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equal debt of gratitude is owed to the reviewers of the manuscripts 

submitted by those authors.  These reviewers enabled us to achieve a 
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reviewers were not as productive as we hoped for, several reviewers 

stepped up to tackle more than one manuscript, for which we are deeply 

grateful. 

 As lead editor, I offer special thanks to my co-editors who took 

on specific responsibilities.  Wayne M. Linek edited the Ten-Year 

Organizational Histories while Peggy S. Lisenbee edited the Division 
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in many respects, Peggy was plowing new ground.  Not only did Peggy 
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Thank you from the bottom of my heart!   

A special debt of gratitude is owed to Ellen Jampole who, as 
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begin the process by developing interview templates and collecting oral 
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took on the process of developing a system for content analysis of the 
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Executive Secretary, for her efforts in locating information not always 
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Introduction: 

Aware of Our Past 
 

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

 

Peggy S. Lisenbee 
Texas Woman’s University 

In an article on the study of the history of literacy, James 

King and Norman Stahl (2012) stated,  

the difference between “a field” and “a profession” 

is that the members of a profession not only 

advocate the quest for new theories, research, and 

best practice, but also embrace the understandings 

that have been gained previously through reflexive 

scholarship directed at the historical foundations of 

the profession.  At this point, the literacy profession 

is not systematically aware of its own past (p. 241). 

This assertion pertains not just to the profession of literacy as a 

whole but just as accurately to the Association of Literacy 

Educators and Researchers (ALER) as a professional organization 

devoted to the promotion and advancement of the teaching of 

literacy.  Part of the mission of ALER must be the preservation of 

a record of where we’ve been and how we got here, allowing 

others the opportunity to critically analyze that record.  We do not 

want our membership to be in the position of ignorance of our 

history that King and Stahl decry.  It is from this stance that we 

offer the Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers Ten-
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Year Retrospective, covering the first ten years of its existence 

under its “new” name. 

 

Our Legacy and Commission 

 This volume is, of course, simply the most recent 

installment of a consistent effort within the organization to 

document its history.  Minutes of the College Reading 

Association (CRA) from November of 1973 reported the need to 

appoint a chairman to develop a history.  Co-Historians Frederick 

J. Fedorko and Albert Shannon and Historian Jim Walker appear 

to have begun an effort to capture the history during the 1983-to-

1993 timeframe.  In 1995, President Judy Richardson directed the 

preparation of installments of the history in five-year increments; 

in the latter part of 1996, J. Estill Alexander and Susan Strode 

began work in earnest, calling upon and utilizing the records and 

memories of many of the organization’s past leaders, officers, and 

presidents.  This resulted in the History of the College Reading 

Association, 1958-1998 or what is commonly called the 40-year 

history (Alexander & Strode, 1999).  This volume’s starting point 

was 1958, and it described how a group of ten college teachers 

began exploring the possibility of creating an organization linking 

college teachers involved in the teaching of reading along the 

eastern coast of the United States.  It then covered the forty-year 

period from 1958 to 1998; by that date, CRA had become a highly 

active and engaged organization of over 400 members from all 

over the country.   

Ten years later, when the board of directors approved a 

ten-year update of the 40-year history, the editors of the resulting 

volume felt that, given the fact that copies of the 40-year history 
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were not readily available and the upcoming fifty-year 

anniversary was impending, a full 50-year history seemed 

warranted.  The outcome was the two volume The College 

Reading Association Legacy: A Celebration of Fifty Years of 

Literacy Leadership, Volumes I & II (Linek et al., 2010).  This 

monograph included the five-year history segments from the 40-

year history and added two more segments for the intervening 

decade.  Also included were biographies of and reflections on 

many of the early leaders, oral histories of past presidents and 

award winners throughout the fifty years, and all the presidential 

addresses and some keynote addresses from 1996 forward. 

 The editors of the current monograph were officially 

authorized to begin formal work by the Board of Directors in 

November 2016.  However, mindful of the stipulation in the 

Procedures and Policies manual that the 50-year history should be 

supplemented every ten years, Historian Ellen Jampole had begun 

collecting oral histories much earlier.  As time for the ten-year 

supplement loomed closer, she recruited editors of the 50-year 

history, Wayne Linek and Barbara McClanahan, to join her in the 

effort.  Co-Historian McClanahan was named lead editor in 2016, 

and work was organized with the addition of Peggy Lisenbee as a 

co-editor.  

 

Gist of the Current Volume 

 ALER is a multifaceted organization that fits together 

much like a jigsaw puzzle.  Each piece is important and is 

discussed in this volume as thoroughly as time and available 

information allow.  With this volume, we continue presenting the 

organizational history in five-year segments, as delineated here by 
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Joan Rhodes and Beatrice Lele (2008-2013) and Ashlee Horton 

(2013-2018).  We have also solicited oral interviews with past 

presidents and major award winners during the ten-year period.  

These are presented in chronological order by category; however, 

not every award was presented every year which explains in part 

why there is not an award-winner interview for every year.  In 

addition, some award winners’ oral histories are presented in the 

Past Presidents section since they later became president.  Finally, 

an editorial decision was made not to include award winners 

whose oral histories had been included in the earlier 50-year 

history.   

Another difference between this volume and the 50-year is 

that we decided not to repeat the presidential and keynote 

addresses since they are now included in the ALER Yearbook and 

published online.  New to this volume are two categories not 

directly addressed in previous histories—ALER division histories 

for the ten-year period from 2008 to 2018 and a content analysis 

of articles appearing in the ALER Yearbook for the period 2008 

to 2017. 

 

ALER Divisions. 

 At this time, ALER has four divisions which function 

within the larger organization of literacy educators as smaller 

cohorts focused on specific literacy issues and topics; the 

divisions serve as the framework, or four corner pieces of the 

ALER jigsaw.  Three divisions were proposed in 1971 by Jules C. 

Abrams, CRA President, and added to the organizational structure 

of ALER in 1972:  Clinical Reading, Teacher Education, and 

College/Jr College (Linek, et al, 2010).  In 1973, division 
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chairpersons were added to the CRA Board of Directors as voting 

members (Linek, et al., 2010).  In 1979, William Blanton, CRA 

President, asked for a study to determine if an Adult Learning 

Division needed to be added to address specific issues and topics 

of literacy professionals working with adults.  This division was 

approved as the fourth ALER division in 1982 (Linek, et al., 

2010).  Each division’s specific objectives and purposes are stated 

in ALER’s By-Laws as a way to explain how each division 

supports or advances the needs of different subsets of literacy 

educators.        

 The objective of the Clinical Division is to consider the 

needs of clinical, diagnostic, administrative, and instructional 

learners and their learning process in the field of reading (ALER, 

2011).  The Teacher Education Division’s objective supports 

literacy educators teaching undergraduate and graduate pre-

service and in-service teachers in preparatory programs and the 

curriculum needed for professional study (ALER, 2011).  The 

objective for the College Literacy Division is to advance the 

development of study methods and efficient literacy skills which 

will improve the success of college-level students, including 

community and junior colleges (ALER, 2011).  The Adult 

Learning Division’s objective promotes communication, teaching, 

and literacy training of adult learners (ALER, 2011).  These four 

divisions enrich ALER members’ experiences when attending 

ALER conferences annually by providing clearly outlined borders 

for the discussion of literacy.  With this volume, the divisions 

begin the process of documenting their histories with regard to 

division goals, leadership, and plans for the future. 
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 ALER Yearbook Content Analysis. 

 Although the ALER Yearbook has a long and 

distinguished history which the authors of the Content Analysis 

review in their piece, this volume marks the first attempt at a 

content analysis of the articles published in the Yearbook.  Since 

its reincarnation as a peer-reviewed publication in 1990, the 

Yearbook has offered a smorgasbord of topics of interest to its 

members.  Its work is guided by a team of at least three editors 

who are appointed to serve a multi-year term.  Their task is to 

comb through submitted papers based on presentations at the 

previous year’s conference and choose those to publish.  

Acceptance rate for the Yearbook has averaged between 40 to 

50% over the immediate past ten-year period (J. Araujo, personal 

communication, May 13, 2019). 

 To our knowledge, a content analysis of articles published 

in the ALER Yearbook has never been attempted.  The editors 

were interested in including such an analysis in this volume to 

enable comparing it to the topics published in the annual What’s 

Hot, What’s Not in Literacy over the same ten-year period 

(Cassidy et al., 2009-2017).  Publications chair Sheri Vasinda 

took on the challenge, inviting Leslie Haas to co-chair, pulling in 

her graduate students, and developing a system to facilitate the 

work.  We think you will find the results of interest, as they speak 

to how centered ALER is—or is not—on current “hot topics” in 

the field of literacy and what that may mean.  

 

Closing Thoughts and Challenges 

 The discussion within this Retrospective provides an 

accounting of the time and effort which a wide variety of literacy 
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educators have committed towards improvement in the field of 

literacy, and especially of teaching literacy.  ALER, as of the end 

of 2018, had 311 members, encompassing faculty from more than 

200 universities and schools across the United States, along with a 

handful of international members, who are focused on 

appreciating and understanding the complexity within the field of 

literacy.  This rendering of our history provides a meaningful 

survey of the last ten years while setting the stage for a projection 

as to where this organization plans to go in the future. 

 We ask, as you thoughtfully peruse these pages, that you 

consider where you fit in all of this, what missing piece you can 

become in the jigsaw that is ALER.  We are sure you can find just 

the right place. 

 See you again at the end! 
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History of the Association of Literacy 

Educators and Researchers 

2008-2013 

Joan A. Rhodes and Beatrice Lele 
Virginia Commonwealth University 

The Presidents 

Mona Matthews   Laurie Elish-Piper 

2008-2009    2009-2010 

Mary Roe    John Smith 

2010-2011    2011-2012 

Robin Erwin 

2012-2013 

Membership 

Between 2008 and 2013 membership in the Association 

for Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER) declined, a 

situation that was reported across many membership organizations 

in the United States (McCambridge, 2014; Sladek, 2017).  In 2008 

there were 485 ALER members which was followed by 

membership total of 443 in 2009.  During the following two years, 

membership remained stable and then declined from 445 

members in 2010 to 386 members in 2011.  The final membership 

count for this period stood at 280 members, a 42% decline across 

five years. 
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Membership dues, on the other hand, remained consistent 

at $100 for institutional and associate members across the five-

year period.  Student membership dues remained at $50 for the 

same period.  Also, in spite of the declining membership numbers, 

annual conference attendance showed growth by 2012.  In 2009, 

there were 225 preregistered conference participants.  For the 

other three years of available data (2010-2012), attendance was 

243 participants, 194 participants and 296 participants, 

respectively.  Non-members attending the annual conference 

ranged from 24 to 30 people during 2010-2012.   

The ALER officers continued their excellent stewardship 

of the financial resources of the organization from 2008-2013.  

Literacy Research and Instruction (LRI) subscriptions produced 

significant revenue through royalties which were noted to increase 

from $24,622 in 2008-2009 to $27,659 in 2009-2010. After a 

slight drop in 2010-2011 to $24,436, the positive trend continued 

with revenues growing to $33,464 in 2012.  The continued growth 

of LRI revenue across this period was significant and led to the 

provision of a publisher’s advance of $25,000 for FY 2013-14.  

Of perhaps greater significance, was the fact that even with 

declining membership, ALER was able to end this five-year 

period with assets of $360,089. 

 

Events and Actions 

ALER’s golden anniversary year was celebrated in 2008 

and was marked by a change in name from the College Reading 

Association to the Association of Literacy Educators and 

Researchers.  The name change more accurately represented the 

research and teaching interests of the membership and was 
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inclusive of the members’ work in the other language arts.  The 

organization was re-chartered in Pennsylvania under its new 

name.  CRA’s 50th anniversary was celebrated during the 52nd 

national conference.  This unique situation occurred because 

during the first two years of existence the association had two 

conferences per year rather than one annual conference as is now 

customary.  Thus the 50th conference occurred during the 48th 

year and the 50th anniversary was celebrated at the 52nd 

conference. (personal communication, 2019).  Michael Pickle was 

unanimously approved to serve as the Treasurer/Business 

Manager at the fall Legislative assembly.  The assembly also 

expanded the scope of the Master’s Thesis Award to include 

master’s level papers and allowed the inclusion of recreational 

books in future Reading Room silent auctions.  The spring 2009 

ALER election resulted in Robert Cooter’s selection as Vice 

President; and MaryAnn Mraz and Helen Perkins selection as 

Directors. 

In 2009–2010, ALER tackled the declining membership 

with a new membership initiative, the Honor Roll Project.  This 

project honored ALER members who began their membership as 

graduate students.  Members were honored on a poster at the 

conference registration table that included their names and 

photographs.  The 2009 conference also marked a transition in 

Conference Coordinators with Barb Reinken relinquishing the 

position after nine years of dedicated service to ALER.  Mary 

Beth Allen was unanimously approved as the new Conference 

Coordinator. The Legislative and Social Issues committee 

summary in the fall meeting of the ALER board indicated that 

efforts for educational reform through the No Child Left Behind 
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Act (NCLB) had not resulted in improvement on the National 

Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) scores.  The chair was 

encouraged to share this information along with the possibility of 

reallocation of federal funding based on the lack of improvement 

in the ALER newsletter.  A new website domain name, 

www.aler.org, was secured for the organization that would remain 

in force until 2018.  Work began on the revision of the by-laws 

and policies to incorporate the ALER name and other updates. 

In 2010/2011, ALER began two new initiatives.  The first 

was the creation of the ALER Literacy Teacher Education Grant 

($2500) to mitigate the reduction of available research funding at 

the national level.  This grant was designed to provide resources 

for conducting a research study in literacy teacher education.  

ALER also commissioned a white paper outlining the leadership 

roles each stakeholder could play in school reform.  The white 

paper, which became available on the ALER website in spring 

2011, was part of a larger discussion aimed at increasing ALER’s 

role as an educational advocate in literacy and teacher education.  

At the Board of Directors’ meeting, the incoming Vice President, 

John Smith, agreed to assume the role of President-Elect to fill the 

vacancy created by Robert Cooter’s resignation due to health 

issues.  Rob Erwin was appointed Vice President and Ruth 

Oswald filled Rob’s vacant Director position.  David Paige 

assumed the role of Treasurer/Business Manager in May; he made 

significant updates to record keeping and explored online 

membership services for the organization as part of an appointed 

Blue Ribbon Panel.  Recommendations were made to upgrade 

ALER’s use of technology through both the online membership 

program and the purchase of 10 to12 projectors for use at future 

http://www.aler.org/
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conferences.  The Board also moved all award application due 

dates to July 15. 

In 2011-2012, ALER integrated Membership360 into the 

website to manage membership needs.  There was significant 

discussion among organization leaders regarding the need to 

increase the diversity among ALER members and suggestions 

were made to target younger members and those in international 

locations.  Membership issues remained a topic of conversation in 

spring 2012 with renewed efforts for increasing interactions 

between the four division chairs and members who expressed 

interest in affiliating with each division.  The board also 

purchased a travel case for the new projectors so they could be 

transported to conference locations.  Two ad-hoc committees were 

formed in the spring.  The first was to address the ways monies 

are allocated and spent by the organization and the second, a 

committee on committees, was to address the function of 

committees and particularly the Public Information Committee 

because of its role in ALER’s online presence.  Additional work 

on the ALER governance documents by the Rules and 

Resolutions committee was planned for sharing at the fall 2012 

legislative assembly and an initiative for the development of a 

second ALER white paper was approved.  The ALER social 

media presence was enhanced by the creation of a Facebook page. 

In 2012-2013, the ALER Board of Directors voted to 

reorganize the committee structure to cluster the 15 committees 

into three groups emphasizing similar aspects. The clusters 

(Marketing, Conference-Oriented, Internal Affairs) were assigned 

to two Directors who were to offer support to the respective 

committees.  Additionally, the Board standardized the allocations 
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for the five ALER awards to include a $500 stipend, $500 travel 

allowance, conference registration, and breakfast.  Keeping with 

the trend for increasing the use of technology to enhance 

organization processes, members at the annual business meeting 

voted to move the election process into an online format.  Two 

other issues related to the website were approved by the board 

allowing members to have a one-time posting of job 

announcements on the website and, with Executive Committee 

approval, members’ ability to conduct a survey on the ALER 

website for free and for a fee of $350 for non-ALER members. 

 

Publications 

Tim Morrison completed his chairmanship of the 

Publications Committee at the end of 2007–2008, leaving a 

vacancy at the beginning of 2008–2009.  Tim also pointed to a 

challenge relating to all publication editors moving out of their 

positions at the same time in 2012.  Janelle Mathis became the 

Publications Committee chair by the time of the spring 2009 

meeting where an extension for the newsletter editorship to five 

years was suggested.  Additionally, the journal editorship would 

be set at a three-year term and the yearbook editorship would be 

four years long, effectively resolving the problem Tim had shared 

prior to his departure.  Janelle held the chairmanship of the 

Publications Committee until fall 2012 when Sylvia Reed took on 

this leadership role. 

Due to the organization name change, publication graphics 

had to be modified during 2008 to prepare for the incorporation of 

the new name banner in the January issue of Literacy Research 

and Instruction.  Additional advertisements were secured in 
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Reading Today, The Reading Teacher, Reading Research 

Quarterly, and the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy to 

communicate the ALER name change process.  Additional 

communication efforts included adding a link to the International 

Reading Association (IRA) webpage, an online announcement on 

the American Reading Forum website, a National Reading 

Conference announcement, and a National Council of the 

Teachers of English website ad to ensure that literacy community 

members were fully aware of the change. 

 

ALER Yearbook. 

The title of the Thirty-First Yearbook, Mentoring Literacy 

Professionals: Continuing the Spirit of CRA/ALER after 50 Years, 

mirrored the theme of the 2008 conference “Mentoring Literacy 

Professionals for 50 Years.”  The editors chose the Yearbook title 

to reflect the papers presented at the golden anniversary 

conference beginning with Ray Reutzel’s presidential address.  

Ray addressed the power of words and their centrality to the work 

of becoming literate.  In the second section of the Yearbook, the 

work of the featured keynote speakers was highlighted including 

articles from Linda Gambrell, Barbara Walker, Walter Jacobs, and 

Maria Valeri-Gold.  Student research award winners, Carla 

Wonder-McDowell, Cheryl L. Potenza-Radis, and Susan E. 

Perkins shared their research in this volume.  The final sections 

included multiple articles addressing mentorship for all people 

participating in teaching and learning. 

The Thirty-Second Yearbook, Building Literacy 

Communities (2010), was edited 
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by the new editorial team of Susan Szabo, Timothy Morrison, 

Linda Martin, Merry Boggs and I. LaVerne Raine.  The Yearbook 

was based on papers selected from presentations at the 2009 

annual conference focusing on dialogues that can lead to 

transformation, possibilities, and risk.  This Yearbook also 

included the presidential address by Mona Mathews, a keynote 

address by Vivian Vasquez, a featured presentation by Mario 

Alvarez and Victoria Risko, and award-winning research papers 

by dissertation award winner, Cindy Jones, and master’s award 

winner Daniel Allbery. The remaining collection of articles were 

organized into three overarching categories: “Working with 

Teacher Educators,” “Working with Preservice Teachers and 

Alternative Certification Teachers,” and “Working with K-12 

Learners.” 

The Thirty-Third Yearbook entitled Literacy Promises 

(2011), was the second collection edited by Timothy Morrison, 

Linda Martin, Merry Boggs, Susan Szabo and included Leslie 

Haas as part of the editorial team.  The Yearbook included the 

presidential address by Laurie Elish-Piper in which she shared 

five literacy lessons she learned from research, theory and 

practice, and insight into the future direction of the literacy field.  

The second section of the Yearbook was devoted to the 

conference invited keynote presentations by Brian Schultz, Mary 

Beth Sampson, and Nancy Padak.  The Yearbook’s third section 

shared award winning research papers by dissertation award 

winner Jennifer Anne Cowgill and master’s thesis award winner 

Elizabeth Shirley Bernfeld.  The final collection of articles was 

divided into three sections: “Promising Literacy Activities to Help 

K-12 Teachers,” “Promising Literacy Activities to Help 
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Preservice Teachers,” and “Alternative Certification Teachers and 

Promising Literacy Activities to Help K-12 Learners.” 

Articles for the Thirty-Fourth ALER Yearbook reflected 

the 55th annual conference theme, The Joy of Teaching Literacy.  

The Yearbook opened with President Mary Roe’s address in 

which she shared her views of uncertainty and her belief that 

uncertainty can play a positive role.  Additional keynote addresses 

by Robert Cooter and Jack Cassidy, the J. Estill Alexander Forum 

speaker, were featured in the publication as well as articles from 

the two student research award winners, Taylar Clements and 

Robin Mara.  Similar to previous yearbooks, the editorial team of 

Linda Martin, Merry Boggs, Susan Szabo, Timothy Morrison and 

newcomer Lizabeth Garza-Garcia, organized the final articles into 

three sections which addressed “The Joy of Learning through 

Professional Development,” “The Joy of Learning through 

University Course Work” (inservice and preservice teachers), and 

“The Joy of Learning in and About the K-12 Classroom.”  Future 

distribution of the ALER Yearbook was modified during the 

Spring 2012, when the Board decided to distribute a printed copy 

of the Yearbook to members only and eliminated library 

subscriptions after the 35th edition.  The Yearbook would be 

available digitally on the website. 

The Thirty-Fifth ALER Yearbook represented the 

presentations shared at the 56th annual meeting and centered 

around the conference theme, Literacy is Transformative.  In John 

Smith’s presidential address readers met Annie, a 60-year-old 

tutee that John assisted in learning to read.  His presentation along 

with those of the featured keynote speakers, Taffy Rafael, Laurie 

Elish-Piper, Nell Duke, and Robert J. Rickelman shared how 
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literacy learning can transform lives.  The writing of this year’s 

dissertation winner, Michael Manderino, and the speeches of 

ALER’s Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award winner 

Mary Beth Sampson, and ALER’s Laureate Award Judy 

Richardson were highlighted in the third and fourth sections of the 

Yearbook.  The remaining articles were framed into three 

overarching categories: “Transforming K-12 Teachers’ Literacy 

Practices,” “Transforming Preservice Teachers’ Literacy 

Practices,” and “Transforming Literacy Practices from a Student 

Perspective.”  As with each of the previous yearbooks, the editors 

of the Thirty-Fifth Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Linda Martin, Leslie 

Haas and Lizabeth Garza-Garcia, expressed their hope that the 

publication would open additional dialogue around the conference 

theme. 

 

Literacy Research and Instruction. 

In 2008, Reading Research and Instruction, the journal of 

the College Reading Association, was renamed Literacy Research 

and Instruction (LRI), a name that more clearly aligned with the 

new organization name (ALER) and recognized the broadening 

scope of the discipline (Schumm, Lewis-Spector, Price, & Doorn, 

2014).  Through this peer-reviewed journal, ALER provided a 

medium for literacy teacher educators to share research and 

mentor doctoral students and colleagues (Linek et al., 2010).  As 

ALER reflected on its first 50 years of existence, Jeanne Shay 

Schumm, Jill Lewis-Spector, Debra Price, and Kristen Doorn 

undertook a content analysis of the articles offered in the journal 

and found that its focus on teacher preparation increased across 

time and mirrored the broadening of the field to encompass 
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literacy learning.  Between 2008 and 2013, LRI was edited by two 

editorial teams; the first team was comprised of Parker Fawson, 

Sylvia Reed, and Brad Wilcox.  Beginning in 2011, Michelle 

Kelley, Sherron Killingsworth Roberts, and Vickie Zygouris-Coe 

took the reins.  During this period, the journal brought increased 

revenue to the organization and improved its standing as a 

professional journal in the field of literacy education. 

 

Other Publications. 

 

50-year Retrospective. 

 In honor of its golden anniversary, ALER commissioned 

the development of a retrospective looking back to the view the 

organization’s rich history. The resulting work, The College 

Reading Association Legacy: A Celebration of Fifty Years of 

Literacy Leadership (Linek et al., 2010), outlined ALER activities 

including an overview of presidential leadership, oral histories, 

and keynote addresses (Schumm, Lewis-Spector, Price, & Doorn, 

2014).  This significant contribution to the organization was 

edited by Wayne Linek, Dixie Massey, Louise Cochran, Elizabeth 

Sturtevant, Barbara McClanahan, and Mary Beth Sampson. 

 

White Paper. 

 In 2010, Laurie Elish-Piper brought forward to the ALER 

board the importance of advocacy for the organization.  She asked 

Jill Lewis-Spector to chair a group to create a white paper on 

literacy teacher education.  This area of study was identified as a 

niche in which ALER could contribute its expertise.  The white 

paper, Leadership for Literacy in the 21st Century written by Jill 
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and Annemarie B. Jay, was published online on the ALER 

website in April 2011.  Minutes from this time period indicated 

that the board was in favor of developing future white papers. 

 

Exploring Adult Literacy. 

 Following a four-year hiatus, Exploring Adult Literacy 

published volume 9 of its online journal in 2010.  The digital 

journal focused on adult literacy learning was published on the 

ALER webpage.  Additional volumes were published in 2011 and 

2012. 

 

Conferences 

 The Association of Literacy Educators and Researcher’s 

conference attracted participants from a variety of educational 

settings across this five-year period.  Teacher educators and 

literacy experts came together annually and shared the latest 

information related to literacy research and pedagogical 

innovation.  The ALER conferences continued to be recognized 

“for the genuine congeniality and camaraderie that exists among 

attendees” (Szabo, Martin, Morrison, & Boggs, 2012, p. x). 

 The Fifty-Second Annual College Reading Association 

conference was held in Sarasota, Florida, November 6–9, 2008, 

under the program chairmanship of Mona Matthews.  During this 

conference ALER celebrated two milestones – its Golden 

Anniversary and the organizational name change from College 

Reading Association to the Association of Literacy Educators and 

Researchers.  The local arrangements chair was Jennifer Bailey.  

The conference theme, “Mentoring Literacy Professionals for 50 

Years,” offered presenters an opportunity to share their positive 



 

 

23      

experiences as members of CRA.  The president, Ray Reutzel, 

treated the audience to a presidential address entitled, “So What’s 

in a Word?  The Power of Words,” which asked audience 

members to reflect on the power of words as central to the work 

of becoming literate.  Ray recited poetry, shared personal 

anecdotes, and sampled dog biscuits to communicate his message.  

Linda Gambrell, General Assembly speaker, shared her work on 

motivation and the importance of helping students appreciate and 

value reading.  Barbara Walker spoke at the newcomers’ luncheon 

where she shared her perspectives on the positive force CRA had 

on her career.   The Award Breakfast speaker, Walter Jacobs, 

explored the use of digital storytelling in his speech entitled, 

“Speaking the Lower Frequencies 2.0:  Digital Ghost Stories.”  

He shared several videos his college students produced to 

represent the invisible forces that shaped their lives.  In her J. 

Estill Alexander forum address, Maria Valeri-Gold updated 

conference participants on “What Johnny is Reading.”  

Conference attendees celebrated the organization’s history at the 

Golden Anniversary Gala on Friday night. 

The Fifty-Third annual conference met November 5–8, 

2009, in Charlotte, North Carolina, at the Marriott Charlotte 

City Center under the new ALER organization name.  The 

conference theme, “Building Literacy Communities,” selected by 

program organizer Laurie Elish-Piper, offered an opportunity to 

bring two new activities to the typical ALER conference agenda.  

The One Book ALER project was incorporated into the 

conference with a goal of promoting conversations, connections, 

and communities across ALER members through informal 

discussions about one common book, Ex Libris: Confessions of a 
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Common Reader by Anne Fadiman (1998).  The other project, the 

ALER community service project offered an opportunity for 

ALER members to give back to the community hosting the annual 

conference by reading to children and distributing books to local 

schools prior to the beginning of the conference. 

The conference opened Thursday evening with the New 

York Times award-winning Southern writer, Sharyn McCrumb, 

who is best known for her Appalachian "Ballad" novels set in the 

North Carolina/Tennessee mountains.  McCrumb’s presentation 

“Grassroots Saints and Honky Tonk Heroes” provided an 

inspiring opening for the conference.  Vivian Vasquez, Friday’s 

general session speaker and winner of both the NCTE James N. 

Britton Award and the AERA Division B Outstanding Book of 

the Year Award for her book, Negotiating Critical Literacies with 

Young Children, presented “Kidwatching, Negotiating, and 

Podcasting:  Imagining Literacy Instruction for the 21st Century.”  

Dr. Joan Wink, whose work focuses on languages, literacy, and 

learning in pluralistic contexts, presented “Building Literacy 

Communities through Critical Pedagogy,” examining how critical 

literacy, grounded in critical pedagogy, can provide a means for 

building literacy communities.  In their keynote, “What Comes 

before Matters in the End,” Mario Alvarez and Victoria Risko 

explained the importance of identifying central and main ideas 

before or during text readings to enhance comprehension. 

In her presidential address, “You Can’t See What You 

Don’t Know: Crossing Boundaries in Early Literacy Learning,” 

Mona Matthews encouraged ALER members to expand their 

theoretical sights and consider the importance of examining 

literacy happenings in the classroom.  Other topics discussed at 
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the conference included research methodology roundtable 

sessions, mentoring through individualized writing conferences 

with leaders in the literacy field, and a reader’s forum for the 

discussion of the ALER One Book. 

The Fifty-Fourth annual meeting of ALER was held at 

the Hilton Omaha from November 4–7, 2010, in Omaha, 

Nebraska.  The 2010 conference theme,” Literacy Promises,” 

offered presenters and participants an opportunity to consider the 

many activities that help learners obtain the promise of a literate 

life.  President Laurie Elish-Piper shared five important literacy 

lessons she learned and her thoughts on the future of the field and 

ALER.  Keynote speaker, Brian Schultz, described how teachers 

and students can develop integrated curriculum in his address 

entitled “Literacy Promises and Making Curriculum Together.”  

Mary Beth Sampson addressed attendees at the annual 

Newcomers Luncheon encouraging both old and new members to 

network with ALER colleagues and become actively engaged 

with the organization.  Nancy Padak, the J. Estill Alexander 

Forum speaker, shared “‘New Rules’ for Literacy Learning” 

based on data obtained from ALER members.  Connie Briggs 

served as the local arrangements chair for this fifty-fourth 

conference and planned a wonderful dinner at the Durham 

Museum for conference participants. 

The Fifty-fifth annual conference was held November 3–

6, 2011, at the Hyatt Hotel in Richmond, Virginia.  The theme of 

the conference was “The Joy of Teaching Literacy.”  President 

Mary Roe shared her thoughts on the benefits of uncertainty for 

strengthening our core beliefs and guiding our practice.  Robert 

Cooter provided a recorded presentation about the decline in the 
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quality of literacy education for students in poverty, “When the 

Audacity of Hope Meets Urban Education Research,” that was 

made available to members on the ALER website.  His 

presentation outlined the re-segregation of urban schools.  Jack 

Cassidy’s presentation, “Literacy Trends and Issues: What’s 

Hot—Past, Present, and Future,” addressed the “hot” literacy 

topics published in Reading Today for the previous 15 years.  

Judy Richardson and Joan Rhodes, local-arrangement co-chairs, 

organized a bus tour of the Civil War capital, followed by dinner 

and a presentation by a local actor who reenacted Patrick Henry’s 

famous “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death” speech. 

The Fifty-Sixth annual conference was held at the Amway 

Grand Plaza in Grand Rapids, Michigan, November 1-4, 2012.  

The theme of the conference was “Literacy is Transformative.”  

Rob Erwin, ALER Conference Chair and President-Elect, 

welcomed everyone to the conference.  He expressed that the 

ALER conference is both a professionally and scholarly valuable 

event for participants.  Featured speakers during the conference 

included:  Lynne Rae Perkins, Newbery Award winning 

children’s author; noted literacy scholars, Taffy Raphael, Nell 

Duke, and Robert Rickelman, who offered keynote presentations; 

John Smith, ALER President, who offered a poignant story of 

literacy transformation in his address to the ALER membership.  

In his speech, entitled “Teaching Annie to Read,” John talked 

about deviating from prescribed curriculum to meet the needs of 

his tutee.  Annie read from the Bible using shared reading and 

across a two-year period of tutoring became a friend to John’s 

family.  This conference also included over 175 roundtables, 

sessions, workshops, and symposia presentations.  Social events 
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also took place during the conference including a welcome 

reception on Thursday evening, an ALER new member luncheon 

on Friday, and a museum tour and dinner Friday evening at the 

Gerald Ford Presidential Museum. 

 

Award Recipients  

A.B. Herr Award 

Norman A. Stahl, 2009 

Elizabeth G. Sturtevant, 2010 

Donald J. Leu, 2011 

No award, 2012 

William Rupley, 2013 

 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award 

John A. Smith, 2009 

Ellen Simpson Jampole, 2010 

Jon Shapiro, 2011 

Mary Beth Sampson, 2012 

Doris Walker Dalhouse, 2013 

 

ALER Laureate Award 

Nancy Padak, 2009 

Jack Cassidy, 2010 

Robert J. Rickelman, 2011 

Judy S. Richardson, 2012 

D. Ray Reutzel, 2013 
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J. Estill Alexander Future Leaders in Literacy Award 

Outstanding Dissertation Award 

Cindy D. Jones, 2009 

Jennifer Anne Cowgill, 2010 

Taylar B. Clements, 2011 

Michael Mandarino, 2012 

Amie Sarker, 2013 

 

Outstanding Master's Award 

Daniel Allbery, 2009 

Laura Elizabeth Bernfield, 2010 

Robin Mattis Mara, 2011 

No award, 2012 

Lesley Alison Gear, 2013 

 

Jerry Johns Promising Researcher Award 

Donna Mahar and Cindy D. Jones, 2009 

Deanna M. Laverick, 2010 

Evan Ortlieb, 2011 

Seth Parsons, 2012 

Sarah Clark, 2013 

 

Judy Richardson Literacy as a Living Legacy Award  

(2002-2013)* 

*Natasha Blazeska-Tabakovska, 2006 

*Cvetanka Ivanova, 2006 

Mary Spor, 2007 

Arburim Iseni and Hyreme Gurra, 2008 

No award, 2009 

Susan E. Glaeser, 2010 

Kathryn Bauserman, 2011 
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Brenda Rosler, 2012 

George Curl, 2013 

 

ALER Literacy Teacher Education Research Grant 

Lea Calvert Evering and Elizabeth Hughes, 2011 

No award, 2012 

Allison Ward-Parsons, 2013 

 

*Footnote: The previous edition of the ALER history omitted two 

names due to a change in the name of the award from “Literacy 

as a Living Legacy Grant” to “The Judy Richardson Literacy as a 

Living Legacy Award”. These names are now included for the 

2006 award year. 
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History of the Association of Literacy 

Educators and Researchers 

2013-2018 

Ashlee Horton 
Columbia County Schools, GA 

The Presidents 

Parker Fawson    J. Helen Perkins 

2013-2014    2014-2015 

Julie K. Kidd    David Paige 

2015-2016    2016-2017 

Tami Craft Al-Hazza 

2017-2018 

Membership 

In 2013-14, ALER had 297 members, and the organization 

maintained assets of $399,565.00 Membership remained steady at 

291 in 2014-2015 and dipped to 272 in 2015-2016; the 

organization maintained assets of $417,891.06 and $429,738.48 

respectively.  During 2016-2017, membership surged to 343 

members.  In addition, the Board of Directors approved a one-

time increase on the annual stipends for Treasurer/Business 

Manager, Executive Secretary, Webmaster, and Conference 

Coordinator.  Each position increased by $1,000 annually 

bringing the Treasurer/Business Manager to $7,000 annually, 

Conference Coordinator to $3,500, Executive Secretary to $3,500 
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annually, and the Webmaster to $3,500 annually.  The 

organization held steady financially with assets of $425,786.88.  

In 2017-2018, ALER Membership fell to 311.  While conference 

fees remained steady from 2013-2018, the ALER Board approved 

an increase of $25 for conference registration fees beginning in 

2019 for all registration categories and a $10 increase for student 

conference fees.  From 2013-2018, ALER Associate Member 

dues remained steady at $100 per year and Student Dues remained 

at $50 per year. 

 

Events and Actions 

In 2013-2014, the organization streamlined committee 

work by elimination of the Professional Affairs committee.  The 

organization also made a commitment to diversity in both 

conference keynote speakers and leadership within the 

organization as well as initiatives to increase the diversity in the 

membership.  The organization sought to go digital in 2014-2015 

with conference planning software; options were explored.  In 

addition, the organization newsletter, Literacy News, was given 

the opportunity to go digital.  The Membership Committee 

created new opportunities to engage new members and emerging 

scholars.  At the 2014 conference, the committee re-introduced 

the new member meet-and-greet as a part of the conference 

program.  In addition, they started a mentoring program for 

emerging authors whereby an established scholar mentored an 

early career professional.  Finally, the Webmaster became an ex-

officio member of the Executive Committee. 

At the end of 2015, Lois Haid was forced to step down as 

Executive Secretary due to health issues and Ashlee Horton was 
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selected to fill the role within the organization.  A review of the 

organization’s by-laws and governing documents began in an 

effort to have them match current times and practices.  During 

2016-2017, April Blakely renewed her term as the 

Treasurer/Business Manager and Ashlee Horton and Mary Beth 

Allen renewed their terms for Executive Secretary and 

Conference Coordinator respectively.  At this time, Rona Flippo 

was President-Elect/Conference Chair but respectfully resigned 

from her role in November 2016.  Tami Craft Al-Hazza was Vice 

President and so assumed the President-Elect/Conference 

Coordinator role.  The Board approved Connie Briggs to be the 

Vice President during the spring meeting.  In addition, Melanie 

Landon-Hayes had to step down as Webmaster effective spring 

2017, and April Blakely filled in as interim Webmaster until fall 

2017 when Ashlee Horton assumed the duties of Webmaster.  The 

review of the governing documents was continued and a plan of 

action was developed in fall 2018. 

 

Publications 

The Publications Committee was led by Sylvia Read until 

2015.  In 2015, Sheri Vasinda became chair of the committee.  

During Vasinda’s time as Chair, every publication had new 

editors.  In 2015-2016, Literacy Research and Instruction 

transitioned to a new editorial team from the University of North 

Carolina-Charlotte.  The team consisted of Adriana L. Medina, 

Paola Pilonieta, S. Michael Putnam, and Jean Vintinner. 

In 2016, the editors of both Literacy News and the ALER 

Yearbook changed.  Joan A. Rhodes and Valerie Robnolt become 

editors of Literacy News in 2016.  The new ALER Yearbook team 
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consisted of Robin Johnson, Alexandra (Ale) Babino, Juan 

Araujo, and Nedra Cossa. 

 

ALER Yearbook. 

The 2013-2014 ALER Yearbook had fifty-four 

submissions.  The acceptance rate for this edition of the yearbook 

was 44%. During the ALER Fall Board Meeting (2014) the 

decision was made to cease printing the Yearbook and provide it 

in a PDF format online only. 

In 2014-2015, the ALER Yearbook’s theme was Bridging 

Cultures through Literacy and was thematically organized by the 

organization’s four divisions.  In addition, the invited articles 

included the Presidential Address by Parker Fawson as well as the 

various award winners. 

The 38th Annual ALER Yearbook, published fall 2016, had 

twenty submissions for the theme Literacy Educators and 

Researchers: Making a Difference in our Diverse Communities.  

Out of the twenty submissions, eleven were accepted and the 

publication went live on the ALER website on November 2 just 

prior to the conference. 

The 39th ALER Yearbook featured articles centered on 

Literacy: The Critical Role of Teacher Knowledge.  Invited 

articles included the Presidential Address titled The Critical Role 

of Professional Communities in Literacy Teacher Educator and 

Researcher Professional Development by Julie Kidd.  In addition, 

award winners submitted their selections as well as the Awards 

Breakfast Keynote Speaker, Jon Howe.  The Legislative and 

Social Issues Symposium was included to round out the edition. 
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The 40th edition of the yearbook titled Engaging All 

Readers through Explorations of Literacy, Language, and Culture 

featured several notable articles.  Invited articles included the 

Presidential Address, by David Paige, titled Systems without a 

Process: Know What to Do and Then Do It Well.  In addition, 

General Assembly Keynote Speaker Thomas Bean and Awards 

Breakfast Speaker Ibtisam Barakat were featured. The award 

winners’ pieces were included followed by the submitted articles 

centered on the theme’s application to ALER Divisions. 

 

Literacy News. 

During 2013-2014, the newsletter was published three 

times.  At the Board of Directors meeting there was discussion 

about creating a blog-type newsletter; however, the newsletter 

continued with its traditional format containing items from the 

President as well as all divisions.  The newsletter transitioned 

editors in 2016 from Larkin Paige to Valerie Robnolt and Joan A. 

Rhodes, both from Virginia Commonwealth University.  In 2018, 

the newsletter tried a web-based format but due to challenges, 

including formatting the newsletter, it transitioned back to an 

electronic PDF file hosted on the website and emailed to 

members. 

 

Literacy Research and Instruction. 

