 
experiences that illustrate the significance of  our professional literature.  Submissions should be related 
to the issue theme. 

Conversations
Extended interviews with teachers, researchers, teacher educators, policymakers, advocates, or others 
involved in the field of  English language arts who do interesting work.  Interviews may focus on the 
issue theme or may be about any topic related to English language arts teaching.  In addition to the 
questionandanswer format of  the interview, submissions should include introductory and concluding 
sections to the piece.  Submissions to this department should spotlight important contributions of  
individuals working within the field.  

Creative Writing
Submissions of  short fiction, creative nonfiction, and poetry on the subject of  teaching or teaching
related topics, in any genre.

Reviews
Submissions that provide short reviews of  resources of  any kind for teaching English language arts. 
Types of  resources include, but are not limited to: books, media, software, websites, workshops, 
conferences, institutes, or learning communities.  Reviews of  classroom materials (e.g., young adult 
texts, learning management software) or professional development resources are especially appropriate.

Reader Forum
To encourage broader participation from readership, this venue is designed as a “letters to the editor” 
section of  the journal – focusing on ideas related to articles published in the journal, featured themes, 
reader responses, or ideas in the field of  English language arts teaching in general. 

Submit queries and submissions for OJELA to editor Angela Faulhaber at faulhaam@miamioh.edu

Author Guidelines
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Manuscript Guidelines Manuscript Guidelines

The following guidelines are intended to answer the most 
common questions related to preparing and submitting 
manuscripts to OJELA. More detailed questions and other 
inquiries should be addressed to the editor: faulhaam@
miamioh.edu. Manuscripts for OJELA should be submitted 
electronically, and follow these formatting guidelines:

•	 12point font

•	 Doublespaced

•	 APA or MLA style

•	 1020 pages, each page numbered

Manuscripts should be submitted as three attachments in 
Microsoft Word:

1. Cover sheet that lists the title of  the manuscript, 
author’s name, address, school affiliation, telephone, 
fax, email address, and a brief  author bio

2. Title of  manuscript and manuscript text, which 
should be free of  any internal references to the 
author’s identity

3. Letter that guarantees that the article is your 
original work and has not been published or 
submitted elsewhere

Submissions should be sent to faulhaam@miamioh.edu.  

Style Issues 
We do not accept the following:

•	 Term papers

•	 Other lengthy manuscripts overburdened with 
references

Manuscripts must adhere to the “Guidelines for Nonsexist 
Use of  language in the NCTE Publications”, available from 
NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, IL 618011096)

Accepted manuscripts are edited in consultation with the 
principal author. Due to deadlines, editors reserve the right 
to make minor revisions without seeking prior approval from 
the author.

If  you reference work from other authors, follow either 
MLA or APA style, as outlined in the current MLA or APA 
style manuals.

Due to OJELA’s readership, we recommend:

•	 Using conversational style that avoids jargon and 
highly specialized terms

•	 The use of  “I”

Unless absolutely necessary, we ask that you do not include 
tables, graphs, and charts in your submissions. Photographs 
and artwork will be accepted with written permission from the 
photographer and subjects in the photograph (See Permissions 
Policy). Tables, graphs, charts, or other artwork included 
in your manuscript must be submitted as separate files. 
Embedded images will not be accepted.  Charts and graphs 
that are drawn using numerical values must have these values 
accessible, either as separate line list items or on the art itself.

Art/Photography 
We encourage readers to share art and pictures that 
reflect the learning communities in your school and 
your classroom.

•	 All reproduced artwork should be at least 8” x 10” 
on high quality, opaque paper

•	 Photography submitted as prints should be printed 
on at least a 5” x 7” glossy paper

•	 Digital images must be 3 megapixels or better

Permissions Policy 
As author, it is your responsibility to secure permission 
for copyrighted work that appears in your article. Short 
excerpts from copyrighted material may be quoted without 
permission, but any excerpts from poetry and song lyrics 
almost always require the author’s written permission. Any 
student work requires a signed release from the student, 
or a parent if  the student is a minor. To protect students’ 
identities, it is recommended you use pseudonyms. OJELA 
can provide forms for permissions and releases, though 
the author must pay any costs associated with permissions. 
If  you are using student work, please request the Student
ConsenttoPublish Form.

