
1 Wikipedia Is Not 
the Enemy: Training 
Students in Evaluation 
of and Participation in 
Wiki Culture 
M. Elizabeth Kenney 
Adlai E. Stevenson High School, Lincolnshire, Illinois 

Context 

Stevenson High School is a large, public high school located in the 
outer suburbs of Chicago. Since the mid-1990s, we have offered a one
semester elective course in media analysis for regular-level college
prep seniors. When the course was first introduced, teachers still got 
their news from a newspaper, watched television on a television, and 
used computers solely for work-related activities. O_ur curriculum has 
evolved rapidly to reflect the media landscape, and our Media Analy
sis course has become among the school's most popular electives. We 
tend to attract students who feel they have had enough of the standard 
literature-and-composition curriculum and are hungry for something 
different, something they consider relevant to their lives. Our course 
aims to introduce these students to the study of mass communica
tion through units focused on news and information, advertising, and 
entertainment. Our goal is to train them in habits of critical reflection, 
and to avoid cynicism about the media in favor of the empowerment 
that comes through critical consciousness. 

Rationale 

Teachers' attitudes toward Wikipedia reflect more general attitudes 
toward the Internet. Rarely does a day go by that I don't use Wikipedia 
to look something up, but teachers tend to raise their eyebrows when 
anyone cites Wikipedia as a source. Some teachers and departments 
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actually ban Wikipedia from the research process, though my informal 
research suggests that such bans only prevent students from admit
ting that they've used it. We should help students use Wikipedia the 
way professionals use it: with appreciation for its usefulness as a quick 
starting point but with a keen awareness of its limitations. Media 
Analysis is the perfect place for students to explore beyond warnings 
about the danger of overreliance on Wikipedia and for teachers to help 
young people develop the analytical skills they will use to assess the 
usefulness and proper purpose of sources such as Wikipedia. This 
lesson takes students through the process of describing, analyzing, and 
evaluating a media message. But it can be more than simply a lesson in 
conducting research or analyzing a media message: it can serve as an 
invitation to participate in online culture. 

I strongly recommend that you complete this assignment along
side the students. It is enormously helpful to encounter the challenges 
of the assignment at the same time the students are. Completing the 
project with them will also help you stay abreast of changes to Wiki
pedia; as I taught the project most recently, significant changes were 
made to Wikipedia's editing policies, reducing the number of entries 
that we-as infrequent Wikipedia users-would be allowed to edit. 
Each year I begin this project with an expectation that things will be 
different. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to 

• Describe and analyze the features of a Wikipedia article that 
they select on their own, following teacher models 

• Conduct independent research to verify the accuracy of infor
mation in a Wikipedia article 

• Revise and improve a Wikipedia article by correcting inaccu
rate information, providing missing documentation, or creat
ing a new section 

• Optional: Execute changes to a Wikipedia article, following 
Wikipedia's own guidelines for what makes a strong article 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 1, 3, 5, 7, 8, 11, 12 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• You will need one complete, current Wikipedia article for 

group analysis. This may be printed and photocopied for the 
class or projected on a screen. 
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• Students will need access to computers, either in class or at 
home. 

• One news article that informs students about how Wikipedia 
works and highlights some of the questions regarding its use. 
(See Works Cited for suggestions.) 

• Optional: You may wish to develop a survey about students' 
experiences and attitudes regarding Wikipedia, or you may 
wish simply to lead an informal discussion at the beginning 
of the sequence. 

Before beginning the lesson, select a Wikipedia article and model the 
sequence students will follow. Articles that work well for this sequence 
are relatively short (three to five pages if printed out) and have inher
ent interest for students: a controversial subject the class has been dis
cussing, a notorious celebrity who has recently been in the news, or 
perhaps even an article about the school itself. Celebrities are always 
interesting to students; Lady Gaga seems to fascinate everyone at the 
moment, whereas David Letterman's entry became more interesting 
after he was accused of sexual misconduct. It may be difficult to find a 
musical group that everyone in the class will be engaged with, but one 
that has emerged fairly recently will be more manageable than a group 
·with a long history: as I write this, the entry for Taylor Swift is about 
half as long as the entry for the Rolling Stones. For more civic-minded 
students, the entry for a local congressperson or mayor might be inter
esting; for a school engaged in a censorship controversy, perhaps the 
Supreme Court decision in Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier would be an appro
priate topic. Although topics need not be particularly timely, breaking 
news can be a draw. For example, I found myself teaching this lesson in 
the fall of 2008, two days after Sarah Palin had been announced as John 
McCain's running mate, sending millions of Americans running to 
Wikipedia to find out more about her. We were able to look at her entry, 
as well as the last-minute changes that had been made to her website 
just before the announcement was made. But the best discussions I've 
ever had have been about the entries for our school itself and for Tupac 
Shakur. Students would rather talk about Tupac than Palin any day. 

Time Frame 

The lesson will require one to two SO-minute class periods for you to 
introduce the subject, model the process, and launch the students on 
their projects. The rest of the sequence can be conducted outside of 
class, over a week or so, depending on how much research you expect 
students to do. For a course in which the primary objective is to develop 
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research skills, or in which the students need more direct supervision 
of the research process, you might find that spending three to four 
hours of class time is time well spent. If you expect students to actually 
edit the Wikipedia articles they are studying, you need to allow more 
time to accommodate the learning curve. 

Description of Activity 

Before starting the lesson, I survey students about their use of Wikipe
dia, asking them how they use it and what they think about it, either 
in a formal, written survey a week before beginning the unit or in an 
informal discussion on the first day (see Handout 1.1). It's important to 
gather this information every year, because knowledge and attitudes 
toward interactive resources evolve quickly; the assumptions and expe
riences of one group of students might be very different from those of 
the group the year before. Usually my seniors tell me and each other 
how they used Wikipedia in their junior research papers, sometimes in 
cheerful contradiction of their teachers' explicit instructions. In sharing 
their experiences, however, students quickly raise two key points: (1) 
they have found Wikipedia useful for getting an overview of a topic 
and pointing them to further sources, but (2) they never felt fully confi
dent that what they were reading was accurate because, after all, anyone 
can edit Wikipedia. 

I also assign students an article to read that explains how Wiki
pedia works, either before beginning the lesson or to follow up the first 
day's activities. "All the News That's Fit to Print Out" by Jonathan Dee 
is perfect for my Media Analysis course. The real purpose of this article 
is to sketch the changing role of the gatekeeper as the news-gathering 
function shifts across different media, but it also includes an informa
tive description of the editorial hierarchy of Wikipedia, as well as a 
thoughtful discussion of the value and limitations of Wikipedia as a 
news source. One important aspect of Wikipedia Dee discusses is the 
neutral point of view (or "NPOV") as one of the five pillars of Wiki
pedia. The neutral point of view is an essential aspect of Wikipedia 
that students need to understand before proceeding with the lesson. In 
another class, I might bring in an article describing a school or teacher's 
policy of banning Wikipedia for student use (see, for instance, Olanoff) 
and lead a discussion on the advantages and disadvantages of such a 
policy. If the article I used did not mention the neutral point of view, 
I would show students the Wikipedia page that explains this ("Five 
Pillars"; "Wikipedia: Neutral Point of View"). 
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I begin the lesson with some previewing questions before 
sharing the article I've selected. I tell students the topic and ask them: If 
you were responsible for writing an article on this topic for Wikipedia, 

• How would you break it down? What would the different 
sections be? 

• What sorts of images would you include in your article? 

• What parts of the article might be potentially controversial? 
Why? 

• Where would you go to find and verify information for your 
article? 

Students share their responses with a partner or small group, highlight
ing which points they agreed on and where their ideas differed. Then 
I lead a whole-class discussion in which they share their thoughts. To 
keep this from being a dry activity, you must select a topic that has 
inherent interest for students. Although I find the debate about the 
newest Supreme Court nominee to be fascinating, my students are more 
engaged if I bring up Tupac Shakur and ask them how a neutral writer 
would handle the conspiracy theorists who believe that Tupac is alive. 

We then examine the article, projected from my computer on to a 
screen (you could also photocopy the article for the class), and I lead a 
discussion: 

• Hbw has the article been broken down into parts? Do these 
seem like the most logical divisions? 

• What effect do the images have on the article? What impres
sion do they give of the subject? What impression would a dif
ferent image (or set of images) have made? (You might want 
to pull some alternate images ahead of time and then share 
these so that students can speak concretely about the effect of 
different images.) 

• Are there aspects of this issue that some users are likely to 
find controversial? If so, how does the article handle these 
areas? Is the article itself likely to offend anyone? 

• How thoroughly is the information in the article documented? 
What sources of information are included at the end? Does the 
citation of sources enhance the credibility of the article? 

• Overall, how well does this article conform to Wikipedia's 
goal of the neutral point of view? How reliable does the 
information appear to be? To whom would this article be 
useful? How would someone use it? To whom might this 
article be a disappointment? What limits the usefulness of 
the article? Where would a person need to turn to get more or 
better information? 

15 



Web Basics: Getting Started 

Then I give students their assignment: Now it's your turn. 
Choose a subject about which you consider yourself knowledgeable, 
find the Wikipedia entry on that subject and print it out, and then 
use questions I've provided to help you develop a thorough descrip
tion, analysis, and evaluation of the article (for the full assignment, see 
Handout 1.2). 

A note on low-tech versus high-tech tools: it is certainly helpful 
to have access to such technology as computers in the classroom and 
the ability to project from the teacher's computer, but these tools aren't 
necessary. In fact, I have found it helpful to use low-tech tools in con
ducting this lesson. I like to have students print out their articles so 
that they have a stable form of the text to analyze. (Some Wikipedia 
articles don't change much from day to day, but some do.) Students 
find it useful to read their articles with a highlighter in hand. Some
times I'll provide highlighters in a variety of colors and ask students to 
color-code their reading: one color for information that everyone would 
agree on and another color for information that needs to be verified. 
Students sometimes use sticky notes to indicate areas where a new 
section should be added. Such low-tech tools can be used alongside 
more advanced technology to make the process of description, analy
sis, and evaluation more concrete. 

Once I have approved all topics, students work alone or in groups 
to describe, analyze, and evaluate their chosen articles. I spend one 
full 50-minute period modeling the process, then another full period 
letting students browse and choose their topics and get started on their 
description. My students complete the rest of the project outside of 
class. However, if they needed more direct instruction in the research 
process or in using technology, I would spend another two days super
vising their activities, letting them work in pairs or in groups. Students 
should answer the following questions: 

Description 

• Why is this person, event, invention (or whatever) of such sig
nificance that it merits inclusion in an encyclopedia? 

• How long is the entry? Does the length seem surprising? 
(Compare the length to entries of similar subjects.) 

• How is the entry divided into subtopics? List them. 

• When was the entry last updated? See the very last page for 
this information. 

• What information seems to be the most recent? How can you 
tell? 
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• What kind of visual information (photos, graphs, tables, etc.) 
is included? List visual elements and explain what each adds 
to the entry. 

• Who are the experts cited in the body of the entry (if any)? 
List them. 

Analysis 

• Identify three pieces of information that ought to be "fact
checked"-pieces of information that are not universally 
known and that are not documented in the article. 

• Find independent sources to either support or contradict 
these "facts." Include full bibliographic information (includ
ing URLs for online resources) for all sources. 

• What information in the article did you find the most surpris
ing or enlightening? 

• What information seems outdated or in need of updating? 
Are there aspects of the subject that seem incomplete? How 
well does the information represent current consensus on the 
subject? 

• Look again at the selection of topics and subtopics and 
how these are organized. Which aspects of the subject are 
emphasized by this organization? Which aspects are de
emphasized? Are any aspects of the subject not adequately 
reflected in this organization? 

• To what extent do the images selected either complement or 
undercut the text? Which aspects of the subject are empha
sized by the images? Which aspects are de-emphasized? Dis
cuss at least one specific image you're familiar with that is not 
included in the entry but could be. What effect would includ
ing this image have on the impression this article makes on 
the viewer? 

• How does the selection of experts affect the credibility of the 
article? Do the experts cited represent a balanced view of the 
subject? If the text does not cite any experts, discuss the effect 
of this lack. Cite at least one expert you're familiar with (from 
other sources) who is not cited in the Wikipedia entry. What 
would the addition of commentary from this expert add to 
the entry? 