During the 2013-2014 publication year, Literacy Research 

and Instruction (LRI) saw a 44% increase in submissions which 

reduced the acceptance rate to 14%.  The LRI editorial team was 

asked to attend the American Educational Research Association’s 

(AREA) National Conference and present on behalf of the journal 
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at a roundtable session.  The LRI team transitioned in spring 2016 

from the University of Central Florida team to the team from the 

University of North Carolina-Charlotte.  From 2013-2018 

Literacy Research and Instruction witnessed growth in the 

frequency of downloads and maintained respectability and 

exclusivity in the field of literacy. 

 

Conferences 

In 2013 ALER attendees Explored the World of Literacy 

during its 57th Annual Meeting held in Dallas, Texas, at the 

Dallas/Addison Marriott Quorum by the Galleria.  The 

conference, presented by President-elect/Conference Program 

Chair Parker Fawson, kicked off with Karen Blumenthal’s author 

presentation on Thursday Night.  On Friday, attendees were able 

to hear from Dr. Robert Calfee on Defining and Fulfilling the 

Vision of the Common Core Standards.  The Awards Breakfast 

Keynote Speaker, Dr. Tim Shanahan, presented The New 

Generation of Reading Assessments Beginning in 2014-2015. The 

Presidential Address, given by Rob Erwin, extended Infinite 

Hope: Leadership for a More Literate World. 

The 58th Annual Meeting, in 2014, was held in Delray 

Beach, Florida at the Delray Beach Marriott.  President-

elect/Conference Coordinator J. Helen Perkins selected Bridging 

Cultures through Literacy as the conference theme in order to 

“address (our) world and its diversity.”  Keynote speakers 

included Thursday night author Don Tate. Tate, an acclaimed 

children’s author, presented a lively and interactive session.  

General Assembly Keynote Speaker, Violet J. Harris, spoke to 

attendees regarding the limited body of children’s/adolescent 
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literature written by African, Asian, Latino, and Native American 

authors.  She analyzed and identified factors and points of 

consideration/action for the audience regarding the research in 

this area.  The Saturday Awards Breakfast speaker, Junko Yokota, 

shared from a researcher, classroom teacher, and the librarian’s 

perspective on children’s/adolescent literature.  The Presidential 

Address, by Parker Fawson, was titled Innovations in Literacy 

Teaching and Learning: How Disruptions are Shaping and 

Transforming Schooling. 

In 2015, ALER traveled to Costa Mesa, California, for its 

annual meeting.  The 59th conference theme selected by Julie 

Kidd (President-elect/Conference Program Chair) was Literacy 

Educators and Researchers: Making a Difference in our Diverse 

Communities and allowed participants to engage in dialogue 

regarding the various communities and research lenses they 

represented.  The Thursday Night Keynote speaker was the 

award-winning author Rene Colato Lainez.  The Friday General 

Assembly address was conducted by Patricia A. Edwards who 

challenged the attendees with her discussion of diversity coming 

to fruition through community interactions.  The message 

centered on diversity, crystalizing first thought culture which is 

shared in classrooms.  On Saturday, Breakfast Awards keynote 

speaker, Catherine Compton-Lilly, shared Transitional Funds of 

Knowledge: What Students in Immigrant Families Know and 

Understand about the World.  In addition, attendees were 

captivated and challenged by President J. Helen Perkins’ address 

centered on Social Justice Theory that included relevant research 

and stirring personal narrative, thus challenging ALER members 

to be a significant part of the Social Justice Movement. 
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The 60th Annual Meeting was held in Myrtle Beach, South 

Carolina, in 2016 and featured the theme Literacy: The Critical 

Role of Teacher Knowledge selected by President-

Elect/Conference Chair David Paige.  The annual meeting kicked 

off on Thursday Night with a rousing presentation by Marc Tyler 

Nobleman who challenged the association to continue advocating 

and fighting for social justice.  On Friday, attendees were greeted 

in the General Assembly by Kevin Powell while Saturday ushered 

in a riveting discussion by Craig Howe as he shared voiced 

perspectives from American Indians.  In addition, President Julie 

K. Kidd shared the importance of all members of the research 

community promoting literacy among tomorrow’s teachers today. 

St. Petersburg, Florida, hosted the 61st Annual Conference 

in 2017, featuring the theme Engaging All Readers though 

Explorations of Literacy, Language, and Culture.  This thoughtful 

conference program, planned by President-elect/Conference 

Program Chair Tami Craft Al-Hazza, featured a compelling 

program drawing on all aspects of an individual’s literacy 

journey.  The Thursday Night Event Author Talk was presented 

by Carmen Agra Deedy who connected with the audience through 

her candid, thoughtful storytelling.  On Friday, the audience was 

fortunate to hear Dr. Tom Bean as he shared his project with 

urban youth and their literacy story.  On Saturday, Ibtisam 

Barakat shared her writings and experiences at the Awards 

Breakfast Keynote with the message regarding connections 

resonating deeply with attendees.  The Presidential Address, given 

by David Paige, included a call to action by attendees to return to 

their places of influence and advocate for quality early literacy 

practices and experiences for all students.  The conference 
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concluded with the Presidential Reception on Saturday Evening 

followed by the Town Hall meeting on Sunday morning. 

ALER traveled to Louisville, Kentucky for the 62nd 

Annual Conference in 2018.  The conference venue was the 

historic Seelbach Hotel situated in downtown Louisville.  The 

conference program, planned by President-elect/Conference 

Program Chair Connie Briggs, centered on the theme Educating 

for a Just Society.  Brendan Kiley presented his writings, 

thoughts, and perspectives on the injustice present in society as 

well as ways individuals can be actively involved in the creation 

of a socially just community.  On Friday morning, Dr. Erika 

Abrahams presented her work on women’s experiences in 

Appalachia.  Friday evening attendees had the opportunity to view 

the Muhammad Ali Center and consider how his six pillars 

impacted society then as well as now.  On Saturday, attendees 

were able to consider voice through poetry as Georgia Ella Lyons 

shared her work as well as actively engaged attendees by having 

them create and share their own poems.  President Tami Craft Al-

Hazza shared a thoughtful, timely perspective on inclusive 

literature written by and about Arab peoples.  On Saturday 

afternoon, Jeanne Cobb presented the J. Estill Alexander Forum 

by sharing her work in South America.  The conference concluded 

with the Presidential Reception on Saturday Evening and the 

Town Hall meeting on Sunday morning. 

 

Award Recipients 

A.B. Herr Award 

Susan Neuman, 2014 
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No recipient, 2015 

Barbara Marinak, 2016 

Evan Ortlieb, 2017 

Debra Coffey, 2018 

 

Albert J. Mazurkeiwicz Special Services Award 

Connie Briggs, 2014 

Kit Mohr, 2015 

Tony and Mary Applegate, 2016 

J. Helen Perkins, 2017 

Vicky Zygouris-Coe, 2018 

 

ALER Laureate Award  

Mary Roe, 2014 

Wayne M. Linek, 2015 

Elizabeth G. Sturtevant, 2016 

Jeanne Cobb, 2017 

No recipient, 2018 

 

J. Estill Alexander Future Leaders in Literacy Award 

Outstanding Dissertation Award 

Danielle Mieure, 2014 

Paula Di Domenico, 2015 

Katherine Landau Wright, 2016 

Elizabeth Bemiss, 2017 

Louis Javier Penton Herrera, 2018 

 

Outstanding Master's Award 

Amber Howard, 2014 

No recipient, 2015 

Casey Medlock Paul, 2016 
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Chang Yuan, 2017 

Kara Lynn Ness, 2018 

 

Jerry Johns Promising Researcher Award 

Chase Young, 2014 

Mary McGriff, 2015 

Tammy Donaldson, 2016 

No recipient, 2017 

Katherine L. Wright, 2018 

 

Judy Richardson Literacy as a Living Legacy Award 

Literacy Coalition of Palm Beach County, 2014 

American Corner (AMC) Macedonian Project, 2015 

Peggy Lisenbee, 2016 

No recipient, 2017 

Robin Johnson, 2018 

 

ALER Literacy Teacher Education Research Grant 

No Recipient, 2014 

Vicki Collet, 2015 

Kathleen Clark, 2016 

Jody Polleck, 2017 

Katherine L. Wright, 2018 
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Introduction to ALER Division Histories 
 

Peggy S. Lisenbee 
Texas Woman’s University 

 In this section of the Ten-Year Retrospective, we move 

from describing the last ten years of ALER as a literacy 

organization towards a focus on the four divisions of ALER 

which keep the “puzzle pieces” of ALER held firmly in place.  

Each division has a solid organizational goal listed in ALER’s 

By-Laws so that each division can advance and support the needs 

of their subset of literacy educators.     

 Jules C. Abrams, CRA President, proposed three divisions 

which were added to CRA in 1972:  Clinical Reading, Teacher 

Education, and College/Jr College (Linek, et al, 2010).  Ten years 

later, William Blanton, CRA President, added the Adult Learning 

Division after receiving the results from a study on the need to 

address specific issues and topics of literacy professionals 

working with adults (Linek, et al., 2010).  These four divisions 

provide professional, scholarly, and service-related educators with 

the ability to network, collaborate, and participate as an organized 

system on a specific aspect of literacy.   

 Since this is the first time ALER divisions have 

contributed their histories as a network of literacy educators, there 

was no template to follow, so their histories are as unique as each 

division.  Each division has a passion for literacy but the mission, 

features, benefits, or contributions to the field are definitely 

specific to the focus of each division.  The histories offered in this 

section provide a glimpse into the similarities, differences, 
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presidents, and future plans of each division in this volume.  

Overall, ALER is best viewed with the four corners (divisions) of 

the puzzle in place to achieve a better understanding of how 

ALER remains firmly focused on literacy.  

   

References 
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ALER Adult Learning Division 

Chyllis E. Scott 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 

The Adult Learning Division (ALD) of the Association of 

Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER) officially became a 

part of the College Reading Association (now ALER) in 1982.  

ALD’s mission is “[t]o coordinate adult learning, instruction, and 

research into a formally organized framework that would give 

impetus and meaning to the needs of the adult learner from Adult 

Basic Education (ABE) through the pre-college levels” 

(Alexander & Strode, 2010, p. 41, as quoted in Linek, 2017, p. 

65).  According to an active member and former ALD leader, 

ALD “was formed to address adult learners, not only adult 

beginning readers, but also all of us who read and want to share 

our interests, concerns and ways to help all adults be readers. This 

is distinct from methods or clinical divisions.” (Personal 

communication, 2018).  For the last ten years, ALD leaders and 

members have worked together to support the division’s mission 

and focus on adult learning topics.     

 According to Judy Richardson, an ALD co-founder, the 

Adult Learning Division has a vibrant and purposeful history.  As 

stated in her oral history published in the ALER 50-year history 

(Fleener, 2010), “Judy was one of the first to take a leading role in 

the adult learning division . . . Judy worked along with dedicated 

colleagues on the constitution for the adult learning division.  She 

specifically remembered the dynamic force and positive energy 
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both Marv Joslow and Jim Walker (CRA President 1981-1982) 

brought to the adult learning division.”  

To outline the ten years just past, the author sought input 

from former and current members and leaders to document major 

accomplishments in the ALD.  It is important to acknowledge the 

accomplishments of the division during this ten-year period as a 

foundation for where it can go in the future.  One member 

expressed, “one thing that makes this division distinct from others 

is its name—the Adult Learning Division.  It is extremely 

important for a national literacy organization to highlight and 

recognize the literacy needs of adults.”  Another member 

explained that ALD is set apart from other ALER divisions by the 

fact that ALD is a place “for teachers who teach students who are 

adults, not only in postsecondary but also in basic skills and high 

school completion programs.”   

One comment from an ALD member about the division 

seemed especially noteworthy: “The most significant change I 

have seen during the past years is a change in leadership.  I have 

come to understand now that this change is as important to the 

lifeblood of the division as it is to ALER as a whole.  For 

example, I have witnessed one former chair become a director on 

the ALER Board of Directors.  While this change in leadership 

signaled an adjustment in the division, in reality, it helped to open 

up possibilities for growth in developing new ALD leaders.”  In 

the following section, leaders serving between 2008 and 2018 are 

highlighted as changes in ALD leadership, organizational 

structure, and conference planning occurred during their terms of 

service. 
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Dianna Baycich (2007-2010) 

Dianna began as the ALD Chair in 2007 after serving as 

the division secretary from 2004 to 2007.  While Dianna was the 

division secretary, the ALD Chair proposed an organizational 

change to eliminate the vice chair position, thus resulting in the 

division secretary moving into the chair position for the next term.  

From 2007-2010, Dianna served as the ALD chair.  Dianna 

announced in the CRA Reading News fall 2008 (Baycich, 2008-

2009) edition that the ALD division wanted to increase and 

strengthen its membership.  At the 2008 ALER meeting in 

Sarasota, Florida, Ann Palmer, Vice President and Training 

Coordinator of the Literacy Council of St. Petersburg, was the 

ALD guest speaker describing her work with adult students.  ALD 

members presented their adult literacy research at IRA 

conferences in Phoenix and in Minneapolis in 2009.  Presenters in 

Phoenix were Linda Thistlewaite, Judy Richardson, and Dianna 

Baycich.  Presenters in Minneapolis were Chris McKeon, Debra 

Rigney-Hayes, and Laurie Elish-Piper.  Dianna remained as the 

ALD Chair until 2010.  

  

Roberta Simnacher Pate (2011-2014) 

Roberta remembered “my very first attendance at an ALD 

session was while attending the 2007 CRA (ALER) conference in 

Salt Lake City, Utah.  The title of the guest speaker’s presentation 

seemed interesting so that lured me into this meeting.  Before I 

knew it, we had grand conversations that led me into becoming 

the Secretary/Chair Elect that year.”  Roberta began as secretary 

while still a doctoral student because she was brimming with 

enthusiasm and ideas for new ALD events.  In 2011, Roberta 
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became ALD Chair and continued to work closely with Laurie 

Elish-Piper and Dianna Baycich to plan upcoming events such as 

their book forum events.  Each year, book titles were suggested by 

attendees for a book forum to be held during the next conference.  

At the conferences, members had lively discussions over the 

books they had read before the conference.   

At the 2011 ALER Conference, Roberta secured Beth 

Ponder from the Literacy Information and Communication 

System (LINCS) as a featured speaker for the ALD meeting.  At 

the 2012 ALER Conference, Roberta asked Gary Troia, Associate 

Professor of Special Education at Michigan State, to be the ALD 

guest speaker at the division meeting.  In 2012, Judy Richardson, 

co-founder of the ALD, was awarded the 2012 ALER Laureate 

Award.  This award is given to ALER members for collaborative 

mentoring, participation, scholarship, and longevity in ALER.  In 

2013, ALD nominated George Curl, Union Gospel Mission of 

Tarrant County, for the Judy Richardson Living Literacy Award, 

and he was awarded the funds to support adult literacy at the 

mission.  Also, in 2013, ALD co-sponsored an ALER session at 

the International Literacy Association (ILA) in San Antonio, 

Texas, sending five discussants:   

● Deborah Ann Addison, Schreiner University, 

Kerrville, TX, Teachers Working to Help Students 

Learn through the Arts in a Content Area 

Classroom 

● Dr. Tiana McCoy, Texas A&M University-Corpus 

Christi, South Texas Literacy Council: Focusing on 

the Needs of Adult Learners 
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● Dr. Tammy Francis Donaldson, Del Mar College-

Corpus Christi, Retention and Student Success in 

Developmental Education 

● Dr. Roberta Simnacher Pate, Dr. Rebecca Miller, 

and Dr. Laurie McAdams, Tarleton State 

University, Stephenville, Texas, Adult Literacy: A 

Historical and Current Perspective 

● Dr. Dara Soljaga and Dr. Simeon Stumme, 

Concordia University-Chicago, Bringing the 

community to campus: Creating a free adult 

literacy clinic. 

Roberta continued as ADL Chair through the 2014 ALER 

Conference held in Delray Beach, Florida. 

  

Tammy Donaldson (2015-2016) 

In 2015, Tammy organized seven roundtable discussions 

for the ALD meeting held during the ALER Conference in Costa 

Mesa, California.  In 2016, Tammy arranged a book forum to 

discuss a book written by a keynote speaker at the ALER 

Conference, The Education of Kevin Powell: A Boy’s Journey into 

Manhood by Kevin Powell.  Additionally, there was a total of four 

roundtable presentations:  

● Dianna Sand, Ed.D., and Elizabeth A. Jones, Ph.D., Holy 

Family University, Critical Roles for Postsecondary 

Reading Faculty  

● Leslie Hass, Ed.D., and Paula Mason, Ed.D., Dallas 

Independent School District, Expanding Family Capacity 

and Community Involvement while Reducing Summer 

Slide in Reading for K-2 Students 
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● Chyllis Scott, Ph.D., and Laura Decker, M. A., University 

of Nevada, Las Vegas, Academic writing: Investigating 

Graduate Students’ Writing Practices 

● Estanislado S. Barrera IV, Ph.D., Kim Skinner, Ph.D., and 

Julie Parrish, M. S., Louisiana State University, 

Developing Teacher Knowledge through Co-Authorships: 

Using Academic Writing and Action Research to Prepare 

Teacher Candidates.  

Tammy was awarded the Jerry Johns Promising Researcher 

Award during the awards breakfast at the 2016 ALER 

Conference.  

  

Chyllis Scott (2017-2019) 

Chyllis is the current ALD Chair beginning in 2017.  In 

2017, Chyllis organized two events for the ALD meeting.  First, a 

discussion on the topic Using Online Discussion Forums to 

engage Pre-Service Teachers in Explorations of Literacy, 

Language, and Culture was led by Dianna Sand.  Second, the 

division members discussed the development of a white paper on 

the needs of adult learners.  In 2018, in acknowledgment that 

technology has begun to reshape literacy and literacy instruction 

in the 21st Century, Chyllis asked Laurie Sharp to present during 

the ALD meeting on the topic Elevating Online Teaching and 

Learning among Adult Learners. 

  

Benefits of ALD Participation  

This ten-year retrospective acknowledges the major 

accomplishments and valuable professional connections afforded 

to the ALD members by the planning and organization of their 
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leaders.  Some member comments provide clarity as to the 

benefits of belonging to the ALD; for example, one commenter 

said, “[my] consistent attendance at the ALD meetings provided 

numerous opportunities to meet and develop long-lasting 

professional relationships with like-minded colleagues.”  Another 

stated, “I've met great people from all over the country who share 

a passion for adult literacy.  I've also had the chance to learn about 

what's happening in other states.”  Still another member 

commented, “I have presented every year [since 2014], and one of 

my recent presentations sparked interest among members to 

collaborate on a research project.  That is extremely exciting to 

me.”  These comments reveal the circle of influence that ALD has 

provided to its members during the last ten years.  As we look 

toward the future, the ALD embraces vast literacy needs of all 

learners, but in particular, will continue to focus on how ALD can 

contribute, foster, and advocate for adult literacy learners.  
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ALER Clinical Division:   

Attuned to the Times 

 
Vickie S. Collet 

University of Arkansas 

The Clinical Division (CD) of the Association of Literacy 

Educators and Researchers (ALER) seeks to advance 

understanding of the learner and the learning process at the 

clinical, diagnostic, instructional, and administrative levels within 

the professional field of literacy (ALER, 2011).  Over the past 

decade, CD members and leadership have worked together to 

accomplish this goal.  CD Chairs Virginia Modla (2007-2009), 

Nina Nilsson (2009-2011), Barbara Marinak (2011-2013), 

Stephanie McAndrews (2013-2015), and Vicki Collet (2015-17) 

provided meaningful opportunities for CD members to reflect on 

clinical topics and literacy issues relevant at the time.  The terms 

of each of the chairs can serve as a framework through which to 

view CD accomplishments throughout the past ten years. 

 

Virginia (Ginger) Modla (2007-2009) 

Ginger began as the CD chair in 2007.  CD members 

completed an annual survey regarding topics and formats for CD 

meetings at ALER conferences.  Survey results guided the CD 

leadership as they planned upcoming meetings.   

The 2008 College Reading Association (CRA)/ALER 50th 

anniversary theme was “What Goes Around Comes Around.”  

Ginger reminded attendees that the university where she taught, 
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LaSalle University in Philadelphia, PA, hosted the first CRA (now 

to be called ALER) conference.  This theme continued to be 

symbolic during the division meeting presentations focused on 

both traditional and new clinical practices.  Debra Dechert spoke 

of her university literacy clinic’s use of digital video to encourage 

reflection of beginning literacy teachers.  Janet Richards presented 

a summer literacy opportunity for undergraduates and graduate 

students during a camp for young readers.  Phyllis Wilkinson 

shared how a clinic can remain school- based instead of in a 

university setting, which allows for collaboration with teachers. 

At the 2009 CD meeting, Jack Cassidy presented on 

“What’s Hot and What’s Not in Reading Clinics.”  A panel 

discussion extending this theme included discussions about “hot” 

topics such as individual reading inventories, differentiated 

instruction, literacy coaches, Response to Intervention (RTI), and 

English as a second language addressed by these panelists: Mary 

Applegate, Robert Cooter, and Susan L’Allier. 

 

Nina Nilsson (2010-2011) 

Nina, associate professor at Saint Joseph’s University, 

assumed the position of CD chair following the 2009 conference.  

A co-sponsored panel session by ALER Clinical Division at the 

International Reading Association Conference, April 25-28, 2010, 

focused on struggling and at-risk readers and writers.  The ALER 

panelists—Fran Falk-Ross, Julie Kidd, Barbara Marinak, and 

William Brozo—shared their current research and related 

recommendations for clinical practices.   

 During the 2010 CD Meeting, 11 presenters shared 

information on a range of university-sponsored clinics in a poster 
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session.  Posters highlighted the framework of each clinic and its 

rationale; specific assessments for children and candidates; 

resources (books and other resources, technology and how it is 

used in the clinic); successful strategies and practices; grant 

funding; how to provide candidates with sufficient tutoring 

experiences across multiple grade levels; practices that apply to 

school-based RTI models; how the NCATE/IRA practicum 

requirement is met; and research conducted in conjunction with 

the clinic.  Introductory remarks made by each poster presenter 

preceded opportunities for discussions alongside of each poster.         

 The 2011 CD meeting focused on progress monitoring and 

featured Jerry Johns as keynote speaker for the division.  Mary 

Applegate, Barbara Marinak, Renee Tobias, Kristin Hoffer, Evan 

Ortlieb, and Stephan Sargent continued Jerry Johns’ discussion of 

informal reading inventories as a method to monitor students’ 

progress as readers, highlighted student work, and shared digital 

tools used for progress-monitoring. 

   

Barbara Marinak (2012-2013) 

 Following the 2011 conference, Barbara, professor of 

reading at Mount St. Mary’s University, assumed leadership as 

ALER CD chair.  The 2012 CD meeting focused on the critical 

collaboration necessary to ensure that RTI is effective for as many 

readers as possible.  Ellen Fogelberg, Demetra Disotuar, and 

Connie Obrachta presented the keynote on “Building Capacity for 

Strong Instructional Decisions within RTI.”  Their presentation 

addressed the shifts set in motion at the district and building levels 

regarding how student progress is discussed, the training and 

supports needed to ensure consistent and cohesive instruction at 
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all tiers of RTI, and how data is defined and used.  In addition, 

Catherine Sheehy supplemented this discussion with 

“Implementation of RTI and Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

Students with Specific Learning Disabilities.”  The clinical 

division demonstrated its dedication to supporting student 

research by featuring Sheehy who at that time was a graduate 

student at Mount St. Mary’s University.  

 At the 2013 Clinical CD Meeting, Cindy Jones shared 

insights and reflections from recent work in establishing a literacy 

clinic at Utah State University.  Jones shared how the clinic is 

working to achieve their goals to 1) extend the settings in which 

preservice teachers learn to teach, 2) provide mentorship in 

enacting best practices in literacy intervention, and 3) engage 

more closely with public schools in teacher preparation. 

  

Stephanie McAndrews (2014-2015) 

 Stephanie, Graduate and Literacy Program Director at 

Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, became CD chair 

following the 2013 conference.  The CD Meeting at the 2014 

conference focused on using technology in literacy clinics.  

Stephanie, along with colleague Shadrack Msengi, presented the 

keynote on examining video analysis as a way to enhance 

discourse between faculty, clinicians, students, and families.  

Vicki Collet and Debra Coffey then led a collaborative session on 

using technology to enhance teaching and learning in settings 

across the United States. 

 At the 2015 CD meeting, Emily Hayden’s keynote 

address, “Coaching for Reflective Inquiry, Adaptive Expertise, 

Teacher Agency, and Student Success,” focused on structured 
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written reflection formats that support teachers’ adaptive 

responses to dilemmas of practice. Following Hayden’s address, 

Dr. Heather Kindall described experiences in launching a new 

literacy clinic in partnership with local school districts.  Kindall’s 

address, “Meeting Students’ Where They Are: A New Literacy 

Clinic,” described how this clinic brought clinical services to 

students most in need of help. 

 

Vicki S. Collet (2016-2018) 

 Following the 2015 conference, Vicki, assistant professor 

at the University of Arkansas, began serving as the CD chair.  At 

the 2016 conference, Lynn Shanahan provided a keynote address, 

“Video Pedagogy in Action: Critical Reflective Inquiry Using the 

Gradual Release of Responsibility.”  In her presentation, 

Shanahan described how the Gradual Release of Responsibility 

model supports the use of video as a tool in assisting pre-service 

and in-service teacher reflection.  The crucial roles of a 

community of practice and more knowledgeable others were also 

considered.  

 Also during the 2016 division meeting, CD leadership 

shared their goals of increasing the presence and relevance of the 

CD for ALER members.  Members discussed a need for the CD to 

support members in an ongoing way, and it was decided that a 

semi-annual CD newsletter would be produced.  The first issue 

was published in spring 2016, featuring highlights of Dr. 

Shanahan’s keynote, a description of the upcoming clinical 

meeting, and a call for proposals for roundtable sessions to be 

presented at that meeting.  The newsletter was emailed to CD 
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members and made available to all ALER members on the ALER 

website. 

 The 2017 CD meeting focused on assessment in a clinical 

setting.  Vicki shared information about weighted running 

records, an adaptation of traditional running records that allows 

for gap analysis and vertical articulation to track students’ 

progress over time.  The keynote was followed by roundtable 

sessions by CD members that highlighted assessments which 

members are using in their clinics. 

  

Looking into the Future with the Clinical Division 

 As indicated by the past topics of clinical division 

meetings during the last ten years, the CD has remained attuned to 

relevant topics in literacy and clinical practice needs by discussing 

these topics during annual meetings.  Plans for the future of 

ALER’s Clinical Division are to continue to remain aware of the 

needs of clinical professionals in the field of literacy.  Several 

topics which gained greater importance during the last decade 

such as diverse learners, Response to Intervention, and technology 

will continue to be a staple for discussion among members while 

new topics gaining traction will be addressed. 

 The clinical division members and leadership will remain 

attuned to the times and needs of both clinicians and the students 

as learners in the clinical setting.  Maintaining this awareness is 

an indication that the clinical division of the Association of 

Literacy Educators and Researchers is meeting its charge to 

advance an understanding of the learner and the learning process 

within the clinical practices of university literacy faculty.  
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ALER College Literacy Division 

Dianna Sand 
Holy Family University 

 The College Literacy Division (CLD) of the Association 

of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER) summarized their 

accomplishments and reflections of leaders and members over the 

ten-year period from 2008-2018.  The purpose of the CLD is to 

“…encourage the development of efficient literacy skills and 

study methods designed to improve the scholastic success of 

students at the community college, junior college, college, and 

university levels” (ALER, 2018, p. 15).  Also,  

            [the] College Literacy Division shall 

promote and implement the development of  

learning strategies for college students at two-year 

and four-year colleges and universities.  It shall 

disseminate information concerning college literacy 

and study methods, establish and advance standards 

of instructional competency, develop programs for 

college literacy specialists and sponsor research 

(ALER, 2018, p. 20).   

Between 2013–2017, the American College Testing 

program (ACT), provided sobering statistics relevant to the 

membership of the College Literacy Division.  More than 

half of the high school graduates did not meet the college 

readiness benchmark in reading and one-third did not meet 

the criterion for English (ACT, 2013; ACT, 2017). 
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The mission of the CLD is to meet the challenges of the 

increasing numbers of unprepared and underprepared incoming 

college students as well as the recognized literacy needs of 

continuing undergraduates and graduates, particularly in online 

learning environments (Chen, 2016).  As members of the CLD 

know, many students begin their postsecondary experience 

lacking the requisite reading and writing skills to achieve 

academic success in 100(0)-level coursework and beyond.  

College literacy needs are as diverse as the membership of the 

CLD.       

Ellen Kaiden noted “… when I first joined this division in 

1988, it was a home for both community-college and four-year 

college instructors.”  Frances Shapiro-Skrobe noted that the 

college student population she instructs included pre-service 

teachers, literature majors, English learners as well as “first-year 

students in our college-level Critical Reading and Writing II 

course.”  Laurie Sharp further attested to the diversity and value 

of the CLD by stating,  

CLD has provided me with a group of diverse 

professionals who have a common interest: college 

literacy.  Among this group, there are professionals 

from institutions that are private and public, small 

and large, located in varying geographic 

areas.  Moreover, this group consists of 

professionals who deal with college literacy in a 

myriad of ways: teacher education, developmental 

education, undergraduate programs, graduate 

programs, etc.  The diversity of this group helps me 

understand relevant issues on a broader scale.  
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Throughout the years, the CLD has had leaders committed 

to disseminating ideas, teaching strategies, and best practices in 

college-level literacy.  The CLD Chairs Bettina Murray (2008), 

Frances Shapiro-Skrobe (2009-2011), Brad Wilcox (2012-2013), 

Anne DeGroot (2014-2015), Timothy Morrison (2016-2017), and 

Dianna Sand (2018) provided meaningful opportunities for CLD 

members to reflect on literacy needs of all postsecondary learners. 

  

Bettina Murray (2008) 

As division chair for the College Reading Association 

(CRA) Conference in November 2008, Bettina led the CLD as 

ALER celebrated its 50-year anniversary.  Bettina was the last 

chair while the division was called the College Reading Division 

before it became the College Literacy Division.  For this division 

meeting, members received commemorative gifts such as T-shirts 

and bags.  Bettina said she remembered how much fun it was 

“…choosing the gifts and favors to be distributed on our 50th 

anniversary of the organization.  I still have some of those 

wonderful bags.” 

 

Frances Shapiro-Skrobe (2009-2011) 

 Frances, serving as the CLD chair from 2009-2011, made 

some vital recommendations for changes to the division.  In 

keeping with changes to the professional organization, she 

proposed renaming the division from the College Reading 

Division to the College Literacy Division.  She also recommended 

revisions to the division’s mission, purpose, and description in 

ALER publications.  These revisions included all aspects of 

literacy for all postsecondary levels.   
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Frances also reinstated the division’s secretary position 

and kept the Idea Exchange presentations for annual division 

meetings so several people could present at the same time 

(Kaiden, 2008-2009).  These changes increased membership and 

provided opportunities for early-career presentations in a friendly 

atmosphere.  Frances received a letter from the ALER Board 

recognizing her outstanding contributions to ALER and the CLD. 

  

Brad Wilcox (2012-2013) 

During his tenure as chair from 2012-2013, Brad made a 

concerted effort to provide opportunities for first-time presenters 

by using the Idea Exchange format for annual meetings.  The 

leadership team encouraged professors who were working with 

graduate students or research assistants to have their students 

submit presentations.  Many did, and the Idea Exchange became a 

safe environment for many newcomers to have a positive 

experience and make good connections at a professional 

conference. 

 

Anne DeGroot (2014-2015) 

Anne became chair of the CLD in 2014 and continued as 

chair in 2015.  Anne developed strategies to increase membership 

within the CLD and attendance at meetings.  She planned various 

ways for members to stay connected throughout the year, such as 

attending the Spring College Literacy and Learning meeting at the 

International Reading Association Conference (a special interest 

group) and attending GoToMeeting sessions.  Anne offered ways 

to forge professional relationships, mentoring, and personal 

friendships as a CLD member.   
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Timothy Morrison (2016-2017) 

As division chair from 2016-2017, Timothy submitted 

division updates and articles documenting the new ALER Board-

approved description of the division.  Timothy communicated 

with ALER leadership and prepared for the annual meetings.  His 

newsletter articles celebrated the Idea Exchange presenters. 

   

Dianna Sand (2018-2019) 

Dianna became the division chair in 2018.  She prepared 

the first College Literacy Division 10-Year Retrospective article 

for the ALER Historian Committee.  Dianna advocated for a CLD 

webpage on the ALER website as well as the inclusion of the 

updated and previously approved description of the division in the 

various association publications.  Dianna proposed inviting a 

guest speaker from a postsecondary disciplinary or service area to 

open the annual Idea Exchange session. 

 

Distinctive Features of CLD 

CLD members and leaders reflected on the distinctiveness 

of this division and changes which have occurred over the past ten 

years.  Katharine Covino provided a one-sentence summation of 

the most distinctive feature of the CLD: “I think the content area 

would be a big distinguishing factor.”  Beyond the content area, 

the Idea Exchange, and networking, mentoring and friendships are 

other distinctive features identified for this division. 

        

Idea Exchange.  

 The Idea Exchange was created to provide a welcoming 

venue for members to share ideas and results of postsecondary 
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teaching experiences and current research (Kaiden, 2009).  An 

Idea Exchange committee reviews the presentation proposals from 

“doctoral students, first-time presenters, and ALER newcomers” 

and provides mentorship to new presenters (Kaiden, 2009, p. 18).  

The presentations occur in a roundtable format.  Frances Shapiro-

Skrobe explained why this format has been successful, “… it 

allowed us to accept more presentations (after a blind peer-review 

process, of course) and offered an opportunity for new and 

returning ALER members and graduate students to share their 

research and ideas.  It also resulted in greatly expanding our 

membership numbers.” 

Ellen Kaiden was the CLD Chair of the Idea Exchange for 

twenty years, but in 2017 she handed this position over to Vicki 

Collet and Wally Thompson as co-chairs.  Ellen reflected upon 

the success of incorporating the Idea Exchange into the division’s 

annual meetings.  She stated, “We used to invite a guest speaker 

each year, and that person spoke for about one hour and then 

answered questions.  It soon became apparent that the best part for 

many of us was the less formal sharing of ideas among members.  

There was much teaching/researching talent within the group.  

That's when we switched to the Idea Exchange, and we never 

looked back!”   

Melanie Keel added her voice as to why the Idea 

Exchange was so effective.  Melanie stated “…the fact that we 

have roundtables dedicated to the CLD is even more helpful 

because it enables me to learn about current issues in my field.”  

Chris Sloan explained that the CLD Idea Exchange meetings are 

“…very productive in providing me personally with tools for 

teaching early literacy in my undergraduate courses.  Several 
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strategies and resources discovered in those meetings seamlessly 

integrated into my courses.” 

  

Networking, mentorship & friendships. 

The CLD is known for its camaraderie, networking, and 

mentorship.  An example of these attributes is the annual 

Thursday night dinners before each ALER Conference begun in 

2008.  This distinctive feature offers significant time to connect 

with colleagues.  Laurie Sharp stated, “I love attending the CLD 

dinner organized each year!  It is a great way to foster meaningful 

personal and professional relationships with others.”  Dr. Kaiden 

further explained this feature: “[The] community we have built is 

not only based on our annual division meeting, but also on our 

yearly dinner, with a chance to catch up on personal and 

professional matters.”  The opportunity to network and get to 

know other literacy professionals in the field during ALER 

conferences create personal relationships and professional 

friendships that provide collaborative scholarship possibilities 

during the academic year.  Katharine Covino articulated how the 

CLD assisted her career: “Networking as an early-career, tenure-

track professor is important, and the CLD provides a built-in 

group of peers/colleagues.”  Frances Shapiro-Skrobe affirmed 

“[o]ur Thursday evening dinners, always expertly organized by 

Bettina Murray, have added an enjoyable and informal social 

gathering that warmly welcomes new and returning members, 

encourages friendships, and provides opportunities for on-going 

professional collaboration and interaction.” 
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Future Plans 

 Among national and international literacy organizations, 

ALER continues to advocate for and commit to the literacy needs 

of all learners.  Within the ALER organizational structure, the 

College Literacy Division represents a tangible commitment to 

postsecondary students and the faculty who teach them.  From 

several credible sources, we know that the literacy needs of 

postsecondary students remain high (ACT, 2013; ACT 2017; 

Chen, 2016).  The leadership and members of the College 

Literacy Division plan to continue devoting their professional 

careers to advance the literacy and academic accomplishments of 

this population of learners.   

 It has been my honor to reflect upon and chronicle those 

activities and accomplishments for this ten-year retrospective.  I 

would like to thank and acknowledge my colleagues for their 

assistance in gathering information, contributing comments, and 

providing reviews of this work.  In alphabetical order, many 

thanks to Debra Coffey, Vicki Collet, Katharine Covino, Anne 

DeGroot, Ashlee Horton, Ellen Kaiden, Melanie Keel, Peggy 

Lisenbee, Barbara McClanahan, Bettina P. Murray, Roberta Pate, 

Michelle Rosen, Natalie Sand, Chyllis Scott, Frances Shapiro-

Skrobe, Laurie Sharp, Chris Sloan, Wally Thompson, and Brad 

Wilcox.  
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ALER Teacher Education Division 

Patricia Durham and Jackie Ingram 
Sam Houston State University 

The Teacher Education Division (TED) of the Association 

of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER) has experienced 

both growth and change over the past decade.  The Teacher 

Education Division was formed in 1972 and has historically been 

the largest division in ALER.  The purpose of the TED was stated 

in the 1972 ALER Constitution and By-Laws as “. . . [to] promote 

improvement of pre-service and in-service programs for literacy 

development” (Linek, et al., 2010, p. 27).  TED Chairs Angela 

Ferree (2008), Jill Lewis-Spector (2010-2011), Jeanne Shay-

Schumm (2012-2013), Debra Price (2014-2015), Donna Cox 

(2016-2017), and Patricia Durham (2018) provided leadership 

during the last decade as the TED continued to grow.  They made 

sure the focus for the TED remained on improving literacy 

instruction in teacher education programs.  Each chair’s term 

provides a framework for discussing major events within the 

division. 

 

Angela Ferree (2008-2009) 

  Angela remained the TED Chair in 2008-2009.  The TED 

invited Vicki Risko to present on her recent research in 

teacher education during the CRA 50th anniversary 

celebration in 2008.  Following this presentation was a 

discussion among the 223 TED members attending about 

finding a way to collaborate on their research interests.   A 
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highlight for the TED members was a brass bookmark they 

received as a 50th anniversary gift.  

  

Jill Lewis-Spector (2010-2011) 

During Jill’s term as TED chair, the division decided to 

work collaboratively to develop a protocol for a content analysis 

project targeting CRA/ALER journals.  Also, Jill planned to build 

membership in the division by providing quality professional 

development for teacher educators including submitting quality 

articles to the annual CRA Yearbook. 

 

Jeanne Shay-Schumm (2012-2013) 

As TED chair, Jeanne changed the format of the TED 

meetings to include roundtables to provide multiple presentations.   

She explained, “The goal was to foster greater participation 

among TED members, particularly those new to academia.”  The 

content analysis paper written by past chairs and a TED member 

was submitted for publication to the Literacy Research and 

Instruction Journal.  For the 2013 division meeting, a whitepaper 

focusing on the collaborative relationships among principals, K-

12 school partners, and general/special education partners was 

used as the theme for the roundtable presentations, resulting in a 

mixture of seasoned and newer TED members being chosen to 

present.  

  

Debbie Price (2014-2015) 

Debra continued using roundtables for presentations 

during annual division meetings.  This was felt to be a way to 

analyze and synthesize research to inform TED members of 
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concerns for teacher education programs, such as issues 

confronting novice teachers.  A panel of novice teachers followed 

the roundtable presentations and closed the 2014 division meeting 

with a discussion of topics they feel most unprepared to teach 

related to reading and writing. 

  

Donna Cox (2016-2017) 

During Donna’s term as the TED chair, roundtable 

presentations first used a theme identifying support for novice 

literacy teachers’ perceptions of creativity in learning.  The next 

division meeting used the theme of misconceptions and realities 

of culturally and linguistically diverse students.  Following each 

roundtable discussion, there was a short question and answer 

session.  Donna stated, “This is the venue where preservice 

educators of literacy and other content areas can gather to learn 

from each other and have conversations about literacy needs that 

cross curriculum areas.  The division meetings are fluid and 

driven by the needs of the members.” 

   

Patricia Durham (2018-2019) 

Patricia wanted to serve as chair to continue the tradition 

of offering opportunities for innovative ideas related to teacher 

education to be confirmed, challenged, and extended, as well as to 

build relationships with colleagues to promote those innovations.  

The division meetings continued the use of roundtables and 

themes to focus content on literacy issues needing to be addressed 

in teacher education programs. 
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Contributions to ALER 

 Over the last decade, the chairs made significant changes 

to remain open and flexible to the needs of the members and the 

goals of ALER.  As a national literacy organization, ALER 

advocates for the literacy needs of all learners.  As such, here are 

some of the ways the TED contributes to ALER’s goals. 

     

Roundtable presentations. 

