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When Teachers 
Are Readers 
Teaching reading is tough. Changing how reading is taught is even tougher. For 

years, textbook companies have attempted to simplify teaching by creating 
basal readers and workbooks that teachers could pull off shelves and put into the 
hands of their students. While they provide guides for teachers and a sense of se
curity in knowing what to teach and how to teach it, this approach isn't always the 
best way to reach all students. 

A more flexible workshop approach them. Through the book club format, 
to teaching reading isn't so clear-cut. I could devote half of our hour-long 
Although there are specified units of monthly faculty meetings to exploring 
study and learning goals, the directions reading strategies that teachers could 
are not as explicit. Teachers need to then use with their students. I was 
constantly assess the needs of their stu bursting with excitement. 
dents and use this information to plan I kicked off the idea at our Septem
thoughtful lessons. ber 2002 faculty meeting by describing 

Unfortunately, the notion of moving the special features of some of my fa
away from basal readers toward a work vorite books and asking them to do the 
shop approach is a scary proposition 
for many teachers. Since most of my " ...The notion of moving
teachers not only taught with basals but 
had also been taught by basals, I knew away from basal readers 
it would be a struggle. Would it be best 

toward a workshopto yank the security blanket of basal 
readers away all at once, or gently and approach is a scary propo~ 
gradually ease them out of our class
rooms? What could I do to help lessen sition for many teachers." 
the teachers' anxiety and help them 
prepare for this change? How would same with their favorites. I placed a 
they be able to teach in ways that were basket in the teachers' room, where 
so different from what they had experi the staff could deposit books or articles 
enced as students? for consideration. I pointed out that 

the books didn't have to be about the 
The "Aha" Moment teaching of reading and I was pleas

In the summer of2002, with four antly surprised as the basket soon filled 
of my teachers, I attended the week with a variety of genres. 
long Reading Institute at Columbia 
University'S Teachers College. It was Convincing the Diehards 
an inspirational experience that got us My enthusiasm was tempered at 
in touch with ourselves as readers and the October meeting when a few teach
helped us re-envision the teaching ers publicly questioned the value of 
of reading. In our training, we were spending so much time discussing 
shown the exciting possibilities of the books. Over the following week, I met 
workshop approach. But how to con individually with each of these teachers 
vince the other teachers? That's when to better explain the purpose of the 
[ had my "aha" moment. Why not cre book clubs. To ease their concern, I 
ate faculty book clubs? They would give told them that each teacher would 
our teachers an opportunity to experi choose which book to read and that 
ence the workshop approach for them their group would determine the pace 
selves instead of my describing it to of the reading. 
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The crisis averted, we divided into 
six clubs, each with a particular prefer
ence. One group wanted to read 
specifically about the teaching of read
ing. Others opted for inspirational 
books, biographies, and children's 
books. Teachers whose paths didn't 
typically cross during the school day 
wound up grouped together by their 
similar reading interests, contributing 
to a strong sense of community. 

Sharing Strategies 
Over the next seven months, we 

used the book clubs to explore a 
variety of strategies that the teachers 
would be using the following year. At 
each meeting, we reviewed the various 
strategies we had learned the previous 
month (e.g., laying out sticky notes 
written during our individual reading 
or retelling what we had read). Then 
I would introduce a new strategy. 

At the end of the year, the teachers 
were asked to reflect and write about 
the experience. I was pleased to learn 
that they not only enjoyed it but that 
many had already begun using the 
workshop strategies in their classrooms. 

Bye-Bye Basals 
We are nearly finished with our first 

year of basal-free reading instruction 
and the teachers are even more 
comfortable with our new reading 
approach than I had anticipated. In 
fact, one of our most experienced 
teachers expressed the feelings of 
many: "Walking into a classroom and 
seeing children comfortably scattered 
about, intently reading a self-selected 
book, is a thrill each day." 

The faculty book clubs are not 
wholly responsible for this smooth 
transition, but having this firsthand 
experience certainly helped. As one 
teacher summed up the book club 
experience, "I think this is a great way 
to learn. You experience it and then 
you try it yourself." ~ 
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