• Which of the subtopics is most likely to be considered contro
versial by readers? How does the article treat this subtopic? 
What elements make the article appear to be biased toward 
one side or the other of any controversy? What aspects of the 
article contribute to a neutral point of view? 
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• What conclusions can you draw from your efforts to fact
check the entry? How thoroughly sourced is the entry? Are 
there comments that really need to be documented but are 
not? Which aspects of the article contribute to its general 
credibility? Which aspects make the article seem less credible? 

Evaluation 

• How useful is this article? To whom would it be most useful? 
For what purpose(s) would it be most useful? 

• Where might this article fall short? Where would someone 
need to turn if he or she needed more information? 

• How successfully does this article maintain the neutral point 
of view, which is one of the pillars of Wikipedia culture? (See 
Jonathan Dee's discussion in his New York Times Magazine article 
"All the News That's Fit to Print Out" of the NPOV pillar.) 

Students provide evidence that they have completed the process 
of description, analysis, and evaluation through a research journal. An 
informal presentation to the class would work well if the students were 
working in groups, but independent reports would be difficult to listen to. 

Assessment 

By the end of this process, students will have a hard copy of the origi
nal article, which has been thoroughly annotated, as well as a journal 
documenting their research as they complete the preceding steps. The 
final step in the process is to take action to improve the article. Stu
dents choose one aspect of the article that, in their judgment, needs to 
be expanded or improved. (They should clearly mark this section on 
their hard copy.) On a separate sheet of paper, they should write up a 
plan for how they will improve the article: 

• What about this section needs to be improved? Is there 
incorrect information that needs to be corrected? Ambiguous 
information that needs to be clarified? Correct but unverified 
information that needs to have sources cited? Has a subtopic 
been omitted for which a new section needs to be written? 

• List specific sources you will use in compiling information to 
expand the entry. For each source, list specific bibliographic 
information (URL or publishing info) as well as specific facts. 

In some classes, you may simply wish to assess the students' 
plans for improving the article. However, students will learn even more 
from the process if they carry out their changes by actually editing 
Wikipedia article. This requires students to create an account and 
take considerably more time than simply planning revisions, so 
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not want to require this step. But the experience is one students 
not soon forget. You can direct students to Wikipedia's tutorial for 

pages ("Wikipedia: How to Edit a Page"), or you may wish to 
i:ustom-design a tutorial for the class. 

I also expect my students to complete a reflection (see Handout 
answering the following questions: 

• What was the hardest part of doing this project? 

• If you had it to do over again, what would you do differ
ently? Why? (If you don't think you'd do anything differently, 
instead consider what advice you would give someone about 
to start the project.) 

• How did knowing you were going to contribute changes to 
the Wikipedia entry alter the way you looked at it? Were you 
more or less critical? 

• How has this experience affected your view of Wikipedia? 
Will you have more or less confidence when you use Wikipe
dia in the future? What advice would you give someone who 
was beginning a research project about whether and how to 
use Wikipedia as part of that process? 

• For students of Media Analysis: In making changes to your 
entry, which of the gatekeeper's four functions (to relay, 
expand, limit, and interpret information) did you serve? Be 
specific about each. What responsibilities do gatekeepers have 
in our society? Why is their role so crucial? What factors can 
get in the way of gatekeepers fulfilling these responsibilities? 

A grading rubric for this project is available as Handout 1.4 on 
'"'rebsite. 

developed this lesson as an introduction to media analysis and an 
>a~1orc:tticm into the use of media in our lives. However, it could be 
L~l!Af:i!:G!rrJted for any course that conducts research, and could be particu

effective as an introduction to the research process. Rather than 
y banning students from using Wikipedia or warning them 
st overreliance on the website, you could build this lesson early 

research process, just after students have chosen their topics. 
context, this sequence would give students training in finding 

valuating sources, as well as help them to refine their topic and 
them toward more substantial sources for their research. If I 

~ using the lesson this way, I would assign the final step-improv
fue Wikipedia page-to be completed after they finished writing 

research paper. 
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4 It's a Comic Life: 
Creating Information
Based Comics 
Michele Luchs 
Ministry of Education, Montreal, Quebec, Canada 

Andrew D. Adams 
Lauren Hill Academy, Montreal, Quebec, Canada 

Context 

Lauren Hill Academy (LHA) is an inner-city high school (grades 7-11) 
of 1,700 kids, located in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. It is a lead school in 
an educational reform currently being implemented in the province of 
Quebec from kindergarten through the end of high school. In English 
language arts, the new curriculum emphasizes developing critical liter
acy skills, opening up the kinds of texts being analyzed and produced 
in ELA to include more media and nonfiction texts, and focusing on the 
importance of talk in the classroom. Students at LHA are from a wide 
range of socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds. The school is also 
known as an arts magnet school and offers specializations in dance 
and visual arts. Clubs at LHA range from hip-hop dance to outdoor 
adventure education to the spelling bee team. The following unit was 
developed for use in a grade 8 English class and relied on students' 
natural curiosity and desire to bring to light social and environmental 
issues that were important to them and to other teens at the school. 

Rationale 

As English teachers, we are required to work with a variety of texts 
in our classrooms. When working with nonfiction texts, we most often 
have students write essays. The writing is usually very dry, and stu
dents struggle to synthesize information and make it their own. And 
because these texts don't often have an audience beyond the teacher, 
they remain "school" writing for the students. 

It's a Comic Life: Creating Information-Based Comics 

How do we get students to both be aware of how to synthesize 
research and create a text that is relevant to them and to their target 
audience? By allowing students to choose their own subjects and 
research them, they will be invested in their topics. And by fusing 
texts in two media, essay writing and comic book writing, students can 
create a hybrid form of information-based text that is relevant to other 
students and teachers, as well as to a wider audience. 

Comics and graphic novels are great at creating an appreciation 
for reading in general. Students retain information at a much higher 
rate when they read it in comic book format rather than in article 
format. For example, when Andrew's students were shown a comic 
about the conflict in Darfur, they retained much more information than 
they had after reading an article about the same subject. The article 
offered important examples and details about the conflict in Darfur but 
did a poor job of giving an overall picture or showing how the events 
vvere sequenced. The comic, which included words and images, simpli
fied the topic to key information and made connections between key 
details that students remembered. 

When students understand what goes into the creation of a 
comic book, they better understand how comics and graphic novels 
are created and why that format is so successful. When creating an 
"info comic," students will need to apply the principles of comic
book-making and learn how to pull the most important information 
out of their essays and research and present it in a visual form. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Brainstorm topics and collaborate with peers 

• Synthesize information from nonfiction texts 

• Adapt research into short informative comics 

• Learn how comics work through an analysis of graphic novels 
and comic books 

• Understand the foundations of portrait and landscape 
photography 

• Communicate information through a visual text when creat
ing their storyboards and comics 

• Create texts for an audience of peers 

• Explain their production decisions in terms of choice, framing 
and placement of images, and consideration of audience 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 6, 7, 8, 12 
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Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• PC or Mac computers loaded with Comic Life software 

• LCD projector 

• Digital cameras 

• Blank storyboard forms 

Time Frame 

The creation of information-based comics can be completed in ten 
75-minute periods. In the first session, students explore how comics 
work. In the next two periods, students learn the elements of land
scape photography and portrait photography and practice taking 
photos themselves. The following two periods focus on brainstorming 
and storyboarding. Two periods are needed for students to shoot their 
comics with digital still cameras. The editing of the info-comics can be 
completed in three periods. This project can also be spread out to allow 
other language arts activities to continue at the same time. 

• Understanding comics (75 minutes) 

• Understanding and practicing photography (150 minutes) 

• Brainstorming (75 minutes) 

• Storyboarding (75 minutes) 

• Taking photos for the comics (150 minutes class time plus 
lunch time and after school if needed) 

• Editing the comics with Comic Life (225 minutes) 

Before this unit began in Andrew's class, students brainstormed 
topics of interest to them (three students for each topic) and then indi
vidually researched and wrote short essays on those topics. The sub
jects ranged from the perils of fast food to homeless youth to Internet 
dangers. If you do not plan to have students go through the entire 
process of writing short research essays, you will need to give them 
time to brainstorm subjects and research them before beginning this 
unit. Because of limited resources (three computers and three cameras), 
students in Andrew's classroom were working on other language arts 
activities during the same time period. 

Description of Activity 

Understanding Comics 

Many students come into school having had a lot of experience reading 
comics, but they're not often aware of the key elements that go into 
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creating them. Scott McCloud's Understanding Comics focuses on exactly 
that, as well as offering key information for creating quality comics. 
McCloud describes these five elements as essential, the choice of: 

• moment (which to include in the comic and which to leave out) 

• frame (the right distance and angle to view these moments) 

• image (rendering the characters, objects, and environments in 
those frames clearly) 

• word (picking words that add valuable information and that 
work well with the images around them) 

• flow (guiding readers through and between panels on a page 
or screen) 

The first day of the project, begin by helping students under
stand these essential elements to making comics. Then have them find 
these elements in comics and graphic novels they bring to class with 
t-hem. Discuss how the elements are used, why they are successful, or 
how they could be better used. 

Understanding Photography 

Have students look at a variety of strong photographs. Introduce informa
tion about photography composition, such as camera angles and frames, 
mlor and lighting, and the rule of thirds. Then have students practice 
taking photos and trying out some of the composition techniques dis
cussed in class. Ask them to share their photos with the class and explain 
meir production. Students' final projects will be stronger if they first have 

chance to study and experiment with photo techniques. 
Andrew used information from a Kodak site (http://www 

Jcodak.com/) as the main source for this section of the unit, but you'll 
abundant resources in the library and on the Web that you can 

adapt to your specific circumstances and students. 

Brainstorming 

Hrainstorming helps students figure but the focus for their project. 
also see and hear ideas from their classmates and come into 

rontact with new ways of thinking. Ask students to bring in the infor
.mation they found on their topic through their research. Have them 

the most important information with their groupmates. Then 
groups brainstorm how they might share this information with 
peers in a three-page comic. Which information would draw their 

readers in? What kind of scene could they create? What sorts of settings 
characters can they imagine? Be sure to ask students to think about 

could realistically be shot in a school setting. 

I 
I 
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Storyboarding 

Storyboards are outlines for visual texts, templates that allow stu
dents to start thinking about what their audience will see and develop
ing strategies for how to do accomplish this. Students need to figure 
out how to visually represent their subject by considering important 
moments and how they might frame them, conceptualizing images 
they would show in each frame, considering what dialogue the charac
ters would use, and sketching out narration that would help the reader 
move from scene to scene. Storyboards are simply plans and can be 
drawn using stick figures. 

Before students were allowed out with the cameras, each group 
had to walk Andrew through their finished storyboards. Groups took 
along their storyboards when they shot their photos. This helped stu
dents to move quickly from shot to shot and have a clear idea of the 
camera angles and framing they would use for each shot. 

Taking Photos for the Comics 

Once the storyboards have been approved and groups have brought 
in any necessary props and costumes, students are ready to shoot the 
photos for their comics. Some groups may be able to shoot their photo 
essays in the classroom. Others will need to shoot in locations around 
the school. With the storyboards as guides, photo shoots should go 
quickly. Ask students to shoot each frame a few times to avoid having 
to retake photos later. 

This might be the most challenging activity of this project, 
depending on available equipment and school rules about students 
in the halls. Some teachers might choose to have students shoot 
their photos outside of class time. Andrew allowed students to shoot 
during class time if they were shooting in locations around the school. 
To do this, he gave groups hall passes, notified the administration 
that his students would be in the halls, and talked to the librarian 
and support staff. Generally, students in small groups behave well. 
Andrew reminded students to be mindful of other classes and to keep 
their voices low. He knew the location for each part of every group's 
shoot, and if the students had to move to a second location, one group 
member had to come and tell Andrew. He also checked on each group's 
progress during this period. Because they were working from their sto
ryboards, it took most groups only 30 minutes or so to shoot the photos 
for the project. 
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Editing Comics with Comic Life 

As soon as students finish their photo shoot, have them download their 
photos onto the computer, where they will create an album with the 
name of the group and transfer all of their photos. This way, when stu
dents open Comic Life, they easily will be able to find their folder of 
photos. 

This project could be done with a number of different programs, 
including Word and PowerPoint, but Comic Life is the most flexible. It 
allows students to work with a variety of page layouts and to add nar
ration boxes, titles, and speech bubbles. Students can also choose dif
ferent lenses that will make their photos look like paintings or comics. 
Before they begin to work on their individual layouts, give students a 
brief introduction to the program. Students will find Comic Life easy to 
work with and will use it in very creative ways. 