 The Teacher Education Division proposed and voted as a 

division to change the format for division meetings at annual 

ALER conferences in 2012.  The new format was round table 

discussions so that a variety of presentations could be offered to 

meet a variety of needs of all TED members.  Roundtables have 

been so successful for the TED that they have continued to be the 

chosen format throughout the end of the ten-year period ending in 

2018. 

 

Focus on new members. 

 During several years, the TED chairs discussed new ideas 

for making all TED members feel a part of the division and 

welcomed.  Since the TED is the largest of the four ALER 

divisions, numerous methods of meeting and welcoming new 

members have been explored.  Prior to beginning roundtables, one 

example of TED’s leadership focus on new members was the 

social times dedicated after a speaker’s presentation; they were 

noted to occur, occasionally, as a break in the middle of the 

presentation.  Another example of this effort is related to the blind 

peer-review process for roundtables; the proposal form designated 

whether the presenter was a new TED member, allowing the 
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selection committee to ensure that up-to-half of each years’ 

roundtable presentations would be by new members.  One last 

example was a focus on how to collaborate among the TED 

members to conduct research together. 

 

Collaborative manuscripts support networking. 

 Another way that the TED contributed to ALER goals was 

through a collaborative research project by past TED chairs and a 

member.  Jeanne Shay-Schumm, Debra Price, Jill Lewis-Spector 

and ALER member, Kristen Doorn, published a manuscript in the 

Literacy Research and Instruction Journal on their research in 

2014 (Shay-Schumm, Price, Lewis-Spector, & Doorn, 225-244).  

Schumm elaborated, “It was great to work with colleagues from 

other institutions to reflect about issues and trends in teacher 

education and how they relate to current challenges we face as 

teacher educators. The research was the topic for one of our TED 

meetings.” 

 

Future Plans 

 The Teacher Education Division will continue to support 

and advocate for the literacy needs of all learners, not just pre-

service and in-service teachers in teacher education programs.  

The four divisions represented in ALER’s organization attempt to 

cover all aspects of literacy.  The TED has been and will need to 

continue to be attuned to the changes in accreditation, standards, 

and universities in order to keep current with important issues.  

Historically, the TED sought to offer a space for members to 

discuss accomplishments achieved in teaching, programs, and 
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research of teacher education programs.  This will be a continued 

focus for the TED and its leaders. 
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Introduction to ALER Yearbook Content 

Analysis 
  

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

Dr. Norman Stahl is a past president of CRA and A. B. 

Herr award winner, as well as past president of our sister 

organization, the Literacy Research Association (LRA), and 

former historian of that organization when it was the National 

Reading Conference.  As we were developing this Retrospective, 

Norm was engaged in historical work and policy development in 

regard to LRA and similar literacy organizations (Personal 

communication).  In an article in a recent issue of the LRA 

Newsletter (LRA, 2019), Norm asked six questions to help us 

focus on why the history of an organization is important.  The 

second question is “What have been the Association’s priorities 

during each historical period?” 

As I read the article, this content analysis came to mind.  

Here Sheri Vasinda and Leslie Haas allow us to focus on that 

question.  They and two doctoral students, Lynn Schroeder and 

Kaila Goode, point out first the unique perspective of ALER in 

general and then describe in detail how articles included over the 

ten-year period enable us to discern that perspective and how they 

are centered in that perspective.  Their comparison of their results 

to the What’s Hot surveys over the same ten-year period are both 

revealing and affirming of ALER’s unique position in the field of 

literacy.  The Yearbook is clearly an extension of what is 
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important to members of ALER and is indicative of their 

professional pursuits and interests. 

Norm goes on to emphasize that it is important for all 

members, but especially leaders, of a literacy organization to 

know its history.  He states that “a leader of an association must 

possess a knowledge of what has come before so as to understand 

the potential impact of any theory of change from which one 

operates in a leadership role.”  My paraphrase of that is, “Don’t 

rush to change things until you have a thorough historical 

understanding of what you’re changing from.”  I feel this content 

analysis provides great insight into “where we’re coming from.”  

As our membership and our leadership move ALER forward, we 

hope this kind of analysis will form the foundation for the 

direction of that movement. 

A word of explanation is in order regarding the choice of 

Yearbooks to review.  Since such an analysis has not been 

attempted before, we as authors and editors had no clear starting 

point.  It did not seem appropriate to attempt analysis across all 

the years that the Yearbook has been published as a peer-reviewed 

publication.  However, since any given Yearbook covers the 

previous year’s conference, finding a starting point proved a 

challenge.  It was ultimately decided to begin with the 2008 

Yearbook, since that is the first year of the ten-year period we are 

addressing in this Retrospective, although the 2008 Yearbook 

covered the 2007 conference which is not part of the ten-year 

period.  In addition, we decided to stop with the 2017 Yearbook, 

which covers the 2016 conference, so as to include only ten years 

of publications.  Another group of editors might have chosen a 

different approach, but when the next decade’s volume is written, 
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if the editors choose to include another Yearbook content 

analysis, they will at least have a clear starting point; they can 

begin with the 2018 Yearbook which covered the 2017 

conference.  We recognize this is somewhat confusing; welcome 

to our world! 

I close with another quote from Norm’s article: “. . . it 

serves us well to understand that undertaking literacy-focused 

historiography with its archival work is not for the faint of heart.”  

To that, Sheri, Leslie, and I would add a hearty “Amen!” 
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Trending Topics of the Association of 

Literacy Educators and Researchers’ 

Annual Conference Yearbook: 

A Content Analysis and Comparison for 

2008-2017 
 

Sheri Vasinda 
Oklahoma State University 

  

Leslie Haas 
Buena Vista University 

 

Lynn DeBolt Schroeder 
Oklahoma State University 

 

Kaila Goode 
Oklahoma State University  

  The Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers 

(ALER) Yearbook provides a sampling of the annual conference 

offerings as well as written records of award winners and 

presidential keynotes.  The first Yearbook, edited by Clay A. 

Ketchum, was one of eleven volumes published before financial 

concerns resulted in a 20-year hiatus of the yearbook from 1971-

1990.  However, in 1990, it was reestablished as a peer-reviewed 

publication with editors Nancy D. Padak, Timothy V. Rasinski, 

and John Logan at the helm.  The Yearbook (YB) uses a double-

blind peer review, since authors go through a peer-review process 

for their conference proposal and then again when submitting a 
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manuscript based on their conference presentation.  Articles must 

be associated with the conference theme, and each author or group 

of authors is given specific feedback regardless of whether or not 

their piece is selected for publication.  YB reviewers and editors 

have a long tradition of supporting established authors and 

mentoring new authors through this publication.  Guiding the next 

generation of published literacy leaders is a cornerstone of the 

YB's philosophy, which is why the acceptance rate is 

approximately 45% to 60% depending on the year.  During this 

10-year time period, the YB changed formats, moving from a 

paper-based bound copy to a digital-only format in 2013. 

 

The Task: A Ten-year Content Analysis and Comparison 

from 2008-2017 

The YB is a publication through which Association 

members have opportunities to share their literacy passions, both 

research and teaching, with a wider audience beyond the annual 

conference.  Because the Association works toward mentoring 

new scholars, both the YB editors and the editorial review board 

place a high value on constructive feedback to support publication 

of a scholar's work in the YB or to revise for another publication 

outlet.  In an attempt to capture literacy trends associated with 

these literacy passions during the 10-year history update, the 

History Team approached the Publications Co-chairs to conduct a 

content analysis examining possible literacy trends across the 

YB's recent ten years of publication.  Additionally, the History 

Team was curious about a comparison of the YB trends with the 

What's Hot What's Not Literacy Survey conducted annually by 
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Jack Cassidy and colleagues and asked the team to potentially 

compare the ALER trends with the What’s Hot Survey trends. 

The International Reading Association (IRA, now the 

International Literacy Association, ILA) began publishing the 

annual What’s Hot survey in Reading Today (currently Literacy 

Today) over 20 years ago in 1997 (Cassidy & Wenrich) until 2016 

(ILA, 2017).  IRA Past-President, Jack Cassidy, has been the lead 

researcher on this project since its inception.  In the spirit of 

mentorship and collegiality, he has collaborated with colleagues 

and former doctoral students to administer the survey annually.  

Each year, twenty-five leaders in the field of literacy representing 

all areas of the United States and Canada have been interviewed 

regarding topics they see as "hot" or "not hot" during the current 

year.  Also, these leaders provide feedback on those topics they 

feel "should be hot" or "should not be hot."  The survey results 

identify 27 to 30 topics each year.  It is important to note that this 

feedback is not an indication of the participants’ research interest 

areas or the importance of a topic, but a focus on the topics that 

are currently receiving attention (Cassidy, Ortleib, & Grote-

Garda, 2018).  Topics from the previous year are reviewed to 

determine what items should be added or removed from the list.  

After the list of topics has been compiled, phone interviews are 

conducted with the literacy leaders to determine the attention the 

topic should or should not receive.  Analyzing the results of these 

interviews permits each topic to be ranked by level of “hotness.”  

Any item receiving 100% agreement among the participants is 

ranked as “extremely hot” or “extremely cold.”  Items receiving 

75% agreement are reported as “very hot” or “very cold.”  Those 

items earning 50% agreement are reported as “hot” or “cold.”  
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The same ranking process is conducted for the “should be hot” or 

“should not be hot” rating.  Over the years, topics have evolved 

and changed and have been used as a sort of cultural barometer of 

the state of literacy from the vantage point of the interviewed 

literacy leaders (Cassidy & Ortlieb, 2013). 

During the time period of our analysis, 2008 to 2017, the 

IRA also reflected the changes in literacy research and practice.  

The organization underwent a name change to become the ILA.  

This explains the morphing of the IRA publication Reading Today 

to the ILA publication, Literacy Today.  These changes were 

made to better represent the changing nature of literacy and 

literacy instruction in the 21st Century (ILA, 2017).  As part of an 

effort to emphasize its international reach, ILA leadership chose 

to change the scope and methodology of the original What’s Hot 

Survey.  As a result, in 2017, ALER’s research journal Literacy 

Research and Instruction became the new home for the original 

survey.  Because Jack Cassidy collaborated with several scholars 

through the years of this survey, we did not include internal 

citations for each annual survey we reviewed to compile topics 

over the ten-year period but listed all surveys reviewed 

individually in the reference section. 

 

Research Questions and Methods 

In keeping with the tradition of mentorship, this research 

team’s composition included two past YB editors (current co-

chairs of the Publications Committee) and two doctoral students.  

The first step of this content analysis was to establish research 

questions and select a sample.  The questions with the sample 

embedded were: 
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●  What were the topic trends of peer-reviewed research 

and practice articles presented and published in ALER 

YBs from 2008-2017? 

●  How did the ALER YB trends from 2008-2017 

compare to those in the annual What’s Hot in Literacy 

survey? 

Next, it was noted that articles published in the YB did not 

include keywords.  Thus, the team determined that within this ten-

year frame, they would read each peer-reviewed article and 

concentrate on analyzing five main areas which included the title, 

abstract, research questions, literature review headings, and 

discussion/conclusion for possible searchable keywords, 

excluding invited articles and award winner articles.  To begin 

establishing interrater reliability, each team member individually 

analyzed the five main areas for all peer-reviewed submissions 

within the 2008 and 2009 YBs.  As each peer-reviewed article 

was analyzed, team members chose up to five keywords for each 

section to determine up to five final keywords based on an 

overview of each section's keywords. 

All four team members then worked together to establish 

common keywords via comparison and consensus.  After this 

procedure was established for YBs from 2008 and 2009, the team 

of four divided into two teams of two, consisting of a mentor 

(Publications co-chair) and mentee (doctoral student).  One team 

reviewed the remaining odd-numbered-year volumes, while the 

other reviewed the remaining even-numbered volumes.  Within 

the teams of two, each completed the review and keyword 

development separately and later came together for comparison 

and consensus. 
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Once keywords were established for all articles across ten 

years, a frequency analysis was conducted as a way to recognize 

trends across each YB volume.  During the first round of 

frequency analysis, the keywords were too narrow and did not 

reveal any trends, so we consulted the 2016 What's Hot Survey as 

a recent guide to consider those categories to broaden each 

manuscript's keywords, this time limiting these broader keywords 

to two or three.  Once this was complete, the What's Hot Surveys 

from 2008-2017 were examined for additional considerations for 

trends and categories.  Examples of this type of collapsing 

included looking carefully at keywords such as Preservice 

Teachers, Teacher Preparation, and Teacher Education.  If these 

keywords were all addressing preservice teacher preparation, they 

were collapsed into Teacher Preparation, which is similar to the 

most recent wording of the What's Hot Surveys (2015-2017).  

Additionally, we found that the ALER YB published articles often 

focused on the effectiveness of a particular instructional strategy 

or approach.  Analyzing the frequency of each individual 

instructional approach did not reveal any trends.  Therefore, 

keywords such as Adaptive Teaching, Readers Theater, Language 

Experience Approach, in which there were often only one or two 

manuscripts, were collapsed into Instructional Approaches.  Some 

manuscripts did not fit into any developed categories and were 

omitted from the analysis but are reported in the Appendix of this 

article.  Frequency counts of the broadened keywords were 

conducted again, revealing the broad trends for our Association 

until there were no instances of only one manuscript. 

After answering Research Question 1 addressing overall 

trends, these trends were compared with the corresponding What's 
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Hot Surveys to see what consistencies and differences were 

evident.  Although the surveys indicate what is "hot" and what is 

not overall, we looked primarily at what appeared on the survey 

list as its appearance alone is an indication of attention.  Because 

topics often change somewhat each year, we identified all topics 

over the ten years as perennial topics (those that appeared every 

year), persistent (present, not present, then re-emerging), 

emerging (those that emerged during this period), and 

discontinued (those that discontinued during these 10 years).  In 

some instances, there were topics that both emerged and were 

discontinued in this same time frame.  The evolutionary nature of 

the What's Hot Survey topics is also discussed in the findings. 

 

Findings 

In all, there were 32 topic trends addressed in the articles 

published in the ALER YB from 2008 to 2017.  These trends are 

described in terms of Research Question 1, the topic trends 

published in the ALER YB, followed by an identification of any 

What's Hot Survey comparisons or why there may not be a 

comparison.  The top 20 ALER YB trends (Table 1) are 

introduced and those that were combined are more fully described 

in the trend description.  As noted earlier, this analysis was done 

on possible searchable keywords for each manuscript and does not 

represent the number of manuscripts addressing these topics, as 

most manuscripts addressed topics described by up to three 

keywords.  Therefore, this analysis indicates topic numbers, not 

manuscript numbers, meaning that a single article may address 

more than one topic.  The remaining 14 topics will be listed 

(Table 2) and only the combined topic of Reader Attributes is 
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described in detail as all other remaining topics are singular and 

typically understood by this audience. 

 

ALER YB Topic Trends 

The top two trends for articles published in the ALER YB 

over the 10 years from 2008 to 2017 addressed the impact of 

Instructional Approaches and Teacher Preparation.  Each of these 

topics comprised 33 counts each.  Professional Development was 

a topic of study 18 times followed by 17 counts of topics related 

to Technology-Digital-Literacies.  Issues of language learning had 

16 counts and was grouped together as ELL (English Language 

Learners)-EFL (English as a Foreign Language)-Multilingualism.  

Teacher Attributes were varied, similar to Instructional 

Approaches, and studied in 15 instances.  Our Struggling Readers 

category included articles on tutoring and differentiated 

instruction and this combined category had 13 counts as did topics 

focused on Literacy Coaches and Specialists.  Text 

Considerations, another multifaceted topic, and 

Disciplinary/Content Area Literacy were addressed 12 times each.  

Two other combined topics, Cultural Awareness/Knowledge and 

Assessment had nine topic counts each.  Five topics were studied 

with counts of seven each: Adolescent Literacy, Comprehension, 

Motivation/Engagement, University Student Literacy, and Writing 

Instruction.  The top 20 finished with six counts each of 

Preservice Teacher Attributes, Online Instruction, and Writing. 

Half of the top 20 topics were singular in nature, meaning 

they were not combined and collapsed to form a broader topic.  

These topics were not described further but were compared 

directly to What’s Hot Survey topics.  Topics that were combined 
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and collapsed were described in more detail in order of frequency 

followed by What’s Hot Survey comparisons. 

 

Table 1 

Frequency counts and percentages of top 20 ALER YB topics 

Cumulative Total Count Relative Frequency 

Teacher-Preparation 33 11.3% 

Instructional-Approach 33 11.3% 

Professional-

Development 

18 6.1% 

Technology-Digital-

Literacies 

17 5.8% 

ELL-EFL-Multilingual 16 5.5% 

Teacher-Attributes 15 5.1% 

Struggling-Readers 13 4.4% 

Literacy-

Coaches/Specialists 

13 4.4% 

Text-Considerations 12 4.1% 

Disciplinary-Content-

Area-Literacy 

12 4.1% 

Comprehension 11 3.8% 
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Cultural-Awareness-

Knowledge 

9 3.1% 

Assessment 9 3.1% 

Writing-Instruction 7 2.4% 

University-Student-

Literacy 

7 2.4% 

Motivation-Engagement 7            2.4% 

Adolescent-Literacy 7 2.4% 

Writing 6 2.0% 

Preservice Teacher 

Attributes 

6 2.0% 

Online-Instruction 6 2.0% 

 

Table 2 represents topics that received fewer than six 

counts and represented less than 2% of the topics published.  Most 

of these topic listings are straightforward for ALER audiences, 

but Reader Attributes is a combined category.  Additionally, 

acronyms for Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and College 

and Career Readiness (CCR) are used to describe this combined 

category.  What’s Hot comparisons were made with several of 

these topics and will be addressed in the findings. 
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Table 2 

Frequency counts and percentages of ALER YB topics of 5 or 

fewer 

Cumulative Total Count Relative Frequency 

Reader-Attributes 5 1.7% 

Family-

Literacy/Parent 

Involvement 

5 1.7% 

Vocabulary 3 1.0% 

School-

University-

Partnerships 

3 1.0% 

Reading-

Achievement 

3 1.0% 

Mentoring 3 1.0% 

Fluency 3 1.0% 

Early-Elementary-

Literacy 

3 1.0% 

Teacher-

Educators 

2 0.7% 

Program-

Evaluation 

2 0.7% 
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Critical-Thinking-

Literacy 

2 0.7% 

CCSS-CCR 2 0.7% 

 

What’s Hot Survey Topics from 2008-2017 

 

  As mentioned earlier, What's Hot Survey topics were 

sorted into four categories: perennial topics (those that appeared 

every year), persistent (present, not present, then re-emerging), 

emerging (those that emerged during this period), and 

discontinued (those that discontinued during this 10-year period) 

with some overlapping.  This resulted in 44 topics over 10 years.  

Many of these topics went through some evolution, as well.  All 

topics are listed in Table 3 and their corresponding category[ies] 

are identified. 

 

Perennial topics.  Perennial topics with little to no 

evolution or change were: Adolescent Literacy, Comprehension, 

Early Intervention, Informational/Nonfiction Texts, 

Motivation/Engagement, Political/Policy Influences on Literacy, 

Preschool Literacy Instruction, Struggling Readers, and 

Vocabulary/Word Meaning.  Some Perennial Topics that have 

essentially stayed the same but evolved in some ways are English 

Language Learners/ English as a Second Language, which in 

2016 added Emergent Multilingual Learners to the topic heading.  

In the same year, Common Core State Standard Assessment was 

added to High-stakes Assessment.  From 2008-2009, Professional 

Development was listed as Professional Staff Development 
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(inservice).  The word "Staff" was dropped in 2010 and it 

remained as Professional Development (inservice) until 2015 

when "(inservice)" was changed to "(job-embedded)."  The next 

year the label evolved to Professional Development/Learning 

Communities. 

The Response to Intervention (RTI) topic was a perennial 

topic, but in 2015 and 2016, it subsumed Differentiated 

Instruction, which previously had emerged as its own survey topic 

in 2010 until 2014.  In 2017, Differentiated Instruction was 

replaced with Multi-Tiered Instruction as the new tag following 

RTI.  The final perennial that also evolved was Writing.  From 

2008-2014, it was simply listed as “Writing.”  In 2015, it was 

divided into two separate writing categories, one focused on 

academic writing and the other on creative writing. 

 

         Persistent Topics.  Differentiated Instruction was 

described above regarding RTI.  RTI was the perennial topic, 

Differentiated Instruction was persistent as it became part of RTI.  

Family literacy is another persistent topic.  It was part of the 

survey from 2008 through 2009 but was omitted from 2010 

through 2016.  In 2017 it resurfaced as Home/School Literacy 

Partnerships.  There was no designation for it as a new topic, and 

although it is also an evolved topic with the inclusion of "school" 

and "partnership," it recognizes home literacy.  Even though 

Teacher Preparation and Certification shows up as a new category 

in 2016, from 2008 until 2014, it was similarly described as 

Teacher Education for Reading (preservice).  Therefore, the only 

year it did not fit teacher preparation was 2015 when 

"(preservice)" was replaced with "(job-embedded)."  The 2015 
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category does not describe teacher preparation because of the 

omission of (preservice) and replacement of (job-embedded).  

Therefore, it was categorized as "persistent," because there was 

only a one-year subtle, yet substantial, change made when 

Teacher Preparation was not part of the survey but returned with a 

new descriptor the following year. 

 

Emerged Topics.  The What's Hot Survey has evolved 

with topics of importance changing from year to year and over 

time (Cassidy & Ortlieb, 2013).  From 2008 to 2017, 15 topics 

emerged.  Some emerged quickly and were discontinued quickly.  

The two most short-lived during this period were International 

Comparisons in 2014 and Genre Knowledge and Instruction in 

2015, each on the list for only one year.  Topics that emerged for 

two years were Literacy and Adolescent Boys (2009 & 2010) and 

Intertextuality/Reading Across Multiple Texts (2010 & 2011).  

Literacy and Adolescent Boys emerged when Gender Issues in 

Literacy was discontinued, so it is possible that this topic was a 

more specific version of Gender Issues, but it was also short-lived 

only appearing in 2009 and 2010.  Three-year topics included 

Adult Literacy (2009-2011) which was designated as "hotter" in 

2011 than in 2010 and then was discontinued in 2012.  Formative 

Assessment (2013-2015) also had a three-year term on the list but 

immediately followed Curriculum-based Assessment, which was 

on the list from 2008, the first year of this analysis, until 2012.  In 

2016, CCSS Assessment was added to the perennial topic of 

High-stakes Assessment.  Taking these changes into account, we 

perceived there is an evolutionary pattern to these emerging and 

discontinued assessment topics.  Topics that emerged and were 
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still on the survey in 2017 at the end of our analysis included:  

Disciplinary/Content-area Literacy (2011), CCSS (2011), CCR 

(2012), Text Complexity (2012), Close Reading/Deep Reading 

(2014), Science Technology Engineering and Math (STEM) 

Literacy (2015), Writing, Academic, Argumentative Based on 

Sources (2015), Writing, Creative (2015), and Oral Language 

(2016).  As one reads across these topics, the influence of CCSS 

and CCR can be inferred for topics that emerged during this time. 

 

Discontinued Topics.  We cannot know if the topics that 

were discontinued will end up being persistent topics that will re-

emerge in the future.  We have already described topics that both 

emerged and discontinued during this time; therefore, this section 

highlights those that were present in 2008 and discontinued before 

2017.  They are listed followed by the last year they were 

included:  Reading/Learning Disabilities (2008), Direct/Explicit 

Instruction (2009), Multicultural Literacy (2009), Critical Reading 

and Writing (2011), Curriculum-based Assessment (2012), and 

Scientific/Evidence-based Research and Instruction (2012).  

Fluency would have been listed as a perennial topic had our 

analysis stopped in 2016, but it was not included in the 2017 

survey. 
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Table 3 

Compiled What’s Hot Survey Topics and Categories from 2008-

2017 

What’s Hot Topic 2008-2017 Perennial Persistent Emerged Discontinued 

Adolescent Literacy X       

Adult Literacy (2009-2011)     X X 

Close reading/Deep reading 

(2014*...)     X   

College & Career Readiness 

(2012*...)     X   

Comprehension X       

Common Core Standards 

(2011*...)     X   

Critical Reading & Writing 

(2008-2011)       X 

Curriculum-based Assessment 

(2008-2012)       X 

Differentiated Instruction 

(2010*-2014) Combined with 

RTI (2015-2016)   X     

Disciplinary/Content-Area Lit+ 

(2011*...)     X   
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Direct/Explicit Instruction 

(2008-2009)       X 

Early Intervention X       

ELL/Emergent Multilingual 

learners/ESL X       

Home/School Literacy 

Partnerships (Family Literacy 

from 2008-2009, dropped from 

2010-2016)   X     

Fluency (2008-2016)       X 

Gender Issues in Literacy (2008)       X 

Formative Assessment (2013*-

2015)     X X 

Genre Knowledge and 

Instruction (2015*)     X X 

High-stakes assess/CCSS 

assessment X       

Informational/NF texts X       

Intertextuality/Reading multiple 

texts (2010*-2011)     X X 

International Comparisons 

(2014*)     X X 

Literacy coaches/Reading 

specialists X       
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Motivation/Engagement X       

Multicultural Literature (2008-

2009)       X 

Digital Literacies/new 

literacies/media literacy X       

Oral Language (2016*...)     X   

Phonemic Awareness 

(combined with Phonics in 

2015) X       

Phonics/Phonemic Awareness 

(combined 2015) X       

Political/Policy influences on 

literacy X       

Preschool lit instruction X       

Professional 

Development/Learning 

communities X       

Reading/Learning Disabilities 

(2008)       X 

RTI/Multi-tiered Instruction X       

Scientific Evidence-based 

research & instruction (2008-

2012)       X 

STEM literacy (2015*...)     X   
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Struggling readers (grade 4 & 

above) X       

Summer reading*/summer loss 

(2015*-2016)     X X 

Teacher preparation & 

certification   X     

Text Complexity (2012*...)     X   

Vocabulary/Word Meaning X       

Writing (2008-2014) X       

Writing, academic, 

argumentative & based on 

sources (2015*...)     X   

Writing, creative (2015*...)     X  

Note * = year emerged, year-year = years on the list, …=still on list in 2017 
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Comparing ALER 2008-2017 Top 20 YB Trends to the 

What’s Hot Surveys 2008-2017 

 

Of the top 20 ALER YB topics, we found that 15 could be 

matched with a topic from the What's Hot Surveys.  Singular topic 

trends, those that were not compiled and collapsed to create 

broader categories, are described first.  The collapsed and 

combined category descriptions and comparisons follow.  ALER 

YB topics that do not compare with the What's Hot survey are 

described next.  The less frequent ALER YB topics that matched 

with What's Hot Survey Topics are listed in Table 6. 

 

ALER singular YB trends.  Of the top 20 topics, ten 

were singular topics meaning the keywords and topics matched 

well with no to little combining and collapsing.  They are easily 

recognizable and understood by ALER readers and, therefore, 

required no further elaboration.  These topics included: 

Adolescent Literacy, Comprehension, Disciplinary/Content-Area 

Literacy, Motivation/Engagement, Online Instruction, 

Professional Development, Struggling Readers, Teacher 

Preparation, Writing Instruction, and Writing. 

 

ALER singular YB trends and What’s Hot 

comparisons. Of these ten ALER YB trends, nine were well 

matched with a corresponding What's Hot Survey topic or topics 

as seen in Table 4.  Online Instruction was not a topic in the 

What's Hot Survey during the ten years under study and is 

discussed in the next section with the other topics that did not 

have a survey connection. 
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Table 4 

Comparison of ALER singular trends and the What's Hot Survey 

(2008-2017) 

ALER Singular Trending 

Topic 2008-2017 

What’s Hot Survey Topic 

2008-2017 

Teacher Preparation Teacher Preparation & 

Certification 

Professional Development Professional Development 

Struggling Readers Struggling Readers (4th grade 

and up) 

Disciplinary/Content-area 

Literacy 

Disciplinary/Content-area 

Literacy 

Literacy Coaching-Specialists Literacy coaches - Reading 

Specialists 

Assessment Curriculum-Based Assessment 

Formative Assessment 

High-Stakes Assessment 

Adolescent Literacy Adolescent Literacy 

Writing Instruction Writing, Academic, 

Argumentative 

Writing, Creative 

Writing Writing 
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ALER collapsed YB trend: Instructional approaches.  

Along with Teacher Preparation, Instructional Approaches 

was one of the top topic trends.  Instructional Approaches 

included classic approaches such as Literature Circles, Classroom 

Dialogue, Reading Aloud and Interactive Read Alouds, Readers 

Theater and the Language Experience Approach as well as newer 

and emerging approaches such as Adaptive Teaching, Culturally 

Responsive Instruction, and Sipe’s Literacy Responses (Sipe, 

2008). Some of these topics were addressed twice, while others 

only once in this 10-year analysis.  The full list of Instructional 

Approaches is found in Table 5. 

 

Table 5 

ALER YB Individual Instructional Approaches 

Individual Instructional Approaches Studied from 2008-2017 

Adaptive Teaching Questioning Strategies 

Classroom Dialogue Read Aloud 

Culturally-responsive Instruction Reciprocal Teaching 

Dialogic Reading Readers Theater 

Interactive Read Aloud Repeated Reading 

Language Experience Approach Responsive Teaching 

Literature Circles Sipe’s Literacy Responses 

Peer Tutoring Visual Thinking Strategies 
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Instructional approaches and What’s Hot Comparison. 

 Interestingly, one of the two most frequent trends in the ALER 

YB was connected to a discontinued topic in the What's Hot 

Survey: Scientific/Evidence-based Research and Instruction.  It 

makes sense that ALER would study promising practices to build 

a research base for those practices.  Evidence-based practices are 

identified as such because of research to either support or dispute 

them, which is much of the work of our Association.  There is 

also critique of the way evidence-based practices are determined 

since qualitative studies are often excluded, research used is often 

selective, and allusions to “best practices” are misleading and 

distorted (Allington, 2002a, 2002b, 2013; Garan, 2005).  

Additionally, research must also continue to expand and be 

culturally responsive to the changing needs of a literate 

population (Leu, Forzani, Timbrell, & Maykel, 2015). 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Digital Literacies/New 

Literacies/Media Literacy.  This category collapsed and evolved 

several times during the analysis.  Initially, Technology, Digital 

Literacy, and Media Literacy were separate categories.  There 

were only two topics of media literacy, and we understood that 

media literacy was not a new literacy.  It has been in existence 

and studied before the advent of more mobile and accessible 

technologies that have influenced literacy (Hobbs & Jensen, 

2009).  Other keywords associated with this topic were web 

literacy, technology, and educational technology integration.  We 

wrestled with categorizing Video Games with either Out-of-

School Literacies or Digital Literacies, ultimately deciding to 

include it with Digital Literacies.  At one point we collapsed 
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Technology and Digital Literacy into a singular New Literacies, 

as it seemed to be more inclusive of all the ways technology 

influenced both consumption and creation of content.  In the end, 

we were influenced by the What's Hot merging of these topics and 

used the category that emerged in 2016.  Topics of articles in this 

category reflected ways technology amplified traditional literacies 

to newer topics of virtual environments.  It reflects the changing 

nature of literacy because of the cultural influences of mobile 

technologies. 

 

Digital literacies/New Literacies/Media Literacy and 

What’s Hot comparison.  This topic emerged in 2008 as New 

Literacies/Media Literacies and kept the same title until 2011 

when it changed to New Literacies/Digital Literacies.  In 2014, it 

was simply Digital Literacies, and in 2015 previous terms were 

reversed to Digital Literacies/New Literacies.  In 2016, media 

literacy was added back to form Digital Literacies/New 

Literacies/Media Literacy and it remained the same for 2017.  

Because technology rapidly changes bringing with it new 

opportunities to engage with new media, this topic is difficult to 

draw boundaries around. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: ELL/EFL/Multilingual.  

This category was initially a straightforward, singular category of 

English Language Learners (ELL) until studies of English as a 

Foreign Language began to appear in the ALER YB articles.  In 

the last two years of analysis, biliteracy, bilingual, multilingual, 

and translingual also became topics of study.  This evolution 

reflected what May (2013) calls the multilinguistic turn in the 
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field, which considers bilingualism and biliteracy as one linguistic 

repertoire rather than two autonomous language systems (Garcia 

& Wei, 2014).  It also acknowledges the shift from language as a 

problem to language as a resource (Ruiz, 1984; McNelly, 2015). 

 

ELL/EFL/Multilingual What’s Hot Comparison.  This 

shift to language as a resource (Ruiz, 1984) was also seen in the 

What's Hot survey.  From 2008 through 2012 this topic was 

labeled English as a Second Language/English Language 

Learners.  From 2013 to 2015, the labels were reversed, and 

"Language" was dropped from English Language Learner, so the 

topic label was English Learner/English as a Second Language.  

In 2016, the topic kept its English Language focus but also 

included a broader worldview as "multilingual" was added to the 

combined topic which led to the label English Learners/Emergent 

Multilingual Learners/English as a Second Language.  This 

combining of these perspectives also represents the tensions 

among Ruiz's (1984) framework of language as a resource, 

language as a right, language as a problem.  The What's Hot topic 

label did not reflect English as a Foreign Language, as some of 

the ALER articles did. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Text Considerations.  Text 

is recognized as an important consideration in literacy education 

for motivation and success (Allington, 2002b; Cambria & 

Guthrie, 2010; Hoffman, 2017).  ALER researchers studied 

various aspects of texts.  They studied the use of children’s 

literature, basal series, and the traditional English canon.  They 

studied books that preservice teachers adapted for learner 
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variability and the ways new technologies provided opportunities 

for the study of multimodal texts and digital texts.  Text 

complexity and genres were also studied.  All of these various 

aspects of texts contribute to considerations of their use for 

instruction and how readers access them. 

 

Text considerations and What’s Hot Comparison.  The 

What’s Hot Survey focused on various aspects of texts during 

these 10 years, as well.  Informational/Nonfiction Texts was a 

perennial topic.  Multicultural literature was on the list in both 

2008 and 2009.  Genre Knowledge and Instruction and 

Intertextuality/Reading Across Multiple Texts, while short-lived, 

fit the text consideration category.  Text complexity emerged 

during this time and was still a topic receiving attention in 2017. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Assessment.  Assessment 

was a keyword nine times during this period.  Out of those nine 

instances, only two focused on high-stakes assessment.  

Formative assessment was studied three times and the remaining 

four were various types of performance- and curriculum-based 

assessments.  It appears that ALER researchers were more 

interested in the effects of assessment that informed instruction 

than high-stakes assessment. 

 

Assessment and What’s Hot Comparison.  High-stakes 

Assessment was a perennial topic.  The only change was the 

addition of Common Core Assessments to its topic label in 2016.  

As described previously, until 2016 there was an additional 

assessment topic that evolved from Curriculum-based Assessment 



 

 

106 
 

 

to Formative Assessment and then discontinued when Common 

Core Assessment was added to High-stakes Assessment.  As a 

reminder, the survey identifies topics receiving attention, not 

necessarily those considered important.  Each year of this 

analysis, High-stakes Assessment was listed as either "hot" or 

"very hot" but also identified each year as Should Not Be Hot 

with either a "cold" or "very cold" designation. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Writing Instruction and 

Writing.  In ALER articles, Writing Instruction was a topic of 

discussion in seven instances and Writing as a Process in six 

instances.  Since they were addressed separately, they are 

addressed here separately.  Researchers studied Writing 

Instruction in terms of writing strategy instruction, professional 

development in writing process for instruction, teacher decision 

making in writing instruction, the use of writing groups, 

instructional practices for conventions and mechanics, writing 

response journals as an instructional tool and the impact of the 

classroom environment in instruction.  Writing included writing 

process, writing quality, and journal writing. 

 

Writing instruction and Writing and What’s Hot 

comparison.  From 2008 to 2014, Writing was listed singularly 

and often coded as “cold” but “should be hot.”  In 2015, writing 

received more attention as it was divided into two topics: Writing, 

Academic, Argumentative, Based on Sources and Writing, 

Creative.  This division reflects the influence of the CCSS which 

has a heavy focus on argument writing, identifying it as the genre 

of academic writing (National Governors Association Center for 
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Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010).  

It also reflects literacy experts' acknowledgment of the 

importance of creative writing, as well. 

 

Topics in the Top Twenty for Which There was No 

Comparison to the What’s Hot Surveys  

Four topics did not have a comparison to the What's Hot 

Surveys.  These topics included one singular topic and three 

collapsed topics:  Online Teaching, Teacher Attributes, Cultural 

Awareness/Knowledge, and University Student Literacy.  Each is 

described below with a connection to why it fits within ALER's 

mission and goals. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Teacher Attributes.  Some 

aspect of teacher attributes was studied 14 times.  These attributes 

included such things as teacher's self-efficacy and perceptions.  

Researchers were interested in teachers' personal reading habits 

and identity as readers.  Teachers' growth mindset was also a topic 

of study.  In addition to teacher preparation and teacher 

professional development, teacher attributes influence the quality 

of instruction and include topics such as teacher efficacy, beliefs, 

perceptions, content knowledge, and cultural awareness. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: Cultural 

Awareness/Knowledge.  This category initially contained only 

three instances where both cultural awareness and cultural 

knowledge were attributed and studied using these exact terms.  

However, upon further analysis, it was determined this category 

should include cultural conditions such as race, geographical 
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location, and socioeconomic status.  Published manuscripts 

included single instances focused on African American family 

literacy as well as urban and rural contexts.  The effects of 

poverty were under study twice.  Additionally, the topic of social 

justice, as a cultural condition, was included in this category. 

 

ALER collapsed YB trend: University Student 

Literacy.  There were six instances in which the literacy of 

university students who were not necessarily teacher candidates 

was studied.  Some of these studies overlapped with others such 

as studying the reading proficiency of EFL university students.  

Four of the six instances involved undergraduate students, 

although one instance concerned doctoral students and another 

was reading proficiency of graduate students.  We considered 

combining these counts with Adult Literacy, as university 

students are, for the most part, adults, but degree-seeking seemed 

to give them a unique context of adult learners, in the same ways 

adolescent readers are their own subset. 

 

ALER singular YB trend: Preservice Teacher 

Attributes.  Similar to Teacher Attributes, Preservice Teacher 

Attributes were studied as a topic six times.  Attributes such as 

beliefs and perceptions were studied as well as self-efficacy.  The 

reading habits of preservice teachers were of interest to ALER 

researchers as well as their cultural beliefs. 

 

ALER singular YB trend: Online Instruction.  As more 

and more universities offer their reading/literacy master's degrees 

in online formats, there has been more and more interest in this 
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topic for both teaching and research (Abernathy, 1999; 

Morewood, Ankrum, & Swan-Dagen, 2017; Pytash & Karchmer-

Klein, 2020).  Therefore, it is no surprise that this topic has 

emerged within our professional organization.  Conference 

sessions on this topic during the past three or more years are very 

well attended. 

 

Less frequent ALER YB topics and comparisons to the 

What’s Hot Surveys 

Of the remaining 13 topics, six of them had comparable 

topics in the What's Hot Surveys (Table 6).  Some of the What's 

Hot Survey topics were reconceptualized and renamed, such as 

Family Literacy, a persistent topic as it was discontinued from 

2010-2016 and then reemerged in 2017 as Home/School Literacy 

Partnerships without designation of a new topic.  And while the 

What's Hot Survey separated CCSS and CCR, the ALER team 

combined it.  One combined ALER topic, Reader Agency, 

included studies of reader strategy use such as metacognition, 

summarization, and rereading. 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

A content analysis of the ALER YB peer-reviewed 

manuscripts provided only a sampling of topics researched or 

discussed over the 10 years of the historical update, since all 

conference presentations are not submitted for YB publication, 

and not all of those submitted are accepted.  The analysis of the 

accepted manuscripts revealed 32 topics that were addressed with 

at least two instances over the 10 years from 2008-2017.  Over the 
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same 10-year period, the annual What's Hot Survey identified 40 

topics that received attention.   

 

Table 6 

ALER YB Topics Five Counts or Fewer and What’s Hot Survey 

Comparisons 

ALER YB Topic 2008-2017 What’s Hot Survey Topic 

2008-2017 

Family Literacy/Parent 

Involvement 

Home/School Literacy 

Partnerships (relabeled from 

Family Literature) 

Reading Strategies Comprehension 

Vocabulary Vocabulary/Word Meaning 

Fluency Fluency 

Critical Thinking/Literacy Critical Reading & Writing 

CCSS-CCR Common Core State Standards 

College and Career Readiness 

 

Of the 32 ALER YB topics, 22 of them, or 69%, matched 

similar topics identified by the What's Hot Surveys.  Additionally, 

of the six remaining ALER YB topics that were addressed only 

once in this timeframe, four of them matched What’s Hot Survey 
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topics (Appendix).  These numbers indicate a strong alignment, 

close to 70%, with the What’s Hot Survey topics. 

The What’s Hot Surveys have been widely cited and have 

helped define and identify important topics in literacy (Cassidy & 

Ortlieb, 2013).  However, as our 10-year look at ALER YB trends 

revealed, it is not comprehensive of all literacy trends and topics 

worthy of research or discussion.  Many of our What’s Hot 

matching trends fit into ALER divisions:  Adult Learning, 

Clinical, College Literacy, and Teacher Education.  Our Adult 

Literacy division includes adults without a high school diploma as 

well as family literacy and workforce education and two of our 

trends fit into this division: Adult Literacy and Family 

Literacy/Parental Involvement.  In a broad sense, our trends of 

Struggling Readers and Instructional Approaches fit into Clinical 

Research and Practice as this division explores reading processes 

and implications and applications instruction, strengths and needs 

assessments as well as the administration of university clinics.  

