by Jenna Fournel

The Learning Journey
A Collaborative Approach to Literacy Instruction
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meeting planning guides
that are designed to facilitate
discussion that is timed,
focused, inclusive, and
purposeful. All LIREC grant
sites receive support in
implementing protocols.
“When we were introduced
to using these protocols it
felt a little artificial at first.
We were having to navigate
our way through these new
structures. But what we found
in the end is that we felt
our time was so much more
efficiently used. . . . We ended
up with actual agreements
or actionable items. The
conversation stayed on
target. So even though it felt
a little awkward at first, we
made a commitment to really
stick to the protocols. We got
a lot more accomplished . . .
Young writers are shown talking and writing about the book Chandra’s Magic Light: A Story
and we all knew that we were
in Nepal, which was used as a read-aloud book in the summer lab program in Gilmer County,
following the structure for a
West Virginia.
good reason.”
Sharon Roth is NCTE’s Director of Professional
to be reading. It’s a very small house, but she came up
Learning and one of the facilitators who has introduced
with that idea on her own.”
protocols to the LIREC sites. “The power of the protocol,”
But community mapping isn’t just about engaging
she says, “is that it ensures all voices get heard but also
families. KaiLonnie Dunsmore, project director for the
that conversation moves from reflection to action.”
LIREC grant, explains, “There is an academic purpose—
“We know collaboration is important, but not all
the primary objective is to help teachers understand their
collaboration is created equal. Protocols help people move
students, their families, and their community, so that they
from personal opinions to professional analysis grounded
can design classroom instructional practices that build on
in data, which leads to actions and ongoing inquiry.”
the literacy assets that children bring with them.”
“Before we did this community mapping exercise our
Mapping Hidden Treasures
teachers were thinking more along the lines of, ‘Gee it
would be great to have more parent volunteers; it would
A crucial component to building strong literacy learning
be great to have more parents coming in for parentcommunities in schools involves an awareness and celteacher conferences.’” Placer says. “The mapping exercise
ebration of the myriad literacies involved. This summer
STAR School teachers embarked upon a community-mapshifted our focus to thinking more about what we can
ping exercise in which they reached out to a family, met at
do to help the parents feel more included and more
a location of the family’s choosing, and invited the family
important, and to recognize the strengths that already
to take an informational survey and talk about themselves.
exist within families—their interests, their hobbies, and
Placer says that the day after she visited with one of
particular set of knowledge and experience that could be
the STAR families she learned the mother had directed
built upon in the school.”
her sons and their grandfather to build a library in their
This can extend, she says, to “the books we select for
living room “so it would be front and center and they
students to read, the reports they write,” the questions
would be using that as a way to encourage all their kids
teachers ask, and the way they scaffold students learning.
Continued on page 14
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Continued from page 13

Want to bring the
capacity-building approach
to your school?
Contact NCTE’s Professional
Learning Department at
1-800-369-6283, ext. 3627
or email sroth@ncte.org

What is community mapping?
“Community mapping is a practice
designed to uncover a rich array of
resources in households and communities that hold the potential
to enhance literacy learning for
children while developing reciprocal relationship with families. There
are many benefits to developing
strategies and practices that build
collaborative relationships between
families/communities and educators
that are mutually beneficial. The
knowledge each brings to constructing literacy experiences for students
(in and out of school) is viewed as a
resource essential to fully developing students’ literate lives.”
Source: http://www.literacyin
learningexchange.org/communitymapping

What are discussion protocols?
“Protocols are structured processes
or guidelines to promote meaningful
and efficient communication,
problem solving, and learning.
Protocols used within a group that
shares common values permit an
honest, deeply meaningful, and
often intimate type of conversation
which people are not in the habit
of having, building skills and
culture needed for successful
collaboration.”
Source: http://www.nsrfharmony.org/
about-us/glossary#Protocols
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A seventh grader from STAR School shares a project she has been working on
related to identity and finding one’s voice.