As mentioned earlier, Andrew had only three computers in his 
classroom. He rotated groups through, giving each one half the period 
to use a computer. Students worked efficiently because they knew other 
groups were waiting. When groups were not on the computers, they 
were working in literature circles. 

Sharing Projects 

When students have finished their work, ask each group to present 
their comic to the class. They can talk about how their comic translated 
from idea to finished product, the production choices they made, and 
what they would do differently next time. During this sharing, you 
will learn a lot about each group's process and the problems they had 
to overcome to create a finished project. 

The students' comics can be displayed in the library or around 
the school. Alternatively, they can be assembled into an anthology and 
printed. See the companion website for a sample student comic (Hand
outs 4.1-4.3) and Andrew's Quick Reference Guide to implementing 
this lesson (Handout 4.4). 

Assessment 

Students can be assessed in many ways. Class discussion and brain
storming allow them to explore ideas in more depth and get feedback 
from classmates. At different points in the project, rubrics could be 
created to cover: 
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• Individual research on the topic 

• Presentation of photos/description of photo composition 
• Storyboard and presentation of the storyboard 

• Group log detailing decisions made and steps in the produc
tion process 

• Finished comic 

• Presentation of the comic, including production choices and 
attention to audience 

• Participation in different steps of the process 

Connections and Adaptations 

The skills acquired through this unit can easily be applied to a number 
of different projects. Here, students are following a production process 
that includes learning about the genre, brainstorming, storyboarding, 
and creating and editing a media text in a group for an audience of 
peers. These steps are essentially the same as those that students will 
follow when producing different sorts of media texts. Following the 
same research and production processes,. students could produce public 
service announcements (print, radio, or video) or write newspaper 
articles. Comic Life could be used to create photo essays, photo stories, 
mini-memoirs, and other types of comics or short graphic stories. 

Work Cited 

McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: Harper 
Perennial, 1993. Print. 
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6 Survey Says~ Using 
Google Forms to 
Evaluate Media Trends 
and Habits 
Brian Turnbaugh 
Community High School District 94, West Chicago, Illinois 

Context 

Community High School is a suburban school of 2,000 students in the 
western suburbs of Chicago. Our school is socioeconomically and eth
nically diverse, with 48.5 percent White students and 44 percent Latino 
students. Media Literacy and Composition is a semester-long elective 
for college-prep seniors. The goals of the class are to cultivate a criti
cal media eye through the careful examinati9n of the core principles 
of media literacy. Through the inquiry of these principles, we uncover 
an interdisciplinary cross section of media studies, making connec
tions between our collective understandings of economics, psychol
ogy, sociology, technology, and rhetoric. The students are expected 
to be active online, whether participating in the class social network 
on Ning (http://www.ning.com/) or creating presentations on Voice
Thread. This particular activity was developed to capture the habits of 
media consumption over a two-week span. While this activity fits in 
a media literacy course, Google Forms (found in Google Docs) can be 
adapted for any research that might require data culled from student 
peer groups. 

Rationale 

Since I've been teaching media literacy, I have witnessed the mass 
migration of students as they flocked to new communications web
sites and entertainment technologies. Within a few months, student 
allegiances dropped from social networks like Xanga to MySpace and 
now Facebook. These mercurial exits occur so fast that studies track
ing these behaviors become obsolete within a year. In the absence of 
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current and dependable data, perhaps we can use the features of 
Google Forms to create an immediate snapshot of media consump
tion among our students. I realize this will be a hard sell for some, as 
spreadsheets and English instruction go together like fish and bicycles. 
However, this Google Docs feature allows for a unique opportunity to 
generate authentic data with our students and provides meaningful 
connections to media literacy principles. What makes this tool so useful 
is its simplicity in generating and sharing the survey, as well as its slick 
presentation of data. From these results, students will be able to rec
ognize trends and make informed projections about the future media 
consumption habits of their peers. For many students, this will be their 
first experience of articulating meaning about the ubiquitous presence 
of media in their lives in a mature academic forum. In The Ad and the 
Ego, Richard Pollay recalls that media theorist Marshall McLuhan once 
observed, "we don't know who discovered water, but it certainly wasn't 
a fish." The process of developing survey questions with students and 
analyzing the data generated from the survey is a first step to getting 
our students to see the water. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Contribute to survey design 

• Evaluate data 

• Anticipate media trends 

• Critique the social significance of media consumption habits 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 3, 6, 8, 11 

Material/Preactivity Preparation 
• You will need to register an account with Google. While the 

forms to create a survey are quite intuitive, allow yourself some 
time to catch the learning curve. Several useful tutorials can be 
found via a YouTube search using the keywords "Google Form 
Tutorial," or visit the brief tutorial videos I made: (1) Google 
Survey Set-up: http://screencast.com/t/NGFiZm13, (2) How to 
Share Access to the Survey with Students: http://screencast. 
com/t/MDAlYzJhN, and (3) How to Share the Survey Results: 
http://screencast.com/t/NWFmZmUzND. You'll find links to 
these videos on the companion website as well. 

• You will need to post the form link through Edline/Infinite 
Campus, TinyURL, a school webpage, Ning, or a blog because 
the form link is too large to type. 

Survey Says! Using Google Forms to Evaluate Media Trends and Habits 

• Students will need Internet access to participate in the survey. 

• The class should have access to a computer lab with Internet 
access for the survey data debrief. 

Time Frame 

The first phase of the activity will require an initial SO-minute period for 
you to introduce the purpose of the survey, brainstorm additional survey 
prompts with the class, and inform students about your expectations for 
their participation in the survey. The culminating debrief may require 
one to two SO-minute class periods to unpack the findings of the survey. 

Description of Activity 

I titled the survey "Media Diet" so as to create a metaphor consistent 
with the idea of media consumption (see Handout 6.1 in the supple
mentary materials). Just as we eat broccoli and chips, so do we digest 
various forms of media. The placement of this activity should fit in 
where you want a thoughtful reflection of our media habits. This activ
ity could kick-start the course or be used as a culminating survey. 

Before familiarizing yourself with the features of Google Forms, 
consider the following questions as you design the survey: 

What do you want to measure with this survey? 

The goal of the survey I created was to cast the widest net to 
measure the media consumption behaviors of my students. 
Here is a sample of the survey questions: 

+ How much time did you spend watching TV today? 

+ What genre of TV did you watch most? 

+ How much time did you spend surfing the Internet? (not 
social networking, as on Facebook) 

+ How much time did you spend on a social networking 
site? (e.g., Facebook) 

+ How many text messages did you send today? 

+ How many text messages did you receive today? 

+ How much time did you spend reading today? 

+ How much time did you spend playing video games today? 

+ How much money did you spend on a media product today? 

How do you want the data quantified? 

As you draft your survey, you will need to consider how 
the information is collected. Google Forms offers a selec
tion of the following response options: text, paragraph text, 
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multiple-choice, checkboxes, choose from list, scale, and grid. 
While text and paragraph text offer more space for the respon
dents to discuss, those features will not create the bar graphs or 
pie charts the other options provide. I would recommend using 
the checkbox and multiple-choice options exclusively because 
they provide the most manageable data and have the most aes
thetic appeal for our students. The other options might provide 
an opportunity for more detailed responses, but they may not 
net more useful information for the purposes of this survey. 
These data will be the foundation activity and give a visual 
understanding of our media habits. 

How will students be able to access this survey? 

It is not realistic to have students input this Web address
https:// spreadsheets.google.com/ a/ d94.org/ gform ?key=0Aq6T 
jrV4AkRMdEJITGlfV3VLcG9XNldvSmRfcDEOSEE&hl=en&gr 
idld=O#chart-into their browser for each survey entry. There 
are several ways to create a link to your survey so that your stu
dents can quickly access it. Make use of your school's webpage 
or course posting options like Edline/Infinite Campus to post 
the link to the survey. If you do not have such Internet publish
ing options, here is an easy accommodation for accessing the 
form more quickly: The Tiny website (http://tiny.cc/) can turn 
lengthy Web addresses into manageable links. Once you enter 
the Tiny webpage, you simply paste the Web address of your 
survey into the "Tiny your long URL'' box and click it. This 
will create a much shorter link for your students to type into 
the browser. For example, the preceding long URL can now be 
accessed by typing http://tiny.cc/SyKoT. 

When you have nearly completed the survey, it is time to intro
duce the activity to your class. You'll need to frame this survey in a 
way that does not cast judgment on student habits. There will be time 
later to debrief the survey results and comment on their implications. 
The best way to disarm any negative perception is to model your own 
media consumption. Share your typical media diet, be it the approxi
mate daily use of a smartphone, Facebook updates, or hours spent 
lamenting your favorite sports team. 

After sharing my typical media diet, we review the list of survey 
questions. I ask students to predict trends by answering the following 
questions: 

• With which form of media do you think your peers spend 
most of their time? 

• With which form of media do you think your peers spend the 
most money? 

• What form of media do you see growing the fastest? 

Survey Says! Using Google Forms to Evaluate Media Trends and Habits 

• What form of media appears to be on the decline? 

• Which media product has the most positive effect on your 
peers? 

• Which media product has the most negative effect on your 
peers? 

• What question(s) would you add to this survey? 

After students have had time to respond, have them share their 
ideas with a partner. In a few minutes, I survey the class for their predic
tions. Whether in a handout or in their notes, the students must save their 
predictions so they have a point of reference when the survey is complete. 

For us to draw from a significant sample, obviously the students 
must participate in the survey. One of the features of Google Forms is 
that each student submission is time-stamped, so you can verify timely 
participation. While a majority of students have home Internet access, 
Lhere are always a handful of students on the other side of the digital 
divide. Anticipate this reality and be flexible and creative in finding 
other ways for these students to include their daily data in the sample. 

I recommend that the survey encompass a nine-day span start
ing on Friday and concluding on the following Sunday; including 
two weekends allows you to sample students' leisure time outside of 
school. Also, by limiting the survey to just over a week, you have a 
better chance of keeping student interest high. 

Once the survey ends, it's time to review the results. Here 
is a quick review of how to access the data. This is featured in my 
video tutorial posted at http://www.d94.org/english/TurnbaughWeb/ 
nctesurveysays.htm: 

1. Before publishing the survey, you must make a quick edit 
while in the Edit Form page. Click on the box "More Actions" 
and then select the option "Edit Confirmation" from the 
drop-down menu. 

2. Check the box "Let everyone see response summary." Click 
"Save." This action will allow you to review the results of the 
survey once you fill out the form. Be patient, as clicking away 
before it saves will not give you access to the results. (I learned 
from experience that after pressing "Save," the form sticks 
longer than a normal save feature does.) Click on the link "See 
Previous Responses" and you will be directed toward the 
graphical summary of the data and can begin your analysis of 
bar graphs and pie charts. (See Figures 6.1 and 6.2.) 

3. You might run into bugs in viewing the survey results. The 
first time through this activity, I had no issues with students 
clicking through to view results. More recently, however, 
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How much time did you spend "surfing the internet'? (not Social networking i.e. Facebook} 
o Hours 37 

0-1 H()Urs 55 
1·2 Hours \26) 

1-2 Hours 26 
2·3 Hours (1 OJ 

0· 1 Hours [55l 
2-3 Hours 10 

0 Hours !37J 

Figure 6.1. Sample pie chart. 

How many text messages did you send today? 
0 Messages 27 

Under 5 messages 7 

Under 10 messages 10 

Under 20 messages 19 

20 +messages 65 

Figure 6.2. Sample bar graph. 

the form redirected them to the Google homepage. To over
come this problem, I quickly created a PowerPoint using 
screen shots of the "Print Screen" button on the keyboard 
and pasting the image into the presentation. I created the 
video tutorials and cropped screen shots using Jing, a useful 
program that is available for free download at http:/ /jingpro
ject.com/. I was able to share the survey data with students 
on a shared file on the school server and post it online. 

In a computer lab or using a hard copy of the data, I next ask 
students to interpret the results. We return to the handout or notes we 
created before participating in the survey so that we can compare our 
initial ideas with the survey results. You can use the following ques
tions as a guide: 

• Which predictions were correct? 

• What trends do you see? 
• What do these trends reveal about what your peers value? 

• Did anything surprise you? Why? 
• Do you have any reason to suspect the data might be a flawed 

sample? 

Survey Says! Using Google Forms to Evaluate Media Trends and Habits 

• How might this behavior have been different four years ago? 

• How might this behavior be different four years from now? 

• Does this trend correlate to a core principle of media literacy? 

• How does consumption of these media products impact school, 
relationships, personal budgets, and time obligations to other 
pursuits (music, art, sports, etc.)? 