We would add writing and the opportunities that technology 

offers to both mediate access to traditional literacies as well as 

new literacies that offer additional ways to be literate.  Therefore, 

specific aspects of literacy may also fit well here, such as Reading 

Achievement, Motivation, Comprehension, Fluency, and other 

topics in which learner variabilities and new thinking offer new 

avenues for research.  

There were 12 topics out of the 32 ALER identified topics, 

or 37.5%, that did not match the What's Hot Survey topics.  

Several of these topics were related to university studies and 

literacies, such as the study of Teacher Educators' practices and 

proficiencies, University Student Literacies (not preservice 
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teachers), and Online Teaching at the university level.  Literacy 

Specialist Preparation, in particular, is a specialized type of 

teacher preparation that was a topic of study, as was Preservice 

Teacher and practicing Teacher Attributes.  Mentoring for 

preservice teachers and literacy specialists was studied as was 

School and University Partnerships.  These are all topics that fit 

into ALER’s divisions, specifically College Literacy and Teacher 

Education.  These two divisions address much of the work done at 

universities.  Because the majority of our members are university 

faculty and doctoral students, these topics are part of our work as 

teacher educators and therefore spark inquiry. 

There was one topic that did not fit neatly into our 

divisions but touches all of them:  Cultural 

Awareness/Knowledge.  This important, cross-cutting topic 

combined specific, singular aspects of culture and some of the 

What’s Hot Survey topics could have been combined to represent 

a similar category, for example, What’s Hot Survey topics such as 

Gender Issues in Education, Literacy and Adolescent Boys, 

Multicultural Literature, and International Comparisons.  These 

were topics of importance on the survey in various years.  Culture 

is reflected in foci on digital literacies and language learning and 

emphasis on high-stakes assessments. 

We also need to consider ILA’s redesigned What’s Hot 

Surveys which have a more global reach and broader input (ILA, 

2018).  Cultural Awareness/Knowledge is cross-cutting in this 

survey, too, but specific in terms of identifying topics that are 

both “hot” and “important.”  Looking across the top five topics 

that were both “hot” and “important” in the most recent report 

(ILA, 2018), only Early Literacy and Strategies for Differentiating 
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Instruction were identified on both top five lists.  The other three 

“important” topics in the top five were Equity in Literacy 

Education, Teacher Preparation, and Access to Books and 

Content.  These five topics reflect and extend topics of the 

original What’s Hot Surveys and illustrate the importance of 

Cultural Awareness/Knowledge in topics such as Equity and 

Access.  This redesigned survey also validates the vision that Jack 

Cassidy had back in 1996 in conceptualizing and sustaining trends 

in literacy education. 

 

Benefits of This Content Analysis to ALER YB Readers, 

Researchers, and Authors 

 

Engaging in this analytical process gave some insight into 

the ALER YB that uncovered not only trends in the peer-reviewed 

research but also opportunities to improve the YB.  Determining 

keywords for other scholars' work was not as straightforward as 

we originally anticipated, as noted in our methods section.  We 

believe that developing searchable keywords for a manuscript 

helps authors focus their work.  Developing keywords may also 

bring more readers and researchers to the YB and increase its 

impact.  YB editors could use the categories we found, or updated 

or revised categories as needed, and provide a small content 

analysis for each volume annually.  This year's readers will see 

keywords included in the 2018 conference proceedings as a direct 

result of this analysis.  Additionally, ALER divisions may 

consider these trends, as well as trends in our research journal, 

Literacy Research and Instruction, to see if the divisions may 

need to revise their goals and foci. 
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Looking Ahead 

As our culture, literacy, and ALER continue to evolve, so 

does the YB.  Not only will Volume 41, the 2019 edition, have 

searchable keywords for each manuscript, one peer-reviewed 

manuscript will be selected as the first recipient of the The 

Elizabeth G. Sturtevant Exemplary Article Award.  Betty 

Sturtevant epitomized a dedicated ALER member and an 

insightful scholar who was recognized early as a scholar with 

ALER’s 1992 Outstanding Dissertation Award.  In addition to 

other service, she was a YB co-editor for seven volumes, 17 

through 21, and co-edited the 40-year history and the 50-year 

history.  She was recognized for both her scholarship, mentoring, 

and service to ALER with the 2010 A.B. Herr Award for Lifetime 

Contributions to Literacy Education and the 2016 Laureate Award 

for ongoing service to ALER.  Because of her love of and 

devotion to ALER, her family is honoring her memory with the 

YB article award that will recognize exemplary rigor and 

relevance of one article each year through recognized status and a 

$500 honorarium for its author(s). 

We cannot predict what the future holds, but we do know 

that literacy is fluid in both responding to and shaping cultural 

change (Brandt, 2001; Jenkins, 2013; Mills, 2016).  We are 

excited about the changes to the YB and its role in providing a 

sampling of what is important to our membership and beyond.  

We can say with certainty that literacy will continue to reflect 

change and make change, and that ALER YB will be responsive 

to and document future change. 
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Appendix 

Single Instance Topics and What’s Hot Survey Match  

ALER Single Topic What’s Hot Survey Topic 

Language Proficiency Oral Language 

Phonics-PA Phonics/Phonemic Awareness 

Policy-Mandates 

Political/Policy Influences on  

Literacy 

Secondary-English-Teachers  

Social-Emotional-Learning  

STEM STEM Literacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 

ORAL HISTORIES 

OF PAST PRESIDENTS AND 

AWARDEES 

  



 

 

121      

Introduction to ALER Oral Histories 
 

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

 In this section of the Ten-Year Retrospective, we turn our 

attention to those organizational, scholarly, and service-oriented 

leaders who have made important contributions to ALER and to 

the field of literacy over the past ten years.  In his introduction to 

the CRA Oral Histories in the 50-Year volume, lead editor Wayne 

Linek (2010) cited the rationale for such an effort as explicated by 

Norm Stahl and his colleagues in an article in the 1994 CRA 

Yearbook (Stahl, King, Dillon, & Walker, 1994).  That rationale 

recognized the reality that often important knowledge and 

valuable experiences, recollections, and anecdotes, especially of 

“less visible” contributors to our field, are not captured in the 

formal literature and are thus subject to being ignored and 

forgotten.  The oral histories offered in this section are an attempt 

to avoid such loss for the time period covered by this volume.   

 Oral histories for all past presidents who served from 2008 

to 2018 are presented first, followed by the winners of the 

Laureate, Mazurkiewicz, and Herr awards.  An editorial decision 

was made not to repeat oral histories of award winners whose 

histories were included in the 50-Year history.  Names of all 

award winners are listed in the appropriate five-year 

organizational history, but only those winners who were not 

previously interviewed are represented in this volume.  A major 

regret was that we were not able to complete an oral interview 

with Laureate and Herr Award Winner Elizabeth G. “Betty” 
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Sturtevant before her untimely death.  Fortunately, we were able 

to enlist one of her recent doctoral students to write a biographical 

piece, providing unique insight into Betty’s scholarship and 

mentoring skills. 

We are excited and proud to present these 25 oral 

histories, offering rich perceptions into the lives of many who 

have helped shape the current field of literacy, especially within 

ALER.  From Don Leu’s service in the Peace Corps in the 

Marshall Islands to Connie Briggs’ work with Marie Clay to 

David Paige’s career in the music industry before becoming a 

teacher, the unique paths traveled by these literacy leaders have 

framed and influenced their lives and work.  Each interviewee 

focused on a slightly different aspect of literacy in his or her 

work, but all have a passion for reading and literacy.  As a reader, 

you may be struck by the differences in views expressed by the 

interviewees about important literacy topics, but you will also find 

many commonalities.  Although each interviewer/writer worked 

from the same basic template for the oral interview, each story is 

told in the writer’s distinctive style, adding to the authenticity of 

each offering.  The total effect of these histories serves to 

continue the work of those whose pattern we follow, endeavoring 

to preserve “our professional roots” (Stahl, et. al, 1994), providing 

a foundation that future ALER members can build on. 
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MONA MATTHEWS 

ALER President 2008 – 2009 

 

Evan Ortlieb 
St. John’s University 

 

 Inquiry is a process that aims 

to resolve doubt or solve a problem.  

It holds no fear, for truth is the 

ultimate outcome.  This mechanism 

is typically associated with scientific 

explorations and not generally with 

the field of literacy education; yet it 

is through continual inquiry that 

Mona Matthews, 2009 President of 

ALER, has made significant 

contributions to our understanding of reading acquisition and 

early literacy development. 

 

Background  

Growing up in Atlanta, Georgia, Mona was greatly 

influenced by strong female figures including her mother and 

grandmother.  Continual development and lifelong learning were 

promoted in her household, so it was no surprise that Mona 

excelled in college.  However, in her early years, she was not 

always as studious; she preferred surveying people and 

conversing with others like her grandmother.  People were her 
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passion; it was not until college that Mona connected learning and 

the teaching of others into career aspirations.  With her family’s 

encouragement, she focused her attention towards educating 

others. 

Mona witnessed firsthand the struggle for equal rights and 

racial integration during the 1960s in the South.  Her appreciation 

for diversity and the empowerment of all people grew through 

lived experience.  Mona instilled these principles within her two 

children, Sean and Evan, alongside her husband Jim of 32 years.  

Today, spending time with family is at the crux of Mona 

Matthews; they teach, drive, and renew her quest for excellence in 

literacy research and instruction. 

As a native of Atlanta, Mona spent 13 years in two schools 

within the Atlanta Public School System, attending Inman 

Elementary School (kindergarten-seventh grades) and then Grady 

High School (eighth-twelfth grades).  So her roots are definitely 

urban. 

 

College Years 

Unlike some of her counterparts, Mona selected 

Mississippi State College for Women to begin her pursuit of a 

collegiate education.  She earned her undergraduate and master’s 

degrees from Georgia State University (GSU) and attended the 

University of Georgia, where she was awarded the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy.  Looking back on her route to majoring in 

education, Mona recalled, “Women had three options in college—

become a nurse, teacher, or secretary.  I surely did not want to be 

either of the other two.  I am so glad to be given the opportunity 

to pursue a path in teaching. I can’t think of any greater calling.” 
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Teacher Induction 

While still in college, Mona began her teaching career as a 

preschool teacher for two years, teaching three- and four-year-

olds.  Upon becoming certified to teach, she taught four years as a 

first-grade teacher in Fulton County, Georgia, before becoming a 

consultant for Harper & Row Publishers for six years.  Then in 

1986, she was hired by Georgia State University as an assessment 

project coordinator before proceeding through the assistant, 

associate, and full ranks of professorship, where she currently 

serves as co-director of the Early Childhood Education 

Collaborative Master’s Program. 

Mona credited much of her success to the deep influences 

of her incredibly gifted colleagues in the Department of Early 

Childhood Education at Georgia State University.  Her cross-

disciplinary work with developmental science and child 

development pertaining to literacy acquisition and emergent 

literacy encompasses social dimensions of a reader’s growth.  

This is an area that Mona felt needs heightened attention and 

further investigation. 

 

Mentorship 

A scholar does not emerge; a scholar is like pre-formed 

clay—inclusive of ideologies, notions, and existing ways of 

understanding, some of which have to be continually redesigned. 

Only with the combination of a mentor’s guiding hands and an 

opportunistic and diligent apprentice can lasting growth be 

realized.  While teaching in Fulton County, Mona met Sylvia 

Hutchinson of the University of Georgia and regularly engaged 

Sylvia in inquisitive discussions and questions that came from her 
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teaching experiences.  Since beginning her academic career at 

Georgia State, Joyce Many has also served as her mentor, peer, 

collaborator, and role model for professional life including 

scholarship, teaching, and service. 

The countless works of Marie Clay influenced Mona’s 

thinking about reading acquisition.  Lasting influences do not stop 

there; Mona highlighted the importance of encouragement, 

opportunities, and support that Jerry Johns provided to her over 

the years.  She hopes to continue scaffolding literacy 

professionals early in their career as he did for her. 

 

Professorial Highlights 

 Accomplishments are all the sweeter when they are earned 

through maturation and commitment.  Mona considered her 

manuscript entitled “Children learning with peers: The confluence 

of peer status and literacy competence within small-group literacy 

events,” published in 2003 by Reading Research Quarterly, to be 

the cornerstone of her scholarly works.  This work was conducted 

as part of the Elva Knight Research Grant from the International 

Reading Association.  She described the process:  “After 

collecting the data with a colleague in a first-grade classroom for 

a year, I spent another year analyzing the data.  I threw out that 

analysis; something just wasn’t right.  This recursive process 

made me a better writer.” 

Mona’s interest in young children’s use of social resources 

continued in a recent three-year longitudinal study with colleague 

Caitlin Dooley, examining 38 children from the age of two to 

five.  Along with Dooley, Mona has published three articles from 

this rich data set involving children’s emergent literacy.  Mona 
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found herself sharing her research not only with colleagues but 

her children throughout her career.  It was no surprise that her two 

sons have found research a valuable tool in their work, one as a 

graphic designer and the other a policy debater.  Pursuing the 

answers to questions guided her sons’ quests for leaving a positive 

impression professionally and socially.  Currently, Mona, along 

with GSU colleague Amy Seely Flint, is working with the 

University of Stellenbosch to establish a professional 

development school in South Africa.  Only through perpetual 

diligence does Mona believe we can find ways for children to 

construct meaning that is connected to their lived experiences.  

“Imagine that an infant is born who has the potential to become a 

part of any family, but in a few months, it is clear that they belong 

to a culture. That is powerful.” 

 

ALER Engagement 

 Mona’s engagement with ALER began in 1984 when 

ALER was the College Reading Association (CRA).  At that 

conference, she gave her first national presentation.  She 

subsequently presented at numerous CRA/ALER annual 

conferences. Moreover, she served on the editorial review board 

for the conference yearbook (1999-2008).  Eventually, she 

assumed several leadership positions including chair-elect of the 

Teacher Education Division (1999-2001) and then chair of the 

division (2001-2003).  Other leadership roles included serving as 

vice president (2006-2007), president-elect (2007-2008), and then 

president (2008-2009).  In 2009-2015, she also served as chair of 

the Literacy Teacher Education Grant Review Committee.  Along 

with Laurie Elish-Piper, Mona worked diligently to initiate the 
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Teacher Education Grant (now titled ALER Research Grant).  

Currently, she serves as chair to ALER’s Mentoring Committee.  

In addition, she has published numerous papers in Literacy 

Research and Instruction and ALER's Yearbook. 

Future Directions 

As focus in literacy education has shifted over the years, 

Mona indicated that she believes that current school-based 

practices have moved away from interest in the student, with 

children not always being the top priority.  Other trends such as 

high drop-out rates and low performance in urban settings persist.  

To address these long-standing educational issues, Mona urged 

the formation of additional multidisciplinary consortiums with 

experts from health sciences, brain development, nutrition, and 

speech language pathology that must come together to holistically 

address children’s literacy development. 

Additionally, she claimed that staying active in research 

(voraciously reading academic periodicals and pursuing lines of 

inquiry) and practice (working with teachers and schools) bolsters 

her excitement and motivation.  The academic life of pursuing her 

own interests (mapping out her own course) has been thoroughly 

rewarding since her first year as an ALER member in 1984 while 

pregnant!  Those interests include serving on committees and 

editorial boards for several professional organizations.  Mona 

Matthews is synonymous with terms like qualitative researcher, 

detail oriented, credible, intellectually honest, and critical thinker 

of theory and practice. 

Although she is not ready to retire, when she does, she 

expects to volunteer to aid children and/or adults in the battle for 
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literacy.  Her progressive spirit promotes the notion that educators 

must put students first.  With new directions in technology, she 

emphasized that “we will be forced to redefine learning and 

literacy.  ALER must continue its movement toward becoming an 

organization that is focused on literacy and teacher education to 

solidify the progress we have made in the past towards advances 

in best practice in the future.” 
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Laurie Elish-Piper 

Right Place, Right Time 

ALER President, 2009 – 2010 

 

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

 Two themes seem to run through 

Laurie Elish-Piper’s life.  She 

commented over and over again during 

our interview how she felt doubtful 

about her own capabilities and how the 

various circumstances she was exposed 

to built a surprising self-confidence.  

The second is, perhaps, a corollary of 

the first: “Right Place, Right Time.”  As 

the interview continued, that phrase kept 

coming up.  In a typically self-

deprecating way, Laurie consistently downplayed her own ability 

and accomplishments with a particular phrase.  “It was just a 

matter of being in the right place at the right time,” she would say. 

 

The Early Years 

 Certainly, Laurie’s early life seemed quite typical for the 

time period—until you look a little deeper.  The daughter of an 

avid-reader mom and a teacher father, books occupied an 

important space in her formative years.  Laurie reported being 

able to read by the time she went to kindergarten.  That came 
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about, she felt, because her oldest sister teased her for not being 

able to read, leading her just-older sister to teach her how to read.  

She still considers her two sisters, Allison and Dana, to be key 

figures in her adult life. 

 Her father was the son of immigrants who came through 

Ellis Island in the early part of the twentieth century and was 

unable to speak English until he began school.  The family 

worked hard to be independent, self-supporting citizens, which 

was a challenge during the Depression.  Life often involved 

making difficult choices between wants and needs.  Settling in 

Highland, Indiana, a suburb of Chicago, the Elishes raised their 

children to be hard workers as well, and although neither were 

able to read or write, they valued education.  Laurie reported 

being aware, growing up, of a work ethic and a sense of frugality 

that she felt impacted her strongly.  She still has trouble buying 

something for herself if it’s not on sale! 

 Her typical suburban childhood revolved around playing 

with neighbor kids and cousins, riding bikes, playing school with 

books and worksheets her dad brought home.  For fun, however, 

she read the encyclopedia, not exactly a typical pastime for most 

children.  Still, she called it a “fairly typical, fairly uneventful, 

suburban growing-up experience.” 

 

Off to School 

 Laurie attended Southridge Elementary in Highland, a 

neighborhood school near her home.  She remembered two 

teachers in her elementary years who really stood out for her.  The 

first, Mrs. Yeazel, taught her in both kindergarten and third grade.  

She remembered her as a “very nurturing teacher.”  Mrs. Yeazel 
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was impressed to discover that Laurie could already read when 

she entered kindergarten.  However, she later gave Laurie the only 

C she ever remembers receiving on her schoolwork—for cursive 

writing.  While the C mortified her, she remembered that Mrs. 

Yeazel encouraged her, telling her, “You can do it!” and, of 

course, she eventually did. 

 Her second-grade teacher, Ms. Lowe, made an important 

contribution by recognizing and acknowledging that Laurie was 

an advanced reader.  When her class went to the library, she told 

Laurie that she didn’t need to read picture books; she took her 

over to the chapter book shelves and introduced her to Laura 

Ingalls Wilder.  As Laurie said, “I was hooked!”  She indicated 

that this was a watermark year also because Ms. Lowe introduced 

her to poetry and encouraged her to write poetry.  Ms. Lowe’s 

nudging helped Laurie realize that “I was really good at some of 

these things.” 

 Her fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. McKeown, also recognized 

Laurie’s talents and put them to work.  She asked Laurie and her 

friend Kim, both good students, to go to the first-grade classroom 

two or three times a week to help two little boys who were 

struggling.  It was through this experience that Laurie first began 

to entertain the idea that she might like to be a teacher.  She 

doesn’t recall if she really helped the boys, but on a personal level 

she called this “a powerful experience.” 

 Not surprisingly, Laurie reported that the English 

Language Arts were always her favorite school subjects; what she 

liked the least was physical education.  Her aversion was rooted in 

the fact the she disliked team sports, which was the lion’s share of 

physical education in those days.  Later she learned to enjoy 
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playing tennis, a more individualistic sport, with her close friends.  

I recalled later that we were conducting this interview right after 

Laurie and her family had returned from a Chicago Cubs game; 

she didn’t seem aware of any irony in that. 

 Throughout her school years, she didn’t recall that her 

parents put pressure on her or her sisters specifically to get good 

grades.  They did communicate clearly the idea that “All we 

expect from you is that you do your best.”  They not only 

preached it, Laurie indicated they modeled it through their own 

hard work.  Laurie called this attitude “the key force that 

surrounded much of my childhood.” 

 Laurie attended a large high school of over 2000 students 

and took coursework in the accelerated track.  She remembered a 

particular day, at the beginning of her senior year, when a teacher 

invited her to participate in the Advanced Placement (AP) courses 

that her school was just beginning.  She was enticed to participate 

because the courses promised to count for college credit.  Thus, 

she began her college career with her entire freshman English 

classes completed. 

Laurie did very well in high school, successfully 

completing the AP courses, and she knew she would be receiving 

two scholarships at the end-of-year senior awards assembly.  She 

was shocked to learn, however, that she had also won a 

scholarship for writing offered by her high school in honor of a 

respected English teacher.  Since all of these awards had to do 

with English and writing, Laurie concluded this might indeed be 

her “calling.” 
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The College Years 

 Laurie received a full scholarship to attend St. Joseph’s 

College, a small Catholic college in Rensselaer, Indiana.  She 

recalls this time as “four of the most awesome years in my life” 

and referred to the experience as “idyllic.”  She attributes this 

perception of the experience primarily to the fact that it was such 

a small college, sometimes as few as four or five in a class.  The 

small classes fostered the development of many close and lasting 

friendships with fellow students.  She also liked the way the 

curriculum was constructed, especially regarding the education 

courses; she reported beginning field experiences in schools as 

early as her freshman year.  “[I]t got me right out there,” she said.  

In addition, because she had a full scholarship, she did not need to 

work to support her college career and was able to focus on her 

academics and her social life. 

 She recalled two “aha!” moments as she progressed 

through her undergraduate years.  One occurred when she wrote 

her first essay in her core program.  Having done so well in 

writing, she felt quite confident in her work, but her professor told 

her that her writing was too “up-tight.”  “It feels like it’s a 

formula,” he complained. “Well, of course it’s the formula,” she 

replied.  His response was that this was not how college writing 

was done but that she “had potential.”  She did learn other ways to 

write besides the formulaic styles she had learned in high school, 

but she still regarded the formulas as a useful stage in her writing 

development. 

 Another experience that she considered a “clarifying 

moment” occurred because of the AP work she had done in high 

school.  Although the college required her to complete the 
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freshman core, her AP credits allowed her to skip the sophomore 

core.  She was suddenly thrust in classes with juniors who did not 

hide their skepticism that she was up to the work.  When she was 

able to hold her own with them, it raised her confidence level.  

Despite her academic record, Laurie reported always feeling 

doubtful of her abilities in new challenges, whether it was these 

courses, graduate school, the doctoral program, or beginning work 

at a university.  Her self-confidence has grown as she has met 

each challenge. 

 A third concept that began to crystallize for Laurie during 

this time had to do with taking extra reading classes as a part of 

her education coursework.  Since reading had always come easy 

to her, it had never occurred to her that anyone might struggle 

with learning how to read.  As she took the courses to earn a 

reading endorsement on her teaching certificate, it started to 

connect for her that children do struggle with reading and that 

perhaps teachers needed better preparation. 

 I asked Laurie about any professors that really stood out, 

and she was quickly able to call three to mind.  She mentioned Dr. 

Charles Kerlin, whom she called “my mentor.”  He challenged her 

to think through her career goals and to be able to provide support 

for her decisions and opinions.  Sister Karen Craig, a nun who left 

the religious order to adopt children, supervised all clinical work 

and student teaching and gave Laurie valuable feedback.  Sister 

Craig also encouraged her to apply for as many endorsements as 

she could to give her flexibility.  Her third choice was Dr. 

Nichols, a science professor. Since science was not one of her 

strengths, she appreciated his ability at “making the confusing 

clear.”  She graduated feeling that he had given her a firm 
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foundation in an area that she had not felt comfortable with 

before. 

 She also mentioned two classmates, Tracey Stewart and 

Anna Hatfield, who filled important roles in her life.  As student 

teachers, the three taught in the same building and used their 

travel time back and forth to brainstorm with each other and share 

feedback for solving problems they encountered in their teaching.  

About two weeks into student teaching, Laurie reported one of her 

fourth-grade students approached her to tell her she wasn’t feeling 

well and suddenly threw up all over her.  Laurie laughingly 

considered the episode her “christening” into teaching; if she 

could survive that, “maybe I am officially becoming a teacher!”  

Of course, the ride home that day was a bit uncomfortable for 

everyone! 

Laurie truly enjoyed the student teaching experience.  She 

indicated that her mentor teacher let her have free rein to try out 

things she had been learning in her classes such as journaling and 

cooperative grouping; this freedom continued to build her 

confidence.  To celebrate on the last day of student teaching, the 

three “new” teachers shared a bottle of champagne in the school 

parking lot.  Despite that, all three are still in education. 

 Chris, Laurie’s best friend and roommate, had a major 

impact on Laurie’s social life during college.  Laurie indicated she 

had always tended to be shy and hold back in social situations.  

Chris, on the other hand, was very outgoing and never met a 

stranger.  It was Chris who opened social doors for her and 

encouraged her to enjoy this period in her life.  Always organized, 

however, Laurie made sure her assignments were done and tests 

were studied for ahead of time.  She laughingly reported, “I also 
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think that my ability to be so organized and to pre-plan allowed 

me to oftentimes brag that I never missed a party in college.”  She 

enjoyed “road trips” to friends at nearby colleges, bonfires, flag 

football, and many other traditional college extracurricular events.  

She remarked that college was “really a magical time for me.” 

 

Parochial and Public School Teaching 

 Laurie’s first teaching job after graduation was as a 

reading/literature teacher for 7th and 8th graders at a private 

Catholic school.  Although she had fortunately acquired a reading 

endorsement, she had no experience at all with middle school.  

She found the most challenging aspect to be classroom 

management; without training in this area, she felt she was 

“learning from scratch.”  Despite this obstacle, she enjoyed the 

class because, without curriculum or standards, she was able to do 

many innovative projects with the students.  One other negative 

was the very low pay, which required her to move back in with 

her parents.  

 Wanting to get out on her own, Laurie became one of 176 

applicants for a single elementary position in one of the schools in 

her alma mater, Highland Public Schools; she was pleasantly 

surprised to be the one selected.  She was the first new teacher 

hired at Mildred Merkley Elementary School in seventeen years.  

Another way to say that is, the school was staffed by veterans 

who were not interested in learning new ideas like cooperative 

grouping.  Although collaboration with other teachers was not an 

option for her, the students, she said, were “amazing!”  When the 

school moved to a departmental structure the second year, Laurie 

had hoped to be named the English/Language Arts teacher.  
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However, that position went to a veteran who wanted it, and 

Laurie was named the science teacher.  Still feeling some 

trepidation in teaching science, she took a graduate course the 

summer before and learned some wonderful hands-on, minds-on 

science strategies to implement in her classroom.  As a result, she 

discovered that she loved teaching science! 

 That was not the only graduate course she took; Laurie 

had already begun work on a master’s degree in June after her 

college graduation in May of 1985.  She completed the master’s 

work in Reading in 1987 at Purdue University, encouraged by her 

father to qualify for a lifetime teaching license in elementary 

education.  Because there was nothing in the way of professional 

development offered through her school, she came to regard the 

professors and students in her graduate classes as a kind of 

support group.  She loved learning new strategies in class at night 

and trying them out in her own classroom the next day.  This 

opportunity for immediate application gave her insight into 

reading issues of her struggling students. 

 

Finding New and Different Opportunities 

 Two big changes occurred in Laurie’s life about this time.  

First, she met her husband in 1987, while she was teaching in 

Highland.  They married about a year and a half later in 1989.  He 

is not an educator, and Laurie laughingly states that “on the 

surface [we] have absolutely nothing in common.”  Clearly, they 

have found their commonalities.  They have one son, Michael. 

 Feeling that her position at Highland offered little in the 

way of opportunity, Laurie began to explore new horizons. After 

five years as a public-school teacher, she applied for a position as 
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an educational therapist in a psychiatric hospital and was hired.  

The position, which she held for two years, allowed her to work 

with small groups of students with, as she put it, “extreme needs.”  

She learned that by being in a safe environment, the children, 4th 

through 8th graders, were able to focus and learn. Her success with 

these students continued to build her confidence.  Another 

confidence builder the job offered was helping her develop as a 

public speaker; part of the job entailed speaking to various 

groups.  By working with a multidisciplinary treatment team, 

Laurie gained a broad perspective on many issues impacting the 

education of children.  She finally accepted the fact that she had 

indeed become a kind of “expert.” 

 

Working toward the Doctorate 

 During this time Laurie’s husband earned a promotion that 

moved the couple from Indiana to the Akron, Ohio, area.  She had 

been thinking about pursuing a doctorate and decided this was the 

right time.  She enrolled in the University of Akron, and when she 

went in to register for classes, she was asked if she would be 

interested in an assistantship.  Not really understanding what an 

assistantship was, she indicated she might be interested.  The 

result was that she was hired to supervise student teachers and 

teach some classes, earning a small salary with all tuition paid!  

“Right place, right time,” as Laurie put it. 

 To Laurie, being involved in the doctoral program was 

like “getting invited to a banquet, and there’s just so many things 

to look at and so many things to choose from.”  Among her 

professors and mentors at the University of Akron were Martha 

Collins and Barbara Moss, who first encouraged her to become 
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involved in what was then College Reading Association (CRA).  

After a little over a year as an assistant, Barbara Moss mentioned 

that Kent State University was hiring a full-time instructor and 

suggested Laurie apply.  She interviewed with JoAnn Vacca and 

got the job, working full time at Kent State while finishing her 

doctorate at the University of Akron.  Laurie felt this was an 

important time because having connections to two major 

universities expanded her professional network tremendously.  As 

she explained it again, “. . .  right place and right time.” 

 Laurie shared two texts that she read during her doctoral 

program that had significant effects on her.  One was Shirley 

Brice Heath’s Ways with Words (1983), and the other was Paulo 

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993).  Both of these 

books opened her eyes to ways of living and experience that were 

very unfamiliar to her and made her question her basic 

assumptions in ways she had not before.  Statements such as this 

probably helped revolutionize her thinking:  The “efforts [of the 

humanist, revolutionary educator] must coincide with those of the 

student to engage in critical thinking and the quest for mutual 

humanization.  His efforts must be imbued with a profound trust 

in people and their creative power.  To achieve this, they must be 

partners of the students in their relations with them” (Freire, 

1970/1993, p. 56). 

In addition to reading those two texts, she was also 

involved with implementing a family literacy program in inner 

city Akron funded by a grant that Barbara Moss and Martha 

Collins had written.  It was working in this program that 

occasioned her friendship with Pat Linder, who was a master’s 

student also helping with the program.  These experiences led her 
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ultimately to address the issues surrounding family literacy in her 

dissertation study, and they have also become a focus of her life’s 

work. 

 As Laurie was finishing up her doctorate, her husband left 

his job to open up a business with a partner in the Chicago area.  

She suspects the temporary separation permitted her to focus on 

the dissertation in ways she might not have been able to do 

otherwise.  Nevertheless, once the degree was done, she was 

ready to find a way to get to Chicago. 

 

Launching a Career in Higher Education 

 The door to the Chicago area opened when she was 

offered an assistant professorship at Northern Illinois University 

(NIU).  She was very excited to work with colleagues such as 

Jerry Johns, Norm Stahl, and Jim Moss.  Laurie had first met both 

Jerry Johns and Norm Stahl at a CRA conference in Richmond, 

VA, as a new graduate student.  She recognized Johns’ face from 

The Basic Reading Inventory she was teaching with in an 

undergrad methods class.  He introduced himself to her the first 

day, calling her by her first name because she was wearing her 

nametag.  Every time they ran into each other at the conference, 

he smiled and called a greeting to her; this impressed her very 

much.  Norm Stahl was the president of CRA that year, and 

through a serendipitous chain of events, she and fellow grad 

student Pat Linder wound up being Stahl’s guests in the cab to the 

airport.  Another right place, right time event? 

 Jerry Johns was named as Laurie’s official mentor; even 

though he was on sabbatical the year she came aboard, he 

diligently and graciously took the time to meet with her and read 
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her manuscripts to give feedback.  He intentionally took her 

around to meet people at conferences, introducing her as “one of 

our fabulous new assistant professors.” 

 Norm Stahl served as department chair until his 

retirement; Laurie said he was also a mentor but approached the 

responsibility very differently from Johns.  He was more succinct 

and somewhat brusque, with comments such as “So, your 

manuscript didn’t get accepted.  Find a journal that has lower 

standards than you do.”  But when she did publish, he would 

leave handwritten notes in her box that said things like “You 

make us look good at NIU.”  Both of these colleagues contributed 

immensely to Laurie’s growing sense of self confidence.  She 

continues to consider them friends and collaborators. 

 As Laurie began her work at NIU, she experienced what to 

her seemed like another right place, right time event.  NIU had 

just received a Goals 2000 grant to implement a school-university 

partnership, and Laurie was invited to help with the 

implementation.  She collaborated as the reading professor with a 

science professor, a social studies professor, and a language arts 

professor to create an instructional model in which pre-service 

teachers in one-year placements conducted action research and 

presented their results at the end of the semester.  The grant 

ended, but they were able to find other means of support to 

continue the work, with a goal to create a full professional 

development school.  Laurie is very proud of this work and sees 

this kind of development as a major trend that she has observed 

over the course of her career. 

 A second, not so positive, trend she has seen is the rise of 

high-stakes standardized testing.  Laurie viewed this trend as an 
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exercise in labeling programs, schools, and districts in negative 

ways.  A related issue she talked about was the tendency of 

districts to bypass reading diagnostic assessments she saw as 

important for designing appropriate interventions.  She felt too 

many educators want to use a quick one-minute probe that 

satisfies the requirements of Response to Intervention but gives 

little insight into a struggling reader’s specific needs.  This 

seemed to her to be an attempt by some to de-professionalize 

reading specialists, devaluing them as they work to conduct “an 

art and a science of diagnosis.”  She saw this trend as a battle she 

continues to fight, by preparing undergraduate and graduate 

students to administer and interpret appropriate assessments. 

 A third trend she has observed is diversity.  Initially, 

diversity meant students of different abilities or different racial 

groups, but during her tenure at NIU, Laurie observed what she 

calls “an explosion of the number of English Language Learners.”  

This has impacted the university because it required development 

of new courses and degree programs to meet the needs of teachers 

who must “learn to work with a range of different kinds of 

students.” 

 

Settling in and Moving Forward 

 Laurie pointed to two aspects of her job that give her 

special pleasure.  One is the opportunity to work with budding 

reading specialists, especially as they work with students in the 

clinic, coming alongside and coaching or demonstrating.  She felt 

this work kept her teaching fresh, but also allowed her to see the 

value of what she was accomplishing.  She was proud of the fact 

that many of her doctoral students actually go back into the 
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classroom, taking what they have learned with them to “just be 

better at what they do.”  Laurie said, “If I get to teach today, it’ll 

be a good day.” 

 The second aspect came out of her work as director of the 

literacy clinic.  The clinic recently moved into new facilities that 

Laurie helped design.  The clinic reaches inner city children and 

parents to support all aspects of reading, with a special emphasis 

on English Language Learners.  The graduate students do their 

clinicals through this clinic, but Laurie was also able to hire full-

time reading specialists for individualized assessment and 

intervention.  The clinic sponsors innovative after-school and 

summer programs, and really targets parental involvement in 

helping students learn to read.  A Freire quote resonates here: 

“Authentic education is not carried on by ‘A’ for ‘B’ or by 

‘A’ about ’B,’ but rather by ‘A’ with ’B,’ mediated by the 

world—a world which impresses and challenges both parties, 

giving rise to views or opinions about it” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 

74). 

 A third fulfilling experience has been collaboration with 

colleagues.  For example, Laurie has enjoyed a long-standing 

partnership with Susan L’Allier in literacy coaching work.  Other 

collaborations developed when she became involved through the 

university in developing the Center for the Interdisciplinary Study 

of Language and Literacy (CISLL).  As co-director, she worked 

with representatives of such campus entities as the Educational 

Psychology Department, the Latino Resource Center, and any 

other groups concerned with literacy and communications on 

campus.  A focus on second language learning provided seminars 

and panels to promote understanding of how it feels “to try to 
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learn academic literacy in English when that’s not your native 

language.”  Making connections with and collaborating with 

experts from various fields felt to Laurie like she was back at the 

banquet she had first been exposed to in her doctoral program—so 

many new thoughts and ways of looking at literacy.  As she came 

across new challenges to old assumptions, she found herself 

thinking, “Gosh, I don’t think that’s really the way that it is.  I’d 

better look at that or interrogate that in new and different ways.”  

This calls to mind another quote from Freire (1970/1993): “One 

cannot expect positive results from an educational or political 

action program which fails to respect the particular view of the 

world held by the people.  Such a program constitutes cultural 

invasion, good intentions notwithstanding” (p. 76).  Laurie credits 

NIU with allowing her to grow and evolve in unexpected 

directions. 

 At the time we talked, Laurie was serving as interim 

department chair.  She prefaced her confession about serving in 

this capacity with this statement: “I oftentimes say to people, 

about 90 to 95% of my job is spectacular, and I sometimes feel 

guilty because I get paid to do it because it’s lots of fun and very 

rewarding.”  The 5 to 10% that Laurie admitted to not liking 

about her job was what she termed “administrativia,” the 

mundane work of accreditation reports, advisement, evaluation of 

student transcripts, serving on unproductive committees that are 

all part of the world of university administration.  She particularly 

cited challenging mandates that were being imposed on the 

teacher education process by the state board of education, which 

she felt may be unreasonable in terms of specific requirement 
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and/or timeframe.  She stated she was really looking forward to 

returning to a regular faculty position. 

Despite these feelings, since the interview, Laurie has 

continued and advanced in the administrative area.  After her term 

as interim department chair, she served as Deputy Provost through 

the position’s name-change to Presidential Advisor on College 

and Career Readiness.  She is currently Dean of the College of 

Education at NIU.  She reported that she now sees her role as 

being “a change agent,” supporting faculty and staff to improve 

and innovate.  Although not in a teaching role, she said, “I find 

now that much of my ‘teaching’ is with new faculty and through 

our newly-developed EdLEAD (Education Leadership Education 

and Development) program for faculty who aspire to leadership 

roles in the future.” 

 

Contributing to CRA/ALER 

 Laurie’s involvement with the College Reading 

Association (CRA) began the first time she attended its 

conference as a doctoral student.  Since she was interested in 

family literacy, she decided to attend the Adult Literacy Division 

meeting.  She was surprised to find Nancy Padak of Kent State 

chairing the meeting, and when the discussion turned to who 

should be the next chair, Nancy quickly recommended Laurie.  

This was her first role in leadership, and Laurie maintained that 

CRA became the scene of all of her “firsts”—first presentation at 

a conference, first time to publish (in the CRA Yearbook), first 

leadership role in an organization.  This all added to that growing 

sense of self-confidence she needed.  She saw CRA, now the 

Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER), as 
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her professional organizational home and loved it because it 

promoted a sense of friendliness and equality in terms of 

prompting immediate participation.  As she said, “Even though I 

go to lots of conferences each and every year, it’s by far the one 

that is nearest and dearest to my heart.” 

 Laurie went on to fill a number of leadership roles in the 

organization; she served as co-editor of Exploring Adult Literacy, 

the online journal of the Adult Learning Division, and as a 

proposal reviewer, Yearbook reviewer, and journal reviewer; she 

was eventually elected to the Board of Directors.  “Then,” she 

said, “somebody asked me to run for President, or vice-president I 

guess it was. And I said, ‘Really?’”  Although she did not win that 

time (her opponent for the election was Ray Reutzel), she 

consented to run a second time and won. 

 A story that Laurie enjoyed telling underscored the 

friendliness and nurturing she and others found at CRA.  She told 

about one CRA conference where the attendees were preparing to 

board a large dinner cruise boat for the Friday evening special 

event.  As Laurie was standing in line to board the boat, she 

spotted Jerry Johns.  He called her over and said, “Laurie, come 

here. You need to meet my good friend, Mona Matthews.”  As 

Laurie and Mona talked, they discovered that Jerry had just met 

Mona about two minutes earlier.  This “chance” introduction 

became the beginning of a powerful collaboration. 

 Besides Jerry Johns, Norm Stahl, Nancy and Gary Padak, 

and Mona Matthews, Laurie named several others who served as 

mentors to her in CRA, fearing she might leave some out.  She 

quickly listed Wayne Linek, Betty Sturtevant, Vickie Risko, and 

Marino Alvarez.  She particularly noted Ray Reutzel and 
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described him as “an amazing professional” who was also down-

to-earth and funny.  He was ahead of her in the presidential 

progression, and she felt she was able to observe and learn from 

him, and others in that track, what to expect in the next leadership 

role and how to do it. 

 

Contributions to the Profession 

 When I asked Laurie to name her two most important 

contributions to the field, she got a pained expression on her face 

and commented that this question made her uncomfortable.  

Nevertheless, she came up with the requested two and then added 

another, because, as she said, she likes to make up her own rules.  