Manuscript Review Process 
The editors will acknowledge receipt of  your manuscript with 
an email. We initially read all manuscripts to assure that they 
are appropriate to the journal. If  we think your manuscript 
does not fit our journal, we contact you and suggest, when 
possible, other outlets for your work. Inquires about possible 
manuscripts can be sent to faulhaam@miamioh.edu.

Upon receiving your manuscript, we send it out to at least 
two reviewers. Reviewers make recommendations for 
publication and for revision. Once the editors have received 
recommendations, we make final decisions about whether to 
publish or not. If  we accept your manuscript for publication, 
we will contact you while working through the revision/
editorial process. This process usually takes three months.

Contacting Editors 
Send manuscripts and correspondents to faulhaam@
miamioh.edu or contact:

Angela Faulhaber,   
1806 Lindenhall Dr. • Loveland, OH 45140

Miami University English Department 
302 Bachelor Hall 
Oxford, OH 45056 
faulhaam@miamioh.edu.
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The Magic
A thrumming. That’s the best word to describe 
what I heard in my classroom: a thrumming. A 
continuous, rhythmic humming. My 27 ninth graders 
spread around the room, draping their limby bodies 
over tables, working together to make meaning of  
chapter eight, one of  the more challenging and 
symbolic sections of  William Golding’s Lord of  the 
Flies. Highlighters and novels in hand, my students 
worked to discuss and annotate key excerpts of  
the chapter photocopied onto poster paper. Their 
questions zipped through the air like winged Golden 
Snitches in a mean game of  literary Quidditch: 

“Do you see how many times Golding mentioned 
butterflies? Why would he mention butterflies three 
times during such a violent scene?”

“Why would Golding call the pig’s head the 
Lord of  the Flies? It’s the title of  the book, so it’s 
obviously important.”

“It think it’s really weird how Golding says the 
Lord of  the Flies looks at Simon with ‘the infinite 
cynicism of  adult life.’ Let’s highlight that in blue. I 
think it’s really important. Golding is always bringing 
up grownups in this book. Why would Golding 
want us to connect the pig’s head to adult life?”

“Okay, guys, these are all good lines to mark, but 
how do they all help us understand Golding’s main 
themes?”

Their questions were smart. They were 
insightful. They were both language specific and 
focused on the big picture. Where was I while this 
magic thrumming happened? Perched precariously 
on the edge of  my desk, purple gel pen and legal pad 
in hand, consciously willing myself  not to move or 
speak or disrupt the beauty of  the moment.  

Because I had had nothing to do with it.  

I had not divided the class into groups. I had 
not chosen the passages for discussion. I had not 
copied them onto poster paper. I had not written 
the discussion questions. My students had done it 
all, from start to finish, and if  I opened my mouth, 
I risked ruining the moment like the “cool mom” at 
the party who breaks into the Running Man when 
everyone else is doing the Wobble. And no one 
wants to be the “cool mom.”

The Tension
To say I had had nothing to do with the magic of  that 
moment is not entirely fair. I had a little to do with 
it. What happened in my classroom during our Lord 
of  the Flies unit was the outcome of  a strategic choice 
on my part to see what would happen if  I gave my 
students more control of  their study of  literature, 
a choice borne of  a tension I’d been sensing in my 
teaching for some time.

This tension became embarrassingly clear to 
me last year when I participated in a smallgroup 
instructional coaching cycle with the members of  
my Honors English 9 team. I had to videotape two 
lessons and critique them with my curriculum team. 
Both lessons happened to use short literary texts to 
teach different analytical skills. Watching myself  in 
front of  my students (and listening to my voice on 
tape, which never fails to galvanize one’s humility), I 
realized something —  I talked all the time.  I asked all 
the questions, reiterated all the students’ responses, 
and generally steamrolled the conversation. Watching 
the lessons unfold onscreen (and in the company of  
my peers, no less) made me think about whether my 
students felt empowered in the process. If  I was the 
only one doing the asking and talking, if  my agenda 
and my interpretations were the only priorities, was I 
the only one doing the work?