Assessment 

The findings of this survey and subsequent debrief of its findings 
with students will no doubt provide them with much to consider. My 
department chair, Chris Covino, shared with me an effective writing 
exercise called a QHQ (Question-Hypothesis-Question) that helps 
unpack rich topics. This writing strategy is a brief written discussion 
that helps students arrive at a better understanding of a complex idea 

pulling on the thread of the topic that is most interesting to them. 
Each student begins the reflection with a thoughtful question related 
to the issues raised in our survey debrief. For example, "Has our habit 

texting made us less social?" The student writes a response to the 
question or hypothesis, answering the question by talking it through 
'llVrith him- or herself. This portion of the writing should be roughly one 
page so that it reflects a patient explanation. The last question should 
oot be considered a conclusion but rather the key to opening up new 
possible doors, showing how their initial question leads to more ideas. 
This reflective writing is a great opportunity for students to uncover 

deeper connection to their media habits as. they draw from per
sonal experience, survey data, and their own theories. From one QHQ 
response, a student sought out her sister's mobile phone bill and found 
that the sister had sent more than 20,000 text messages the previous 
month. This appears excessive in 2010, but the student arrived at the 
possibility that this number of texts could be the average for the next 
l."lave of media-savvy teens, and that this could have profound con
sequences for personal relationships aRd even language. This type 
of reflection is common through the QHQ because it creates space in 
ivriting for inquiry and synthesis. 

Connections and Adaptations 

\Vhile I originally designed this activity for a media literacy course, the 
Scblls and topic could be applied to any of our texts, such as Fahren-

451, 1984, or Brave New World, that question our media indulgences. 
could imagine returning to the survey results in a class discus
of Fahrenheit 451 after reading that Professor Faber asks of Montag, 
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"Can you dance faster than the White Clown?" Or consider the great 
synthesis among these texts anchored by a classic quote from Neil Post
man's Amusing Ourselves to Death: "In short, Orwell feared that what we 
fear will ruin us. Huxley feared that what we desire will ruin us" (viii). 
The results of the survey amplify the themes of these works because 
they provide an immediate connection to the lives of our students. 
For further available resources, I highly recommend the PBS Frontline 
documentaries Digital Nation and Growing Up Online, both available 
for viewing online at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/. 
However, returning to the power of Google Forms, our students could 
initiate their own demographic research as well. Next semester, I intend 
to have students design a survey using Google Forms as a means of 
determining how particular product brands found market dominance 
among their peers within our school. I can think of three immediate 
benefits to student-created Google Form surveys. The first is that the 
tool is very intuitive and therefore the learning curve short, so you 
don't need to spend much class time on tutoring. If students can fill in 
the fields for a Facebook account, they can create a survey on Google 
Forms. The second benefit is that students exercise critical thinking at 
the inception of the survey design and in the interpretation of the gen
erated data at the end. Each part requires careful interpretation of the 
demographic meanings of the data. The third benefit is that students 
can disseminate their surveys through their own social networks such 
as Facebook, email, and their own blogs. The results will be more thor
ough and results will come back in ready-made graphics that students 
can use in a presentation or as a visual attachment for an essay. 

Works Cited 
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Postman, Neil. Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show 
Business. New York: Penguin, 1985. Print. 
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9 Keep Them Talking 
about The Fifth Child: 
Reclaiming Instructional 
Time with Discussion 
Boards 
Heather A. Ingraham 
Niles North High School, Skokie, Illinois 

Context 
Located just beyond the northern edge of Chicago, Niles North High 
School features a remarkably diverse student population. Among our 
enrollment of approximately 2,100, the accents of more than forty dif
ferent languages enhance classroom conversations, almost half of 
our population registers as students of color, and special educational 
inclusion can reach as high as 10 percent of mainstream classes (Niles 
North High School). We enjoy a vibrant atmosphere and work hard to 
meet our population's divergent needs. 

Our district, like many others, must balance instructional time 
with the demands of standardized testing, professional development, 
and enrichment opportunities that take students out of the class
room. For this reason, online discussion boards hold strong appeal: 
they allow me to invite students, whatever their backgrounds, to join 
a shared and meaningful conversation that transcends interruptions. 
My students and I prize these conversations because they allow us to 
keep talking until we have asked questions and explored answers to 
a satisfying conclusion-not just to the end of the period. I first turned 
to discussion boards to reclaim instructional time during Advanced 
Placement exams, and now I regularly use them whenever classroom 
conversations run longer than the bell. This particular lesson plan uses 
discussion boards and a high-interest novel, Doris Lessing's The Fifth 
Child, to keep seniors talking-and learning-well into May. 

Keep Them Talking about The Fifth Child 

Rationale 

There are two parts to this rationale: why I value discussion boards as a 
Web 2.0 application, and why The Fifth Child kindles a good online dis
cussion. The educational value of discussion boards has overcome my 
initial skepticism because, in contrast to some aspects of technology, they 
offer substance rather than sizzle. Time-intensive and requiring careful 
thought, discussion boards-in keeping with key tenets of NCTE's "Defi
nition of 21st Century Literacies" -challenge students to work together to 
make meaning, a process my students generally enjoy and which alumni 
praise as having prepared them well for college. A discussion board's 
round-the-clock availability and generous "think time" allow students to 
participate at their own pace after sports, work, or activities, and to con
verse without the verbal anxiety sometimes caused by accents or autism. 
Egalitarian in form as well as spirit, a discussion board threads every stu
dent's voice equally, in contrast to a blog's dominant entry followed by 
subordinate comments. Because they work so well to foster meaningful 
exploration, I especially rely on discussion boards to bring closure to the 
open-ended questions that guide our curriculum's thematic units, and I 
offer the boards as a collaborative workspace for students to prepare for 
more traditional individual assessments. Therefore, online discussions 
provide the best of both worlds: I can monitor and reward individual par
ticipation while students direct their own learning and create meaning 
through shared inquiry, mutual feedback, and ongoing revision of ideas. 

To fuel the online discussion, I choose a high-interest text that 
casts new light on the questions my students have been exploring in 
other readings. Doris Lessing's brief, powerful The Fifth Child concludes 
a unit exploring literary responses to violence, and it offers vivid connec
tions to texts as varied as Shakespeare's Macbeth, Voltaire's Candide, Dos
toevsky's Crime and Punishment, Conrad's Heart of Darkness, and Camus's 
The Stranger. By challenging students to address important ethical as 
well as narrative considerations, The Fifth Child typically elicits mature 
thought and nuanced writing, lets students work out real-world appli
cations of issues we have discussed "in more canonical texts, and keeps 
seniors engaged even at the end of the second semester. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Read individually and work collaboratively to analyze a 
challenging noncanonical text as part of a larger literary unit 
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• Identify and analyze the author's thesis on violence and argue 
the implications of that thesis for real-world experience 

• Write with care and precision about sensitive subject matter 
for an audience of peers and adults 

• Continue learning even when not in class 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 2, 3, 5, 11 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• Doris Lessing's The Fifth Child 

• Opening questions for The Fifth Child 

• Discussion board contract for The Fifth Child 

• Discussion board evaluation form for The Fifth Child 

• An online discussion board (available through Akiva, Black
board, Microsoft, phpBB, or other providers) 

Preparation for Teachers 

Before beginning an online discussion with students, it is a good idea 
to participate in one yourself; a continuing education course with an 
online component can provide helpful experience. You might also 
find that an informal discussion, though nonacademic, offers an intro
duction to social netiquette, the appropriate length and tone of posts, 
the art of surviving technological glitches, and the joy of connecting 
through ideas. By doing so, you will learn what it feels like to write 
a heartfelt post only to have users ignore it for being lengthy or off
topic, how flammable jokes can become in the absence of face-to-face 
social cues, and how rewarding it feels to see your ideas become part 
of an extended conversation. Choose a discussion with which you feel 
comfortable and where the focus remains professional rather than per
sonal, and then join in until you get the hang of it. 

Preparation for Students 

Tech-savvy individuals can post immediately to almost any format, but 
each new group of students will benefit from the chance to learn soft
ware-specific skills and to develop a sense of community. My classes 
spend a full day in the school's computer lab to learn login procedures, 
review the school's Acceptable Use Policy, discuss the grading contract 
(see Handout 9.1 in the supplemental materials), and practice respond
ing to conversational questions. Specifically, I want each student to 
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know how to reply to an existing thread, how to begin a new topic, 
how to log in from a remote location, and how to sort posts by subject, 
by username, and by oldest-to-newest (conversational order) or newest
to-oldest (useful for seeing what's new). These technological skills vary 
by software, which often changes over the summer, so I learn as much 
as my students do from this investment of time. Once the technologi
cal elements are attended to, our class can focus on analyzing literary 
content and developing the respectful give-and-take that character
izes the most successful online learning communities. By the time my 
students begin The Fifth Child discussion board in May, they are well
versed in online etiquette, have strengthened their voices as writers, 
can successfully collaborate with and challenge one another to present 
insightful readings, and can discuss sensitive subjects with both direct
ness and diplomacy. 

Especially if this is your first time hosting an online discus
sion, I recommend following the initial evening of posting with a full 
class period to review what worked and what could have been better. 
Frequently, a commendable desire to support their peers will lead 
classmates to post "I agree!" statements, but these fail to advance the 
conversation. Shallow or repetitive entries will kill a discussion board, 
so I take class time to review the initial posts and tease out subtle 
details; differing interpretations create more interesting dialogue. Be 
explicit about what you hope to see. For instance, I advise students to 
blend affirmation ("I like what you said about . . .") with constructive 
challenge ("but the author also suggests ... ") and exploration ("so I 
wonder if we could accurately say ... "). This kind of follow-up instruc
tion takes time, but it reinforces good writing practices and creates a 
far more rewarding learning environment. 

To cultivate that environment, I invite students to respond to one 
another by name, build community by connecting ideas from more 
than one person's posting, and alert me by email to any problems. Stu
dents who respond only with emotion must be prompted to include 
evidence; students who quote only the assigned texts need to acknowl
edge classmates' ideas. It may also be worthwhile to differentiate a dis
cussion board from a study guide. Whereas study guides ask students 
to provide concrete answers, discussion boards lead beyond the literal 
to the possible: authorial intent, social implications, and long-term rel
evance make great subjects for developing inferences. When my stu
dents become confident about asking thoughtful and open-ended 
questions, I know they are creating real meaning. 

I 

I 
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Finally, be prepared to adapt: as the Internet evolves and stu
dents' needs change, so do my responsibilities as teacher. Five years 
ago, I spent a fair amount of time helping students resolve how-to prob
lems with uncooperative software, whereas now I find myself prompt
ing students to write in greater depth, as appropriate for academic 
discourse rather than Facebook, and asking them to wait patiently for 
responses to develop. One particularly strong exchange (see Handout 
9.2 in the supplemental materials) evolved over a period of several 
nights, but I have to work with some groups not to demand instant 
gratification. For the habitually impatient, I recommend checking the 
discussion board only once in any 24-hour period. I also remind stu
dents that this is not a standardized test with only one correct answer: 
when encouraged to revisit their own posts, my seniors often discover 
how much their thinking has changed over the time the discussion 
board has been active. 

Time Frame 

For beginning users, I schedule at least two 40-minute class periods· 
(one in the computer lab, one in the classroom) to familiarize students 
with online discussion. For experienced users, I need only about 10 
minutes of direct classroom instruction-a review of online policies 
and procedures, an introduction to The Fifth Child, and a reminder of 
my expectations and the grading contract-before beginning the fol
lowing lesson. The discussion board itself requires no in-class time and 
can run from three days to several more, depending on your needs. 
During AP testing, when my seniors miss a lot of class, I provide a 
full week to allow them time to read, think, and post between exams. 
When students return, I usually schedule a follow-up day to bring the 
discussion back into the classroom. 

Description of Activity 

A few days before Advanced Placement exams begin, I distribute Doris 
Lessing's The Fifth Child, the discussion board contract, opening ques
tions, and sample grading sheets. I then encourage students to start 
reading. Especially during the first week of AP testing, when atten
dance is irregular, I use class time for individual writing conferences 
on the senior thesis. Students read and post from home, which fosters a 
nice sense of community during this stressful exam period. 

To foster active and frequent participation, I set up a new 
question every twenty-five pages, which allows students to join the 
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conversation immediate!~ even before they finish the book. Although 
I post opening prompts, students drive the discussion by developing 
their own questions as they read. As a bonus, the book reads so quickly 
and proves so gripping that many students finish it in one sitting and 
add The Fifth Child to their list of exam-worthy texts. 