First, she talked about the work she and Susan L’Allier have done 

on literacy coaching.  Laurie felt this work has documented and 

demonstrated that coaching efforts and specific coaching 

activities do indeed predict positive outcomes for students in 

reading and writing; she did not hesitate in stating that she is very 

proud of this work. 

 Although the second area of impact is not as widely 

known, Laurie considered her efforts in working with family 

partnerships and involvement in literacy at the local level to be 

very important.  She mentioned a column on the topic that she has 

written for the Illinois Reading Council Journal for several years; 

the thrust of these columns is capitalizing on students’ and 

families’ funds of knowledge rather than seeing the students from 

a deficit perspective.  She has received feedback from teachers 

explaining how the column has impacted their teaching and their 

perceptions of their students’ families.  These responses resonate 

with Heath’s (1983) assertion that the ability to bridge the gap 
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between school expectations and the literacy experiences of 

children of various cultural backgrounds “depends on finding 

ways to make accessible to teachers an understanding of the 

differences in language and culture their students bring to their 

classrooms” (p. 265).  They also gave Laurie a sense that she has 

truly contributed something valuable. 

 The third area Laurie mentioned is one in which she 

wishes she had more impact.  For several years she worked with 

colleagues Mona Matthews and Vicki Risko doing research on 

readers’ rights.  As a result, they published the book, A 

Declaration of Reader’s Rights: Renewing Our Commitment to 

Students (Bass, Dasinger, Elish-Piper, Matthews, & Risko, 2007).  

To Laurie the idea is that, rather than focusing on what we teach 

and how we teach, we should be focusing on who we teach, that 

is, focusing on the humanity of teaching.  As Freire (1970/1993) 

said, “No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant 

from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by 

presenting for their emulation models from among the 

oppressors” (p. 36).  She expressed a great deal of frustration that 

the message of the book has not caught on, and she felt it should 

in the face of the depersonalizing standards and testing 

movements that have swamped American education.  She 

continues to look for ways to call attention to this message. 

 Laurie had no hesitation in explaining what she felt has 

been the highlight of her career to this point.  A couple of years 

earlier she was named the recipient of a presidential teaching 

award at NIU.  In considering someone for this award, prior 

students are interviewed, evaluations for the previous seven years 

are reviewed, and the candidate must write an essay; it is the 
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highest award given by the university.  Laurie’s words tell it best: 

“I’ve always considered myself a teacher first and foremost, and 

so, to receive such recognition for my teaching from my students, 

that has definitely been the high point of my career, to actually get 

rewarded for what you love doing, it’s just an amazing gift.” 

 When asked about what Laurie saw as her legacy, she first 

considered what that meant for the field in general.  She saw her 

legacy as her students who take with them the concept of 

“operating from a strength perspective both with students and 

families.”  In regard to her legacy in CRA/ALER, she felt this 

delineation is a bit “trickier.”  She reported having conversations 

with Mona Matthews, who preceded her as president, regarding 

working together to coordinate particular initiatives over a 

several-year period.  Out of this collaboration and building on 

efforts that had begun in earlier administrations, she felt she had a 

major role in helping to bring about the online portal, 

development of the first white paper, Leadership for Literacy in 

the 21st Century (Lewis-Spector & Jay, 2011), and the research 

grant in literacy teacher education.  The goal, she said, was “to 

professionalize the organization in terms of image and appearance 

and recognition in the field.”  Laurie felt this was important 

because “this is the only organization that specifically emphasizes 

literacy teacher education.”  She felt there is more yet to be done 

and hoped to be around to support it. 

 

Balancing Career and Home Life 

 When asked how the balance between career and home 

worked out for her, Laurie commented that she was very 

fortunate.  Her long-time best friend, her parents, and her husband 
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all supported her, even if they didn’t understand what she did.  

One telling phrase that she used when discussing her husband was 

that he “has always been supportive of the fact that the work that I 

do matters.”  When their son, Michael, was born after nine years 

of marriage, she noted that this required some accommodations.  

Because her work hours were flexible, they were able to use the 

services of a nanny rather than daycare.  That and the fact that 

Laurie honed her skills of being an efficient and fast worker 

allowed her to find the balance she needed.  Having only one 

child and learning to plan ahead have enabled Laurie and her 

husband to meet the challenges of parenthood successfully.  She 

is very close to her son and they do many things together, 

including writing at least one article together for the Illinois 

Reading Council Journal (Elish-Piper & Piper, 2009).  The family 

spent a lot of time together, although it is often in clusters, as in 

vacations and weekends, but she adjusted her schedule around her 

son’s needs.  She said two things remain important—making lists 

and a sense of humor! 

 

Politics and the Future of Literacy 

 Laurie commented that in their freshman year in college, 

she told her best friend who became a lawyer, a judge, and very 

political, “Well, you know, as an elementary education major, 

politics will never play a part in the work that I do.”  Years later 

she has resoundingly changed her mind.  “I think that things are 

inherently political, and I had no idea that that was the case,” she 

said.  This statement echoes another Freire quote: “Washing one's 

hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless 

means to side with the powerful, not to be neutral” (Freire, 1985, 
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p. 122).  She now sees her job as helping her students become 

aware of these political issues without telling them how to think 

or what to think. 

 In discussing the future of literacy, Laurie highlighted two 

specific areas—technology and disciplinary literacies—and 

framed both of these topics within the recently adopted Common 

Core State Standards.  Her view is that the standards will provide 

the framework needed to support critical thinking and decision 

making by students in both of these areas. 

 Regarding technology, she described a project Michael, 

her eighth-grade son, was working on with his reading group at 

school to complete their study of Julius Caesar.  The group 

decided to modernize the last scene in terms of the TV show The 

Office, wrote a script, met at the downtown office of a parent of 

one of the students, videoed the performance, then edited it and 

posted it on YouTube.  Laurie saw this as an example of how 

students can be encouraged to harness the capabilities of 

technology rather than dismissing it as inappropriate for school. 

 Turning to disciplinary literacies, Laurie commented that 

this means “thinking about reading and writing for authentic 

purposes within specific disciplines.”  She saw that as “such a 

different way of conceptualizing literacy.”  She believes that all of 

these areas will have a profound effect on colleges and 

universities as well as K-12 schools. 

 In thinking about what the future holds for ALER, Laurie 

envisioned a time when the organization is seen as the premier 

group for learning about the needs of teacher education, 

particularly in the literacy field.  She said she would like to see 

ALER “recognized for being the experts [in teacher education] 
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and that we are recognized for having the unique understanding of 

doing the work on the ground in teacher ed programs.”  To make 

that happen, she felt we need to do a better job of communicating 

our expertise to others.  But, she cautioned, “we need to do that 

without losing sight of our unique attributes of friendliness and 

openness.  We cannot forget that ultimately ALER is people 

connecting with people.” 

 Although Laurie frequently attributed her success to 

“being in the right place at the right time,” that is clearly only a 

portion of what has made her a dynamic force in ALER and in the 

field of literacy and teacher education in general.  Perhaps it was 

actually ALER that was in the right place at the right time to 

experience her valuable leadership expertise. 
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Mary Roe was born in 

Tennessee but grew up in Michigan.  

Her community was a rich mix of 

families from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds, which provided Mary 

with wonderful experiences.  Her 

neighborhood could easily be described 

as a successful, hardworking 

community where members came from 

a variety of professional settings, 

including doctors, electricians, and 

domestic workers.  This community shaped her view of the many 

honorable opportunities regarding education, work, and family.   

“My dad had daughters,” Mary commented, “but we 

played catch (we had our own gloves) and he hit balls for us to 

field.  We played badminton, croquet, card games (primarily 

Rook–a southern thing).  Simple things in harmony with my 

working-class roots.”  Mary’s mother, an only child, grew up 

outside of town on a small homestead.  Photos of Mary’s mother 
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and grandfather on this homestead are now cataloged as part of 

the local museum's history.   

Mary recalled: 

We were a family of bowlers.  My dad bowled in a 

men’s league and my mom and dad were in a 

partners league.  My sister and I bowled on the 

same team as teenagers and against each other as 

college students – me at Michigan State University 

(and I still have my bowling shirt as evidence!) and 

my sister at Eastern Michigan University. 

 

Early Influences 

Reading is an area in which Mary was proficient before 

starting school.  “I have no remembrance of learning to read. I 

only remember that I was always a reader.”  A voracious reader 

throughout her life, Mary loved comic books as a child; her 

favorite comic book characters were Archie and Veronica.  She 

lovingly recalled during her childhood receiving a Walt Disney 

book packaged with hankies, which she still has today. 

Upon entering third grade, Mary was introduced to 

phonics. As a student who already knew how to read, Mary was 

confused by the idea of short and long vowels and how to use 

diacritical marks.  She later understood that she had great 

phonemic awareness but scored poorly on worksheets centered on 

decoding words.  She explained: 

The next year in fourth grade, I had a teacher [who 

allowed me to] only read, and it saved me, because 

I often think about that moment, and if it would 

have been in today’s world, I most likely would 
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have received special services for my need.  What 

that did for me as a reading person is to truly 

personally understand that phonics is not always 

necessary for a reader, but phonics is truly helpful 

as a tool for some kids who have deep reading 

needs.”   

This experience would shape how Mary came to view the process 

of learning to read in her work as an educator and researcher. 

In 7th-grade math, there was the attractive and athletic Mr. 

Stepanovich.  As his student, she would act out in class for 

attention because of her schoolgirl crush on this former tennis 

team captain from Michigan State University.  Mary was 

fortunate to have Mr. Stepanovich as a science teacher during her 

sophomore and senior years of high school, and eventually 

apologized to him for her 7th-grade behavior.  The gracious 

teacher said he didn’t remember any poor behavior, only an 

intelligent young lady.  He is the reason Mary chose to attend 

Michigan State University for her undergraduate studies. 

One other middle-school teacher, Mr. Danielson, was an 

important influence on Mary. He introduced the concept of 

grading on a curve and explained that grades would be distributed 

along the bell curve, with the majority of students scoring in the 

average range.  What Mary heard was that not everyone would be 

able to achieve a grade of A.  This concept did not make sense to 

her since everyone that studies and does well on assignments and 

tests should receive the appropriate score.  This experience with 

Mr. Danielson taught Mary that students might not always like or 

agree with teachers, and vice versa, and that some grading 

systems could be detrimental to student motivation. 
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During Mary’s undergraduate years at Michigan State, she 

was a member of the Delta Zeta Sorority.  Throughout her time as 

a member, she was a Pledge Trainer and President.  Holding these 

positions required organizational skills and an ability to 

collaborate with others within and beyond her personal 

connections.  Mary commented: 

Being in a sorority at that time gave me many 

opportunities that I think set the stage for future 

accomplishments.  On a lighter note, I learned how 

to negotiate all that silverware that accompanies 

fine dining and had ring-side seats for MSU’s 

hockey games, thanks to meeting Willy through 

my Big Sister.  I participated in philanthropic 

projects, attended a national conference held in the 

Bahamas–my first time flying–and had many 

opportunities to interact up and down hierarchical 

ladders.   

Mary continues to meet on a yearly basis with a group to 

reminisce about their time together in the sorority. 

 

Teaching and Learning 

Mary began her job search with the philosophy that it 

would be important to live in the community where she worked, 

so upon obtaining her first teaching job at Gardner Junior High, 

she moved to Lansing, Michigan.  When looking for her first job 

as a secondary English teacher, Mary never dreamed that her 

Latin minor would be the deciding factor for future employment.  

However, it was a catalyst for her first job, as the district where 

she applied was in need of someone with a background in Latin at 
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the junior high level.  This experience led to her lifelong passion 

of working with struggling readers in a middle school setting. 

Angelina, a middle school student from Mary’s first years 

as a teacher, is someone Mary still speaks of with true admiration.  

She remembers Angelina, a young African American 9th- grade 

student, as the smartest student she ever taught.  Angelina was 

always well dressed and was a voracious reader.  One particular 

day, Angelina went to Mary’s class to ask about a Latin 

assignment.  However, when she arrived, Mary was nowhere to 

be found because she was engrossed in reading student essays 

during lunch and had lost track of time.  When the bell rang, and 

Mary was still not there, Angelina promptly sought out the 

substitute lessons and started class.  As Angelina was always well 

dressed and held herself with great poise, the students assumed 

she was the substitute teacher.  Mary was both grateful and 

amazed by this outstanding young woman.  Years later, Mary saw 

Angelina at Michigan State University, attending a math and 

science conference for high school students, and was delighted to 

see how Angelia seemed completely in her element on campus. 

Mary’s first experience with severe behavior management 

issues came during her second year of teaching with a young man 

named Dale.  On the first day of class, he told Mary he hated her 

and all the other teachers in the building, except one, Mrs. 

Schmidt.  This challenging, intelligent, out-of-control student 

spurred Mary into exploring personalized instruction.  Working 

with Dale based on his individual needs helped build a bridge of 

understanding and trust.  While Dale’s behavior improved for 

Mary, he remained destructive with other instructors, once 

destroying a clock while a substitute covered Mary’s class.  Her 
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experience with Dale would have a profound impact on her future 

graduate studies and understandings of differentiation and 

personalization. 

Mary chose the field of educational psychology for her 

first master’s degree.  She made this choice, she shared: 

. . . because I taught junior high and I did not 

understand [adolescent students] as a teacher.  So I 

got this master’s degree in ed psych with an 

emphasis on growth and behavior, and that was so 

helpful because it helped me understand the 

importance of the growth cycle in terms of how we 

evolve into who we are and the attributes that 

certain students have. 

One course in particular she was passionate about taking 

during her graduate studies was called, “How to Teach 

Disadvantaged Youth.”  This course was not on the list of 

approved courses for her degree plan, requiring her to petition for 

permission to enroll.  Her instructor, who changed Mary’s 

thinking on the importance of understanding student differences, 

was the only instructor of color she encountered during her 

undergraduate and graduate experiences.  This course brought 

about true insight regarding cultural differences between herself 

and her students, and the importance of being responsive and 

valuing those differences.  While this course was extremely 

influential in Mary’s teaching career, she is unable to recall the 

instructor’s name.  However, the lesson learned was that it is 

“…not necessary to be a well-known name to get someone 

thinking and provide important lessons along the way.”  These 

lessons centered on “…attending to a student’s personal 
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backgrounds, their ethnicity, their backgrounds in terms of 

religious preferences or the communities where they grew up—

the list goes on and on.”  Mary insisted that we must be sensitive 

to the fact that “looking at the teaching force, the teaching force 

remains overly white, overly female, and overly middle class.  I 

think that has been something that every university is working 

frantically to try to improve upon.” 

Mary incorporated her new understandings as a counselor 

for Coulee Dam Public Schools in Washington State.  In this role, 

she worked primarily with Native American students to bridge the 

transition from the reservation school to public school.  As part of 

this work, Mary read extensively about Native American culture.  

However, she did not read the generally accepted historical books, 

as they do not tell the whole story.  She wanted to learn and 

understand the students she served, which she did via frequent 

conversations.  The school's nurse took Mary under her wing 

during this time, and together they attended Native American 

women’s group meetings, as well as many family and home 

visitations on the reservation. 

 

Career Influencers 

One of Mary’s first literacy career influences was her first 

experience with phonics instruction in third grade. It provided her 

with a personal belief that phonics instruction is not always 

necessary for a reader; rather, it is a tool for students who have 

reading deficiencies. While she does consider herself a phonics 

advocate for students who have a high learning need for saying 

words, she views herself as a phonics opponent when it is used 

inappropriately through a variety of assessment and data gathering 
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tools.  Her experiences influenced her belief that forcing readers 

to go back and learn phonics can be counterproductive and 

harmful, as phonics is a mediating device, rather than the end 

goal.  Mary explained:  

I circumvent the text for these kids who need 

reading assistance; instead of giving them reading 

assistance and then the other kids who can read, 

there will always be that gap.  That educational gap 

[exists] between those that can and those that can’t 

and the possibilities change because of that gap.  I 

had smart kids; they had just not learned how to 

read well enough.  At any rate, that’s what set the 

stage for me to become that reading person.  

Her second graduate experience was guided by advisor 

and mentor, Eugene Fletcher, at Eastern Washington University, 

where she earned her M.Ed. in Reading.  This was during the time 

that Dr. Fletcher ran a reading clinic.  Her experiences working 

with Dr. Fletcher built the foundation for Mary to continue her 

work in the area of literacy.  Dr. Fletcher saw promise in Mary 

and recommended her for an adjunct instructor position at Eastern 

Washington University.  He also encouraged Mary to apply to 

University of Illinois to continue her education.  She followed his 

advice and completed her Ph.D. at the University of Illinois in 

Literacy Education in 1990.  One special memory of Dr. P. David 

Pearson, her advisor at Illinois, is from Mary’s first interview for 

a position in higher education with the University of Connecticut.  

She asked him for some advice for the interview, and he said that 

she should just be herself.  He told her that if she tried to be 

someone else, it would make the process too hard.  After Mary’s 
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interview, one of the committee members said to Mary that she 

was exactly as Dr. Pearson had described and was offered the 

position.  Although Mary ultimately decided to go to the 

University of Delaware, it was a defining experience in how she 

would later interview and recommend others. 

Prior to becoming a doctoral student at the University of 

Illinois, Mary had taught for many years.  During her studies, she 

had the opportunity to take two courses, Statistics and Knowledge 

Acquisition, from Dr. Rand Spiro.  While his focus was primarily 

on educational psychology, his teachings were extremely 

influential in positioning Mary’s thinking around the concept of 

cognitive flexibility.  Mary explained: 

He (Rand) wasn’t in that camp; he was more [into] 

understanding [cognitive flexibility] as theoretical 

and conceptual constructs.  I saw it all as being so 

applicable to me as a teacher because if you are 

cognitively flexible, then it would be difficult to be 

a phonics person only; and if you are cognitively 

flexible, that even if you embrace phonics, you 

would not teach it in a scripted way because you 

would be more responsive to the reader with whom 

you are interacting.”   

This concept has been, and continues to be, the theoretical 

foundation for her work in the field of literacy education.  In an 

era where people are narrowing their thinking around the idea of 

teaching reading, cognitive flexibility encourages teachers to 

widen their lens.  Furthermore, by viewing Dr. Spiro’s teaching 

through the lens of a teacher, Mary began to align her literacy 

education thinking with Dolores Durkin. 
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Dolores Durkin taught at the University of Illinois and was 

an influential force in Mary’s professional life.  She was a staunch 

believer that Mary needed to develop a clear understanding of the 

phonics and linguistic side of reading.  However, for Dr. Durkin, 

this understanding did not trump the affective side of teaching 

reading.  “I went to the University of Illinois as a teacher, as 

having taught for a very long time before I went there, and so all 

these wonderful things that I was learning, I still took them 

through my role as a teacher.  I think that’s why I kind of 

resonated with Professor Durkin because everything she did was 

about teaching.”  As a member of the prestigious Reading Hall of 

Fame, Dr. Durkin could have easily opted out of teaching 

undergraduate courses altogether.  However, throughout her 

career, Dr. Durkin was committed to undergraduate methods 

courses because she believed in the importance of instructing 

future teachers.  Furthermore, Dr. Durkin turned down lucrative 

offers for program development.  This is another example of her 

educational integrity, as she stayed true to the belief that the best 

method of teaching reading was through the development of 

teachers rather than the development of programs.  These ideas 

about being faithful to the mission of developing great reading 

teachers influenced Mary throughout her career. 

 

Literacy Today 

Mary expressed her belief that literacy today is politically 

driven.  Politics are the power and financing behind the 

development of policy and allocation.   

“It’s not new, but it’s an important awareness that 

everything we do as a teacher is political—from 
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the research we do—I mean think back to the time 

of No Child Left Behind.  There was a huge drop 

in funding for middle school and secondary 

literacy research because the focus was all on K-3.  

So now that has been rectified since we have the 

ESSA, and there is a broader reach to things that 

can draw external funding.”   

Mary perceives ideas lifted up as new are often 

repackaged older concepts that swing to the left or right 

depending on the current administration.  An example of treating 

an old idea as something new is individualized instruction.  It has 

been reimagined as differentiation and now looked at through the 

lens of personalization.  Each concept is about doing what is right 

for each individual student while realizing the importance of the 

affective side of teaching.  However, in each iteration, it is 

packaged differently, based on the political climate.   

During the implementation of No Child Left Behind and 

the misinterpretation and misuse of the National Reading Panel 

Report, the affective side of teaching fell out of favor.  Mary felt 

that through the misunderstanding of available information, there 

was an overemphasis on the cognitive aspect of teaching reading, 

rather than informed understanding of the research cited.  While 

she expressed belief that a balance between the cognitive and 

affective is essential for literacy growth and development, she 

knows that politics can make this balance difficult to achieve.  

Mary stated:  

I think that part of the thing that is important for us 

to continue to consider is the contribution of the 

affective side to the psychological side.  I don’t see 
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any of this as being new news, but I think that it’s 

been an important swing back to valuing the 

cognitive and the affective and knowing the 

contributors from both sides and knowing that, as 

teachers, we have to consider both sides and be 

informed about both. 

 

ALER 

Joining the then College Reading Association (CRA) in 

1991, Mary has had numerous positive personal and professional 

experiences.  She commented: 

“When the name changed to the Association of 

Literacy Educators and Researchers, that sent a 

message that we are an organization that values 

both pieces, the education side of what we do and 

the research side of what we do.  We are not overly 

committed to being one or the other; we value 

both.  That was evident in the name change and 

that’s evident in the kinds of presentations that are 

made at our national conference and that’s evident 

in the kind of people that we attract to join.”   

Mary shared that the people within the organization make 

it one that fosters lifelong professional relationships and personal 

friendships.  ALER provides new members, regardless of 

affiliation, opportunities to participate on committees, review 

conference proposals, review manuscripts, and write for 

publication.  “The receptivity and the warm feeling that 

newcomers get when they come [to conferences is important] 

because ALER truly is open to being warm, friendly, and 
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receptive,” she affirmed.  She felt ALER was a place where all 

members are valued, and not a place where the information on a 

person’s name tag makes them worthy.  Mary fondly remembers 

Donna Alvermann, in particular, as a member who was always 

receptive and warm to new members and valued each as 

individuals.  Donna Alvermann acted as a mentor and encouraged 

Mary to run for the Board of Directors and later to run for the 

position of vice president.  This type of mentorship and support 

was why Mary believed recording ALER’s history is important to 

the literacy community. 

Mary considers her time as president of ALER as a time of 

transition for the organization.  She feels honored to have 

followed in the footsteps of many influential past presidents.  For 

example, she cited her regard for: 

Ray Reutzel’s deep commitment to evidence to 

guide our thinking, to Jon Shapiro whose shared 

experiences instilled the courage for me to seek a 

leadership [role] in CRA/ALER, and mostly to 

Karen Bromley, whom I so admired; her 

professional and warm demeanor, her commitment 

to research, and her overall concern for teacher 

education were inspiring.   

As president, Mary’s attention to detail allowed for 

organizational progress along with her presidential address 

capturing a vision for the future of ALER.  As a continuing 

member of ALER, Mary expressed her belief that, while the 

future of ALER is not predictable, ALER has “a basic goodness 

that will allow it to flourish.” 
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 Mary continues to care about “the literacy attainments of 

our nation’s youth—especially those who most need the 

assistance of teachers—and the importance of public education.”  

She elaborated, 

With this as my north star, I am currently 

attempting to blend my ongoing concern for 

literacy attainment with the role of law.  I am 

encouraged and mentored by Dan Morrissey, a 

corporate attorney at Gonzaga Law School, and 

Don Mukai, an attorney and martial artist.  We 

share a commitment to equity and justice, and I am 

learning from and with them about the influence of 

the law.  I am also attempting to blend my long- 

time interest in the martial arts (I hold a 7th degree 

black belt) with its potential to impact the health of 

adults and the mental and physical strength of 

youth.  Retirement?  Not me – just an ongoing 

redirecting of my path along the way.  

It is clear to anyone who has met Mary, she is truly 

passionate about literacy and will continue to make an impact on 

future generations of students and educators.  
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John A. Smith  

ALER President, 2011 - 2012 

ALER Treasurer, 2002 - 2009 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award - 2009 

 

Stephanie Grote-Garcia 
University of the Incarnate Word, San Antonio, Texas 

 

Seeds are often used as 

metaphors to represent the unknown 

possibilities of future developments.  

The planting of a seed can symbolize 

the early stages of personal growth or 

the beginning of a momentous journey.  

The life story built by John Smith, 

2011-2012 President of ALER, is filled 

with such seeds―seeds that led to great 

successes as a researcher, professor, and 

literacy leader. 

 

The Early Years 

Prior to the age of 13, John identified his home as Pacific 

Grove in Monterey, California.  There, he could be spotted riding 

his 10-speed bicycle with his friends and attending birthday 

parties on the beach.  During an interview John explained, “What 

I remember about my childhood most is spending a lot of time 

outside with friends.  My father was on the faculty of Monterey 
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Peninsula Junior College.  That brought many opportunities for 

me to ride my bicycle across campus, and I attended football and 

basketball games regularly.” 

When asked about earlier memories from his youth, John 

shared, “I really enjoyed each of my teachers in grade school.  But 

I don’t have a specific memory that stands out.  What stands out 

to me most about my childhood are my bike rides with friends.  

Maybe that’s what influenced my most recent adventure.  I just 

joined my ALER colleagues, Ray Reutzel and Parker Fawson, on 

a motorcycle ride through the Rocky Mountains.”  John described 

his Rocky Mountain adventure as “a very happy and memorable 

time” and suggested that “everyone should build a balance 

between work, family, and friends.”  Perhaps John’s explorations 

on his10-speed bicycle in California were his most memorable 

experiences from his youth because they acted as the seed that led 

to a life-long love of two-wheeled adventures with close friends 

and an appreciation for a balanced life. 

 Following the age of 13, John and his family moved to 

Utah when his father, a professor of educational administration, 

joined the faculty at Brigham Young University (BYU).  John 

continued to be highly active and was often on the BYU campus.  

Reflecting upon this time in his life, John shared, “I grew up 

around higher education and remember my father always saying 

that being a professor was the greatest job in the world.  My father 

enjoyed the flexible schedule and the freedom to pursue his own 

interests.  I think his love of the profession was the seed that 

influenced me to also pursue a career in higher education.”  Thus, 

John credits his early experiences on college campuses and his 

father’s love of higher education as the motivational seeds that 
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planted him in his own career as a literacy researcher, professor, 

and leader. 

 Outside of his family life, John also mentioned one 

experience in school that influenced him to become an educator—

“If I were to identify one event from school that influenced me to 

go into education, it would be when my fifth-grade teacher asked 

me to assist with the first-grade students.  One afternoon, I was 

called to my teacher’s desk and asked if I would like to go to the 

first-grade playground to help the kids with their kickball game.”  

John accepted the invitation.  Reflecting on the experience, John 

shared, “I remember enjoying that experience so much.  Maybe I 

didn’t think immediately about becoming a schoolteacher, but that 

experience with the children has always stuck with me.  I loved 

teaching those first-graders.”  John identified this experience as 

the time he learned something especially important about himself: 

“I learned that I truly enjoy interacting with children and that I am 

fond of teaching.  It was an important seed that fed my career.” 

 John also recalled college events that reinforced his love 

of teaching.  “When I was in college studying my first chosen 

major―music, I found myself teaching my friends how to ski, 

strum the guitar, play tennis, and rock climb.  At some point, I put 

my love of teaching together with my love of children and 

decided to change my major to elementary education.  That is 

what led me to my career.” 

 

Educational Background 

 John connected his earliest memories of school to fifth 

grade. “Before then, I don’t have memories that stand out too 

much,” he said.  During that year, he was heavily involved in 
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music.  He recalled, “I started to play the trumpet and was in the 

elementary, middle school, and high school bands.”  John’s first 

instrument was the trumpet, but he later learned to play other 

instruments such as the guitar.  He recalled his experiences within 

the school band as being the most memorable.  “Band was a big 

part of my middle school and high school years.  I enjoyed the 

band competitions, trophies, and the trips.  My closest friends 

came from my band experiences.”  It was his band experiences 

that John identified as influencing him to begin his college career 

as a music major. 

 John continued to major in music for two years and then 

changed his major to elementary education.  Reflecting back to 

changing his major, John summarized, “I didn’t have a specific 

reason for changing.  I think I had a lot of early seeds.  My father 

was an educator and was very happy teaching in higher education.  

I learned early on that I enjoyed teaching young children.  I even 

found that I enjoyed instructing older students when I taught my 

college friends to play the guitar.  I think somewhere during 

college I put all the pieces together and decided to become an 

educator.” 

In the end, John earned a Bachelor of Science degree in 

Elementary Education from Brigham Young University.  He went 

on to earn a Master of Science degree in Elementary Curriculum 

from the University of Utah and a Doctorate in Curriculum and 

Instruction with an emphasis in Reading from the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  While working toward his 

doctorate, he also received an administrator certificate, a decision 

that John explained “was strongly influenced by my dad and his 

career as a professor of educational administration.” 
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Teaching Experiences 

While working toward earning his two postgraduate 

degrees, John concurrently taught in the elementary classroom.  

He taught second grade for three years and then fifth grade in Salt 

Lake City, Utah, while working on his Master of Science.  John 

shared that, “After graduation, I knew I wanted to get my 

doctorate, so we left.  We sold our house, two cars, and furniture.”  

John moved his family to North Carolina to pursue a doctorate.  

During that time, he taught Title 1 reading for five years. 

Upon completing his doctorate, John and his family left 

North Carolina.  Reflecting upon this time, John explained, “I left 

North Carolina in 1988 and went straight to Utah State University 

as an assistant professor of literacy.  I was there for twenty years.  

During that time, we had five children.  Now, all of them are 

married.  I remember putting each of them in music.  They played 

string instruments and piano.  Those years were great.”  It seems 

that John’s life-long appreciation for music was now the seed 

influencing his own children to love music. 

While in Utah, John’s professional story took an inspiring 

and unique twist.  After he earned tenure at Utah State, he 

requested one year off from the university to return to the 

elementary classroom.  John explained the request: “After I 

earned tenure at Utah State, I went to my department chair and 

asked to take a year off to go back to the classroom to teach first 

grade.  I told my chair that I wanted to get kids coming out of 

kindergarten and I wanted to be the one to teach them to read.  

During my assistant professor years, I read a lot about teaching 
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reading and I wanted to try out all those things.  So, we arranged a 

swap with a local teacher and I taught first grade.” 

John spent one year building a strong balanced-literacy, 

first-grade classroom consisting of sequential systematic phonics 

instruction with teacher read-alouds, interactive read-alouds, 

silent reading, guided reading, and writers’ workshop.  He 

explained: 

“I went back to first-grade because I wanted to 

build a strong balanced-literacy program.  I ran a 

three-hour block and it worked wonderfully.  The 

biggest surprise was writer’s workshop.  As much 

as I like teaching children to read, I found myself 

liking writing instruction even more.  I spent some 

time each morning modeling different aspects of 

writing on the overhead projector, and then 

students went to their writing folders for half an 

hour and wrote drafts.  During that time, I went 

from desk to desk to conference and discuss 

ideas.” 

John’s new-found love for writing instruction was strongly 

influenced by Atwell’s (1987) In the Middle and many articles 

from The Reading Teacher.  He described his best memories:  

We shared our stories at the author’s chair.  When 

we all felt that the story was finished, I would 

typeset it and leave room for illustrations.  I would 

give the typeset version to the students.  For the 

typeset I corrected spelling and punctuation, but I 

kept the student’s voice exactly how it was written.  

Students added their illustrations.  I would then 
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take them to the teacher workroom after school and 

make copies, laminating the first and back pages.  

Then I would spiral-bind it to make a book.  The 

kids loved it and soon they were making chapter 

books.  Sometimes the big juicy vocabulary from 

the picture books we read would show up in their 

writing.  The spelling patterns that we studied in 

phonics would be reflected in their writing as well.  

It just all fit together, and I am happy that I got to 

experience it. 

John’s goal for that first year was for all the students to be 

able to read by the end of the year.  He recalled being committed 

to hav[ing] anyone leave my room who couldn’t 

read.  So, at the beginning of the year, I did an 

informal reading inventory on each student.  Half 

of them knew the alphabet, half of them did not.  

Some of them could recognize a few words.  There 

were three of them that were already readers.  At 

the end of the year, I repeated the inventory.  This 

time I had two students at the primer level, three 

on grade level, and about seventeen or eighteen 

who were above grade level.  I [attribute] that to 

doing all the basic components found in a 

balanced-literacy classroom.  It was a great year 

full of cherished memories. 

Not surprisingly, John’s love of music played a large part 

in his teaching, starting with his first classroom in Salt Lake City, 

Utah.  He used his music as a special delivery system on many 

occasions: 
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I would take children’s songs and write them on 

chart paper.  As we were singing, I would point to 

the words with a yardstick.  We would pick out the 

big juicy vocabulary words and discuss those.  We 

turned fun songs into vocabulary lessons.  Then we 

read them over and over, so it increased their 

fluency.  Then we would find our spelling patterns 

on the lyrics.  When I taught upper grades, I had a 

series of war songs, so we sang those.  Music has 

been a huge part of my teaching. 

Looking back, John described his elementary teaching 

career as “full of cherished memories” and further remembers 

“sitting with my struggling students on the playground reading 

some practice sentences—seeing the light bulb come on as it 

started to make sense to them.  That sort of thing happened all the 

time.”  John also shared, “Another memory is that I had six 

wonderful parent volunteers.  I scheduled them so that I had a 

parent for an hour each morning.  It was wonderful to have 

parents involved.” 

The singing, writing, and struggling readers who became 

fluent and passionate readers are all among the fond memories 

John has of these days in the classroom.  John developed a unique 

way of holding on to those memories through a four-foot by five-

foot quilt that he proudly hangs in his office.  He explained that, 

“Each year my students were given a piece of fabric and fabric 

markers.  The students created self-portraits, and then I took them 

to a professional quilter and put them all together.  It hangs in my 

office as a daily reminder of all the learning that took place.  And 

I am proud of that.” 
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Professional Highlights 

 Wondrous fruits have flourished from the seeds of John’s 

work as an educator, researcher, and literacy leader.  In 1991 he 

was named the Utah State University (USU) College of Education 

Teacher of the Year, and that same year he was also named the 

USU Department of Elementary Education Teacher of the Year.  

He was selected as an outstanding professor by The Mortar Board 

National Senior Honor Society in 2003.  In addition, he was the 

2009 recipient of the ALER Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special 

Services Award. 

 Contributing to his many accomplishments has been 

John’s special interest in literacy research.  He has received 

funding for his research and projects through several grants.  

Some of his funded projects have reached as far as San Juan, 

Puerto Rico.  Many of his investigations have explored the use of 

children’s literature in enriching social studies instruction.  John 

explained: 

My first research project at Utah State University 

was to identify eight fifth-grade classrooms.  Four 

of the classrooms used text-based lessons for social 

studies, while the remaining used children’s 

literature to supplement the textbook.  This got 

them emotionally interested in history.  I had 150 

participants, about 75 kids in each condition. I sat 

with each child and asked them to tell me what 

they knew about U.S. History.  I had a graduate 

assistant transcribe the interviews and I scored 

them.  At the end of the year, we repeated this 
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routine.  The children who used children’s 

literature could tell me a lot more about history 

than the ones who just used the textbook” (see 

Smith, Monson, & Dobson, 1992). 

John plans for future research including investigations of using 

children’s literature in social studies instruction. 

 

Professional Service 

 John’s leadership has powerfully influenced the 

Association for Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER).  

John modestly explained: 

I first went to an ALER meeting in the late 80s 

when I was still a doctoral student.  I became the 

association’s treasurer and business manager.  I 

kept the budget and paid the conference expenses.  

I did that for three years.  I then did it for an 

additional three years. I started right after the 911 

tragedies. The conference was in October and 

attendance really suffered.  After my six years, I 

was asked to run for vice-president, so I did. I 

enjoyed another three to four years on the 

executive committee.  Serving my profession has 

always been very important to me and I enjoy the 

people. 

 In addition to his work on the executive board, John has 

served on the editorial board for Literacy Research and 

Instruction, volunteered to review for the association’s yearbook, 

and acted as a member of the selection committee for a number of 

ALER awards such as the ALER Outstanding Dissertation, the 
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Jerry Johns Promising Researcher, the Judy S. Richardson 

Literacy as a Living Legacy, ALER Laureate, and the ALER 

Service Awards.  John has truly served as a leader within ALER. 

 

Plans for the Future 

A current resident of Texas as of this writing, John is now 

a professor and department chair at the University of Texas at 

Arlington.  He has five children, all musicians, and four 

grandchildren with two more on the way.  His plans are to enjoy 

the balance that he has created among family, friends, church 

activities, and work.  He plans to continue his research with 

children’s literature, stay active within ALER, and to continue 

mentoring new faculty members. 

When asked about the future of ALER, John hoped that 

ALER continues to grow and continues to be a wonderful place 

for young faculty members to be inducted into the profession.  He 

explained:  

I think that one of the big gaps that we have in the 

profession [is] the induction of our beginning 

teachers.  Every year we put new teachers in the 

classroom and it is sink or swim.  That is why we 

lose half of them in the first five years.  We need to 

do a better job of supporting our teachers.  In the 

same way, ALER can be a great support system for 

new faculty members.  They can come to meetings 

and have spontaneous conversations with leaders in 

the field. 

John’s reflection shows that he believes in the goals of 

ALER, which are to stimulate and encourage professional 
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growth of educators and improve teacher preparation 

(ALER, n.d.). 

John Smith, once a child riding his 10-speed bicycle in 

California, recently rode his motorcycle through the Rocky 

Mountains with his ALER colleagues.  Likewise, years after John 

played in his high school band and then performed bluegrass 

music for his own elementary students, he recently performed an 

unforgettable ALER presidential speech with guitar in hand at the 

2012 Annual Conference in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  During his 

interview, John referred to those earlier events as seeds that fed 

him over the years.  He found each of the memories he shared as 

early stages of personal growth and a beginning for his 

momentous journey. 
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Robin W. Erwin 

“A Good Guy to Have Around” 

ALER President, 2012 – 2013 

Board of Directors, 2008 - 2010 

 

Bethanie Pletcher 
Texas A&M University – Corpus Christi 

At the time of the writing of this 

article, I had yet to meet Dr. Rob Erwin 

in person.  Prior to our interview, I 

looked up his profile page at Niagara 

University, where he has been a long-

time faculty member.  His photo told 

some of his story, as he has a jovial 

expression on his face and struck me 

immediately as someone who would be 

a delightful coffee companion.  Of 

course, I found this to be true.  Within 

the first few minutes of our phone 

conversation, I could tell three things about Dr. Erwin: he is 

service-oriented in both his university and community; he 

cherishes his work with teachers; and he balances work with other 

activities, such as spending time with family, engaging in musical 

activities, and playing tennis. 

 Dr. Erwin is an associate professor of literacy education, 

coordinator of the graduate literacy program, and chair of the 
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Department of Professional Studies.  He has been active in ALER 

(serving as president in 2012-2013), as well as other professional 

organizations.  He indicated that he considered his membership in 

ALER one of his career highlights because of the opportunity to 

contribute to the professional lives of future and practicing 

teachers and to build relationships with literacy teacher educators. 

 

A Robust Family Influence 

 Dr. Erwin spent his formative years in Pensacola, Florida, 

where he was raised by his father, a managerial-level executive in 

the supply department at Pensacola Naval Air Station, and his 

mother, a tax consultant for the IRS.  During our conversation, he 

praised his parents and said he had recently spent time reflecting 

on the ways in which they modeled responsible living, family 

commitment, the importance of education, respect for others, and 

a devotion to their spiritual lives.  While speaking with Dr. Erwin, 

these influences and how they have impacted his professional life 

were evident, especially his belief that “serving other people is 

one of the highest purposes of life.” 

He was the oldest of four children, and his childhood 

included regular chores and strong family traditions, such as 

outings in the family ski boat.  His three younger siblings were 

and still are major influences in his life.  Dr. Erwin’s father 

recently passed; his mother is still living, however in frail health. 

Dr. Erwin attended small church-sponsored schools for 

most of his schooling and said his teachers were committed, 

although the academics were perhaps not always stellar.  Notable 

teachers were his first-grade teacher, also his aunt, and others who 

nurtured his personal development and academic success.  He 
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loved everything about school, especially English language arts, 

math, science, religious studies, and physical education.  With his 

parents’ strong beliefs in education, as evidenced by their hard 

work to pay for his attendance at private schools, Dr. Erwin 

deemed school to be extremely important.  As such, he 

experienced generally high academic achievement throughout 

most grades while serving in leadership and service roles in high 

school.  He also got along well with his peers and teachers, 

although there was the “occasional teacher who exhibited 

favoritism or ignorance or unfairness.”  This aligns with the era in 

which he was raised that cultivated “implicit, if not frequently 

explicit, racist attitudes…in socially segregated settings.” 

 Dr. Erwin currently lives with Juanita, his wife of 44 

years.  They are fortunate to live close to one adult son and three 

grandchildren.  He credits his immediate family with having a 

“tremendous influence” on him by way of their support of his 

career.  It is obvious that he is also committed to them over 

anything else. 