Using Student Questions to Drive Discussions 
in the Literature Classroom

–Jennifer Lietsch

“Knowing how to ask questions inspires lifelong learning” - G. Douglas Meyers

Jennifer Leitsch is a high school English teacher at William Mason High School in Mason, Ohio. She  earned her B.S.E. and MAT from Miami University in 
Oxford, Ohio and has been involved in the Ohio Writing Project since 2007.

Creating a Culture of Innovation
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The Masquerade
Academic research suggests that yes, the people 
doing the asking and talking are the people doing the 
work of  thinking and learning. In his foundational 
book Engaging Readers and Writers with Inquiry, Jeffrey 
D. Wilhelm warns teachers about “masquerading 
a lecture as conversation, with student responses 
merely filling in the blanks” (38). If  teachers pose 
all of  the questions about a literary text, it is not 
a conversation but a transaction: I give you the 
interpretation, and you receive it. Similarly, in his essay 
“Whose Inquiry Is It Anyway?  Using Students’ 
Questions in the Teaching of  Literature,” G. Douglas 
Meyers goes so far as to call this transactional style 
undemocratic, writing that “[g]enuine dialogue rarely 
results when one privileged person gets to ask all of  
the questions while everyone else simply answers, 
deprived of  the chance to articulate questions of  
their own” (61). Their words forced me to critique 
my teacherly intentions. If  I believed in authenticity, 
then I could not hide behind the “masquerade” of  a 
discussion that was anything but. And if  I believed 
in student empowerment, then I refused to use my 
“privilege” to “deprive” students of  opportunities to 
use their voices and join the conversation.

Wilhelm encourages teachers to view themselves 
as masters in the craft of  questionasking and students 
to adopt the role of  “apprentice” (10). A typical 
apprenticeship operates under the expectation that 
the apprentice will not remain subservient forever. As 
he acquires skills from the master, he can forge into 
his master’s trade on his own. This got me thinking: 
instead of  leading literature “discussions” where my 
students were merely answering my questions, how 
could I train them to ask their own questions and 
monitor their own discussions?  

The Plan
My students’ literature study of  William Golding’s 
novel Lord of  the Flies provided the perfect opportunity 
for me to test myself  and my newfound conviction 
to stop talking and really teach my students to 
facilitate highquality discussion about a text using 
their own questions. I had not taught the book in 
more than five years, and my goto unit plan needed 
some sprucing up anyway. What did I have to lose?

Wilhelm outlines a threestep sequence for 
scaffolding inquiry instruction and moving students 
towards independence in any aspect of  their learning: 
model, mentor, and monitor (16). In the model step, 
the teacher works for the students, and the students 

watch her. In the mentor step, the teacher works with 
students; the teacher does work while the students 
help and vice versa. Finally, in the monitor phase, the 
students do the work while the teacher assesses and 
helps as needed. It is apprenticeship boiled down to 
three easytoimplement steps.  

I used this model to design my Lord of  the Flies 
unit around the essential question: How do close-
reading and questioning strategies impact our understanding 
(and enjoyment) of  a text? Over a fourweek period, 
my students would read Golding’s novel and 
participate in studentled discussions of  the text — 
my job was to model how to ask effective discussion 
questions, mentor them to ask their own discussion 
questions, and monitor the progress and success of  
their discussions. My students were both timid and 
excited about the prospect of  leading discussion. 
On one hand, they were happy to get to talk more; 
on the other, they were worried about not saying 
the right thing or knowing enough to sustain an 
academic conversation among their peers. They had 
been in classes where discussions, or lectures that 
masqueraded as discussions, happened, but they 
had never been asked to think about what made a 
discussion effective or how they might facilitate one 
themselves.