My opening questions are simple, highlighting textual specifics 
but worded broadly enough to allow students a wide range of possible 
responses. The goal is to have students propose and explore new ques
tions with one another, not hand in "answers" to me. 

• Pages 1-25: What are your thoughts on the characters, their 
courtship and marriage, the pace of the Lovatts' childbearing? 
What passages, about the house or anything else, stand out, 
and why? 

• Pages 26-50: What reasons has Lessing provided, either 
directly or indirectly, for why the fifth child behaves the way 
he does? What passages stand out, and why? 

• Pages 51-75: Discuss the effect Ben has on his family and the 
people around him. What actions, passages, or narrative tech
niques evoke your revulsion or sympathy for Ben, and why? 

• Pages 76-100: Comment on the decision Harriet faces about 
whether to institutionalize Ben. Did she make the right 
decision(s)? Did David? How did Lessing's portrayal of the 
institution influence your feelings? In what ways might 
this scene be metaphorical for how we treat anyone who is 
"other"? 

• Pages 100-133: What do you make of Ben's social interactions, 
first with John and his pals, and later with the second group 
of boys? Is this a positive or a negative development, and 
why? What might Lessing be prodding us to recognize, ques
tion, or do? 

• Closing Questions: In many ways, this book takes us full 
circle in our curriculum and returns us to themes regarding 
the limits of ambition, the sources and control of violence, and 
having a socially responsible role to play, and it incorporates 
elements of tragedy, comedy, and satire. What answers does 
this book provide, and to what questions? What questions 
does it raise but leave unanswered? What thematic, genre, 
and/or philosophical conversations might this book create 
with previous texts? 

As the discussion board dialogue develops, it is imperative to 
monitor tone as well as content. No matter how experienced my stu
dents are with online discussions, I log in to the board each night to 
supervise their work. Inappropriate posts or hurt feelings happen 
infrequently but must be dealt with immediately. I send a private email 
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if an entry can be edited before others see it, but if a post has already 
received responses or if students are recycling a sustained misreading, 
I address this publicly. Otherwise, I let my students do the writing as 
they direct the discussion. 

Eventually, when it comes time to bring our online discussion 
back into the classroom, I select a topic for a brief reflective writing 
assignment. Unresolved questions and heated exchanges provide good 
starting points. Once students finish writing, I select volunteers to begin 
the discussion and remind them to refer to classmates' online work; the 
conversation usually picks up right where it should. Even better, some 
of the quieter kids will have enjoyed chatting online and will now join 
the class discussion. I give students at least one class period to balance 
affective responses with continued exploration of the book's intellectual 
elements before moving on. Finally, I solicit student feedback on what 
worked well and what could be improved for future boards. I usually 
ask for this in writing so that I can refer to it later, but it works just as 
well in class discussion. You can ask for student feedback anonymously 
or face-to-face, depending on what you deem appropriate. 

Assessment 
One of the hardest things for me to figure out when I first started using 
discussion boards was how to grade them. An active weeklong board 
can easily generate a hundred printed pages, especially with large 
classes, and I struggled to manage the sheer volume of posts and the 
occasional irregularities of students' online writing. With experience, 
I have learned that establishing a grading contract not only lets me 
grade more efficiently but also helps students understand my expecta
tions. Students may have been texting and social networking for years, 
but they are generally not accustomed to having their online writing 
evaluated, and some will struggle to shed "textspeak" for academic 
discourse. The grading contract (see Handout 9.1 in the supplemental 
materials) helps everyone understand what is expected, and our online 
conversations have exhibited consistently greater quality since I intro
duced these guidelines. 

The grading contract specifies that I evaluate my students' work 
based on both quantitative (number and timing of posts) and qualita
tive (insight, evidence, editing, and argument) elements. Poorly written 
or inappropriate posts receive no credit. The discussion board uses 
these basic criteria: 
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• To Be Eligible for a "C": Read the book; engage in adequate, 
textually based online conversation; and post a minimum of 
five times (on at least three separate days) before the deadline. 

• To Be Eligible for "B": Read the book; engage in respon
sive, textually based online conversation; and post a mini
mum of seven times (on at least four separate days) before the 
deadline. 

• To Be Eligible for an "A'': Read the book; engage in insight
ful, responsive, textually based online conversation; and post 
a minimum of ten times (on at least five separate days) before 
the deadline. 

• Note: Meeting minimum requirements does not guarantee full 
credit. Editing, insight, and timing also factor into the grade. 

These minimum numbers may not sound especially taxing, but a 
good discussion board requires users to read and think about one 
another's posts-a significant investment of students' time. I find that 
asking for one or two thoughtful posts each day elicits better responses 
than demanding three or more; I want to emphasize careful reading, 
writing, and reconsideration rather than verbiage. 

The process of evaluating student posts varies somewhat accord
ing to different discussions, but I always use tally sheets with boxes 
representing each day the board was active. I read and record each post 
with a check (adequate), check-plus (superior), or check-minus (inad
equate or inadequately edited) for the day it was posted. This system 
makes it easy to review the posts and quickly summarize their quality 
by eyeballing the check-plus or check-minus marks. This combination 
of qualitative and quantitative elements can then be translated into a 
final grade. I assess timing (see Handout 9.3 in the supplemental mate
rials) because twelve responses distributed over several days gener
ally contribute more to the conversation than a flurry of twelve posts 
in the closing minutes of the final night. Such reading and tallying can 
be labor-intensive, but it is worth it to me to regain instructional time. 
Making the process easier is the fact that my seniors generally enjoy 
this assignment and produce high-quality work, a special treat when 
many classes are battling senioritis. 

Connections and Adaptations 

As noted earlier, other works in this unit might include Macbeth, Crime 
and Punishment, Candide, Heart of Darkness, or The Stranger, and I usually 
follow The Fifth Child with critical viewing and online discussion of 
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a film, either Coppola's Apocalypse Now or Eastwood's Unforgiven. A 
non-AP class might use Lessing's novel as a capstone work accompa
nying a variety of stories and poems or another full-length text, and I 
have had good luck pairing it with Richard Matheson's "Born of Man 
and Woman" in lower-level classes. You can substitute any high-interest 
work that fits your curriculum. By varying the reading material, ques
tions, and time frame to meet the needs of specific users, I feel that any 
instructor whose classes have online access can adapt the discussion 
board format to enhance student learning. 

But do all students have online access? With nearly one-quarter 
of my school's students qualifying for free or reduced lunch (District 
219), I must schedule lab time or provide study hall computer passes to 
make sure that every student has access to the online discussion. This 
might seem like a redundancy-if they're in school, why not converse 
face-to-face?-but experience suggests that writing out their thoughts 
creates greater confidence and, over time, greater ability. Developing 
readers and writers will need more structure, supervision, and daily 
feedback to foster success, but online discussions can work for them. 
The larger class sizes and less polished writing of non-AP students can· 
create certain challenges, but illustrative samples and clear expecta
tions provide helpful guidance. With appropriate adaptations, these 
very deserving students can enjoy the same benefits of online discus
sion as their more privileged peers. 

Finally, other kinds of discussion boards provide other kinds 
of rewards. My regular-level seniors engage in collaborative research 
leading to the senior thesis, and they particularly benefit from two 
aspects of the discussion board: the chance for everyone to be heard 
(not always easy in large classes) and the opportunity to test their 
hypotheses among supportive peers before committing their ideas to 
paper. I have also used discussion boards to document individual con
tributions to group projects, help students plan oral poetry presenta
tions, create shared audiences for independent reading, extend the 
critical discussions of films we view in class, build cultural literacies 
through the exploration of literary allusions, and review course materi
als for unit or semester exams. 

Works Cited in Lesson 
District 219 Niles Township High Schools. "2008 Illinois School Report Card: 

Niles North High School." District 219 Niles North High Schools. NTHS 
Website Documents, n.d. Web. 14 Dec. 2009. http://sharepoint.niles-hs 
.kl2.il.us/webdocs/School%20Report%20Cards/Forms/Allltems.aspx. 

Keep Them Talking about The Fifth Child 

Lessing, Doris. The Fifth Child. New York: Vintage International, 1988. Print. 

Matheson, Richard. "Born of Man and Woman." Duel: Terror Stories. New 
York: Tor, 2003. 65-68. Print. 

National Council of Teachers of English. "Position Statement: The NCTE Defi
nition of 21st Century Literacies." National Council of Teachers of English, 
15 Feb. 2008. Web. 24 Nov. 2009. 

Niles North High School. "2008-09 Profile of District 219: Niles North High 
School." Niles North High School, n.d. Schools/College Resources/Col
lege Career Resource Center 16 May 2009. 

Works Cited in Supplemental Materials 
Fox, Clayton. Post to AP English Discussion Board on The Fifth Child. Miss 

Heather Ingraham's Niles North Website, 10 May 2007. Web. 

Hakimi, Nathan. Post to AP English Discussion Board on The Fifth Child. Miss 
Heather Ingraham's Niles North Website, 8 May 2007. Web. 

McGowan, Josh. Post to AP English Discussion Board on The Fifth Child. Miss 
Heather Ingraham's Niles North Website, 9 May 2007. Web. 

Vernon, Marian. Post to AP English Discussion Board on The Fifth Child. Miss 
Heather Ingraham's Niles North Website, 8 May 2007. Web. 

I 

j 



10 Crash into Prejudice: 
Cinema Studies in a 
Web 2.0 Environment 
Anna Meyers Caccitolo 
Lyons Township High School, LaGrange, Illinois 

Context 

Lyons Township High School is a public high school in the western 
suburbs of Chicago that hosts around 4,000 students. During sopho
more year, most students (at varying ability levels) are required to 
take a course entitled Interpersonal Communications (IPC), which is 
a semester English course that focuses on what we communicate, why 
we communicate, and how we communicate. It was developed in early 
2005 by a panel of speech-certified teachers to better prepare students 
for 21st century literacy and learning, focusing on the idea that all stu
dents need to be competent communicators. The units include Oral Lit
eracy, Media Literacy, and Cultural Literacy. These units evolve every 
year as current communication styles dictate; the course changes as 
society changes. This specific lesson plan fits into the Cultural Literacy 
unit and challenges students to use a discussion board to debate issues 
surrounding racism and prejudice. 

Rationale 

Traditionally, students have a difficult time discussing issues concern
ing racism, prejudice, stereotyping, etc.-these are controversial topics 
for most adults. It is a huge risk to share an opinion on any of these sub
jects while surrounded by peers. The movie Crash is simply a vehicle to 
get students thinking about prejudice and how it plays into everyday 
life. To analyze the characters and the decisions they make, students 
draw from personal experiences and explore their own biases. They 
are forced to use critical thinking skills to analyze a complicated text 
while connecting it to both personal and societal prejudices. Given the 
subject matter, students might be hesitant to discuss these issues out 
loud. Therefore, the discussion board functions as a medium for the 
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students' voices. Because students have grown up discussing personal 
issues through media (e.g., Facebook, MySpace, texting), they are more 
willing to share their opinions in this venue. They are comfortable with 
Internet communication and view it as less of a risk than face-to-face 
discussion. The questions asked on the discussion board force students 
to share beliefs about the characters' choices and make personal con
nections at the same time using a familiar medium. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Evaluate the movie Crash and analyze which biases and 
stereotypes cause the characters to make their choices 

• Analyze the evolution of the characters in Crash, tracking 
changes in their belief systems as the movie progresses 

• Synthesize the information from Crash through an online 
discussion board and apply it to current society 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 1, 4, 5, 6 

Materia ls/Preactivity Preparation 
• A copy of the movie Crash 

• A DVD player, VCR, or projector 

• Access to an online discussion board 

• Student access to computers, either in class or at home 

Before the lesson begins, give students permission slips for viewing the 
movie Crash (see Handout 10.1, a sample permission slip that includes 
a viewing rationale). The film is rated R for strong language and a brief 
scene of sexuality, which I choose not to show in class. Then preview 
the movie-it is a fairly intense film with a multitude of overlapping 
storylines and characters-and set up th~ discussion board. 

I use the Turnitin discussion board because it is already pro
vided by our district, but other free discussion boards are available 
at Google Groups, Goodreads, and Blogger. Another option is Google 
Docs; although it is not an actual discussion board, Google Docs 
creates a document that all students can see and to which they can 
respond. Regardless of which discussion board you use, both you and 
the students need to create individual accounts. Once everyone has an 
account, you can log in and invite students to join the group/discus
sion board by entering the students' email addresses when prompted. 
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Once you have invited all your students, create a new post or discus
sion topic and let students reply. 