 

Answering the Call to Work with Children 

 Dr. Erwin attended Southern Adventist University in 

Collegedale, Tennessee, also his parents’ alma mater, so there was 

no question that he would move 400 miles from his family home 

to go to the church-sponsored college.  He entered a new world 

that exposed him to “enlightening social interactions” with a 

diverse group of people.  Having a “high aptitude for school kinds 

of learning,” he did well as an undergraduate student and briefly 

considered studying to become a doctor.  At 19, an experience 

with a friend’s emergency (and actual blood!) caused him to 
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reconsider.  He attempted several other majors before deciding to 

major in religious studies and minor in math, both in preparation 

to teach high school.  However, after working with young 

children at a Vacation Bible School program one summer, he 

discovered how fulfilling this work was and that he wanted to 

devote his career to elementary-aged students. He then added an 

elementary certification just prior to graduation. 

 Dr. Erwin again mentioned his parents as being highly 

supportive of his university studies, both emotionally and 

financially.  He also had positive relationships with many college 

peers and said, “I had influential teachers who pushed me with 

high expectations for academic achievement and personal 

development.”  During this time, he enjoyed attending music 

performances, camping in Smoky Mountain National Park, 

playing tennis, and participating in water sports.  Undoubtedly, 

meeting his future wife was the most exciting event that occurred 

while at Southern Adventist University! 

 

Pioneer of the Multi-Age Classroom 

 Upon completion of his degree, three schools offered Dr. 

Erwin teaching positions, and he accepted one in Murfreesboro, 

Tennessee, near Middle Tennessee State University (MTSU) 

where he knew he wanted to pursue a master’s degree.  For four 

years, he taught in a multi-grade classroom (four different grade 

levels) at a church-sponsored parochial school.  Although not 

common at the time, it was necessary to group the students this 

way because of the small population of this rural school.  Dr. 

Erwin remembered his classes as being quite diverse and 

consisting of children at different socioeconomic levels, both 
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white and African American, as well as children from rural and 

small city settings.  The children also differed in their academic 

performance.  Dr. Erwin joked that he had “a ‘crash course’ in 

differentiation in the 1970s,” saying it was “not that much 

different from teaching a group of 22 third-graders,” and that he 

had to implement small group teaching just the same. 

 This was also the first experience Dr. Erwin had with 

action research.  During this time, he was enrolled in a statistics 

class at MTSU while working on his master’s degree and decided 

to put his new skills to use.  He recalled thinking, “Am I making a 

difference in my students’ learning? And, if so, how much?”  

Thus, he made comparisons of his students’ scores on the Iowa 

Test of Basic Skills over three years for each of the students he 

taught for that length of time.  He discovered he was not only 

making an impact, but that all his students made significant 

improvements year to year.  He found confidence in this finding 

to continue his plans for teaching his students, as well as the 

rationale to believe that “this setting could indeed work.”  

 

Meeting the Challenges of the Dissertation 

 While working toward his master’s degree at MTSU, Dr. 

Erwin met an influential professor by the name of Alma 

Harrington.  Dr. Harrington strongly encouraged him to pursue a 

doctoral degree.  He wanted to experience more advanced 

learning, intellectual challenges, and an opportunity to make a 

larger impact, so, in 1979, he enrolled in the State University of 

New York at Buffalo (SUNY-Buffalo), now the University of 

Buffalo.  Dr. Erwin, his wife, and their new baby traveled the long 

journey from Tennessee and settled back east on a “shoestring 
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budget.”  The move was also timely, as his wife is originally from 

the Buffalo area and her father had recently become quite ill. 

 Dr. Erwin studied under several influential professors 

during his time at SUNY-Buffalo, including William Eller, Walter 

Hill, and Samuel Weintraub.  He also sought guidance from a 

long-time family friend, Elmo Lundy, whom he credited with 

positively affecting his “intellectual thinking, global life goals, 

and career interests.”  Having access to the university library 

thrilled him, as he had a wide range of scholarly and personal 

interests.  He especially enjoyed immersing himself in Dolores 

Durkin’s work on comprehension instruction, as well as writings 

by Teun van Dijk and Walter Kintsch. 

 Dr. Erwin lamented that it took him “forever” to complete 

his dissertation.  While writing it, Niagara University offered him 

a position to teach developmental college reading, which he did 

for four years prior to transitioning into a teacher education 

position at the same university.  During this time, he taught a full 

course load, had a pre-school-age child at home, and had taken 

over additional responsibilities at the family farm since his father-

in-law had passed away.  It was 1981, and Dr. Erwin began to 

attend ALER (then College Reading Association/CRA) 

conferences.  He laughed when he told me that it was at this point 

he met Gary Shaffer and Dan Pearce, who “harassed” him every 

year to finish his dissertation, which he eventually did. 

 

Living the Scholarly Life 

 When asked about his early teaching of reading 

development at the college level, Dr. Erwin responded that he had 

initially devoted himself to this area of study beginning with his 
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dissertation.  While he enjoyed teaching these courses, he did not 

particularly like the hours (nine-to-five) of the professional line 

job he had taken at Niagara University.  At the invitation of his 

dean, he moved into a position in teacher education where he 

taught reading methods courses.  His experience in the elementary 

school, as well as some work he did at a private reading clinic and 

the reading clinic at his university during his doctoral studies, 

made him an ideal candidate for this position.  More specifically, 

he was interested in reading comprehension issues that presented 

themselves in children in the intermediate grades.  After he 

completed his dissertation, his old friends Gary Shaffer and Dan 

Pearce were now free to start “razzing” him about publishing!  Dr. 

Erwin would go on to contribute to the literature in the field of 

literacy by publishing numerous articles. 

 Dr. Erwin has been at Niagara for 35 years and has served 

as a professor, department chair, faculty union executive 

committee member, and National Council for Accreditation of 

Teacher Education (NCATE) Coordinator.  His dedication to his 

students is apparent; he commented that the most satisfying aspect 

of his job is working with students who are at various stages of 

their teaching careers, from undergraduate teacher candidates to 

master’s students.  His reach has extended widely in the western 

New York area, and he has influenced thousands of teachers by 

providing them with frameworks for literacy instruction in his 

methods courses.  He also shared that he has been fortunate to 

work closely with several highly effective deans at Niagara who 

have educated him in the areas of policy, priorities, and 

procedures. 
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 Dr. Erwin credited the literacy leaders he has come to 

know through organizations such as CRA/ALER with 

“enlightening” his work in literacy education.  He immerses 

himself in their written work and looks forward to conversations 

with them at annual conference meetings.  These writings have 

inspired him to write and publish many articles and book 

chapters.  I was particularly drawn to his article about a 

university-based literacy center, in which he and a colleague 

outlined the organization, management, and operations of their 

reading clinic (McGrath & Erwin, 2015).  In another article, he 

discussed data literacy and how course instructors might bring 

real-life data sets into the classroom to make problem-based 

learning an authentic experience (Erwin, 2015).  Dr. Erwin also 

has a long list of conference presentations in national and local 

venues.  Looking back on his 35 years in the field, he said his 

most noteworthy accomplishments relate to his studies of “critical 

comprehension” and his involvement with ALER during his five-

year presidential track. 

 

The Readerly and Writerly Life of Dr. Erwin 

 It was obvious during my phone conversation with Dr. 

Erwin that I was chatting with an avid reader.  A question I often 

ask of my friends, students, and colleagues is, “What are you 

reading right now?”  Only avid readers are very quick to answer 

and Dr. Erwin was no exception!  He shared with me two areas 

that are of interest to him professionally at the moment.  The first 

was “ambitious instruction,” which he has mostly been reading 

about in journal articles related to math instruction.  He believes 

that ambitious instruction, however, is relevant to all content areas 



 

 

190 
 

 

and includes instruction that challenges students to think deeply, 

thoroughly, and critically.  This means that the instruction itself 

needs to invite students to solve authentic problems.  Dr. Erwin’s 

other area of study is related to poverty, which is a topic he and 

his colleagues at Niagara have been researching and applying to 

their teaching and scholarship.  More specifically, the latest title 

that has held his interest is Closing the Opportunity Gap by 

Prudence Carter and Kevin Welner (2013), which he said is a 

“powerful book” about the effects of poverty on learners.  

 At the time of this writing, Dr. Erwin’s pleasure reading 

was a book that he stated has implications for literacy education.  

It is the best-seller, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human 

Societies, written by Jared Diamond (2005).  The author traces the 

ways in which human civilization is a product of the surroundings 

and time period of the era under study.  One example Dr. Erwin 

provided was that civilizations that were located where people 

could develop agriculture meant that more food could be 

cultivated and thus transition people from the role of hunter-

gatherers.  There was then time available for making art and 

forming cities.  Dr. Erwin pondered about how a discipline such 

as literacy might also be affected in similar ways across time. 

 Perhaps my favorite part of the conversation with Dr. 

Erwin revolved around developing a scholarly writing habit, 

something that many university faculty grapple with during some 

point in their careers.  Dr. Erwin candidly shared that, about five 

years ago, he started really thinking about how he should be 

writing more, and along with this realization came the all too 

familiar guilt.  He said he had many ideas for manuscripts; he just 

was not following through.  In 2013, he attended an informal 



 

 

191      

workshop offered at his university on the topic of scholarly 

writing.  It eventually became a support group of professors who 

read a book on writing together, discussed it, and began to hold 

one another accountable for writing production.  While he made a 

promise to himself that he would write something every day, he 

also thought, “But I’ll write when I get a full day I can devote to 

it.”  We all know how that goes!  He laughed as he said, “Those 

days never came!”  He then shifted gears and thought he would, at 

the very least, make a commitment to write something every day.  

For the past five years, hardly a day has gone by when he has not 

written something and his number of publications has increased.  

Dr. Erwin told me he wishes he had formed this habit years ago, 

but nonetheless, he had a “breakthrough” that was immensely 

successful, and he attributes this to having the support of peers.  

After our conversation, I pinned a quote from Dr. Erwin to my 

wall in my office on my university campus, where I do much of 

my writing: “Guilt is an inhibitor of productivity.  It doesn’t do 

much good.  Make writing a priority and develop a writing habit.” 

 

Hopes for Schooling and Teachers 

 I asked Dr. Erwin what he sees when he works with his 

local schools, and his response was uplifting.  He said that he has 

observed “a lot of hard-working and dedicated educators” and I 

am sure that for the past 35 years he has had much to do with this.  

He also discussed how the teachers who do not fall under this 

category usually feel pressure to do so by the majority who do, or 

they may be “socially and professionally isolated.” 

 Dr. Erwin spoke about the quality instruction that teachers 

of literacy are delivering in his area and how there are positive 
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results because of this.  He added that educators have definitely 

not solved all schooling issues and that the public tends to become 

impatient about this.  They have misconceptions about schooling 

and seek overnight fixes to issues that have run deep in education 

for well over a hundred years.  Dr. Erwin highlighted this trend in 

an eloquently stated quote: 

A long-term trend I have become more aware of in 

the last decade or two is the way the field of 

literacy, like most others, is buffeted by external 

forces that hijack agendas, distract us from our 

primary work.  These external forces in recent 

years have been powered by political ideologies 

that are not susceptible or accountable to scientific 

evidence.  This forces us to become more 

politically aware and astute in order to more 

effectively defend and influence literacy.  If we are 

not involved in the political arena and are not 

contributing to the intellectual and political 

conversations about literacy, then we are leaving a 

vacuum for others to fill, and I do not believe 

others can advocate for literacy more 

knowledgably than we can. 

Dr. Erwin’s passion was evident here, and he went on to discuss 

the issue of poverty in our schools, an issue that he has been 

studying, as mentioned above.  He lamented that the general 

public is perhaps not sensitive to how poverty “interferes with so 

many things that we try to do in education.”  He also stated that 

educators can only use what resources they have to help children 

become literate and give them the skills to succeed.  Assistance is 
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needed from the local communities to provide social services and 

supports for families.  Placing blame on families, and children 

along with them, does no service to our schools.  Dr. Erwin 

emphasized that the focus needs to be on what educators are 

doing well in the schools and continuing to build teacher capacity 

and self-efficacy.  An organization like ALER is the perfect venue 

for literacy professionals to join together and share strategies that 

are working, as well as how teachers might strive to provide 

culturally and linguistically responsive teaching for all students.  

 My next question for Dr. Erwin was, “So what do we do 

now?”  He first responded with how we need to realize that what 

we do in classrooms matters because it has “substantial power to 

contribute to the common good.”  After acknowledging this, he 

noted that educators must continue to learn and share that learning 

with one another.  He also discussed how teachers need to affiliate 

themselves with people who are positive changemakers.   He said 

that he emphasized this with both pre-service and in-service 

teachers with whom he works.  

 Dr. Erwin addressed how educators should become more 

involved politically, and by this he did not mean publicly aligning 

with a political party.  He explained, rather “maintaining as much 

objectivity as possible in our analysis of what is good for 

learners,” which will secure more respect for literacy leaders.  Dr. 

Erwin chooses to think optimistically about people’s support for 

public education and believes that it will continue to grow over 

time.  This, however, will require educators’ voices to “steer 

political leaders away from simple solutions toward the complex 

but effective solutions” to schooling issues. 
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Commitment to Leadership 

 At the time of our conversation, I had attended the annual 

ALER conference for four years and was surprised that I had not 

yet run into Dr. Erwin.  However, when he mentioned that he is 

one of the historians/photographers, I knew who he was 

immediately!  Dr. Erwin became a member of CRA in 1981, first 

serving as membership chair and was elected to the five-year 

presidential track in 2010.  He has rarely missed a CRA/ALER 

conference and feels the way many members do, that it is a 

professional group he “identifies with.”  He conveyed several 

times that, through ALER, he has learned from many colleagues 

whom he considers friends.  He finds that members can be as 

active as they want to be and that the conference is small enough 

that members can get to know one another, as everyone is 

approachable.  He discussed how several other literacy 

organizations are too large and that a home such as ALER is a 

necessary venue to form lasting relationships with people who 

share similar interests. 

 When asked what his dreams were for the organization, he 

spoke of how he wished that the larger literacy organizations, 

such as the International Literacy Association and the Literacy 

Research Association, might work together in more of a “coalition 

style” in order to make a larger impact on literacy education.  

Each organization would still maintain its own identity, of course, 

but would band together to lobby for education and literacy issues 

in congress.  This would be powerful, as it would be a 

representation of more people across organizations, thus adding 

more credibility to requests.  He also sees ALER as a 

“clearinghouse” of ideas across the four divisions within the 
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organization, as well as a respectful and supportive community of 

scholars and teachers, two aspects I have definitely found to be 

true. 

 

Finding Balance 

 Although Dr. Erwin has enjoyed a successful 35-year 

career in academia, which can stress the body, he has managed to 

stay healthy.  No doubt activities such as tennis and water skiing 

have enhanced his physical well-being.  He also enjoys listening 

to and performing music and reading and writing for pleasure to 

keep him centered.  Academia comes with other sacrifices, such 

as time away from family.  Dr. Erwin, however, has managed to 

balance work and family, often spending time with his wife, their 

son, three grandchildren, and other extended family who live 

nearby.  He stated as his goal: “I want to contribute to the quality 

and meaningfulness of life for those around me, especially my 

family.”  It is a goal which he is fulfilling, as evidenced by his 44-

year marriage. 

 Even though Dr. Erwin may not be ready to retire any time 

soon, I asked him what his plans might be when he does.  He said 

that even though, at that point, he will not be “driven by the 

university pressure to publish,” he still wants to continue writing.  

He has several completed children’s book manuscripts that he has 

had on hold for a while and would like to submit.  He has also 

written pieces for religious periodicals that are of interest to those 

who wish to promote spiritual values.  Dr. Erwin spoke about 

volunteering his time with literacy organizations that serve adults 

through basic education courses, as well as continuing to serve 

others through his local church in the position of lead layperson.  I 
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am sure that tennis will be near the top of his leisurely activities, 

as well. 

 The last interview question for Dr. Erwin was, “What will 

be your legacy?”  After speaking with this modest and kind 

individual, his response came as no surprise—that he was not sure 

there would be a “legacy,” per se, but that hopefully he had 

influenced many teachers over the course of his career.  He has 

and will always be devoted to making a difference in literacy 

education and in his community.  In his words, he just wants to be 

“a good guy to have around.” 
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Growing Up on the Farm 

I have known Parker C. 

Fawson since he first wandered into 

my office at Brigham Young 

University (BYU) in 1986 to inquire 

into the doctoral program in reading 

education.  San Jose, California, was 

his place of birth, but he grew up in 

northern Utah on a small farm.  He 

was the fifth child in a large family 

of twelve children.  Growing up on a 

farm involved a great deal of effort around farm chores including 

hauling hay and milking cows.  Mornings are still his favorite 

time of day, which likely had its origin in his 4 a.m. milking 

assignment with the family cows.  This is certainly a different 

upbringing than many teenagers experience today. 
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 Parker’s parents were wonderful mentors throughout his 

life and had a profound impact on his decision about what career 

path he would take.  His maternal grandmother was an immigrant 

from Norway in the early 1900s when she was 8 years old and, as 

a result, he was inducted into the Norwegian way of life with 

great food and engaging fairytales as a child.  In fact, earliest 

childhood memories are of a time spent with his mother telling 

him and his brother Norwegian fairy tales before naptime.  His 

mother is now in her 90s, and he visits with her frequently to 

reflect on these great memories. 

 Parker grew up in a home where education was a regular 

topic of discussion at dinnertime.  His father earned a doctorate in 

educational leadership and was employed as a school 

administrator and district superintendent.  He credits these 

discussions for impacting his choice of profession later in life.  

His father passed away nine years ago and is deeply missed. 

 Parker was raised in a religious home where Christian 

values of honesty, charity, compassion, service to others, and 

work were central.  He spent two years in his late teens and early 

20’s on a church mission in Germany, where he had to navigate 

the challenges of being away from home and learning a new 

language and culture.  These experiences still pay dividends in his 

life. 

 

Schooling 

 The home in which Parker grew up created a wonderful 

setting in which to explore the excitement and beauty the world 

had to offer.  He spent many days in outdoor activities including 

riding horses, camping, fishing, and just exploring mountain and 
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valley settings.  He did well in his K-12 schooling.  Science was 

most interesting to him, and he tended to do his best work in this 

area.  Around this interest, he spent a summer and fall while in 

high school graphing the flight patterns of Canadian Geese close 

to his home on a project for the Utah Division of Wildlife 

Resources.  Parker also excelled as an artist with particular 

interest in charcoal drawings and oil paintings of animals.  He 

even won an art competition as a high school student for his 

charcoal drawing of an Arabian horse.  His interest in science and 

love for animals directed some initial career plans as high school 

came to a successful conclusion.  This interest directed him to 

start out college as a pre-architect major.  That didn’t last long, as 

he realized he would have to sit at a desk for long stretches of 

time.  He then explored pre-veterinary science.  This interest was 

displaced by a nagging recollection of dinner conversations 

around education which drew him into taking some teacher 

education courses.  That major focus stuck, and he graduated in 

1984 from Weber State University with a degree in elementary 

education and two minors, one in Science and another in German. 

 

Teaching Career and Graduate School   

 When I became acquainted with Parker, he had been an 

elementary school teacher for several years in first, third, fourth, 

and sixth grades.  He had just finished a M.Ed. degree at BYU 

with a focus on Educational Leadership when he came to visit me.  

After determining he wanted to pursue a doctoral degree in 

reading at BYU, he asked me to become his dissertation 

committee chair.  I offered Parker a research graduate 

assistantship for the next year as I planned to return to the 
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classroom to teach first grade at Sage Creek Elementary School in 

Springville, UT. 

The next year, Parker served as a first-grade classroom 

videographer of my return to the classroom.  He enjoyed this role 

so much that the following year he took my place in this first-

grade classroom to continue our research work together into a 

variety of reading instructional questions.  He was a very effective 

first grade teacher that year.  During this time, he also completed 

his doctoral dissertation and successfully defended.  After 

finishing and graduating, Parker moved in 1989 to Central 

Washington University, where he was appointed as an assistant 

professor and assigned to teach a number of courses focused on 

literacy.  Two years later, in 1991 he was hired as an assistant 

professor at Arizona State University to teach literacy courses and 

conduct instructional research in this area.  In 1993, he moved 

back to BYU as an assistant professor in literacy and was 

advanced to associate professor in 1995 and tenured at BYU. 

 In 2002, he was invited to join the elementary education 

faculty at Utah State University (USU) as an associate professor.  

He advanced to full professor at USU in 2009.  While at USU, he 

served as associate department head/chair in Elementary 

Education and assistant dean for Global and International Studies 

in the College of Education and Human Services. 

In 2010, Parker was invited to join the Curriculum and 

Instruction faculty at the University of Kentucky where he served 

as department chair in Curriculum and Instruction and Associate 

Dean for Engagement.  In 2013, Parker returned to Utah as dean 

of the School of Education at Utah Valley University where he 

served until August of 2018.  He currently occupies the Emma 



 

 

201      

Eccles Jones Endowed Chair of Early Education and serves as a 

professor at Utah State University, where he also directs the 

Center for the School of the Future. 

 

Accomplishments in the Field 

Dr. Fawson’s research interests have primarily focused on 

reading comprehension, engagement/motivation, print access, and 

struggling readers as well as educator preparation transformation 

and comparative international educational field experiences.  

Parker has become known for his work on reading incentives, 

especially around the Pizza Hut program (Pizza Hut, 2019).  He 

has become known for his coining of the term “conditional 

philanthropy” in relation to the Pizza Hut and other externally 

focused incentive programs. 

 

CRA/ALER Experiences 

Parker attended his first College Reading Association 

(CRA) meeting in 1987 when J. Estill Alexander was President.  

He was invited to present at this meeting by Paul Hollingsworth 

and Ray Reutzel, who were his doctoral program mentors at 

BYU.  Of that first visit, he has said:  

I fell in love with CRA/ALER and found it to 

provide great collegiality and professional support.  

I was struck by the number of highly regarded 

literacy professionals who attended this first 

meeting and the opportunity this association 

provided me to get to know these colleagues.  I 

was studying their work in my doctoral courses 

and, at the annual meeting of CRA/ALER, was 
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able to visit with them and get a broader 

understanding of what was underlying their 

research questions.  These conversations played a 

big role in the way I would frame my own research 

questions.  To my recollection, I have only missed 

one annual meeting of CRA/ALER since then and 

that was due to a family emergency. 

Parker has said that CRA/ALER has provided a great 

opportunity to grow professionally in many ways.  In addition to 

meeting literacy colleagues on a regular basis, this organization 

provided him with an opportunity to provide service to the 

profession and to the organization.  He began his service to 

CRA/ALER as a member of the Publications Committee in 1996, 

where he also served as associate editor of Reading Research and 

Instruction.  In 2005, he served on the editorial review board for 

Reading Research and Instruction and then in 2008 was selected 

as editor for the newly renamed ALER journal, Literacy Research 

and Instruction.  He co-chaired the Public Information Committee 

from 2003 to 2008 and in 2008 was elected to the Board of 

Directors of ALER.  In 2011, he was elected as ALER vice 

president, which also led to serving later on as president and past 

president of ALER. 

Parker has commented, “CRA/ALER has been my 

professional home.  The organization has nurtured my 

professional growth over many years and has provided me with a 

strong foundation that has led to many professional opportunities 

including my current role as director of the Center for the School 

of the Future.” 
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Future of ALER 

Parker identified what he sees as the future of ALER as a 

professional service organization in the expansion of learning 

opportunities for literacy professionals as well as the students they 

serve.  He commented,  

Preparing teachers and researchers who can answer 

the most vexing questions related to literacy 

development in all children should be central to the 

organization’s future impact.  Literacy proficiency 

is such a critical life skill that opens real 

opportunity throughout a person’s life.  With over 

half of our children nationally not achieving 

literacy proficiency by the end of 4th grade, the cost 

to their future opportunity is simply too great to 

not address. ALER can play an important role in 

helping to address this professional and ethical 

responsibility to increase literacy proficiency rates 

in our nation’s P-12 students. 

 

Personal Values 

 Parker has strong and continuing relationships with his 

eleven siblings.  Each summer most of them get together with his 

mother and all of their children for a family reunion to continue to 

nurture family ties.  He and his wife Debra have been married for 

39 years and have five children.  All five children have college 

degrees with a range of majors including early childhood 

education, geriatrics, film study, business marketing, and 

university studies.  They also have 10 living grandchildren and 

one granddaughter who is deceased.  Time spent with their 
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grandchildren is highly valued.  They nurture strong connections 

with all of their children and grandchildren.  Six grandchildren 

live close to them in Utah and four live in Kentucky.  As a result, 

they spend a lot of time in Kentucky, enjoying the beautiful 

scenery and wonderful family engagement opportunities.  These 

strong family relationships and values have clearly impacted the 

man, the researcher, the literacy leader who is Parker C. Fawson. 
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J. Helen Perkins 

ALER President 2014 - 2015 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Award - 2017 

 

 

Kelli R. Paquette 
Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

 

Dr. J. Helen Perkins is 

Professor of Reading and Urban 

Literacy at the University of 

Memphis in Tennessee.  During 

2014-2015, she served as 

President of the Association of 

Literacy Educators and 

Researchers (ALER), formerly 

known as the College Reading 

Association (CRA).  Helen’s 

contributions to education span 

over 40 years.  She married her high school sweetheart, Charles, 

and they have two beautiful daughters, both of whom are 

educators.  Together, Charles and Helen are actively involved 

with their five grandchildren, their church, and their community. 

 

The Early Years 

 Helen’s childhood began in the rural town of Seminole, 

Oklahoma.  She grew up in a loving environment with her parents 
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and five siblings.  Her father was in the Army but later worked at 

Tinker Air Force Base until retirement.  Her mother worked as a 

maid in a hotel and in affluent homes.  The family was deeply 

involved in community service activities and the Ebenezer Baptist 

Church.  Helen shares that it was during those impressionable 

early years that her passion for learning began.  She and her 

siblings spent countless hours reading and working on class 

assignments together.  Helen’s love for learning was supported by 

her parents who valued education immensely.  Her parents only 

had a middle school education, and they wanted more education 

for their children. 

During Helen’s grade school experience, she was 

influenced positively by her first-grade teacher, Mrs. Buckner.  

This amazing teacher taught in an all-black school and was the 

one who continued, alongside her parents, to instill within Helen a 

love for learning.  Mrs. Buckner did so by reading aloud in the 

classroom and sharing her own desire to read.  Helen shared, “She 

was an effective teacher and I loved being in her classroom.”  

During desegregation, Helen experienced her first Caucasian 

teacher, Mrs. Whitney.  Mrs. Whitney encouraged Helen through 

her kind spoken and written words.  By third grade, Helen knew 

she wanted to be a teacher. 

Helen’s favorite school subjects included reading and 

English.  She enjoyed reading Edgar Allen Poe and Shakespeare 

and attending plays.  Even now, she attends plays and musicals at 

the Hattiloo Theatre in Memphis.  With the continual 

encouragement and support from her parents, Helen excelled in 

high school where she received several academic honors.  She 

was inducted into the Seminole High School Hall of Fame 
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because of multiple academic achievements.  Mrs. Whitney was 

present at the induction; she shared that she knew Helen would do 

well and “be somebody.” 

After high school graduation, Helen began at East Central 

University in Ada on an academic scholarship.  Later, she 

transferred to Southeastern Oklahoma State University, where she 

graduated with her Bachelor of Science degree in Elementary 

Education in 1977; she continued at Southeastern to earn her 

Master of Education degree in Elementary Education and 

Reading.  In 1989, Helen began teaching. 

 

Career 

Helen’s teaching career included being a classroom 

teacher, reading specialist, literacy coach, developmental reading 

instructor, and a university professor.  Her first teaching position 

was as a reading specialist in Peabody Elementary School in 

Denison, Texas.  She then taught fourth and fifth grades in 

Colbert, Oklahoma.  After this assignment, she taught at Grayson 

County Junior College in Texas as a developmental reading 

instructor and then moved to Glen Heights, Texas, where she 

accepted a position as a reading specialist at Moates Elementary 

School.  She was also a literacy coach for Dallas Public Schools 

for several years. 

While teaching in the public-school system, Helen decided 

to return to graduate school.  In 1994, Helen earned Reading 

Recovery Certification from Texas Woman’s University; five 

years later, Helen earned her doctorate in Curriculum & 

Instruction – Reading from Oklahoma State University (OSU).  

OSU was Helen’s first choice, as it was the only institution that 
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fully supported and encouraged her desired research topic.  Helen 

wanted to study African-American children’s literacy acquisition 

to help bridge the gap for African-American children who were 

not receiving a quality education.  While attending OSU in pursuit 

of her doctorate, Helen and her mother were featured in the March 

12, 2002, edition of Woman’s Day Magazine.  Titled, What I Did 

for Love, this inspiring story tells of Helen's mother's support and 

nurturing love while she was pursuing her doctorate, despite 

suffering with sickle cell anemia; the magazine featured a picture 

of them at graduation.  Her mother passed in May of that same 

year.  Having lived with such a loving and supportive mother 

gave Helen the fortitude to continue her professional career in the 

path of higher education. 

Helen has taught and advised undergraduate and graduate 

students.  From 2000 to 2004, she taught at Southern Methodist 

University in the Center for Teacher Education.  In 2005, she 

started as an assistant professor at the University of Memphis.  

Helen recently earned the rank of full professor and remains at the 

University of Memphis where she teaches literacy-related courses 

in the Masters in Instruction, Curriculum & Literacy (ICL), 

graduate program.  She advises students, volunteers on a 

doctorate leadership committee, and serves (or has served) as 

chair on many theses and dissertation committees.  Helen’s 

scholarly work has focused on children of poverty, their literacy 

acquisition and enhancement, and best practices.  She has 

published numerous peer-reviewed articles, book chapters, and 

books, solely or with colleagues, based on her research activities 

and interests.  With a wide readership, she was one of the 

Common Core consulting authors for Journeys Common Core - 
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Tennessee, a basal reading series.  She has also written a 

children’s book, Casey’s Lamb, which featured her daughter and 

is now part of two literacy programs for Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt Publishing Company. 

Throughout Helen’s professional career, she has been 

successful in grant writing.  Although many grants have been 

awarded, she is especially proud of two particular projects, the 

results of which have been published.  The first grant-awarded 

project, the Memphis Literacy Academy (MLA), was valued at 

$847,000.  MLA involved a large urban school district partnering 

with a local university to improve elementary students’ literacy 

acquisition.  It implemented and evaluated a model for high-

quality professional development that resulted in long-term 

changes in teachers’ literacy instructional/practices.  MLA was 

based on a capacity-building model to increase teacher expertise 

in reading/literacy instruction. 

The second grant-funded project, the Memphis Content 

Literacy Academy (MCLA), was valued at 16.1 million dollars.  

MCLA was a professional development project for improving 

students’ reading achievement and content literacy in high 

poverty urban middle schools serving 6th through 8th grades.  

MCLA’s primary focus was to train teachers to implement 

evidence-based literacy strategies for reading comprehension, 

fluency, and content-specific vocabulary to improve reading and 

mathematics achievement.  She and her colleagues, Drs. Heeren, 

Potts, and Rodgers, were invited to present their findings from 

this study at the World Reading Congress in New Zealand.  The 

results were also published in a co-authored book entitled, 

Impressions from the Middle: Content Literacy Strategies for 
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Improving Student Achievement (Heeren, Perkins, Potts, & 

Rodgers, 2012).  Both of these grant projects were important to 

Helen; she shared, “We partnered with urban districts to conduct 

literacy research; our findings assisted the district in improving 

their teaching of literacy.” 

 

Service 

Helen serves, and has served, her professional 

organizations and community in multiple capacities for over 40 

years.  The list is quite lengthy.  Helen began her service in CRA, 

later ALER, in the Clinical Division.  She quickly became the 

chair of the Clinical Division and served in that capacity for 

several years.  She then served as an ALER board member for 

four years (2009-2012) and was elected ALER President in 2014-

2015.  Besides service to ALER, Helen served as a lead writer on 

the International Literacy Association Professional Standards 

Revision Committee (Standards, 2017).  During 2006-2011, she 

was a journal editor for The Reading Teacher, the world’s largest-

circulation refereed journal for literacy educators.  She has also 

served the Tennessee Reading Association in various roles over 

the years and has been the advisor for the Student International 

Reading Association. 

Helen is very proud of her work with Porter Leath, a non-

profit organization that has helped meet the needs of children and 

families since its founding in 1850.  She served on their board for 

approximately seven years.  During her board chair tenure (2014-

2015), the organization received over $12 million in grants and 

contracts to continue its mission.  Helen reported, “We have 

several projects, but I closely work with our Early Head Start and 
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Head Start program; we’re the largest Head Start program in 

Tennessee.  We actually serve over 5,000 children.  The students 

are experiencing great academic achievement; the majority of our 

Pre-K students enter Kindergarten at the appropriate level.”  

Helen conducts workshops for parents, teen fathers, volunteers, 

and tutors.  She also volunteers her time by offering professional 

development seminars for educators of underrepresented and 

underperforming students in both urban and rural environments. 

 

Awards and Honors 

Helen has received numerous awards and honors during 

her professional career.  One can see that her passion for learning 

and serving is recognized and honored by many.  In 2018, Helen 

was inducted into the OSU College of Education, Health, and 

Aviation Hall of Fame.  This honor was bestowed due to the 

positive impact she has made on the community, as seen through 

the success of its students.  In 2017, ALER honored her with the 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Service Award.  This award is given to 

individuals who have provided leadership and contributed 

significantly to the growth of ALER.  In 2016, Helen was 

awarded the Eye of the Tiger Award.  This award is given by the 

University of Memphis to honor those who contribute to the 

welfare and traditions of the university and community.  In 2015, 

Helen was honored by receiving the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 

Human Rights Award given by the University of Memphis, and 

the Urban Impact Award given by The Council of Great City 

Schools.  She was featured in an article entitled “The Literacy 

Coach” (2015) in the University of Memphis Magazine.  High 

Ground News (Crowder, 2015), a weekly digital news magazine, 
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also recognized Helen’s work in Memphis as a “City Visionary,” 

a city leader facing challenges and innovating for solutions.  

These awards and honors are quite significant.  Helen’s work has 

made a positive impact on many lives. 

 

Reflections 

 During the conversation, Helen reflected on personal 

experiences that have influenced and guided her career decisions.  

She talked about mentoring and her varying roles in CRA/ALER.  

Helen acknowledged many of those literacy experts and mentors 

who have guided her along the way.  In particular she talked 

about her mentor, Dr. Robert Cooter.  She said, “He has served as 

my mentor for several years; he is prominent in the literacy field 

and has always advised me.  He and I have worked together for 

several years on literacy academies in two states.”  Helen 

indicated she was very thankful for Dr. Cooter’s mentorship and 

guidance. 

When Helen began attending CRA/ALER conferences, 

she said there were only three to five non-white people also 

joining them.  As she became more engaged, she realized that 

there were many non-white professors who wanted to participate 

in such an awesome conference, and she encouraged them to 

submit proposals.  While serving as ALER President, Helen’s 

goal was to increase diversity in membership and leadership.  She 

invited non-white speakers to the conferences and encouraged 

other non-white colleagues and students to get involved in the 

organization.  “Now, it is my favorite group and I don’t miss a 

conference.  It is a great conference.”  She encourages her 

doctoral students to attend as she believes “it is a great place to 
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share your research and grow in your field.  We have to make an 

effort to include diverse people; diversity is what this country is 

made of and we need to work on it.”  Helen shared,  

I have spent the majority of my career working 

with those who educate our children, including 

teachers, administrators, parents, and other 

stakeholders.  I desire that all children have an 

equal opportunity to an education that supports 

them into becoming successful adults—adults who 

contribute to their communities, our country and 

world.  I know that I have made a difference, and I 

continue to make a difference in the lives of these 

children, especially those living in poverty. 

 Helen mentioned that throughout her life she has 

experienced instances of prejudice which “drive her to do more 

and better.”  She remembered a time when her dad took her 

siblings and herself to buy shoes.  The salesman waited on each 

white person in the store, even those who arrived after her family.  

Other instances occurred during graduate coursework.  There 

would be times when negative, hateful, and untrue statements 

were made by white students about black students.  She would get 

very upset and speak out about the untruths.  “As you take your 

courses, those types of things happen.  I sometimes felt 

discriminated against, and you just get accustomed to it; you 

kinda’ get numb.”  Early in her career, as she approached a group 

of professors at a conference, they thought she was a waitress and 

requested that she remove the trays from the table.  Even today, 

while attending conferences with meetings in hotel rooms that 



 

 

214 
 

 

include light food, she’s been asked to get more plates or forks.  

She said,  

Discrimination is something non-white people deal 

with all of the time.  This is our world – this is it.  

So, you have to choose your battles.  If you don’t 

choose which battle to fight and which to walk 

away from, you will be fighting all of the time.   

Her lifelong experiences with prejudice and social injustice 

provided her with the passion and motivation to be an agent of 

change, particularly as these two significant factors affect 

children.  “Our children need the power of education to assist 

them in escaping poverty.” 

 Helen’s vision for ALER is that the organization will 

grow in numbers, especially in diversity, and that the leadership 

will become more diverse.  She affirmed that  

ALER does a good job of disseminating research 

information to the public so teachers can use that 

research and implement those practices with 

fidelity in their classrooms.  Then we see students 

do well.  We will continue to conduct and share 

our research that impacts educators and the 

students that they teach.   

She stated her belief that professionals will continue to enter the 

field of education who have the passion and the capability to 

enhance our educational system.  “We are constantly being told 

how bad education is, but there are some amazing educators and 

they are making a difference.  As President Nelson Mandela said, 

‘Education is the most powerful weapon . . . to change the world’ 

(1990).” 
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Conclusion 

 Dr. J. Helen Perkins is an amazing woman of grace, 

strength, and intelligence.  Her parents provided a loving home 

environment and instilled within Helen the importance of 

education and a strong religious foundation.  Her husband, 

children, grandchildren, siblings, and other family members 

continue to play important roles in her life.  When the time comes 

for retirement, she plans to serve as a consultant and continue 

spending quality time with her immediate and extended families.  

Some of her public-school teachers have continued to inspire 

Helen to celebrate diversity, overcome social injustice, and 

experience success.  Having experienced prejudice and social 

injustice, Helen strives to educate others to overcome adversity.  

Her passion for education and social justice is undeniable.  With 

educators like Helen, society will continue to develop positively 

towards acceptance and change. 
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Julie Kidd 

ALER President 2015 - 2016 

Board of Directors, 2008 - 2010 

 

Connie Briggs 
Texas Woman’s University 

Family Background 

 Julie Kidd was born in the 

District of Columbia and has lived in 

the northern Virginia area most of her 

life.  Julie was raised in a calm, loving, 

family-oriented middle-class home.  

Her mother worked in the home, 

providing childcare for a number of 

years, and her father used his education 

as a lawyer and certified public 

accountant to work for the Internal 

Revenue Service in the exempt 

organization department.  Julie’s parents led by example.  Julie 

shared, “I was greatly influenced by the way my parents treated 

other people, had a positive outlook on life, stayed calm, and 

valued the importance of family and friends.”  Julie’s family 

attended a local Lutheran church every Sunday and celebrated all 

the religious holidays.  It is easy to see the influence of the home 

environment in Julie’s demeanor and spirit. 

Julie was the oldest of three children, quiet and shy as a 

child.  Julie said, “My sister was more outgoing, forward thinking, 
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and trendy.  She made sure I wore the ‘right clothes’ and included 

me in her circle of friends.”  Julie, her brother, and her sister 

remain close and family-oriented. 

At a party between her junior and senior year in college, 

Julie met her husband, John, and they married right after her 

senior year.  John converted to Lutheranism when they were 

married, so their son, Christopher, would be raised as a Lutheran.  

Julie gives credit to her husband for being who she is and what 

she has accomplished.  At the time of our interview, Christopher 

was attending George Mason University as an Early Childhood 

Education major and called Julie “his partner in early childhood 

education.” 

 

Schooling 

Julie was the youngest in her elementary school classes.  

She wasn’t in the highest reading group, but she loved math, and 

in seventh grade, she was chosen to enroll in algebra instead of 

eighth grade math.  As a result, the class schedules changed, and 

she ended up in the accelerated classes for all subjects.  She 

achieved well and continued to have high grades throughout her 

school career. 

While math was her favorite subject, science didn’t come 

as easily.  In the science lab, students worked with partners.  Two 

of the male partners were able to conduct their experiments just 

fine but had difficulty writing the results, while Julie and her 

female partner couldn’t get the experiments to work.  The two sets 

of partners worked together in a very successful collaboration to 

pass the science lab.  Perhaps this was the beginning of Julie’s 

love of collaborative work. 
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While Julie attended Fairfax County Public Schools, in 

Virginia, through 12th grade, she changed schools four times due 

to the population growth in the area and the building of new 

schools.  She was in the first class to graduate from Braddock 

Secondary School. 

Julie’s parents valued education and had set aside a fund 

for each child that could be used to go to college or train for a 

trade.  When Julie was accepted to the University of Richmond, a 

Baptist liberal arts college, her parents were surprised.  It took 

some convincing for her parents to agree that Julie could attend 

this more expensive private school.  “My parents paid more 

attention to the schools to which my brother and sister later 

applied,” Julie said.  “They both attended state universities.” 