After a few introductory lessons that focused on 
Golding’s biography and thematic background of  
the novel, my students and I delved into the art of  
question posing. My initial goal was to get students 
comfortable with three different types of  questions 
as a starting point. We would learn to get a discussion 
going by focusing on clarifying questions, text
based questions, and key, or essential, questions per 
chapter. When my students read chapter one, they 
tracked all of  their confusions on postit notes in 
their books. The next day, we started class by sharing 
those clarifying questions with peers and clearing 
up our small confusions. Anything unanswerable 
by peers was then brought before the whole class 
for clarification. I told students that in a discussion, 
getting some of  the odd bits of  clarifications out 
of  the way in the first minutes can help people feel 
more confident moving forward and warm the class 
up for talking later in the class period.  

We quickly shifted our focus to the type of  
questions I really wanted their discussions to revolve 
around: textbased questions. Because Golding’s 
language is so dense and symbolic, I wanted to 
give students specific questioning strategies that 
really got them digging into the text. I also wanted 

Creating a Culture of Innovation
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them to move away from generalities or questions 
you could ask about any book and answer without 
really reading. I wanted to train students to ask 
questions borne of  the text so I knew students had 
read and wrestled with the author’s intentions. Like 
Lauren Zucker, the author of  “Reading Closely and 
Discussing Meaningfully,” I wanted my students to 
“‘read small,’ paying attention to details, noticing and 
tracking patterns, and making connections, so that 
they can later ‘think big’ about deeper meanings” 
(92). I wanted students to read Lord of  the Flies and 
be on the lookout for odd or surprising character 
motivation, unusual use of  language, prominent 
details, words or phrases with multiple meanings, 
and connections inside the text: these five categories 
would guide our work.

For my initial modeling lesson, I focused on a 
fourpage section of  chapter one, which included 
the scene where the boys vote for Ralph as leader. 
I walked students through each of  the five text
based question categories and modeled how I might 
write a discussion question for each one. Then we 
brainstormed additional parts of  the chapter that 
could work for each category as well as appropriate 
literary terms we might incorporate into different 
discussions as our questions were answered.

The next stage was the mentor phase. For 
homework, students reread the last page of  chapter 
one and composed at least one textbased question 
in each category. The next day in class, I had student 
volunteers write sample questions on the board. 
We went through each one as a class, talking about 
the quality and depth of  the question and whether 
it would actually prompt discussion. At first, even 
with my models from the previous day, my students 
struggled to write questions that were interpretive 
and therefore open to discussion. I prompted them 
with followup questions to refine their wordings. 
Did their questions have at least two possible 
interpretations? Were they borne out of  genuine 
interest and curiosity? Were they grounded in the 
text, or did they become too speculative? Were they 
clear and specific, including key words or significant 
instances from the text? With these questions, we 
revised what they had written on the board to make 
them more specific and better suited to discussion.

Because I teach all honorslevel students, many 
of  them struggled with the simplicity of  wording 
in these textbased questions and wanted to “layer” 
questions to make them sound smarter. For example, 
one perfectionistic student composed the question, 

“Why does Jack not kill the pig even though he 
had been acting brave before? What does this 
show about his character?” On the surface, this 
looked like an impressive question: it was nicely 
worded, long, and seemed insightful, talking 
about character development. In our discussion, 
however, we brought up points like the fact that the 
first question actually leads the class to a specific 
interpretation of  Jack — he was brave before, 
now he is not. I warned students to be wary of  
inserting their own interpretations of  characters 
and events into questions that were supposed 
to sustain discussion. Also, the second question 
limits readers to stick to talking about character, 
where I might want to talk about symbolism 
or theme as part of  my answer. Like Zucker, I 
wanted my students to think really small about 
the words Golding used and make connections to 
larger ideas as the book progressed. Careful, close 
reading and attention to wording was a large part 
of  this.

My inner control freak struggled that we spent 
more time talking about my students’ questions than 
we did about their answers. Their questions skipped 
over important scenes and details, things I would 
have brought up if  I held the reins.  What would 
happen if  we didn’t talk about Roger’s characterization 
in chapter one? Do they understand why Golding has 
Ralph do a million naked handstands? What if  no one 
realizes why the boys were on the plane in the first place? 
I took comfort in Tricia Ebarvia’s encouragement 
from her article “Steps Toward an Inquirybased 
Classroom.” In it, she writes: “The only way for 
students to become more adept at asking good 
questions … is to give them time and practice doing 
so. Rather than just focus on answering questions, 
we can talk about the questions themselves  what 
makes one question better than another and why.” 
I had to give up some control and trust that this 
focus on questioncomposing and preparation 
would pay off  as we continued studying the novel.