Time Frame 
This lesson plan will require three to four SO-minute class periods to 
show the film and have a meaningful discussion of the postings. Crash 
is 112 minutes long, which allows for approximately 40 minutes of 
class discussion on the third day. Before the third day, students will 
be posting to the discussion board each night for homework. Note that 
once you have all finished watching the movie, students may have 
questions about the plot. They might want to spend time clarifying 
how the characters fit together and what the ending means, and some 
will even want to replay parts of the film (they love this film). If you 
want to limit the lesson to a total of three days, keep this discussion to 
a minimum. If a four-day lesson fits your schedule, this discussion can 
continue for an extended time and the postings conversation can take 
place on the fourth day. 

Description of Activity 
Before we begin watching the movie, I display the discussion board 
through my computer, projector, and onto a screen. At this point, I 
model exactly how to post. I model a sample response so students can 
watch the entire process, and we discuss what makes a quality post. 
I show both strong and weak posts, and the class discusses what ele
ments help strengthen a post: length, specific references to characters' 
thoughts and actions, real-life examples that connect to the film, and 
so forth. I also remind students that since this is an English class, they 
are to respond professionally to their peers and think of their writing 
as a paragraph in a published essay. Without this warning, students 
will sometimes compose one- or two-line posts written in shorthand 
language. I then explain that after they view the film in class each 
day, they will need to do one posting for homework. All postings are 
labeled separately (Crash Posting Night #1, Crash Posting Night #2, etc.) 
so students know where and when to respond. They post once each 
night of the movie and every night respond to a different topic. You 
can, of course, assign as many postings as you see fit. I also let students 
know that they have two choices when it comes to postings: they can 
respond directly to the questions asked, or they can reply to something 
another student has said. This is a great way to get them dialoguing on 
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the discussion board. Examples of topics used in the past include the 
following: 

1. Think about Sandra Bullock's (Jean's) reaction before the car
jacking. When she sees the two African American men, she 
grabs her husband's arm. Do you feel her reaction is preju
diced? Why or why not? Should she have said something to 
her husband when she "got scared," or does that make her 
racist? How so? 

2. Is the scene where Sandra Bullock (Jean) goes on a rant about 
the man changing her locks an example of racism? Why or 
why not? Considering that she was carjacked earlier that 
night and feels it was her fault because she "didn't say any
thing" when she "got scared," is she justified in her remarks? 
Is it more "okay" because of her earlier experience? 

3. Do you feel that the first incident involving the police officer 
and the African American couple is an incident of racial pro
filing, or did Officer Ryan pull them over for another reason? 
Do you feel he would have pulled them over if they were 
Caucasian? Do you believe in racial profiling? Why or why 
not? Give an example to prove your point. 

4. When the Persian man wanted to buy the gun, the store 
owner refused him. Do you think race played a role? Do you 
feel he should have refused him? Would you refuse him? If 
he was of another race, would your answer change? Explain. 
What if he spoke English? Would that change your answer or 
the reaction of the store owner? 

5. If the Persian man were Arabic, would it be right to refuse to 
sell him a weapon after the 9/11 attacks? Why or why not? 
Let's say this was an in-class discussion and I called on you 
to answer this question; would your answer be different? 
Explain. 

6. Is Officer Hansen guilty of a hate crime? A hate crime is 
defined in Merriam-Webster's online dictionary as "any of 
various crimes (as assault or defacement of property) when 
motivated by hostility to the victim as a member of a group 
(as one based on color, creed; -gender, or sexual orientation)." 
Did he shoot because he was prejudiced against the African 
American man, or did he feel threatened and respond purely 
in self-defense? Cite specific examples from the scene to 
support your answer. 

7. Crash goes full circle as a movie. Do you think that any of the 
characters' actions negate what they did earlier? For example, 
does the fact that Officer Ryan saves the African American 
woman from the exploding car make the first incident of 
"searching" okay? Are they "even" now? In other words, are 
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these incidents of stereotyping and prejudice lessened now 
that they "made up" for them? Is it just human nature to 
make mistakes and then do what we can to fix them? Or were 
the first incidents so bad that they could never be forgiven? 
Can racism be forgiven? Can prejudice be changed? 

Once the discussion board demonstration is over, I remind stu
dents of one last thing: pay close attention to even the smallest parts 
of the film, even what is omitted, because it all matters. For instance, 
the character's names are rarely stated, and with the multitude of char
acters, it is easy to miss them. Following any last-minute clarifying 
questions, I begin the film. At the end of class each day, I remind stu
dents that they need to do their postings for homework. My deadline 
requires that they post on the message board before class the next day. 

The next step is to print out the postings and look for possible 
discussion starters and debatable statements. I highlight controversial 
statements and generate possible discussion questions. On the third 
day (once the film is over), we have a quick in-class conversation to set 
norms since the upcoming discussion revolves around sensitive topics. 
You can do this any way you like, but it's a good idea to preface the 
conversation with some kind of reminder. I focus on the fact that my 
classroom is a safe space and encourage everyone to share their opin
ions, keeping in mind that others may not agree. We discuss that it is 
the way they share their opinions that is most important. Then I tell stu
dents I am going to read some of the postings out loud and stress that 
the authors should not reveal themselves. (Sometimes the students want 
to, but this usually ends badly.) Then, one by one I read the statements 
aloud, asking the corresponding questions. I include here one sample 
posting response from my sophomore accelerated IPC class and the 
corresponding discussion questions. This post is in response to ques
tions 1 and 2 above. 

I think her response of grabbing her husband's arm isn't out of 
racism. They are on an empty street, and are being approached 
by two shady looking men. I would admit I would be slightly 
uncomfortable, regardless of their race. Perhaps in her mind it 
was racism, because her comments later on make her seem a 
bit prejudiced. I don't think her remarks about the man chang
ing her locks were at all justifiable. Just because earlier she was 
attacked by two black men doesn't give her the right to judge 
a completely unrelated Hispanic man changing her locks. I 
understand she was still frightened, but stereotyping is never 
justifiable. 

Crash into Prejudice: Cinema Studies in a Web 2.0 Environment 

Corresponding Discussion Questions 

• What defines a "shady looking man"? 

• What characteristics does he have? 

• If I use the term shady, do you always think of a man? Do you 
think of a woman? Why? 

• This person said "I would be slightly uncomfortable, regard
less of race." Do you think that is the case? For example, if you 
are a white male and you see two white males approaching, 
would you be afraid? 

• How does the situation change if you are a white male and 
two black males approach? How would this change if you are 
a female and see two males approaching? 

• This student made the statement that "stereotyping is never 
justifiable." Is that a true statement? Why or why not? Can you 
think of a time when stereotyping is justifiable? Be specific. 

As a side note, I usually keep all the postings until we're done watch
ing the the movie, and we discuss them on the last day. However, you 
might want to have a short discussion to begin class each day before 
continuing the film. This could be a great way to get students refo
cused. Just be careful to limit the discussion, because students tend to 
get into heated debates about these topics, and it may be difficult to cut 
them off to finish the film. 

Assessment 

The great thing about this particular assignment is that there are a 
variety of ways to assess it. At the end of this cycle, you will have mul
tiple days of postings at your disposal. Traditionally, I assess each indi
vidual posting according to these criteria: 

• Did the student answer all the questions? Was the content of 
the posting substantial? 

• Did the student provide examples Jrom the film or personal 
experience to back up his or her opinion? 

• Did the student synthesize the information from Crash and 
apply it to current society? 

Another exercise is to take statements from the postings and hold 
a formal class debate. Take, for example, the statement "stereotyping is 
never justifiable." I would pair up students, one who feels stereotyping 
is justifiable with one who does not. They research examples of past 
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stereotyping, compile information, and prove their points during a 
formal in-class debate. One student presents his or her side in a formal 
speech (possibly 3 minutes), and then the partner arguing the other 
side speaks. Once both sides have presented their case, open debating 
begins. Since students tend to enjoy this part of the activity, you might 
want to set a time limit (possibly 5 minutes) and keep a countdown. 
Once time is up, each student can make a short (30 seconds to 1 minute) 
closing argument. As a fun component, you could have students vote 
on who won the debate. As my class is about interpersonal commu
nications, the debaters are graded on both the content of their manu
scripts and the six speaking traits they develop during the course: 

• Did the student write a coherent essay? Did the student use 
proper transitions to link ideas? Did the student employ 
research effectively to prove his or her point? Did the student 
choose valuable research sources? 

• How did the student perform on each of the six speaking traits? 

• Eye contact 

• Physical expression 

• Pitch/Emphasis 

+ Rate/Fluency 

+Volume 

+ Articulation 

If you aren't interested in including a speaking component, forget 
the debate and have students compile their information in a formal 
persuasive writing assignment instead. Of all the possible assessments, 
grading the individual postings has worked best for me because it 
forces students to create quality responses, preserves the integrity of 
the discussion board, and helps prompt a valuable in-class discussion. 

Connections and Adaptations 

In the past, I have also paired Reginald Rose's Twelve Angry Men with 
the viewing of Crash and the use of the discussion board. As the jurors 
in Twelve Angry Men also battle prejudices, it is a great comparison/ 
contrast exercise to discuss it along with Crash. For example: "What 
does Juror 3 have in common with Officer Ryan? How do their preju
dices influence their decision making?" Also, this lesson easily can be 
adapted across levels to fit any unit or text. When teaching Romeo and 
Juliet, for example, you can simply post the following statement: "The 
Beatles feel 'All you need is love.' Do people need only love? Can people 
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survive on love alone? Respond to this question through the eyes of one 
of the characters in Romeo and Juliet. Choose a quotation to support your 
point." Students can also respond to this statement more than once; they 
can trace the character's feelings (and themes) throughout the play. For 
example, "Would Romeo respond differently at the beginning of the 
play versus at the end of the play? What about Juliet? How would the 
Friar feel?" This type of exercise can work with any piece of literature. 
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Supplemental Reading 
A great article is "Don't Let Stereotypes Warp Your Judgments" by Robert L. 
Heilbroner. This article explains why the human brain relies on stereotyp
ing as a way to categorize the changing world. I use it in conjunction with 
the worksheet "Isms" (see Handout 10.2 in the supplemental materials). The 
class reads the article, fills in the worksheet, and holds a discussion before 
we watch Crash. It also works well to include this article while discussing the 
postings the day after viewing the movie. 
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11 Write Your Own 
Adventure: A Lesson in 
Collaborative Writing 
Using Webspiration 

Katherine Higgs-Coulthard 
Michiana Writers' Center, South Bend, Indiana 

Context 
Michiana Writers' Center is located in South Bend, the fourth largest 
city in Indiana. While South Bend itself has a population of just over 
100,000, the city is a hub for other communities within the Michiana 
area and encompasses several college campuses, including Notre 
Dame, Indiana University at South Bend, Bethel College, and Saint 
Mary's. All told, the regional population is more than 800,000. 

Our writers' center was formed by several teacher consultants 
of the National Writing Project's northern Indiana site, the Hoosier 
Writing Project. Designed to serve as a resource for local writers and 
teachers of writing, our center provides writing classes and workshops 
for individuals of all ages and abilities, is involved in summer youth 
writing camps, and works closely with several local school districts to 
provide teacher inservices, parent education, and classroom writing 
opportunities. 

Our primary goal is to support writers, but as classroom teachers 
we can't resist the urge to hook children who may not yet consider them
selves writers. To that end, we have designed several high-interest, 
low-ability workshops for use in local schools. One such workshop is 
the "Write Your Own Adventure." The lesson is flexible by nature and 
may be used with a variety of populations. 

Rationale 
It is nearly impossible to design a writing prompt that will appeal to 
every student in a deep and meaningful way. Often such attempts 
result in generic prompts, like "Think of a time when you've been 
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scared. What frightened you? How did you cope with your fear? How 
did this situation impact the person you have become?" Some students 
may dig deep and respond on a personal level, but many others will 
write superficially, without investing much of themselves in the piece. 

Much research has been done into the reluctance of students 
to engage in writing tasks, but Bruning and Horn believe that disen
gagement tends to be the result of lack of motivation: "Writers need 
to develop strong beliefs in the relevance and importance of writing 
and as they grapple with writing's complexities and frustrations" (26). 
Ralph Fletcher, citing the energy children will devote to instant mes
saging (!Ming), suggests that students may begin to see writing tasks as 
relevant and important when writing is linked with social interaction: 

When boys send off an IM they get an almost immediate reac
tion from another person. It's like playing catch; one boy tosses 
a verbal ball to his friend, confident that his friend will throw it 
back. This social dynamic keeps the energy high, the conversa
tion moving, and the writing flowing. (35) 

Another component that affects student motivation is choice. As 
in the previous generic example, the teacher might think choice is built 
into the prompt; the students are not told to write about being scared of 
storms, but allowed to choose any situation in which they have experi
enced fear. Students, however, see only a directive: write about fear. 