Julie first majored in sociology at college.  Her favorite 

subject in school had always been math, and while living in the 

dorm, she tutored people who needed help with math and calculus 

homework.  One night her roommate told her that she really 

should be a teacher.  Julie said, “I went the next day, changed my 

major, and never looked back.” 

Student teaching was the first time Julie was faced with 

prejudice.  Parents of one of the fifth-grade students did not want 

their daughter sitting beside an African American child.  Because 

Julie had a good mentor teacher, this issue was resolved without 

too much drama.  Little did Julie know that social justice would 

be one focus of her work in future years when she would become 

a professor of education. 
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Professional Career 

Upon graduation from the University of Richmond, Julie 

took a job teaching all subjects in a split 6th-7th grade placement.  

After one year, she was moved to another school in the same 

county as a math teacher.  Julie said, “After my first year of 

teaching, I wanted to go back to school rather than work during 

the summer.”  Her options for a master’s degree at James 

Madison University were a master’s in Elementary Education or 

Reading Education.  Since her bachelor’s degree was in 

Elementary Education, she thought Reading Education would 

provide some additional employment options.  However, Julie 

said, “I had no intention of becoming a reading specialist!”  

During the time she was obtaining this degree, she also taught one 

section of English/language arts and, subsequently, worked in the 

Alexandria Public Schools for 14 years as a Chapter 1 teacher and 

Reading Specialist. 

Julie worked as a full-time public-school teacher during 

graduate school.  She was not encouraged to attend conferences or 

connect with researchers and practitioners in the field of higher 

education.  Julie said she had an “ah-ha!” moment when she 

realized Ken Goodman, whose work she had been reading, was 

still alive.  Authors of works she was reading about were not 

historical figures; they were actively engaged in literacy work. 

Upon completing her doctorate at Virginia Tech 

University, she taught as a lead teacher in two different schools.  

Julie decided that she wanted to change to fourth grade, and that 

became her favorite elementary grade to teach.  In fourth grade, 

children were old enough to take care of themselves and eager to 

learn.  She was also teaching part time as an adjunct at George 
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Mason University.  In 2000, Julie decided to take a two-year leave 

of absence from the public school to take a full-time position at 

George Mason to see if she wanted to teach at the university level; 

that was the beginning of her university teaching.  Because she 

had returned to public school teaching after her doctoral work and 

had not gone directly into academia, she did not have a record of 

publications or research.  Julie continually had to prove herself at 

the university. 

She began teaching university classes in middle school 

literacy, but George Mason had just revived a literacy and early 

childhood program that eventually became Julie’s area of research 

and teaching.  She moved into a tenure-track faculty position and 

became Coordinator of the Early Childhood Education Program.  

Her work focused on child, family, and community engagement 

with a focus on social justice and what works best for children. 

Julie stated, “If one works in education long enough, 

trends come and go, and I lived through such times.”  She was 

teaching in the public schools through the 1990s during the 

“Reading Wars,” a national debate between those that favored 

phonics and those that favored whole language as the best way to 

teach reading (Chall, 1967).  Teaching during that time often 

placed tensions on teachers in terms of what they believed and 

what school curriculums dictated.  Eventually, the pendulum 

swung back to a more ‘balanced’ approach to literacy, focused on 

the needs of individual students.  One example from those days 

was when she taught a lesson on cause and effect by using the 

light switch instead of the scripted curriculum.  Her teacher 

colleagues told her she would be in trouble when her supervisor 

found out.  Instead, the supervisor praised her for her creative way 



 

 

222 
 

 

of teaching!  Multiple perspectives helped her incorporate the best 

of everything to support what children needed.  Julie felt she 

could finally integrate elements from different theories but hold 

true to her beliefs about teaching and learning. 

Julie stated that the most satisfying aspect of her job in 

higher education is the idea of the far-reaching effect of her 

teaching.  Early on, she mathematically figured out the wide 

impact her teaching and research could have when teaching in a 

teacher education program.  This was clearly illustrated with a 

story she shared.  As part of her university service, Julie had been 

working with a fourth-grade classroom teacher and her students 

for a full year on writing as a process before the teacher moved to 

another school district.  The teacher, at her new school, had a 

student teacher whom she mentored in writing as a process.  The 

student teacher later applied to George Mason University as one 

of Julie’s colleagues.  When Julie questioned where she had 

learned so much about the process writing approach, the teacher 

shared that her mentor had taught her during her student teaching 

assignment.  As it turned out, this was the same teacher whose 

classroom Julie had worked with for a year. The student teacher 

had “touched the hand that touched the hand that touched the 

hand” (Polacco, 1994). 

Julie said that the least satisfying aspect of her job as a 

professor has been related to accreditation.  Too much time spent 

on getting assessments approved takes away from time that could 

be spent on improving programs.  The extra level of bureaucracy 

overloads both faculty and students. 

Julie feels that her greatest contributions to the field have 

been her research related to teacher education and professional 
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development as well as research related to the education programs 

at George Mason.  Her work, along with colleagues Sylvia 

Sanchez and Eva Thorp, with culturally and linguistically diverse 

children has been used by other teacher preparation programs. 

Julie has received four Institute of Education Sciences 

(IES) Grants in Cognition and Student Learning.  Working with a 

psychology faculty partner, they have looked at ways to improve 

young children’s cognitive development.  For children who have 

the ability to work at cognitive levels beyond where they are 

currently working, the research intervention, which focuses on 

teaching young children complex patterns, has shown promise in 

helping first-grade students raise achievement levels in math and 

reading.  The reading-intervention students performed better in 

reading, the math-intervention students performed better in math, 

and the patterning intervention students performed better in both 

math and reading.  She and her research partner have just received 

a fourth grant to research what happens when patterning 

interventions are provided to kindergarten students. Exciting 

work! 

Julie feels that two of her publications have made 

contributions to the field.  Her work (Kidd, et al., 2013; Kidd, et 

al., 2014) was cited in an IES Synthesis of Research in Early 

Childhood Studies as part of the recommendations of what young 

children need.  Additionally, Julie and her colleagues recently 

published a book written as an outcome of a Head Start grant on 

professional development focused on intentional teaching (Kidd, 

Burns, & Nasser, 2019).  This book shares significant information 

with beginning teachers about appropriate literacy practices in 

early childhood. 
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Work/Life Balance 

Julie shared that “work/life balance is sometimes difficult, 

and work, at times, consumes you.”  During her doctoral studies, 

Julie often had to study while family played, and the work had a 

personal cost because it was not 9-to-5.  Sometimes her family 

has sacrificed because she has not always been around, but Julie 

feels she has managed to attend to family and friends in many 

important ways while working as a professor in higher education.  

Her goal is to find more of a balance among professional 

contributions and family and friends in the future. 

Julie and her husband love living on a lake where there is 

a slower pace of life.  She shared that she sees herself still active 

in professional organizations and the lifelong friendships made, 

but she doesn’t plan to work after she retires.  Julie said, “My 

husband and I plan to do some traveling, and I plan to read for 

pleasure more, exercise more while living at the lake, and enjoy 

friends and family more.” 

 

Reflection 

Julie has had several mentors that have influenced her 

professional career.  Ms. Sally Bealafeld, Julie’s fifth-grade 

teacher, was one of her most influential teachers.  She created a 

community in the classroom and invited the girls to her home on 

Saturdays to teach them to sew. She sponsored clubs and 

organizations and influenced Julie to take on leadership roles at 

school.  Later, when Julie became a classroom teacher, she 

modeled herself after Ms. Bealafeld and created classroom 

communities that supported all students. 
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Another influential teacher during her graduate schooling 

was Dr. James Garrison. While working on her doctorate at 

Virginia Tech University, she attended a Concepts of Analysis 

class with Dr. Garrison.  He was not a literacy education 

professor, but he pushed students to think differently.  His 

teaching inspired Julie to embrace John Dewey’s theories of 

learning.  She also learned about Dr. Richard Anderson’s work 

with schema theory and the Vygotskian theory of constructivism.  

Julie said, “At the time, I didn’t know how much these theories 

would influence my thought and the work that I would 

accomplish in the future.” 

Julie credits Drs. Betty Sturtevant and M. Susan Burns, 

who wrote Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, as 

influential mentors when she began working at the university 

level.  Dr. Sturtevant took Julie under her wing, taught her about 

professionalism and research, and encouraged her to get involved 

in professional organizations.  Dr. Burns has been a colleague and 

collaborator.  She pushed Julie’s thinking and helped her make 

professional connections that led to opportunities for research and 

collaborations. 

 

Work in ALER and other Professional Organizations 

In 1998, when Julie began teaching at George Mason 

University, Betty Sturtevant encouraged her to join the 

Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER; 

formerly College Reading Association).  Shortly after joining, 

Julie co-chaired the Research Commission and worked with 

Charlene Fleener to ‘tweak’ the processes that are still in place 

today.  Julie served as the ALER Reading News editor and was 
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elected to the ALER Board of Directors, eventually being elected 

to Vice President and serving as President in 2015-2016.  She 

values ALER for the professional associations she has made over 

the years and the collaboration she has enjoyed.  Julie stated, 

“Being president of ALER was one of the real highlights of my 

professional career because I was elected by peers who believed 

in me.”  Julie also has enjoyed working in other professional 

organizations as an area chair and reviewer in the Literacy 

Research Association and working on committees for the 

International Literacy Association.  

 

Thoughts about the Future of Education and ALER 

Julie shared that she thought that education in the future 

will improve its focus on differentiating instruction and providing 

individual resources.  New technologies will allow for 

differentiation of instruction to meet children and families where 

they are, while continuing to build an understanding of diversity.  

Julie also felt that as educators we need to make sure we are 

focusing on what is important.  The focus on standardized testing 

and accreditation takes away from the important work of teaching 

and being advocates for what is best for children and families. 

Julie shared that ALER should continue to strive for 

diversity in many different ways.  She articulated her belief that:  

Diversity of membership, research, and 

perspectives help us all to think differently and 

make us stronger together.  Growth is important, 

but it should be more than numbers.  Growth 

should be nurtured, and members should be 
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supported to become actively engaged in the work 

of the professional organization. 

Julie maintained that we need to continue to encourage 

influential professors and researchers in the field of literacy to 

mentor new members so that they may contribute to the field and 

become future mentors themselves.  Many of the prominent 

mentors who have given so much to the organization will soon 

retire, and the organization needs to ensure that there continues to 

be a balance of mentors to new members to keep the organization 

moving forward. 

 

Legacy 

Julie confided, “I would like to be known as a strong 

collaborator and researcher who has positively influenced 

different areas of teaching and learning.”  She hopes her work will 

have influenced practice through research and that her work with 

preservice and in-service teachers will encourage future work 

with diverse children and families. 
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What do You Mean There’s 

Something Wrong with My 

Kid:? The Primary Years 

"Your son is likely 

retarded," stated Miss R when 

she paid a visit to the Paige 

household. 

"Oh, that's ridiculous," 

said David's father laughing. 

“He’s not!”  He knew the 

inexperienced first-year teacher 

was drawing a wrong conclusion.  His son suffered from allergies, 

which interfered with his attendance and learning throughout the 

year. 

David remembered when he was asked to spell cat in 

class.  Confidently and enthusiastically, he raised his little first-
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grade hand.  “K-A-T.”  The dour Miss R looked disapprovingly at 

him.  "She chewed me up one side and down the other for 

misspelling the word and sent me back to my seat."  This taught 

David not to raise his hand in class anymore.  It had not occurred 

to the prentice Miss R that “k-a-t” and absence due to allergies 

were at all related.  David’s father, Richard, knew just what to do.  

He promptly escorted Miss R out the door. 

The Paige family talked over this situation.  David’s 

parents wondered, “What did David want to do?”  David knew 

that he had not learned to read very well, but he did not know that 

he was about to make an important decision that would change 

the trajectory of his life.  "I want to go back and just do this all 

over again." 

So, Richard Paige visited the school principal and made 

arrangements for David to repeat the first grade and work with 

Mrs. Zapia, a teacher with an excellent reputation known for her 

warmth, humor, bubbly personality, and encouraging manner.  

She was not judgmental, and rather than telling students what they 

were doing wrong, she showed them how to do things correctly. 

Now, Richard Paige read with his son every morning.  

Along with the help of Mrs. Zapia and his father, David improved 

his reading skills.  He remembered, "It just took off!"  He 

hungered to read; he thirsted to read.  He read A Night to 

Remember (Lord, 1955) and National Geographic. He gobbled up 

everything he could get his hands on—newspapers, sports 

biographies, and more. David noticed his academic self-efficacy 

growing. 

To say that David’s upbringing was unique would not be 

an exaggeration.  His father had a full career in music as a band 
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director, music store owner, and performer.  Before teaching in 

the Vocal Music Department at the University of Memphis, 

Richard Paige performed 4000 live shows for NBC radio in 

Chicago, and later would direct the Minnesota Men’s Choir, as 

well as sing with the San Francisco and Detroit Orchestras.  

Richard’s career in music would have a lasting impact on his 

oldest son. 

Young David started trumpet lessons after his father gave 

him a cornet, possibly an unsold instrument from the old Chicago 

music store.  Along with making music, David saw more operas 

by the time he was ten years old than most others do in a lifetime.  

Mrs. Paige would dress up her three oldest sons in their fancy 

fedoras and ties and ready them to hear their father singing in the 

Kleinhans Music Hall in Buffalo, New York. 

 

A Hard Row to Hoe: The Middle School Years 

The only constant in life is change, and the Paige children 

were about to experience a grand shift that would cause them to 

recalibrate their daily routine.  David had just completed fourth 

grade.  “You boys really don't have anything to do in the summer 

except play baseball,” said his father, “so I bought us the farm 

across the street.”  The farm was situated in Chautaugua County, 

New York, the Concord grape belt of the world, just seven miles 

from the well-known Welch’s grape farm.  The family now 

worked seven days a week.  They had a farm stand that made 

enough money to put all nine children through Catholic school.  

They trimmed grapes in the winter and were busy with other farm 

chores all summer.  Besides grapes, they harvested corn, 

tomatoes, melons, and potatoes.  Labor intensive as this work 
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was, David really liked the challenge of his new life.  He 

especially liked driving the tractor. 

 

More Change, Integration, and a Bigger World View: The 

High School and Early College Years 

In the 1970s, David’s parents moved to Memphis, a 

segregated city without many northerners.  David experienced 

culture shock.  Although he had previously attended a religious 

high school, in his junior year he decided to follow his brother 

and in 1973 enrolled in a Memphis public school.  At the height 

of desegregation efforts, David remembered being classmates 

with the mayor’s daughter who was white, the white son of the 

previous mayor known for his racist response to the sanitation 

workers’ strike, and the African-American son of the Executive 

Secretary of the NAACP (National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People).  This experience enlarged his 

understanding about life and the genuine problems facing people 

and the country. 

Sometimes when we are younger, we do not fully 

appreciate the context in which we are living.  David was sitting 

shoulder to shoulder with students whose parents were fighting on 

both sides of the civil rights issue.  He was enrolled in this public 

high school just a few years after the previous mayor’s now 

nefarious response to the horrendous conditions of the Memphis 

sanitation workers and their labor strike.  It was those sanitation 

workers who, in part, inspired Martin Luther King to come to 

Memphis where he spoke his famous “I’ve been to the 

mountaintop… [a]nd I’ve seen the Promised Land.  I may not get 

there with you” words (King, 1968).  “I really appreciated all this 
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when I got a little bit older and I understood all that was going 

on,” David reflected. 

After high school, David attended Memphis State 

University for one year but decided to enlist in the Navy.  He was 

stationed at Diego Garcia, a coral atoll in the archipelago of the 

Chagos Islands.  After two and a half years, he returned to 

college.  Using the GI Bill, he finished his studies in business in 

1980 at Memphis State, which prepared him for a 20-year career 

in sales and marketing. 

 

The Business of Music: The Early Professional Years 

We earlier mentioned Richard’s musical career.  For five 

of his 20 years in business, David had his own career in radio and 

television as a music producer and talent agent, although he keeps 

the names of the celebrities with whom he worked close to the 

vest.  His college business studies paved the way for the business 

side of his work in this industry.  Still, he talked proudly about his 

brother, who made some “Top 40” hits in the United States and 

overseas and who encouraged him into the music business in the 

first place. 

 

The Road from Business to Teaching: Graduate School 

We wondered what brought David from the music 

industry to the university.  We think it may be a combination of 

life experience and a bit of professional circumstances.  David has 

a family member with severe disabilities, who influenced his 

decision to work in special education.  Additionally, he had been 

reading many news articles about what was happening in 

Memphis schools and that also got him interested in doing 
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something in education.  David called his sister-in-law, an award-

winning teacher living in Oregon, for advice.  He remembered 

that she was encouraging, even though the professional change he 

was considering was risky.  At first, he took a simple job so that 

he could go to school.  After about a year, he was offered a job 

with a school district in Memphis as a special education teacher 

and eventually received his certification to work with students 

with mild to moderate disabilities in Memphis.  Also factoring 

into his decision to embark on a teaching career in special 

education was the realization that, without an English or science 

degree, his business background did not translate well into the K-

12 setting; his options were limited.  This fact, together with his 

desire to help kids with special learning needs, led him to teaching 

27 students with behavioral disorders. 

David talked about this work being both “exhilarating and 

absolutely exhausting,” especially because he was still enrolled in 

a master’s program.  Nevertheless, he was committed to figuring 

out how to help these kids.  Eventually, in 2004, he completed his 

degree in instruction and leadership, with a certification for 

working with students with mild to moderate disabilities from the 

University of Memphis.  He candidly admitted that he did not 

have a clue about what he was doing in those early days in the 

classroom, but he survived—and so did the students!  However, 

the racial theme he was introduced to in his Memphis high school 

re-emerged in this early teaching assignment at Southland Middle 

School in Shelby County, where he eventually became chair of 

the Special Education Department.  The school was primarily 

white but rapidly changing its demographics.  At first, teachers 

would find standing room only during PTA meetings with an 



 

 

236 
 

 

auditorium filled with parents.  As the school enrolled more and 

more African American students, “white flight” was evident in the 

numbers attending those meetings.  Over the course of five years, 

teachers found more and more seats available to them in the 

auditorium. 

 

More than a Numbers Sort of Guy 

David also traveled the road from numbers to letters.  He 

appreciated the value of numbers and data; remember, he came 

from the business world.  As we listened to him speak about his 

research, we saw that he surely had become a fellow who, at the 

drop of a hat, can spit out the data and the processes to collect the 

data.  You might think he would be the stereotypical numbers 

person who connects more with the numbers than people.  You 

would be wrong.  Listening to him speak about the students he 

worked with revealed a person who felt compassion for the 

difficult lives many of his students were living.  He is a skilled 

researcher and an abstract thinker.  And he loves the kids.  It is his 

concern for the kids which fuels the researcher in him, and it is 

clear that students hold a special place in David’s heart. 

Half of David’s students at Southland Middle School were 

diagnosed with behavioral disorders.  David remembers a student 

he described as a “wild child.”  The wild child approached him 

one day, unusually quiet, tilting his head. “Was your daddy ever 

in jail?” he asked. 

“No, my dad was never in jail.” 

“What about your mama?  Was she ever in jail?” 

“No.” 
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The student looked confused and said, “Well, do you have 

an uncle that was in jail?” 

“Nobody in my family has ever been in jail.” 

“My daddy been in jail.  My mama been in jail.  All my 

uncles been in jail.  I got an auntie who been in jail.  Everybody in 

my family’s been in jail!” 

David reported that by the end of the summer, this student 

was in jail for chasing a girl with a gun through the park.  The 

“wild child” would not be the first or the last student with special 

needs who left an imprint.  David admitted he sometimes 

struggled to know how to meet the huge social and academic 

needs of his students, and he was very mindful of the psycho-

social issues and economic situations his students faced. 

Thinking about another one of his students, David 

remembered the teen who, though not a good reader, was a 

student who did not cause trouble and typically did what was 

asked of him.  “You know, Mr. Paige, this isn’t really for me,” the 

student told him. 

“What do you mean?” David asked him.  “You know all 

of this [school academics].”  

“Nah, I’m not good at this.  I’m gonna drop out of school 

as soon as I can.  I’ll be 14 in another year, and I’m just gonna 

drop out.” 

  Thinking how this student could barely read, David said, 

“Hang with it.”  Again, he was painfully aware that he did not 

know what to do to help this student.  “I could hardly think about 

anything else the rest of the day.” 
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But he did think about other things.  “I am the person who 

likes getting into the weeds, looking at all the parts,” he said.  

“Most people do not want to do that.” 

 

Getting into the Weeds: Collecting and Analyzing—The 

Professional Years 

By 2008, David had completed work toward a doctorate in 

Instruction and Curriculum Leadership from the University of 

Memphis.  The same year, he began teaching at Bellarmine 

University in Louisville, where he is currently an associate 

professor, and where from 2011 to 2015 he served as chair of the 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education and Social Change program. 

David’s travels in the world of professional education 

eventually took him to South Asia in 2011.  In India, he partnered 

with Homes of Hope India, an organization which helps orphaned 

Indian girls.  He helped launch The Thinking Schools Academy, 

making 13 trips to Bangalore Provence and conducting numerous 

video conferences with a team of teachers.  The team has studied 

how to teach in ways that develop deeper thinking, thus preparing 

the girls for work in the 21st century.  This is an ongoing project 

and a large part of his work.  He has been collecting and 

analyzing data about student performance and teacher competence 

resulting from the professional development provided to the 

educators. 

On a phone call with Tim Rasinski, David described one 

of his more profound insights. He had collected data from a high 

school class he had assessed.  He told Tim, “The reading rate is 

not predicting comprehension.  The prosody is.”  Tim urged him 

to explain his findings.  This led David to develop what he 
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referred to as a tandem theory regarding the relationship between 

automaticity and comprehension.  The theory expands how we 

think about the role of fluency as it relates to comprehension, 

especially during silent reading.  David and his co-researchers 

discovered “prosody contributes from 7% to 40% of unique 

variance to comprehension suggest[ing] its importance to overall 

reading proficiency…” (Paige, Rasinski, Magpuri-Lavell, & 

Smith, 2014, p.141). 

 

Measure Twice, Cut Once 

When you listen to David, you get the sense that he truly 

wants to measure anything that helps explain where we should go 

next in our work with students.  For example, the Bellarmine 

Literacy Project allowed him to analyze K-3 data around spelling, 

looking at the path reading development takes.  He identified 

benchmarks as they pertained to phonics knowledge, spelling, and 

fluency which, ultimately, would affect reading comprehension.  

This project allowed him to work with 800 teachers on literacy 

methods that would improve comprehension capacity.  As he 

noted, he walked away from the project with an understanding as 

to how outside forces limit progress in the schools, as well as the 

devotion of teachers who participated without remuneration in the 

interest of students. 

David explained that he uses data to generalize reading 

acquisition and its connection to fluency.  He looks at older and 

younger students, and like a puzzle master, works out how the 

pieces fit together.  He pulls no punches when it comes to using 

data.  He believes if one does not understand all the pieces of the 

reading puzzle, it will be difficult to address reading problems.  
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He asks the teachers he works with, “Which would you rather 

have, 70 percent of your kids proficient or 20 percent of your kids 

proficient, because you did not take care of the reading issue?” 

His earlier business career surely helped shape the way he 

has approached reading instruction.  He saw the classroom as part 

of a larger system, just as in his business career he used a systems 

approach to analyze and plan his marketing strategies.  This 

reminded us of the Five Essential Supports that grounded the 

effective schools literature coming out of the school reform work 

in Chicago and other places in the 1990s, which is a way to look 

at schools as a system with various sub-systems, all dependent on 

one another (Klugman & Sporte, 2015). 

His various projects led him to write about fluency and 

comprehension, which spans across grade levels, learning levels, 

and content areas.  David has utilized his knowledge of literacy 

acquisition, multisensory instruction, and student engagement to 

improve teachers’ instructional practices.  His interests have 

extended to equity issues surrounding tracking practices in high 

schools; he co-authored “Tracking Exposed: The Potential for 

Undermining High School Students’ Academic Success through 

Course Placement Practices” (James, et al., 2016). 

 

Road Map for Teachers 

When we asked David about a road map for teacher 

preparation, David is clear: 

I do not care whether doctors graduated from 

Harvard or the worst medical school in the 

country.  Who wants to go see doctors that just got 

their MD degrees?  I do not want to see them 
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because they have not been trained.  They have not 

done a residency.  And I think that is the way it is 

in education.  Teachers need two things: an 

intensive residency in the classroom, and we need 

to bring in more measurement of the right things 

into the classroom and be certain that kids are 

acquiring critical reading sub-skills. 

At the same time, David was emphatic that we need to 

look beyond the sub-skills of word work, prosody, fluency, 

vocabulary and other components of reading.  We need to 

examine all the “influences that extend beyond reading.”  He 

continued: 

I mentioned this in my keynote speech in St. 

Petersburg.  One of the weaknesses in academia in 

general [is that] we have to get a broader view, a 

systemic view of reading instruction and not just 

what goes on in the classroom.  We have to start 

educating ourselves as professionals about all the 

variables that affect what gets delivered in the 

classroom, how it gets delivered, how its 

effectiveness gets measured or whether it does, and 

how our kids regress.  This is not just a reading 

strategies kind of a problem.  It is much bigger 

than that, and I think as reading professors we 

really need to start adopting a much broader view. 

 

Paying it Forward 

Clearly, with these many projects David’s dance card is 

very full, but he still finds time to contribute to the field through 
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ALER.  He thinks of ALER as an organization that is “small 

enough that you just do not feel drowned” as you might in larger 

organizations.  This systems-approach man wielded his influence 

as treasurer of ALER to encourage the opening up of the digital 

frontier, providing online membership and conference 

registrations.  “When I became treasurer, I was the one that got us 

to make gains, for example, with an online registration system…I 

think that was one of my biggest contributions.” 

Eventually he helped move ALER to publishing its journal 

online and renegotiated the publishing contract—an area he was 

comfortable with because he had negotiated many contracts in the 

world of music.  “Taylor & Francis publishes our journal and we 

were making the transition to that…and because I had been in the 

music publishing business, I understood publishing contracts.”  

David noted that this turned out to be very lucrative for ALER. 

“Publishing contracts, whether for recorded music or journals or 

books, are similar in many ways…and I was able to get us quite a 

better deal than what we had.” 

David helped to secure another more lucrative outcome for 

ALER, while at the same time making the conferences more 

accessible to members.  Mindful of costs, he worked to keep the 

fees lower for members by moving the conferences to smaller 

cities.  “We pretty much subsidized the Friday night dinner event 

every year,” he added, “[although] members think they are paying 

all the bill, and they are not.  We liked the sociability [of the 

dinners], so we tried to keep that going.” 

David looked for inefficiencies.  He helped ALER save 

money, also, by suggesting purchasing projectors rather than 

renting them from hotels.  Again, his music business work 
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informed his thinking as he remembered the protective airline 

flight cases used to transport musicians’ instruments across the 

country.  Thinking about how they toured and all the gear they 

travelled with led him to realize that ALER might do something 

similar.  Instead of paying a lot of money for the rental of 

projectors for every conference, he proposed purchasing 

projectors.  He explained: 

It is a big profit source for the hotel and the 

company that works with the vendor of the hotel  

. . . [The projectors are] $600 a piece, so let us 

spend $6000-7000, and get a nice secure flight 

case to put them in, so we can ship them around to 

the conferences.  It will be another $1500, but we 

will break even doing this every two years.  And 

we were making money the third, fourth, and fifth 

year.  We would have to pay $10,000 [to rent] 

projectors at a conference [over that time period].  

We managed to save that money and put it in some 

other places. 

David compared ALER’s costs, focus, and affording better 

accessibility to members, with SREE (Society for Research on 

Education Evaluations).  “I go to SREE held in Washington, 

D.C.,” he said.  “It is an expensive conference to go to, and almost 

everybody there is funded in a large way.” David laughed and 

said: 

When I go with Grant Smith, my colleague, we are 

fish out of water. “What are you guys doing here?”  

We are not from Harvard, we are not from 

Stanford, we are not from big universities.  It is not 



 

 

244 
 

 

a big conference, but it is interesting intellectually 

and scientifically.  But that is not ALER's niche. 

Our niche is much more in classroom application.  

I think we keep and nurture that niche, because that 

is what resonates with our members. 

He adds that he sees “a lot of applied research 

studies that get presented.  Our members are very focused 

on the classroom.” 

 

A Vision for ALER 

As the 2016-2017 president of ALER, he reflected that his 

vision was to leverage the diversity as it is growing in the 

organization.  “I think our organization is gradually becoming 

more diverse in terms of ethnicity, and that is something that we 

need to keep nurturing.  I do not really see us getting a lot bigger, 

because I just do not think that is going to happen.  We have a 

really good size that works well for people who come.”  David 

felt ALER is trying to appeal to teachers and other professionals.  

He talked about the PhD poster session, for example, to integrate 

people [into the organization] when they are still in their doctoral 

programs.  He also mentioned the seminars for K-12 literacy 

teachers that ALER hosts to attract more classroom educators. 

Besides fostering applied research, David was clear that he 

would like to nurture the understanding that a “systems view” of 

reading instruction is needed in schools. 

 

Is That All There Is? 

David now lives in Old Louisville, which is the largest 

Victorian historical district in the country.  He and his wife reside 
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in a 5300 square foot Italianate—a mishmash of architectural 

styles—built around 1894. 

How were we to get to know David the person versus 

David the researcher?  We looked at David’s various careers, 

teaching experiences, friendships, and thoughts about his early 

life. David admitted that he was not the kind of fellow who has a 

large circle of friends.  Throughout his life, although his friends 

were few in high school and college, the relationships were 

meaningful and close.  He described how special it was to meet 

the researchers he admired at ALER.  When he would later work 

with some of those researchers like Tim Rasinski and Bob Cooter, 

he developed deep relationships with them in his professional 

years. 

When speaking about what drives him, David would tell 

you, “I seem to know what I want, and I just move on.  What else 

can I learn about?”  Although David did not explicitly identify his 

politics of literacy, we sensed his empathic connection with kids 

through the very choices he made as to which kids with whom he 

decided to work.  This was revealing of such politics.  The 

reasons he engaged in his research projects are revealing, as well. 

We hope that in addition to a chronological representation, 

we leave you with an impression and a “feel” for David’s 

complex professional life and his unusual childhood experience.   

We know he’s driven and exacting.  Party animal, no.  Grateful to 

those who influenced his own development and career, yes.  

Loves kids, definitely.  Generous in crediting others, surely.  

Internationalist and family man, always.  Dedicated to ALER, 

positively! The road he has traveled took him a long way from 

Miss R. 
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We asked whether David thought about retirement; he 

noted that he is a planner and so he does think about retirement.  

As a systems person, we would expect nothing less.  He confided 

that his wife would tell us that he needs to keep busy. 
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Tami Craft Al-Hazza 

A Brief Biography* 

 
ALER President, 2017 – 2018 

Board of Directors, 2011 - 2014 

 

 

All of Dr. Al Hazza's professional interests rise from a 

unique collision of forces of being the child of Western European 

parents in middle America and her later formative experiences 

traveling and working across the globe.  Dr. Tami Craft Al-Hazza, 

Associate Professor of Language, Literacy & Culture, specializes 

in the examination of the interplay between the early literary 

experiences of youngsters and their acquisition of literacy skills 

and inclinations which lead to broad reading interests.  She has 

more than twenty-five years of experience teaching in PK-12 and 

higher education, both in this country and abroad.  Her early 

experiences in elementary and middle school in the roles of 

classroom teacher, ESL teacher, and as a reading specialist 

prepared her for her present role in teacher training.  These 

formative teaching experiences, moreover, include living and 

teaching extensively in the Middle East where, among other roles, 

she taught at the American School in Kuwait and served as 

teaching faculty at Kuwait University. 

Given her interest in the impact of early literacy 

experiences of young people, Dr. Al-Hazza's research interests 

focus on the impact of representative works of world literature 

from many cultures, but she explores the particular features of 
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Middle East literature as it occurs in this country.  Placed in the 

context of her interests in minority children, she has explored the 

potential role of Middle Eastern literature on children's perception 

of other cultures including dimensions of Arab narratives within 

the world perspective as they take form among young readers. 

Dr. Al-Hazza authored one book on teaching pedagogies 

which appropriately introduce young learners to Middle East 

literature titled, Books About the Middle East: Selecting and 

Using Them with Children and Adolescents (2008).  In addition, 

she has published numerous articles on related issues involving 

the impact of reading experiences on children's world views and 

self-efficacy. 

A second dimension of Dr. Al-Hazza's research focuses on 

the issue of motivating readers.  Her most recent investigations 

examine preservice teachers’ reading and digital practices and 

their motivation to read.  These research endeavors are 

documented in such journals as The Reading Teacher, Childhood 

Education, Middle School Journal, Preventing School Failure, 

and Multicultural Perspectives.  Augmenting this research 

agenda, she is also exploring the use of iPads in the classroom to 

bridge the gap between students' private literacies and the literacy 

demands within educational settings.  

Dr. Al-Hazza has received numerous teaching awards, 

including Outstanding Teaching Award, Kuwait University, and 

Most Inspirational Faculty Member Award at Old Dominion 

University.  She has delivered keynote addresses, such as the 

national conference at Georgetown University Center for 

Contemporary Arab Studies, Discovering the Middle East through 

Literature and Poetry at the University of Illinois, and the Kuwait 
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Student Union Annual Conference.  Finally, she has been a co-

recipient of the Virginia Hamilton Award, which recognizes an 

article which makes a significant contribution to the professional 

literature concerning multicultural literary experiences for youth 

. 
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Elizabeth (Betty) Guiles Sturtevant  

A Life 

A.B. Herr Award - 2010 

Laureate Award - 2016 

Board of Directors 2011 - 2014 

 

Joanna Newton 
George Mason University 

Author’s Note:  

I first met Elizabeth 

(Betty) Guiles Sturtevant 

when I was in middle 

school.  She and my mother, 

Evangeline Newton, were 

Nancy Padak’s doctoral 

students at Kent State 

University (KSU) in Ohio.  I 

saw Betty mostly at social 

gatherings of KSU literacy 

students, where I remember hearing a lot of laughter amid 

animated conversations about books, politics, and the state of the 

world in general. 

After completing my BA and serving for two years in the 

Peace Corps, I decided to pursue a master’s degree in Curriculum 

and Instruction at George Mason University (GMU), where Betty 

was a professor.  When she heard that I was studying at GMU, 
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Betty offered me a position as her graduate assistant which I 

gladly accepted.  At the time, I was also teaching part-time in an 

elementary school.  It was my first teaching experience in a public 

school and I was overwhelmed with the daily demands.  I shared 

my anxieties with Betty who listened with her quiet demeanor, 

answered my questions, helped me problem-solve solutions, and 

reassured me that the rewards of teaching outweigh the pressures.  

I graduated from GMU and became a teacher in a Title I public 

school. 

Several years later, I returned to GMU to earn a literacy 

specialist endorsement.  This time, I was Betty’s student.  As my 

professor, Betty taught me about literacy instruction, the complex 

work of coaching, and the factors that influence teachers’ 

decisions.  Again, I shared stories from my teaching life with 

Betty and again Betty listened.  But this time around, she urged 

me to approach issues I saw as research questions, to move 

beyond frustrations, and to consider possible reasons why various 

conditions might manifest in schools. 

Shortly after completing my literacy specialist 

endorsement, I decided to pursue a doctorate in literacy at GMU.  

Now, I was Betty’s advisee.  She mentored me throughout my 

coursework and co-directed my dissertation.  Although ill, Betty 

was present at my dissertation defense, which was, sadly, the last 

defense she attended before her passing. 

By then, Betty had brought me through the metaphorical 

full circle, mentoring me from a novice teacher through the 

completion of a doctorate.  Through her mentorship Betty taught 

me that challenges can lead to new insights and that every 

problem poses an opportunity for deeper understanding.  She was 
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a wise and loving teacher and mentor and continues to be my role 

model today.  It was my great privilege to have known and 

learned from Betty.  It is my great privilege to share her life in 

these pages. 

   

Introduction 

 “Education will get you everywhere.”  These words, 

which Betty said often to her own children as they were growing 

up, capture her spirit and legacy.  Betty was a brilliant scholar and 

researcher, a soft-spoken leader, and a dedicated teacher and 

mentor who loved her work.  A devoted mother and wife, Betty 

enjoyed reading, travel, and family history research.  Strongly 

influenced by her mother’s and grandparents’ belief in the 

importance of education, Betty grew up with an appreciation for 

the transformative power of teaching and learning.  A steadfast 

belief in the value of education guided her lifelong calling as a 

researcher, scholar, teacher and mentor. 

 

Early Life 

Betty was born in East Meadow, New York, in 1951, 

where she and her older brother, Charles, spent their early 

childhood.  When she was nine months old, Betty’s father, a well-

respected aircraft engineer, died of a brain aneurysm.  Raising two 

children by herself, Betty’s mother was a model of strength and 

resiliency.  Relying on her own education as a nurse to support 

her young family, Betty’s mother frequently stressed the 

importance of education, especially for women.  When Betty was 

in elementary school, her mother remarried.  The new family 

moved to Plattsburgh, New York, where her stepfather was an Air 
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Force engineer NCO flight mechanic.  The family eventually 

moved back to East Meadow, where Betty graduated from high 

school in 1969. 

Throughout her childhood, Betty remained close to her 

grandparents on both sides.  Her paternal grandparents spent their 

lives in the Adirondack Mountains where they had raised four 

children.  Her “Mountain Grandfather Ben” had been unable to 

complete his own schooling beyond the seventh grade.  It was a 

source of great family pride that he and his wife sent all four of 

their children to college; Betty’s father was a graduate of 

Princeton University.  On her mother’s side, all four sisters also 

completed college.  With her mother and grandparents as models, 

Betty learned to prioritize education from a young age.  She 

pursued Social Studies Education at the State University of New 

York College at Oswego, where she also met Dave Sturtevant.  

She graduated with a BA in 1972 and six months later she and 

Dave were married. 

 

Early Teaching Career 

Betty’s first job was as a junior high school social studies 

teacher in the Catskill Mountains.  The position sparked an 

interest in adolescent and content area literacy that became a 

lifelong teaching and research focus.  The school itself was in a 

resort town that served students across a broad socio-economic 

spectrum.  Betty’s husband Dave described the student body as 

“the very rich and the very poor side by side.”  Working with a 

diverse population of adolescent learners, Betty noticed that 

students who struggled to read exhibited challenging behaviors 

and were disengaged from learning.  Moreover, because they 
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could not understand the required texts, these students were 

unable to access the curriculum and successfully complete the 

education they needed. 

Betty decided to pursue a master’s degree in reading, so 

she could learn about the literacy needs of adolescent students 

who struggled to read.  Recognizing the critical role of all 

teachers in the learning process, Betty focused much of her 

energy on how to involve content area teachers in literacy 

instruction so that they could better support their own struggling 

readers.  Betty completed her master’s degree in Reading 

Education at Albany State University in 1975. 

Betty’s next position was as a reading specialist for Anne 

Arundel County Public Schools in Annapolis, Maryland.  Here 

she enjoyed working with students in small groups.  She felt that 

the small group instructional setting enabled her to address the 

needs of students who found reading difficult.  Five years later, 

Betty transitioned to Charles County Public Schools in La Plata, 

Maryland, where she worked as both a special education teacher 

and a reading teacher.  Three years later she became an adjunct 

instructor in Developmental Education at Charles County 

Community College.  In 1986, when her family moved to 

Virginia, Betty taught Development Education at Northern 

Virginia Community College in Alexandria. 

During these early stages of her career, Betty was also 

busy raising her family.  She and Dave welcomed their first son, 

Dan in 1978.  In 1981 their family grew to include their second 

son, Paul.  In 1985, Dave and Betty adopted their daughter, Lee, 

at five months old. 
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Doctoral Studies and Professional Influences 

 In 1987 the demands of Dave’s job resulted in a move to 

Ohio.  As her family settled in, Betty worked as an adjunct 

instructor in Curriculum and Reading at The Cleveland State 

University.  In 1989, she decided to pursue a doctorate in 

Curriculum and Instruction at Kent State (KSU).  With her 

children now in elementary school, Betty felt that she could 

devote more time to her studies.  Dave described Betty’s decision 

to pursue doctoral work as a “natural evolution of her getting back 

to what she wanted to do.  She was a researcher.  She wanted to 

know as much as she could know and then focus on a few key 

pieces to advance the field.” 

During this time, Betty served as a graduate assistant to 

Nancy Padak.  Nancy became Betty’s lifelong friend, mentor, and 

role model.  As a mentor, Nancy encouraged Betty to become 

academically active, even in the early stages of her doctoral work.  

Nancy urged Betty to publish work in academic journals and 

present at scholarly conferences.  Dave recalled that Betty herself 

was sometimes reluctant to pursue these opportunities, feeling 

self-conscious about her position as a novice academic.  Nancy, 

however, steadfastly urged Betty to add her voice to scholarly 

discussions and debates, insisting that her research and 

perspective were valuable additions to the field of literacy. 