And so, after repeating this questionwriting 
tutorial again with the second chapter, students 
were ready to move to the monitor phase. This was 
an exciting time. For the remainder of  the novel 
study, our class would operate on a threeday cycle: 
a day of  planning, where students would meet with 
me to plan the next day’s teaching and discussion 
of  their assigned chapters; a day of  studentled 
discussions; and a day of  followup, reflection, and 
teacher modeling of  new questioning strategies.   
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The Work
No plan is perfect, but our threeday rotation really 
did allow for a welcomed instructional rhythm. My 
favorite day was planning day, when I could sit down 
with a small group of  students who were planning to 
teach their chapters the following day and help them 
collaborate to design a lesson that would, hopefully, 
get the class talking about their chosen points. 
The beauty of  this day lay in the close, protected, 
focused nature of  the conversation. While the rest 
of  their classmates read and annotated their novels 
or wrote independently to required prompts, this 
single group received my laser focus. I had time to 
hear each student’s voice and really hear how they 
processed their reading, a rare occurrence. First, 
I asked them to share what they considered to be 
the most important passages from their chapters as 
well as some initial ideas about how they envisioned 
leading class. I instructed them to listen to one 
another and find commonalities around which to 
build their lesson. These days proved to me that, 
save the rogue underachiever who failed to complete 
the planning sheet, my students are really hard
working, insightful people, able to do deep thinking 
about difficult texts, and, more importantly, really 
nice people. They were quick to encourage and 
uplift one another and jump on board with others’ 
teaching ideas, even when they differed from their 
own (like the day Erin* suggested that the class write 
poetic responses about characters’ motivations, and 
all the boys in her group trepidatiously agreed, to 
great success).

My biggest obstacle in this process was to 
shut up and butt out, and it took Herculean 
restraint to simply sit back, hold my tongue, and 
listen to students’ ideas. Meyers, too, discusses 
that when he first started using student questions 
in literature study, “it required some restraint on 
[his] part to merely accept students’ questions (and 
their commentaries about them, when required) 
rather than to use them didactically as examples to 
illustrate [his] predetermined points.” He calls this 
“a natural reluctance” (64). If  I had succumbed 
to this reluctance, however, I would have missed 
Gokul’s connection between Percival Wemys 
Madison and Percival of  King Arthur lore (which 
I had embarrassingly never before considered). I 
would have missed Esther’s uncharacteristic voicing 
of  her interpretation of  Golding’s personification 
of  the sea as “the sleeping leviathan” and Brian’s 
ideas about the dead parachutist being a fallen angel. 

I would have missed the slow metamorphoses of  
leaders like Clark and Mack and Brody and Lucas, 
boys who usually remained quiet in a wholeclass 
setting who found their voices when given the 
opportunity to use them. I would have missed 
magical moments like Emma’s unplanned follow
up question to Kristin that launched a tenminute 
discussion of  why Jack bullied Piggy, but not 
Percival. Like Meyers, Zucker discusses “resisting 
the urge to privilege [her] own interpretations of  a 
text” (94), and I have to wonder: In all my years of  
teaching, as I have privileged my own interpretations 
of  texts, what else have I missed?

 I won’t lie. Sometimes the teaching days were 
rough. Really rough. Questions that looked good 
on paper flopped in front of  an audience. Teaching 
methods that sounded fun while planning didn’t 
play out as rehearsed. Group members forgot their 
roles. Powerpoints didn’t upload. When teaching 
high schoolers, or any grade, I imagine, these kinds 
of  hurdles are to be expected. It would have been 
easy for me to step in, take control, and usurp the 
conversations, and believe me, I wanted to. Still, I 
persisted. If  I believed in what the research said, I 
had to let my students learn (and fail) to ask their 
own questions and direct their own conversations. 
Completing class evaluations after each teaching 
day and giving students opportunities to reflect on 
the successes and setbacks of  their teaching and 
their ideas about what makes literature discussions 
“work” in reflective letters helped us bounce back 
after rough days and celebrate the good ones.