This lesson is designed to capitalize on the social dynamic of 
writing while allowing for maximum student choice. Students can 
create their story tree in any genre, addressing any topic. Further, they 
decide which stories to contribute to, based on their own preferences 
for certain genres, topics, and word limits. As classmates choose to 
extend one another's stories, they simultaneously reinforce the original 
writer's efforts while increasing the original author's motivation to add 
more to his or her own story, effectively re-creating Fletcher's game of 
verbal catch. 

Like most classroom situations, this activity is deepened through 
teacher participation. When students see teachers take risks by writing 
within student-determined confines, students become more willing to 
take risks themselves. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Describe the features and possible uses of Webspiration tools 

• Create their own story tree documents using Webspiration 

I 
I 
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• Create collaborative groups, invite users, and manage sharing 
within their Webspiration documents 

• Import graphics into Webspiration documents 
• Edit and expand on their own and other students' Webspiration 

documents 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: S, 6, 11 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• Teacher access to the Webspiration website and a basic knowl

edge of how to use it. 
• One sample story tree from the One Million Monkeys Typing 

website (http://www.lOOOOOOmonkeys.com/) for group anal
ysis. It's best to access it live online and project it on a screen, 
although it can be printed and photocopied for the class. 

• Student access to computers during class time. 

Before beginning the lesson, visit the One Million Monkeys Typing 
website (Kreymerman and Zito) and select a story that will interest 
most students. The stories on the site are organic; they grow as writers 
contribute snippets. Contributing writers are encouraged to rate their 
snippets PG or R in content, but you may find the rating system does 
not adequately reflect the preferences of your school setting. As a 
result, I encourage you to read as much of the story as possible and use 
only what you have previewed as an example for the class. When I last 
checked, "Brendan Metcalf Saves the Universe" was a new story tree 
planted by one of the site's most prolific contributors. The story features 
a teenage boy who discovers that his job site is built upon an ancient 
burial ground. Ideally, you should display the actual website on a pro
jector so your class can see how the site operates. If a projector is not 
available, print out the story snippets. 

Time Frame 
This lesson will require one SO-minute class period to acquaint stu
dents with the idea of story trees as collaborative writing and another 
one or two SO-minute sessions to introduce the Webspiration program, 
explain how it facilitates collaborative writing, and get students started 
on the project. The rest of the process can be completed outside of class 
over one to two weeks, depending on how long the students' moti
vation sustains the growth of story threads. At the conclusion of the 
project, devote another class period to analysis and reflection on the 
experience. 
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Description of Activity 

A great entry point into this activity is through a discussion of movies 
and books with disappointing endings. It may be necessary to prod 
students' memories by invoking a recent movie that ended with a cliff
hanger or has differed significantly from the novel version. Usually 
students have very strong opinions about how movies and books could 
have been better if only the author had [killed off the main character/ 
added in another car chase/made the hero fall in love with someone 
else/let the villain get away with it, ... ]. One example I have used 
is the ever-popular Twilight Saga. Many of the girls in my classes 
have been rooting for Bella to fall in love with Jacob Black, Edward's 
nemesis. A discussion of how they would rewrite the books or reshoot 
the movies to make that happen is always lively. The discussion might 
segue into times the students themselves have had to make choices in 
their writing and the rationale for such decisions. 

To guide the discussion toward our upcoming project, I bring 
out old copies from the Choose Your Own Adventure series that was 
popular back in the 1980s. Students get in groups of three to four to 
read part of the book aloud and make decisions together on how to 
proceed within the book. We then come back together to discuss the 
basic premise of reader as decision maker, and I pose a few questions: 

• What if the reader could do more than select from 
predetermined choices? 

• What if the reader could create the choices and their 
consequences? 

I then introduce the One Million Monkeys Typing website using 
a projector. We peruse several story seeds and eventually read a sample 
story, with students choosing which branches to take. Although One 
Million Monkeys Typing does not follow the Choose Your Own Adven
ture format (with the exception of one recent contribution), students are 

~ able to see how the choices made by each successive writer change the 
shape and underlying meaning of each story. As we read, I ask students 
to think about: 

• Which story seeds have the most offshoots? 
• Which characteristics contribute to the growth of the story 

tree? 
• What unwritten rules do writers follow as they contribute to 

the story trees of others? 
• What, if anything, happens to a story tree when a writer 

violates those rules? 
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If time allows, I invite the class to help me extend the story by "graft
ing on" a new snippet. Note: While the general public may access the 
stories on One Million Monkeys Typing, only those who have officially 
become members through the free registration process can contribute 
to stories. 

For homework, I require students to create their own story seeds 
modeled after the One Million Monkeys Typing site. Each seed must 
set up the beginning scene of a story so that successive writers know 
the main character(s), genre, and student-determined word count of 
snippets, as well as some idea of the intended plot. 

For the second class period, I introduce Webspiration as a vehicle 
for students to create their own story trees. Again, I use the projector 
to guide students in setting up their own Webspiration accounts and 
creating story tree documents. I have had the most success through 
requiring students to use a preexisting template, preferably the tree 
chart template, although that template needs modification-a few 
branches are dead ends, which can be deleted or left as an option for 
quick endings. The tree chart most resembles the branch-like structure 
found on the One Million Monkeys Typing website, which we have 
used as a guide. Other templates available from Webspiration are either 
too complex or too simplistic for creating a story tree. 

On the screen, I demonstrate how to choose a template and begin 
a document, as well as how students can save their own story trees 
using their last names followed by the titles of their stories. Once each 
student has her or his own document, I demonstrate the procedure for 
laying out the story using the template: 

• The story title and the creator's name go in the top box 
(referred to as a "symbol" in Webspiration). 

• The opening scene is added as a "note" linked to that first 
symbol. To create a note, select the symbol, then click on the 
Note icon in the toolbar. 

• As new snippets are added to the story tree, the contributing 
author will enter the title of her snippet, followed by her own 
name, in the symbol that builds on the last snippet. Her text 
will be linked in note form to the symbol containing her name 
and title. 

For students to contribute to one another's story trees, you'll need 
to create contributor groups and have students invite one another as 
collaborators. Although the procedure for this is available on the Web
spiration Help page, it is not explained well. Students should click on 
"Manage Documents" on the toolbar and select the Invite icon, input
ting the email addresses of fellow students or selecting a preestablished 
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collaboration group that you have set up. It is also vital that you be 
invited as a collaborator so that you can assess the project. 

Once we have gone over how to work within the Webspiration 
program, I give students the actual assignment, which has four compo
nents. Each student must: 

• Establish his own story tree 

• Contribute to the story trees of at least ten classmates 

• Complete a peer assessment 

• Reflect on his participation in the story tree process and sug
gest improvements for future collaborative writing projects 

Assessment 

At the conclusion of the story tree project, students are required to 
hand in a reflection paper that includes the following components. 

Document Trail 

The Document Trail (see Handout 11.l in the supplemental materials) 
allows me to easily trace the work students have completed. It includes 

• A printout of the student's initial story tree seed, along with 
its corresponding Webspiration document name. 

• ·A list of snippets the student has contributed to the story trees 
of at least ten classmates, along with those corresponding 
Webspiration document names. Note: I do allow students to 
contribute more than one snippet to a particular classmate's 
tree, but that is in addition to the work they do on the trees of 
ten different classmates. 

Peer Assessment 

Peer assessment requires students to examine the complete story tree 
of one classmate. The purpose of this activity is to examine the organic 
nature of collaborative writing, not necessarily to assess the writing 
of one's peer. Students use a response form (see Handout 11.2) that 
addresses: 

• The effectiveness of the initial story seed: 

Did the writer include enough information for subsequent 
writers to build on the tree? 

Was the story's premise strong enough to attract contributors? 

Did the seed generate three separate branches? 

Were the branches different enough to create three separate 
story lines? 
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• The overall growth of the tree: 

Reflection 

How many writers contributed to this tree? 

How did their contributions shape the tree's growth? 

Which branches grew the most offshoots? 

What factors may have contributed to the growth of some 
branches and the failure of others? 

When assessing this project, I avoid linking the growth of students' 
trees directly to their grades. While I do expect them to realize that 
the quality of their initial seeds impacts the number of contributing 
writers they attract, other factors can influence tree growth. I look for 
students to address those factors in their reflection pieces. For guid
ance, I suggest students address at least three of the following ques
tions in their reflection: 

• Which story seeds grew the largest trees? What do those 
seeds have in common? Which ones withered? Why? 

• Does a student's social standing impact the growth of her tree? 

• What impact do genre, word limit, and title have on tree 
growth? 

• What rules would you create for a group of writers wishing to 
collaborate? 

• How did knowing you were going to contribute to stories 
change the way you read? Has this spilled over into other 
areas of reading? 

• How has this experience affected your view of writing? Will 
you have more or less confidence in your own writing? 

Connections and Adaptations 
In my work with local school corporations, the recurring theme seems 
to be a need to increase student motivation. As I struggled to help 
teachers create dynamic lessons that addressed standards, I came upon 
Ralph Fletcher's comparison of instant messaging to high-interest, 
low-ability writing. With that in mind, this lesson was designed with 
the intention of hooking disengaged students by building in compo
nents that allowed for choice and authentic audience. While it is effec
tive at that level, its appeal is universal. When students who already 
consider themselves to be good writers are introduced to the world of 
collaborative writing, they often go way beyond the minimum snippet 
requirements. 
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This lesson could also be adapted for any course that incorpo
rates writing. In a creative writing course, we might discuss story arc 
and require snippets that establish character, build tension, and resolve 
the story problem. The story tree strategy also works well for writing 
across the curriculum. A social studies course might require students 
to create snippets as journal entries written during a certain historical 
period. Science teachers could require students to incorporate science
based facts into science fiction stories. In one school, we did just that: 
the class was studying planets within our solar system and used story 
trees to create science fiction populated by characters who had evolved 
to survive within the confines of an assigned planet. 
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13 Slogging the Examined 
Life: Expressing, Testing, 
and Publishing Ideas to 
Deepen Understanding 
Neil Rigler 
Deerfield High School, Deerfield, Illinois 

Context 

Deerfield High School is in the northern suburbs of Chicago. Cur
rently, it educates just over 1,600 students. This lesson has been used in 
a Senior English class and could work with students of all ability levels. 
While the initial creation of individual biogs took place at the start of 
the year, and exchanges of comments were included as a part of each 
unit, the focus of this lesson is on the "Personal Philosophy" unit at the 
end of the school year. 

Rationale 

The "NCTE Definition of 21st Century Literacies" is at the heart of this 
lesson, specifically the goals of using technology, building community, and 
considering the ethical dimensions of students' choices as writers. Further
more, I wanted to incorporate my yearlong emphasis on writing in both 
reflective and dialogic modes. For the former, my students will become 
more aware of the power of their language, especially as they prepare to 
leave the high school environment and encounter a wider range of ideas 
and expressions. Then they will become comfortable using writing as a 
way to express ideas, open themselves to challenges, engage in meaning
ful conversation about them, and see their thinking grow as a result. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Create and maintain a blog open only to members of the class 
at first, and then to all 
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• Reflect on their language choices and determine the best way 
to express their analysis, opinions, and beliefs 

• Read a range of texts based on a philosophical question they 
want to explore 

• Engage in dialogue with other students and consider a range 
of different viewpoints 

• Synthesize their findings in a collection of essays 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 4, 7, 8, 11 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• Internet access for students (to ensure access to the blog sites, 

you may need to work with your school's technology depart
ment to determine which sites might be blocked by filtering 
software) 

• Teacher preparation-just an hour or so to get started and 
comfortable with the world of blogging! 

+ Make a blog of your own. For me, this was an essen-
tial first step before taking my students on the journey 
through the world of blogging. The summer is the perfect 
time for this, not only to learn the ins and outs of creat
ing and maintaining a blog, but also to have an active 
example to share with your students. For this lesson, I use 
Google's Blogger site, https://www.blogger.com/start, as 
well as their support site, http://www.google.com/support/ 
blogger/. I also highly recommend using the tutorial 
videos on YouTube; just type "Blogger Set Up" into the 
search bar, play the video, and follow the steps. Finally, 
easy-to-follow instructions can be found on the NCTE/ 
IRA http://www.readwritethink.org/ website. 