Connecting Routes, Building Bridges
While the LIREC work that NCTE does with schools starts with a needs assessment, unlike most other forms of professional learning that rely on outside
materials and resources, this work is designed to help schools and systems
meet those needs through their own previously untapped ideas and expertise.
Placer describes the work this way: “From the very beginning we really ‘got
it’ that this grant was not about just giving us access to great experts in the
field who would come and train us and give us great experiences, but it was
really about building the capacity from within the school. . . . We’re not going
to just have this project and then the grant is over and that’s all, we’re done.
[Rather, it’s] helping us look at how we want to operate as a faculty and school
community, and then it’s helping us find the ways to support that growth.”
In rural schools, what that growth looks like varies tremendously
depending on location. Two thousand miles east of STAR School sits
Gilmer County, West Virginia. Gilmer is 340 square miles and houses three
elementary schools across that spread that all feed into one high school.
“We are the smallest school system in the state,” says Cherri West, the
literacy coach for the district. “Sometimes that can be a negative. But what
we have found with the grant is that it can allow for community discussion.
We’re pulling resources together as a team and giving our children more
success in reading. And it’s amazing what’s taking place.”
For example, as in STAR School, there was a summer lab in Gilmer
County, and West says after they took the needs assessment, it was clear
they needed to focus on “real writing,” so they did a lot of it.
“Students from the summer lab said, ‘[During the school year] we write and
the teachers never read it, so what’s the point?’ But when we said, ‘We’re going
to publish a book of the summer lab’—Whoa! Then we had children who were
interested in writing.” Now West is connecting the local college publishing
program with the schools so “we can have each of our schools publish a book
this year.”

This will be the last year those books come from three separate
schools. A timely benefit of the LIREC work in Gilmer County right
now is that it’s getting teachers who historically have been isolated
in their small and disparate schools to collaborate. That’s paving
the way for a smoother transition when all three elementary schools
consolidate into one next year. Here again, the teacher-centered
inquiry-driven collaborative process that the LIREC grant has
enabled is making all the difference.
“We had built ‘professional learning communities’ [prior to the
summer lab], but often when they happened there was just someone
speaking at the teachers and they became overwhelmed with, ‘oh
great, here’s another thing to do,” says West.
“[After] the summer lab experience the teachers said, ‘we want to
spend more time actually talking with each other.’ So [the district
has] built the time into the school schedule for that to happen.”
West said they’ve learned through the grant experience that “we
are professionals and we have ideas and can work together to build
that team.”
Like her peers in faraway Flagstaff, West is mapping a new way
forward for literacy teaching and learning throughout the district.
“We’re building for capacity,” she reflects. “We’re already looking to
next year.”

A Comprehensive Approach
The LIREC grant from the US Department of
Education has enabled NCTE to develop a
comprehensive suite of services that help rural
schools and school systems build capacity for
high-quality literacy teaching and learning.
At 21 schools across five states the project
includes:
• Site-based professional learning for all
educators (including administrators,
teachers, paraprofessionals, and specialists) customized to local needs;
• Instructional leadership coaching to foster
effective collaboration;
• Strategic resource allocation to ensure
student access to high-quality texts at
home and school;
• Development of a community-wide literacy plan that leverages local expertise and
resources;
• Coordinated interventions for the most
at-risk students.

Jenna Fournel is Director of Communications for NCTE.

“By simply uniting
your school through a
common mission and
nomenclature, teachers,
administrators, and staff
can rise to meet a

school’s greatest
challenges.”
—Matt Skillen,
NCTE Middle Level Section Chair
NCTE’s School Membership program is perfect for K–12 schools looking to learn and grow together. For
$750 a year, everyone in your building will get a green NCTE membership, a green journal subscription,
plus a unique monthly e-newsletter created with collaboration in mind.

For more information: http://www.ncte.org/join/school-membership
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