The Reward
And there were a lot of  good ones. Students’ 
feedback to the novel, the unit, and the requirement 
to facilitate discussion was overwhelmingly 
positive, and their reflective letters showed that, 
beyond an understanding of  various questioning 
strategies, they really did learn something from the 
experience. Many students commented on how 
much preparation went into planning for a good 
discussion, something they had never thought about 
before and had perhaps taken for granted. Many 
of  them apologized to me for being halfhearted 
respondents in previous discussions and promised 
to be more participatory in the future, now that they 
had been on the receiving end of, as one student 
put it, “the dull spark of  hopelessness and crushed 
dreams” of  a class that doesn’t want to talk. One 
student wrote, “I finally realized that teaching 9th 
graders is actually quite hard.” Can I get an amen?
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Two surprising revelations from the unit had 
nothing to do with questioning or control but 
everything to do with student confidence and 
identity. First, of  the thirty student groups that 
facilitated discussion, all but maybe two or three 
opted to break the class up into smaller groups 
in lieu of  the traditional wholeclass discussion. 
Many students commented on the power of  small 
grouping for discussions, saying, “you want to 
make people to feel comfortable saying their ideas, 
and sometimes the only way to do that is to make 
small groups.” That word “comfortable” became a 
refrain of  sorts in their reflections, and reminded 
me that fourteen and fifteenyearolds, though all 
appearances suggest that they’re confident and 
grown, still get really scared to share their ideas in 
big groups and need a safe environment in which 
to practice.  

In addition, students also commented on their 
teaching identities and how they were challenged 
and how they grew during the unit. One student 
wrote about how proud she was to use her 
“teacherly powers” to guide her group to potential 
quotes they could use to support a point in their 
discussion. Another young man wrote, “I really 
enjoyed the way … people can be really creative, 
and while you are explaining your perspective on 
something, others can enlighten you with theirs.  I 
didn’t think I would be learning when I was teaching, 
but I did … I felt that teaching taught me more 
than learning ever did.” Stepping into the teacher 
role forced students to look at a text deeply and 
design questions with discussion in mind. Not only 
did this help them closelyread and interpret Lord of  
the Flies, but it also helped them discover voices that 
might have otherwise lain dormant. In many cases, 
the revelation that they had something to say and 
that they could learn from one another was its own 
reward. The Courage

When I started this adventure with my students, 
I had a few simple, straightforward goals. I wanted to 
give them specific questioning strategies that really 
got them digging into the text. I also wanted them 
to move away from generalities or questions they 
could ask about any book and answer without really 
reading. I wanted to train students to ask questions 
borne of  the text so I knew students had read 
and wrestled with the author’s intentions. I think, 
secretly, I also wanted to know if  I was capable of  
letting go of  my favorite characters, scenes, symbols, 
and quotes and see what my students could do with 

a challenging text when given the chance. Quite a 
lot, as it turns out.

High school students are smart and funny and 
insightful and really, really capable people. With a 
“comfortable” environment and a lot of  purposeful 
practice, they can — and should — be able to move 
from modeling to mentoring to monitoring and 
become true apprentices of  the craft of  teaching 
and discussing literary texts. It just takes time, the 
freedom to fail, and a healthy dose of  courage. 
Meyers cites David Bleich’s observation that “[i]f  
we acquire the courage to eschew our patronizing 
task of  “introducing” students to “our” style … we 
will have begun a productive response to the many 
voices now seeking to educate for an authentically 
just society” (6465). While Bleich’s wording strikes 
me as slightly hyperbolic, I agree with the heart 
of  his message. It takes courage to admit that 
something about your teaching is not up to par and 
may need revising or fixing or scrapping altogether. 
It takes courage to slow down, “read small,” and 
“think big.” It takes courage to give up a little 
control and encourage others to see their potential 
in fulfilling new roles and responsibilities.

But when you tap into that courage and 
challenge your students to do the same, that’s when 
the magic happens.

*All student names have been changed to protect their identity..
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