+ Search for interesting blogs. The amount of information 
available on the Web is endless, so you need to develop 
ways to focus your attention and energy so you can help 
your students do the same. I have students use three dif
ferent search engines, although there are many available: 
Technorati (http://technorati.com/), Google Blogs (http:// 
blogsearch.google.com/), and Blogged (http:/ /www 
.blogged.com/ directory). 

• Once you have found a few blogs you like, either sub
scribe to their RSS feeds or add a link onto your blog. An 
RSS (most often expanded to mean Really Simple Syndi
cation, but sometimes short for Rich Site Summary) feed 
is a simple way of having regularly updated informa
tion from websites delivered right to you instead of you 
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having to visit the sites themselves; instead of having to 
click on links to the blogs you read, new posts are deliv
ered directly to you. This happens through a program 
called a Reader rather than adding more messages to your 
email. Let's say I'm following a blog of a friend studying 
abroad for the semester. Instead of clicking on her blog to 
see if there is new content (post, pictures, videos, etc.), I 
subscribe to her blog (just like subscribing to a magazine) 
by adding her RSS feed to my Reader. Then, anytime she 
adds anything, it goes directly to my Reader. In Blogger 
this is easy to set up. A series of helper programs ("gad
gets") is built in to the software. One of these will help 
you easily set up this subscription feed-just go to "add 
a gadget," scroll down to "Feed," and enter the address 
of the site you want to follow. Once you click "Save," the 
feed will appear on your blog. 

Time Frame 

Before the class convened in the computer lab, we had a conversation 
about blogs-what they are, who reads them, who writes them, and 
whether any students currently blog. A lot of our conversation included 
a talk about social networking sites, primarily Facebook, and the ways 
in which students use it. Next, I had each student brainstorm a list of 
personal interest topics they'd like to read and write about. We then 
spent one 57-minute period in the computer lab looking at different blogs 
before I had each student create his or her own blog, including naming 
it and adding basic elements. It was helpful to work with the technology 
staff ahead of time to make sure the sites I needed were all accessible. 
I also put the link to Google's Blogger Help page (http://www.google 
.com/support/blogger/), with its easy-to-access information about how 
to create a blog, search for blogs, add RSS feeds, etc., on my blog so stu
dents would not have to type it in each time they needed it. 

Over the rest of the semester, we spent four or five periods 
in the lab on a variety of tasks: adding information to the blogs and 
then posting and responding to comments. This happened both in the 
context of specific texts we were reading in class and in terms of stu
dents' personal interests (blog topics). 

The "Personal Philosophy" section of the lesson was the unit that 
closed the year for my classes. The unit itself lasted six weeks, of which 
six to eight class periods focused entirely on blogging, before students 
completed a final written assignment. 
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Description of Activity 
The label "Internet Generation" is often used to describe today's stu
dents, so I wanted to embrace the changing sense of the ways we com
municate and restructure the final unit for my Senior English class. 
For several years, the "Personal Philosophy" essay was the lone grade 
for fourth quarter. Students select a philosophical question from their 
writing over the course of the year, research the work of several major 
philosophers who addressed it in some way, link their question back 
into one of the books we read, and write a personal essay combining 
analysis of these texts with personal stories and reflection. Almost as 
an afterthought, we close the year with a "Socrates Cafe," which is basi
cally an informal sharing of their discoveries and conclusions. Histori
cally, the assignment has been quite popular, giving students a chance 
to "look inward as they prepare to look outward," while having their 
beliefs challenged. For years students have told me they want their time 
in school during those final months to be meaningful, and the chance 
to have in-depth conversations about their faith, the role of free will, or 
the shaping of their identity (among others) has been a highlight. 

I recently started blogging, both to find out what all the excite
ment is about and to explore ways in which I might use it in my class. I 
knew I would need to change my approach to the teaching of English 
in the face of rapid transitions in the forms of daily communication, 
and connecting this change with something I already knew to be a 
valuable experience seemed to bring together the best of two worlds: 
the investment in dealing with a topic of personal significance and the 
appeal of using new forms of technology to express it. I knew I would 
have to start the year with it so that students created a blog that repre
sented them over a long period of time, not just for one class assign
ment, and so I opened that door at the start of the year. 

Our opening conversation about blogging and the uses of the 
Internet tried to track what already happens. Virtually all of my stu
dents reported using email and Facebook, as expected, but I was sur
prised to find that for the most part, Internet use stopped there, other 
than using online study guides and assigned research. Few of them 
even knew what a blog was, some of them knew sites to go to for free 
music downloads or sports information, and none of them main
tained a blog. I brought my computer into the classroom on that first 
day and, using my wireless connection and a projector, had students 
call out suggestions. I was able to quickly show them how to find blogs 
and information using available search sites like Technorati (http:// 
technorati.com/), Google Blogs (http://blogsearch.google.com/), and 
Blogged (http://www.blogged.com/directory). So many of them were 
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busy writing down URLs as we surfed the Web together that it was 
only natural to show them a little bit of what a blog can do. I next took 
them to my blog and showed them the daily rundown of music news, 
poetry, college basketball standings, and headlines I typically refer 
to at the start of my day. With the help of a few RSS feeds and mouse 
clicks, I was able to show them how much information comes directly 
to me. Beyond that, I showed them how easy it is for me to engage in 
conversation about these topics with people from around the world. 

Now it was time for students to create their own blogs. I spent 
time with our school's technology staff to make sure the main blog
ging sites were accessible through the school's filter. I chose to go with 
Google's Blogger site because I had found it the easiest to understand 
for those who had never used a blog before, as well as the one with 
the best support. Armed with ideas about topics to write about and 
research, each student spent the better part of an hour going through 
the simple steps of creating a blog by going to https://www.blogger 
.com/start and following the directions there. To provide support to 
students, I sent them each a link to the blog I had created for the class; 
on it they found links to YouTube video tutorials for creating a blog, 
as well as step-by-step directions in a traditional text form. Just about 
all of the students were able to get through these steps quickly and 
without my assistance, but I did have a projector connected to one com
puter and walked them through each step. They quickly raced ahead, 
stopping the longest to come up with creative names for their blogs. At 
first, I told them just to create-not to worry about anything other than 
making their blogs whatever they wanted them to be, since these early 
versions would not be available on the open Web. 

The next step was a critical one, and it was the focus of our second 
day in the computer lab. I had students reread their blogs (everyone was 
easily able to create one and write at least one post on that first day) and 
write about the following issues: If this blog were going to be identifi
ably connected with you and not anonymous, how would that change 
what you want to write about? What would you do differently if you 
knew the blog could be read by anyone in the class at any time? What 
would you change if you knew it would also be accessible through my 
teacher website, where my identity would be connected to yours? How 
does all of this affect your writing for this blog? With the responses in 
their notebooks, I asked them if they needed to edit their blogs, and 
many of them did so even without my urging. Suddenly they had a 
new sense of their writing-it was not just something funny to show 
to the person sitting next to them, but language available to a much 
wider audience and traceable back to the writer. Many students talked 
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about how this exercise caused them to slow down, to think carefully 
about their words, and to want their writing to "sound good." When 
we looked at a few websites describing proper "netiquette" and advice 
for effective blog posting, such as http://www.goodcomment.com/, 
students were happy to see they had already reached similar conclu
sions and written them down for one another. I had never before felt 
such a sense of genuine ownership on the part of my students, and it 
excited me for what would come next. (See Handout 13.l on the com
panion website for an outline of this assignment.) 

On a separate note, I should mention the role of RSS feeds in the 
creation of the students' blogs. Having a Rich Site Summary from web
sites they had recently discovered show up in their blogs was like giving 
them a new pile of toys. I had them select a few blogs (or other sites with 
RSS feeds) to subscribe to in addition to the other "gadgets" they added 
from the Blogger site. I also had each student send me a link to their blog, 
and I added links to all of these on my site, organized by class period. We 
spent some time at the end of that second day looking at one another's 
blogs, and even without my prompting many of them posted comments 
for one another. I couldn't help but smile when kids would look up from 
their computers to call out to a person across the room, often someone 
they didn't usually talk with, to acknowledge a common interest. 

Over the course of the next few months, I took the class to the 
computer lab toward the end of each unit. I asked each student to create 
a new blog post with their thoughts about the essay or project they were 
working on, as well as some questions for their readers. These posts 
could range from collecting opinions to making connections beyond 
the text to asking about specific passages. Students then had to respond 
to at least three other students, and I structured this assignment in a 
way that ensured each person would receive multiple responses. Since 
this did not take the entire hour, I also asked each person to add a per
sonal post to their own blog, as well as explore the other features avail
able through the Blogger site, including the ability to add links, photos, 
and videos into each posting. 

By the time fourth quarter and the philosophy essay rolled around, 
the students were comfortable with the software and the ways to express 
themselves on a blog. They started the process by generating a philo
sophical question to explore and answer. On their blogs, they wrote a 
post about their initial beliefs regarding the question, as well as a story 
(personal or otherwise) that led them to where they were in their think
ing. When I assigned the students to read one another's posts and to ask 
questions, they found that they wanted to read what each person in the 
class said, and they readily continued the work at home, in many cases 
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writing more than I assigned them to do. Over the weeks that followed, 
as each student read the work of a philosopher and explored the role of 
his or her question within one of the books we read, I hardly needed to 
give instructions once we got to the computer lab. By that point, students 
had learned how to respectfully disagree with a person's assertions or 
to push ahead someone else's thinking by suggesting a new possibility. 
Philosophical questions were the perfect vehicle for this type of interac
tion as students were able not only to post their own thoughts, but also 
to send links to news stories and postings on other blogs. For example, 
a student writing about capital punishment found more than twenty
five comments filled with suggested links from her fellow students after 
just one day in the lab. The Web 2.0 environment effectively opened the 
world to each student, not just with researched information but also 
with user-generated insights and a richer dialogue. 

Part of the final essay is a reflection on the entire process, includ
ing naming the most effective steps. It wasn't the essays by major phi
losophers, or the chance to relook at books from the past year, or the 
chance to read one another's blog postings and questions that stuck 
out for them, but rather the interaction of all these activities, facilitated 
through the blogs. Each student still needed to write his or her own 
essay and reach his or her own conclusions, and it was leading what 
Plato called the "examined life" through their blogs that led them to be 
successful in multiple ways. 

Assessment 

Assessing students' blogging can be a challenge, but when they help to 
create the rubric, as they did here, it becomes a much easier job. Each 
post was evaluated for being on topic, adding to the conversation or 
moving it forward, and clarity of ideas. To help create the standards, 
I had the students look at some blog postings I randomly selected 
from our first sessions, and we rated them together, similar to the way 
people can rate Amazon reviews as helpful or not. When we saw post
ings that were effective, we identifiedwhy, and then made suggestions 
for the ones that needed to improve. In the real world of blogging, a 
successful entry is one that gets forwarded to others, or commented on 
more frequently. In the future, I'll be investigating ways to create class
room standards that align with those characteristics. 

Connections and Adaptations 

Writing in a Web 2.0 environment asks students to take a more active 
role in the ownership of their language. Instead of submitting essays 
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for one reader (the teacher), students make their thoughts, questions, 
and responses available to a wider audience. Furthermore, this will not 
happen anonymously, since each comment is linked back to the per
sonal site of each student. The transparency of these interactions makes 
it not only a safe environment but also one in which students grow 
as a result of more authentic dialogue. The creation of blogs, includ
ing the posting of responses and questions, is useful in just about any 
classroom that uses traditional modes of discussion. One additional 
advantage is that instead of teachers facing the usual challenges with 
facilitation, all students can be speaking and writing at once. Further
more, the ability to incorporate images, audio, and Web links enables 
students to work with the material on a variety of levels, in accordance 
with the goal of having students "manage, analyze and synthesize mul
tiple streams of simultaneous information" ("NCTE Definition"). This 
interactive and multimedia environment leads to increased student 
investment, engagement, and fun. While I've focused on the articula
tion of a personal philosophy for students ready to leave the world of 
high school, this lesson can easily be adapted for conversation about 
any topic. In the future, I'm hoping students will upload video inter
views, photo essays, and podcasts, as well as update their sites from 
mobile devices or other out-of-school tools. Once they come to see 
their sites as their own, knowing their words are out there for anyone 
to read, they will come to care about their writing and thinking in an 
entirely new way, and that goes for students of all ability levels. 
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