As a graduate student, Betty was influenced by Richard 

and Jo Ann Vacca’s work in content area literacy.  From Rich 

Vacca, Betty learned about content area literacy and instructional 

strategies.  Having worked in public schools herself, she realized 

that classroom teachers needed hands-on experiences with content 
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area literacy strategies so that students, and particularly those who 

struggled with reading, could benefit from these approaches.  

Wayne Linek recalled: “We would be watching Dr. Vacca model 

these strategies [in class] and she wanted teachers to see what 

these strategies were like in real classroom settings.” 

 While at KSU, Betty formed an enduring friendship with 

Wayne, a fellow student.  Betty and Wayne worked closely 

throughout their careers.  Wayne described Betty as his 

professional “sister” and reflected that “together we served as 

graduate assistants in our first research project, wrote our first 

published articles, made our first national presentations, then 

received our doctoral degrees side by side in 1992.  We were part 

of the Kent State family and partnered in researching, writing, 

presenting, editing, grooming doctoral students and colleagues, 

serving in leadership roles, and providing service in the field of 

literacy for 29 years.”  Together Betty and Wayne published 

eleven books.  Their book Content Area Literacy: An Inquiry-

Based Case Approach (2003) highlighted how content area 

teachers in middle and high school used literacy practices to meet 

students’ needs in subject-area classes. 

As a graduate student, Betty followed Nancy’s advice and 

shared her work through national publications and conferences.  

In fact, Dave credited Betty’s first job after graduate school to 

Nancy’s insistence that Betty actively publish her work.  He 

recalled that in her first interview for a university position, 

members of the committee observed that Betty was the only 

candidate who had already published.  Betty was offered, and 

accepted, a tenure track position at Marymount University in 
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1992.  There she developed and taught a program for military 

officers transitioning from military careers to teaching. 

 

University Career 

Dave described academia as “where Betty felt most 

comfortable.”  In 1994, Betty joined the faculty at George Mason 

University (GMU) in the College of Education and Human 

Development (CEHD).  In 2008, she became a full professor.  In 

2011, she was named Director of the Division of Elementary 

Literacy and Secondary Education.  Additionally, she served as 

Director and Principal Investigator for the Virginia Department of 

Education’s Center for Teaching Excellence for 2013-2015 at 

GMU. 

Throughout her career, Betty strove to integrate research 

and practice.  She believed that research should inform teaching 

and that teaching should drive research endeavors.  She worked 

closely with teachers and schools to link research and practice.  

Betty’s own research interests include adolescent learning in the 

content areas, content area literacy, as well as student motivation 

and literacy instruction for diverse student populations, including 

English Language Learners and students who struggle with 

reading.  She also researched literacy coaching, teachers’ 

perspectives about literacy instruction, and contexts that support 

teacher decision making. 

While Betty enjoyed research, she also loved teaching.  At 

GMU Betty devoted herself to developing the literacy program 

for CEHD’s Graduate School of Education.  Betty worked closely 

with her colleague, Steve White, to design a program in which 

teachers could earn master’s degrees in literacy and reading 
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specialist endorsements.  The program grew to include a PhD 

specialization in literacy. 

Betty and Steve shaped the program so that it was 

theoretically strong and also offered opportunities for students to 

apply what they were learning in school-based settings.  The 

program also enabled students to conduct research themselves.  

Betty took great pride in the literacy program she co-created, even 

winning a grant for GMU’s College of Education to be recognized 

as a Center for Teaching Excellence in the state of Virginia.  

GMU’s literacy program continues to thrive today. 

A highlight of Betty’s career was the work she did 

internationally.  Betty shared her scholarship at conferences 

around the world, including meetings in Prague, Belgium, 

Scotland, Greece, and Costa Rica.  Betty presented on a range of 

issues, from literacy coaching to designing effective professional 

development to student engagement and teachers’ perceptions of 

literacy instruction.  Colleagues enjoyed an array of international 

adventures with Betty, from awe-inspiring explorations in Central 

American jungles to the novelty of rental apartments with coin-

run electricity, and even harrowing moments with armed soldiers 

in Eastern Europe!  

Moreover, Betty worked with the United States Agency 

for International Development (USAID) and the International 

Reading Association (now the International Literacy Association) 

to provide professional development for teachers around the 

world.  She engaged with teachers and policy makers in Qatar, 

Budapest, and Zambia.  From 2007-2008, she served as the 

international editor for the Broader Middle East and North Africa 

(BMENA) Literacy Hub, a peer-reviewed resource that provides 
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information on research-based instruction for policy makers in the 

Middle East and North Africa. 

Betty was particularly energized by a project with teachers 

and policy makers in North Macedonia.  As part of the Secondary 

Education Activity (SEA) project, Betty prepared high school 

teachers to become literacy coaches shortly after the dissolution 

of the former Yugoslavian republic.  Through this program, she 

supported teachers as they moved from teacher-centered, lecture-

based approaches towards instruction that involved students in 

active learning and the use of content area literacy strategies.  The 

teacher development module she designed was so effective that it 

has since been translated into Macedonian and Albanian. 

Of all her professional contributions, it was mentoring 

others that brought Betty the most joy.  In fact, mentorship of 

doctoral students, teachers, and even university faculty, became a 

driving passion for Betty.  Just as Nancy had mentored her, Betty 

mentored her own graduate students, encouraging them to become 

professionally active, urging them to publish their work, and 

pushing them to add their voices to those of scholars.  She had a 

knack for listening to her students and helping them find their 

own strengths, interests, and passions.  Dave recalled that Betty’s 

approach to and love of mentoring was “an embodiment of what 

she learned from Nancy.  She loved figuring out ways to get to 

know students and help them figure out what they wanted to do 

and plan to help them get there.”  Steve, who worked with Betty 

for 20 years, remarked that she “was one of the strongest mentors 

I’ve ever worked with.”  Dave noted that of all aspects of her 

work, mentoring was what Betty talked about most. 
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Betty also actively mentored new faculty members at 

GMU.  She nurtured them, guiding them to take on leadership 

roles, publish their research, and build networks with fellow 

scholars.  Just as Nancy had done for her, Betty believed that 

when she made a difference for someone, they would, in turn, 

make a difference for someone else.  Dave explained: “She 

wanted people to understand their own value, so they could 

pursue their gifts and passions.  She wanted people to know that, 

whatever it was, they could do it.  She knew that if she could 

make a difference for someone, they could make a difference for 

someone else.” 

 

ALER 

On Nancy’s advice Betty joined ALER (then the College 

Reading Association or CRA) when she was a doctoral student.  

Betty was a CRA/ALER member from 1989, when she attended 

her first research presentation at the 1989 CRA conference in 

Philadelphia.  She attended every CRA/ALER meeting since she 

joined the organization, missing only one for her father-in-law’s 

funeral. 

Over the years, Betty served in multiple leadership roles 

within the organization.  She co-edited the CRA/ALER Yearbook 

for eight years and started the CRA Early Leaders series in the 

CRA Yearbooks, which eventually became the J. Estill Alexander 

Forum.  She also co-edited the ALER 50-year history, CRA 

Legacy: A Celebration of 50 Years of Literacy Leadership, Vols 1 

& 2 (Linek et al., 2010).  For seven years she served on the Board 

of Directors (2011-2014; 2003-2004; 1998-2001).  She was a 

reviewer for research grants (2013) and a member of several 
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committees, including the History (2008-2010), Awards (1999) 

and Publications Committees (1994-1999). 

Across the span of her career, ALER recognized Betty’s 

contributions to the field of literacy.  In 1992 her groundbreaking 

dissertation won the Outstanding Dissertation Award.  Coming 

full circle, in 2010, she was awarded the A. B. Herr Award for 

distinguished service in reading.  In 2016 she received the ALER 

Laureate Award. 

Betty brought many colleagues and doctoral students to 

ALER.  In fact, a required assignment in one of her doctoral 

courses at GMU was that students join ALER and submit 

proposals for the annual conference.  Betty was instrumental in 

introducing Julie Kidd, 2015-2016 ALER President and Seth 

Parsons, current Vice President to the organization. Betty valued 

ALER because of its small and intimate nature.  She felt that the 

friendly and warm atmosphere made it easier for young scholars 

to become actively involved.  She was hopeful that, with the 

prolonged involvement of young professionals, ALER would 

continue to thrive. 

 

Parkinson’s Disease 

 In 2010 Betty was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.  

Despite the illness, she continued to work and be professionally 

active until her passing in 2018.  Betty loved her work so much 

that she chose not to take an early retirement so that she could 

continue to be involved with teaching and mentoring at the 

university.  Dave shared that her dreams for her eventual 

retirement included travel, time with her grandchildren, plenty of 
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time to read, and continued work within the field.  She also hoped 

to continue to be involved with ALER. 

Sadly, in March 2018, Betty passed away from 

complications of Parkinson’s Disease and Multiple Systems 

Atrophy.  Ever the teacher, she donated her body to the Mayo 

Clinic in Jacksonville, Florida, that specializes in Parkinson’s and 

Multiple System Atrophy research. 

 

Contributions and Legacy 

 Betty leaves behind an important body of scholarship.  Her 

research in literacy coaching, adolescent learning in the content 

areas, and ways to improve instruction for diverse learners 

generated a research agenda that led to over 60 publications.  She 

published articles in the Journal of Literacy Research, Reading 

Research and Instruction, and Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy. 

Among Betty’s most lasting contributions is undoubtedly 

the thriving literacy program at GMU.  Through the Literacy and 

Reading program, Betty has helped to shape the next generation 

of literacy researchers and educators in northern Virginia, 

Maryland, and Washington D.C.  She has cultivated a generation 

of teachers and scholars dedicated to the craft of teaching who are 

working in the field across the United States and throughout the 

world.  As a result, she has enriched the lives of countless 

students who have benefitted from the literacy experiences these 

teachers have provided in their classrooms and schools. 

 Perhaps Betty’s greatest contribution lies in the lives of 

those she has mentored.  She fostered the research repertoire of 

her students by carefully guiding them as they engaged in their 
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own scholarship.  She encouraged a next generation of scholars to 

further the field through inquiry, research, and collaborative 

scholarship.  As mentor and friend, she taught doctoral students 

and new scholars to view challenges within their own professional 

lives as topics of research and to strive to integrate research and 

practice.  This perspective has opened the possibility for countless 

research agendas that will advance collective understanding of 

teaching and learning for years to come. 
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Jeanne Cobb 

The Legacy of a Servant of Literacy 

Laureate Award - 2017 

 

Sharon Pratt 
Indiana University–Northwest 

A leading literacy researcher, 

a supportive mentor, and a 

community public servant are all 

notable titles that could describe Dr. 

Jeanne Cobb.  As this interview 

summary indicates, Jeanne has 

contributed to the field of education 

and literacy research through her 

kind, caring ways.  She has 

positively shaped the lives of the 

children she taught, the pre-service 

teachers she prepared for the field, 

and the early career colleagues she mentored.  With the focus of 

providing rich opportunities for those who are generally 

underserved, whether they struggle academically or come from 

diverse backgrounds, Jeanne has enriched the literacy growth and 

potential of many in a ripple effect that will live as an enduring 

legacy. 

 

 



 

 

266 
 

 

Family Background and Childhood 

Growing up in a small town in North Carolina that was a 

peaceful, family-focused, church-centered community had a great 

influence on shaping Jeanne’s life outlook and values.  Church 

was an important anchor in the lives of Jeanne’s family and 

community, from which she grew to appreciate a tolerant, caring 

perspective for how to treat and serve others.  Living in 

Thomasville, a community built around the textile and furniture 

industry, her parents were involved in careers as a supervisor in 

furniture and a hairdresser.  Although these careers were not 

lucrative, her parents prioritized Jeanne’s education by paying to 

send her to a public school in the city that was several miles 

outside of their home district, as this was perceived to be a better 

academic environment.  At that time in North Carolina, if families 

chose to send their children to school districts other than their 

residence district, the family was charged tuition. 

As an only child, Jeanne spent much of her free time in 

literary activities, such as creative writing, journaling, and 

reading.  This love of learning was reinforced throughout her K-

12 school years by two influential teachers--her fourth-grade 

teacher, Miss Dillon, and her middle school English teacher, Mr. 

Kasias.  Both of these teachers encouraged and supported her love 

of reading.  Jeanne said of Mr. Kasias: “he was so enthusiastic 

about literacy…and had a way of integrating reading and writing. 

[He] encouraged my writing effort.  I just loved his class!  He was 

a dynamic and very innovative teacher.  I feel like that shaped my 

interest in literacy and cemented it.” 

During Jeanne’s senior year, African American students 

were integrated in a peaceful process into the public school.  
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Since North Carolina was a border state for the Civil Rights 

Movement, she was shielded from many of the more violent 

protest demonstrations that occurred in other states such as 

Arkansas or Alabama.  The sit-ins that occurred in Greensboro, 

North Carolina, were representative of the experiences that Jeanne 

felt occurred within her own hometown of Thomasville.  

Experiencing the more seamless integration of African American 

students into her high school only confirmed the values of 

diversity and respect first established by her family and 

community. 

Perhaps because of her parents’ encouragement in her 

education from an early age, as well as her own interest in 

learning, Jeanne took high achievement very seriously.  She 

worked hard to earn the best grades she could and made the most 

of every learning opportunity, whether it was extracurricular or 

academic.  Throughout all her educational career, teachers and 

fellow students could attest to the time and effort Jeanne invested 

into her learning.  She ended her senior year as fourth in her 

graduating class and the honor of being a marshal.  Later, Jeanne 

would continue the tradition her parents left her of parental 

involvement in her education, as she became heavily involved in 

her two children’s education through volunteering in their 

classrooms, participating in their field trips, and attending school 

events. 

 

College Years 

Jeanne knew from early on she wanted to be a teacher and 

share the love of learning with children.  When choosing a 

university to earn her bachelor’s degree in elementary education, 
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the cost of tuition had to be balanced with scholarship offerings.  

However, this limitation did not hinder the quality education 

Jeanne received in earning her teaching degree at Western 

Carolina University.  While working on her undergraduate degree 

during the tumultuous time of the Vietnam War, Jeanne felt fairly 

sheltered from the protests that occurred on other college 

campuses across the United States.  She was able to continue the 

studious path she had begun in high school and was involved in 

several honor associations, a sorority, and was named Miss Future 

Teacher of her graduating class.  She also volunteered tutoring 

services, which “shaped my later research agenda.”  Her parents 

continued to support and encourage her through their physical 

attendance at university games and their demonstration of pride in 

her hard work and accomplishments.  Student teaching third-

grade students in a small elementary school in Waynesville, North 

Carolina, was a rewarding experience to conclude her 

undergraduate career and assured her teaching was her calling. 

Once again influential teachers shaped the trajectory of 

Jeanne’s educational journey, including Dr. Gurney Chambers 

and Dr. Ralph Willis.  Dr. Chambers inspired her to see “teaching 

as a calling, not just a job.”  Dr. Willis “took a special interest in 

me and saw potential in me going straight into grad school,” 

which Jeanne might not have recognized herself.  Through Dr. 

Willis’s mentoring and networking, Jeanne headed to the 

University of Tennessee on a full fellowship with a stipend to 

earn her master’s degree in literacy.  Although at the time she 

wished to attend the University of Georgia because they were 

known for their program in reading, money again became the 

determining factor in selecting the University of Tennessee.  
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However, it was a blessing in disguise that would afford her 

future connections with Dr. J. Estill Alexander, a notable mentor 

in her doctoral journey and research agenda. 

 

Professional Induction  

Jeanne’s first teaching position at a Department of 

Defense school at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, quickly 

inducted Jeanne into the application of her literacy expertise.  She 

began as a classroom teacher, became the grade level lead teacher 

in her second year, and moved on to the reading specialist 

position in her third year.  As the reading specialist, Jeanne held 

leadership responsibilities overseeing the reading and writing 

program across grades K-6.  She ordered instructional materials, 

observed and supported teachers in providing best practices in 

reading and writing instruction, assessed students not achieving 

proficiency in classroom programs, and provided small group 

instruction.  Additionally, Jeanne supervised an extensive parent 

volunteer program that included around 100 mothers tutoring 

children one-on-one every morning in their literacy development.  

This first introduction into tutoring programs with volunteers 

“laid a foundation for me seeing a value in that you don’t have to 

have a college degree, or a graduate degree in literacy, to help a 

kid.  I really saw the benefit of a one-on-one relationship with a 

caring adult, which also shaped my later research.” 

During her time at Berkeley Manor Elementary, Jeanne 

met her husband James P. Cobb. When he resigned his 

commission in the Marines to attend law school at Emory 

University in Atlanta, Georgia, she began teaching at Decatur 

City Schools as a multi-grade teacher in a second and third-grade 
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classroom.  Being perceived as a literacy expert, the school 

administrators thought she “could cure all the problems, so every 

kid that could not read in the second and third-grade they put in 

my classroom.”  Overcoming the additional challenges these 

students encountered coming from diverse ethnic and lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, Jeanne was able to guide many of 

them to become readers by the end of the school year.  The 

following year, she moved into a Title 1/Chapter 1 position in an 

all African American school where she taught first and second-

grade students.  Jeanne said, “Teaching in this school was one of 

the highlights of my entire educational career,” as the children 

taught her so much more than she could have obtained through 

any degree program. 

 

Doctoral Degree Journey 

Even from her undergraduate days at Western Carolina 

University, Jeanne knew that she would someday pursue a 

doctoral degree in literacy.  This dream became a reality when her 

family moved from Georgia to Knoxville, Tennessee, for her 

husband’s law practice.  Although her original intention was not 

to attend the same university for both of her graduate degrees, 

Jeanne found herself again at the University of Tennessee, 

inquiring about their doctoral program.  Here she met with Dr. 

Alexander, who welcomed her back and offered her a scholarship 

to cover all tuition costs if she would work with him in the 

Literacy Center.  This opportunity shaped the research path that 

Jeanne took, as she adopted the focus of working with children 

who “fall between the cracks and are not succeeding with regular 
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classroom instruction,” whether it was caused by diverse 

backgrounds or disabilities. 

Also influential in her doctoral journey was Dr. Lester 

Knight, another literacy professor at the University of Tennessee, 

and his introduction of Moll’s funds of knowledge theory to her 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992).  Building on her 

experiences with underserved students in her elementary teaching 

experience and her work in the Literacy Center at the university, 

Jeanne gravitated toward “the idea of capitalizing on children’s 

funds of knowledge,” rather than viewing them through clinical 

eyes that sought to solve their deficiencies.  The ideas of L.S. 

Vygotsky, Marie Clay, Ken Goodman, Louise Rosenblatt, and 

Shirley Brice Heath were all influential in shaping the theoretical 

perspective and knowledge base that influenced her teaching and 

research agenda.  Jeanne concluded her doctoral degree with 

recognition of her academic achievement by receiving the 

Outstanding Reading Doctoral Student Award and the 

Chancellor’s Citation for Extraordinary Professional Promise. 

 

Professional Maturity 

The future looked bright with many promising tenure-

track job offers, but Jeanne sacrificially turned these down to 

enable her husband to follow God’s call to the ministry by 

moving to Fort Worth, Texas.  This dual career issue was one of 

the hardest professional struggles Jeanne experienced, as she 

worked to balance her career opportunities with her husband’s 

employment, while maintaining their marriage and family life.  

Arriving in Fort Worth, Jeanne began to look for a job and started 

as an adjunct with the University of North Texas and Texas 
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Wesleyan University.  Due to “strong support from wonderful 

mentors at the University of North Texas,” she was hired as an 

elementary education tenure-track professor.  Even though she 

was not officially a literacy professor, Jeanne was able to teach 

many literacy related classes, was heavily involved in 

professional development schools, and was director of the 

university’s literacy center.  Additionally, the expectations for 

research and earning tenure were particularly stringent, with a 

focus of multiple published articles and national presentations 

each year.  All of this she accomplished while raising a young 

family, fulfilling the responsibilities of being a minister’s wife, 

and living some distance from campus. 

Although her role as director of the literacy center was 

very time consuming given her simultaneous teaching and 

research responsibilities, Jeanne found it also very rewarding to 

continue her focus of serving the underserved.  In this 

interdisciplinary center that included collaboration with speech 

pathology and psychology, Jeanne was involved in weekly staff 

meetings, organized family literacy projects, sought grants to fund 

the center, trained volunteers for the America Reads initiative, 

and helped facilitate the daily operations of the center.  The grants 

helped support family literacy projects, including one for children 

who were Arabic speaking and another for immigrant children 

from Mexico. 

Collegial interactions at the University of North Texas 

were mixed, with some providing strong mentorship and others 

demonstrating a form of prejudice.  Jeanne appreciated the 

support of Dean Jean Keller in her specific guidance in the tenure 

process, Dr. Sara Lundsteen in her kindness as an early career 
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professor with little financial resources, and Dr. Patricia Moseley 

Grady for championing for her and giving her wise advice.  The 

relationships with these mentors helped Jeanne to overcome some 

of the challenges she experienced as a female professor with a 

young family.  She explained, “because I was married and had 

young children, and had what was perceived as a great personal 

life, I felt much discrimination from older, tenured women faculty 

members who resented me.”  One piece of evidence of this 

resentment seemed to come in the form of assigning Jeanne the 

early morning classes, even though they knew she had young 

children and a long distance to travel to campus.  Although Jeanne 

never addressed this issue at the time, due to fear of it preventing 

her from obtaining tenure, it was a memory that continues to 

linger with her.  Learning from this experience, Jeanne was 

certain to treat her own junior faculty more respectfully when she 

became an administrator years later. 

Again, following the move of her husband’s employment 

in the ministry, Jeanne sought new employment at Eastern New 

Mexico University.  This position was one of the most exciting, 

diverse places she worked, since many of the students were first-

generation college students from Hispanic or Native American 

backgrounds.  These students were appreciative of their college 

education and the opportunity to become teachers.  Jeanne also 

directed the small literacy center at Eastern New Mexico, 

continuing this trend in her professional career.  Her position at 

Eastern New Mexico ended in a tragic accident that claimed the 

life of her husband and caused her to take a medical leave due to 

critical injuries. 
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Seeking to be closer to her parents in North Carolina, 

Jeanne then took a position at Coastal Carolina University as 

Chair of Elementary Education, Special Education, and Literacy. 

After holding this administrative position for three years, Jeanne 

became the director of the school of education, in which she 

oversaw all the graduate and undergraduate programs.  Several 

years later due to the increased need to care for her parents, 

Jeanne stepped out of this administrative position back into the 

role of a regular faculty member of literacy.  This transition 

allowed her to later seek grants and establish a literacy center at 

Coastal Carolina University, as well as initiate programs for a 

master’s degree in reading and another in language, literacy, and 

culture. 

The continual work Jeanne invested in professional 

development schools and literacy centers in each of her 

universities was “one of the most satisfying and rewarding parts 

of the job that I’ve done in higher education.”  These experiences 

formed her belief that schools of education should be involved in 

outreach to the families, children, and teachers in their 

communities.  Jeanne stated: 

My strong philosophy about colleges of ed 

is that if you are not involved in outreach 

and you are not out there helping families, 

and children, and teachers in the 

community, then you are missing your 

calling.  You cannot just stay on campus 

and teach your classes and be oblivious to 

what is happening in the community around 

you. 
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Reflecting on her years in higher education, Jeanne saw 

the least rewarding aspects of her job as the work-life balance 

issues early in her career, as well as the unfortunate tendency 

within higher education of treating various individuals 

discriminately.  It was difficult for Jeanne to observe 

administrators treating people unfairly, and, in particular, faculty 

within schools of education as compared to those within schools 

of business or the colleges of arts and science.  Finding her 

advocacy efforts at times unsuccessful was frustrating, and this 

conflicted with the deep-seated values of compassion and fair 

treatment of others she had learned in her formative years in 

Thomasville, North Carolina. 

 

Research Contributions 

Professionally, Jeanne has contributed to the field through 

co-authoring the textbook Historical, Theoretical, and 

Sociological Foundations of Reading in the United States, with 

Mary Kallus (2011).  One of her notable research foci included 

exploring metacognitive awareness of comprehension strategies 

of young children in kindergarten, first, and second grades.  She 

developed “an instrument that can be used to tap into the 

metacognitive awareness of young children,” and then she used 

that instrument to outline a continuum of development of young 

children’s metacognitive awareness of comprehension strategies 

(Cobb, 2016, 2017).  Other research areas included the 

relationships and social interactions between tutors and students 

through her work in literacy centers, as well as children’s 

perceptions of themselves as readers. 
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Contributions to ALER 

Early on in her 25 years as a professor, Jeanne joined the 

Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER), then 

known as the College Reading Association.  Her involvement in 

this professional association has provided her with mentors such 

as Tony and Mary Applegate, and people she looked up to as 

examples, including Linda Gambrell and Barbara Marinak with 

their work in the affective domain of literacy development.  

Perhaps one of Jeanne’s regrets about her professional career is 

that she was unable to join ALER when she was a doctoral 

student, as she needed to support her family’s income.  She 

believes ALER provides strong support for doctoral students and 

early career researchers as they seek to network with others.  Over 

the more than 20 years Jeanne has been a member of ALER, she 

has contributed to ALER in several leadership positions, 

including within the Clinical Division, Elections Committee, and 

two terms on the Board of Directors.  She reviewed journal 

articles and conference proposals multiple years as well.  Most 

recently, Jeanne was awarded the ALER Laureate Award in 2017 

for her contributions to ALER’s growth through her personal 

example, leadership, and mentorship to other reading 

professionals.  Jeanne’s vision for ALER is that it will continue to 

be a safe space for literacy researchers to share their work and be 

affirmed, rather than criticized, as they seek to contribute to the 

field.  She also believes ALER should continue to provide an 

opportunity for junior faculty to do national service as they work 

towards tenure and professional goals.  In the words of her own 

mentor, Dr. Alexander, Jeanne says ALER “is the place where 

you will always be supported, encouraged, and loved.” 
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Retirement Endeavors 

Since her retirement in 2017, Jeanne has certainly not left 

her involvement in ALER and the field of literacy.  She continues 

to attend ALER’s annual conferences and is involved in 

mentoring those within the association.  In addition, she travels to 

Guatemala each February to conduct professional development 

workshops with teachers and to share her love of literacy with 

children in schools there.  Jeanne also is active in her community 

by teaching Sunday School, participating in a social justice book 

club, and providing grants for family literacy programs serving 

English Language Learners.  She pursues other varied interests 

including line dancing, attending theater productions, ballet, 

opera, and is learning Navajo weaving techniques.  All these 

activities demonstrate the involved, community servant that 

Jeanne is across her professional and personal life. 

 

Thoughts on the Future of the Profession 

Jeanne views the future of education with a bright outlook 

as she sees teachers speaking up and finding courage throughout 

the United States to take advocacy positions.  Teachers, who have 

traditionally been silent within the public forum in expressing 

their own needs, are now choosing to make it known “that they 

are not compensated fairly, they don’t have the resources they 

need, and yet they are expected to work miracles with every kid 

that walks in the door.”  She sees the increase of teacher voice as 

a grassroots movement in which teachers can “lead the way to a 

more common-sense approach to research-based practices, as well 

as more fair compensation.” 
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Jeanne’s legacy as a servant of literacy stems from the 

supportive relationships she had with her parents and teachers at 

an early age.  Learning from the role models of her influential 

teachers and professors in her educational journey, Jeanne became 

an encourager and supporter of the students and junior faculty she 

surrounded herself with.  In her words, she attempted to “put 

herself in their shoes” by advocating for them when scheduling 

courses, promoting them in their tenure process, and helping them 

with their research.  Serving the underserved throughout her work 

in literacy centers, professional development schools, and 

advocating for equal treatment of faculty is another legacy Dr. 

Jeanne Cobb leaves the literacy profession and hopes others will 

carry on. 
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Mary Beth Sampson-Perry 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award - 2012 

ALER Yearbook 2001-2009 

Board of Directors 2001-2011 

 

Juan J. Araujo 
Texas A&M University-Commerce 

It was, indeed, a wonderful 

honor to spend a Friday morning in 

early fall listening to the oral history 

of Dr. Mary Beth Sampson-Perry.  

The interview was particularly a 

delight for me given that I am now a 

member of the same department 

where Mary Beth once studied, 

researched, and taught for more than 

35 years.  During my time with her, 

she was insightful, reflective, 

humble, and gracious as I inquired 

about her history as one of our literacy leaders.  She asked about 

my family, our summer vacation, and a recent family emergency.  

Moreover, we spoke about the changing landscape of the literacy 

field and how much she was enjoying more time with family and 

friends—especially travel with her husband of five years and 

visits with children (two sons and one daughter-in-law) and three 

grandsons.  I told her that I had long awaited our conversation and 
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that I appreciated everything she had done for the department, the 

university, and CRA/ALER. 

During our get-together, we covered a range of topics: 

Mary Beth’s parents, her work alongside them, growing up in 

East Texas, attending East Texas State University (ETSU, now 

Texas A&M University-Commerce/TAMUC), teaching in Texas 

from 1975 to 1977, a brief teaching stint in Arizona from 1977 to 

1979, attending the University of Arizona, returning to teach at 

ETSU/TAMUC from the early 80s until retirement, family, and 

the close knit relationships she found with CRA/ALER.  Above 

all, she credited her mom and dad for instilling a strong work 

ethic and a focus on education.  Professionally, she said she still 

lives by the advice of one of her staunch advocates, Roach Van 

Allen, who tried to reach her via phone at 9 p.m. one weeknight to 

discuss a project and found “I wasn’t yet home but still at work in 

my first-grade classroom.”  When they did talk, he first told her, 

“Do your best every day, and then live with it.”  By that he meant, 

learn and work hard, never give an inch, but remember that there 

are only so many hours in the day, and there will always be more 

to do tomorrow.  

 

Early Life 

Mary Beth, an only child, grew up in a rural community 

outside of Sulphur Springs, Texas.  It is a small town about an 

hour and a half northeast of Dallas.  At the time of her birth, no 

one in the family thought that her parents, Archie and Maurine 

Glossup, would be able to have children given that her mom was 

39 and dad was 41.  As a young girl she attended a small country 

church with her parents.  When she was a teenager, the family 
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moved to a Methodist congregation so that she was able to be 

with other members who were similar in age. 

As a first grader, she remembered the high praise she 

earned from Ms. Ragsdale about a poem she had written.  She 

vividly recalled reading the poem aloud to other classes and to the 

principal.  She believed, “this early positive experience propelled 

my future productive experiences” as a reader and writer of 

multiple genres. 

According to Mary Beth, at the time of her elementary and 

middle school years, “Successes were celebrated, teachers were 

trusted to make decisions about student needs, and while 

assessments were part of the curriculum, they were not the only 

tool to gauge student learning.”  Although she had responsibilities 

at home, Mary Beth also remembered that her parents always told 

her, “My primary job was to go to school and to value education.”  

From an early age, she said, “It was my goal to go to college.” 

As an undergraduate, she double-majored earning a 

bachelor of science in business education and English at ETSU.  

Initially, her major was journalism, but being the practical person 

she is, she began to think about teaching as a profession and also 

took all the business courses as a fallback plan in the event her 

first option did not work out. 

 

Teaching Career 

 Mary Beth’s professional experience began as a 20-year-

old student teacher under the guide of the same teacher and at the 

same high school she had attended as a teenager.  As a newlywed 

who knew plans for the future included a move to expand her 

spouse’s professional opportunities, she believed she needed to 
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enhance her employment options.  As soon as she graduated with 

her bachelor’s degree and secondary teaching certification, she 

accepted a graduate assistantship in secondary and higher 

education at ETSU and began work on a master-of-education 

degree in elementary education and reading, which included the 

opportunity to obtain elementary certification. 

After a year as a graduate assistant, she had completed 

over half of her master’s along with her elementary certification 

and applied at a local middle school in Commerce, Texas.  She 

was hired for the one teaching job that was available and became 

the teacher of Euthenics, a pullout, grant-supported program for 

sixth, seventh, and eighth grade at-risk students.  Mid-year, in 

order to secure a position for herself for the next year, she was 

transferred to fill a sixth-grade science opening, which she taught 

until 1977.  When the planned move occurred, the destination was 

Arizona.  From 1977 to 1979, Mary Beth taught a fifth and sixth 

combined class in Arizona at Continental School District before 

eventually returning to Commerce to teach first grade from 1979 

to 1981.  

 

Graduate School 

 Mary Beth recalled, “My desire to continue my studies led 

me to complete a master of education in elementary education and 

reading while I taught middle school at Commerce.”  At that time, 

few universities offered a reading specialization as a component 

of the master’s degree.  She remembered graduate classes with an 

energetic new professor of reading named Dr. LaVerne Raine 

who encouraged her to pursue the reading specialization.  During 

a time of teacher surplus, the reading specialization component 
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turned out to be a crucial factor in obtaining an Arizona teaching 

job.  Mary Beth added that LaVerne became a valued colleague 

and friend who has continued to provide advice and support. 

In Arizona, she had many students in her fifth/sixth grade 

classroom that had just moved to the U.S. and did not speak 

English.  At that time, the school did not have an English-as-a-

second-language or bilingual education program, so she continued 

to take graduate courses to try to find ways to meet the needs of 

these learners.  Although the time in Arizona was brief, she 

glowingly spoke about the indelible memories imprinted on her 

heart and mind, taking graduate classes at the University of 

Arizona and learning from literacy giants such as Ken and Yetta 

Goodman, Patty Anders, and life-altering interactions and 

professional collaborations with her mentor Roach Van Allen. 

These experiences led to later teaching as an adjunct 

professor for ETSU and a summer stint at the University of Texas 

at El Paso that fueled a continual desire to learn more.  After 

returning to Commerce, she was fortunate to have classes with 

professors of reading such as Jane White, Karen Feathers, and Joe 

Vaughan and eventually completed a doctorate in reading.  She 

smiled when she noted that completion was not a rapid process.  

Her oldest son was born in the summer of 1981, a week after she 

finished her first official doctoral course, and when he was in 

second grade, he attended her graduation. 

 

Professional Career  
Mary Beth began as a full-time faculty member in fall 

1990 at TAMUC.  At that point, Mary Beth was teaching reading 

courses, but by spring 1991, she had accepted appointment to the 
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Task Force for University/Public-School relations in charge of 

partnering with Mesquite, Commerce, and Greenville Independent 

School districts to aid in the design and implementation of a 

recently grant-funded field-based teacher education program.  

During this time, Mary Beth taught traditional face-to-face 

courses along with undergraduate field-based courses requiring 

one full day of teaching along with two days of public school 

visits with interns and residents.  In addition to these 

responsibilities, she also was named to co-chair the College of 

Education Center for Professional Development and Technology 

(CPDT) Research Committee to facilitate research involving both 

university and public-school faculty.  The interactions and 

research endeavors from this work resulted in presentations at 

professional conferences and publications in peer reviewed 

journals and yearbooks.   

The Bill Martin Jr Pathways to Literacy Seminars were a 

professionally altering experience.  For over twenty years she had 

the opportunity to be a keynote speaker and workshop presenter at 

week-long seminars for teachers held across the nation during the 

summer.  These weeklong seminars provided opportunities for 

Mary Beth to work with and learn from children’s book authors, 

literacy educators, and researchers whom Bill Martin Jr identified 

as literacy leaders.  Bill Martin Jr donated both money for a 

scholarship for pre-service teachers as well as his books, art, 

memorabilia, and papers to TAMUC that are now proudly 

displayed in the Bill Martin Jr Library within the Department of 

Curriculum and Instruction.  

She remembered the CPDT and Bill Martin Jr 

Conferences as similar to growing up on a dairy farm.  Mary Beth 
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said, “It was a normal way of life, actually a necessity, for your 

work and family to be intertwined.”  She felt fortunate to be in a 

profession that allowed her to do the same since during the 

majority of the time that she worked in the CPDT and with the 

Bill Martin Jr conferences, she had two school-age sons, Jonathan 

and Joshua.  Her chosen profession focused on children and 

positively impacting their learning; therefore, she believes (or at 

least hopes) that everything she learned helped her be a better 

parent to her sons, too.  Her sons also traveled with the Bill 

Martin Jr. conferences, and had extensive interactions with 

authors, illustrators, and literacy experts.  Throughout this time 

period, the ability to interweave her family and professional life 

was vital to her. 

In 2009, Mary Beth was appointed to serve as half-time 

assistant dean of the Graduate School at TAMUC.  The role 

transitioned to associate dean and then full-time administration by 

fall 2011 where she remained until she retired in August 2017.  In 

this capacity, she oversaw graduate enrollment growth from 3,166 

to 4,661 students, a near 47 percent surge.  Although she was no 

longer teaching, she saw her role as one of service to graduate 

students because she remained committed to helping to ensure 

consistency, collaboration, communication, and support for them 

through the development and implementation of various 

processes, services, programs, and initiatives. 

 

Contributions to the Field  
Mary Beth’s publication record includes peer reviewed 

research articles, professional books, book chapters, professional 

organization columns, invited articles, children’s books, and 
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curriculum materials.  In total, she chaired 17 dissertations, and 

was a member of 19 other committees—many of these graduates 

are now tenured or in tenure-track positions themselves. 

She has been active in the profession, holding roles at the 

College Reading Association (CRA/ALER), the National Reading 

Conference (NRC, now Literacy Research Association or LRA), 

and the International Reading Association (IRA, now 

International Literacy Association/ILA).  When asked how she 

became involved in CRA/ALER, she recounted how in the second 

semester of her full-time position at TAMUC, she watched a 

candidate for an assistant professor position teach an 

undergraduate reading class as part of the interview process and 

was extremely impressed.  In addition to being an excellent 

teacher, the applicant had outstanding qualifications along with 

very successful interviews throughout the day.  As a result, 

Wayne Linek was offered the job that day before he left campus.  

She said she feels very fortunate that he accepted the position.  

Within a year, Wayne and Mary Beth were collaborating on the 

first of many research projects.  Although Mary Beth had 

presented at other professional conferences, she had not been 

involved with CRA.  Wayne suggested they submit a proposal to 

CRA; the proposal was accepted, and as she said, “the rest is 

history.” 

Since the fall of 1992, and for the next 23 consecutive 

years, she attended and presented at CRA/ALER conferences.  

She shared that within that time, “CRA/ALER members became 

much more than colleagues.”  They became her professional 

family and many, obviously including Wayne, became and still 

are like personal family.  Not only did these individuals mentor, 
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support, and collaborate with her professionally, their support and 

care remained constant during unexpected personal and health 

crises.  She reiterated that to her these people are much more than 

colleagues.  They are family.  

At CRA/ALER she has served such roles as co-editor of 

the CRA Yearbook (now ALER Yearbook) and The College 

Reading Association Legacy: A Celebration of Fifty Years of 

Literacy Leadership.  She was also chair of the Teacher Education 

Division, a member of the Board of Directors for ten years, and 

eventually was awarded the Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special 

Services Award in 2012. 

   

Future Directions of Literacy and ALER  
 When asked about the future of the literacy field, Mary 

Beth said, “We must continue to invest time learning about ways 

to support the professional development of teacher educators at all 

levels.”  She felt that as testing mandates consume the in-class 

and out-of-class time of teachers, it behooves researchers to 

investigate how to cultivate time for teacher support, how to find 

time for them to consider new approaches to the teaching of 

reading and writing, and then study ways that encourage risk-

taking in ways that support student learning.  

 Thinking about the future of ALER in particular, Mary 

Beth expressed the belief that CRA/ALER’s leadership within the 

reading community is “timeless” and “will continue to be strong” 

if we as an organization continue to support the next generation of 

aspiring faculty, researchers, and teachers.  It is necessary and 

even urgent to return to a time “where a teacher’s knowledge 

about what works was trusted.”  Moreover, she urges the 
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association to focus on the core values, including stimulating the 

self-development of teachers at all educational levels, 

encouraging the improvement of curricula at universities, and 

leading the conversation with respect to the continuous 

improvement of practices related to the learning process at all 

levels of teaching.  Overall, Mary Beth considered “CRA/ALER 

an integral part of her professional and personal life” and is 

thankful for the many experiences it afforded to her along the 

way. 

  

Final Thoughts 

Mary Beth’s work ethic, passion for literacy and its 

educators, and never-ending commitment to teacher education 

have left important indelible contributions to our university, the 

local community, and to the CRA/ALER organization.  She 

emphasized, “Working with exceptional students, faculty, staff, 

and administrators, along with public school and business partners 

at TAMUC and across the country have enriched the literacy 

profession and my life in abundant ways.” 
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I deem it a privilege to have 

interviewed Doris Walker-Dalhouse 

in late September of 2017.  With a 

variety of possible topics and 

directions to pursue, I let Doris 

focus on those that she preferred.  

As those who know her would 

concur, Doris is a rather soft-spoken 

person with an interesting 

background who communicates an 

important message about education 

and literacy. 
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Always a Reader 

Not surprising to reading professionals, Doris describes 

herself as “always a reader.”  Hers was a family of teachers with 

relatives who taught at both the elementary and secondary levels.  

With these role models to imitate, she and her sister often played 

pretending to be teachers.  Her reading mentors included her 

sister, mother, and dad; Dad was an avid newspaper consumer 

who kept the family informed about local and state matters.  

Doris, on the other hand, preferred reading mysteries and stories.  

She enjoyed Saturday afternoon outings to the local library in 

Lexington, Kentucky.  On a weekly basis, she was diligent to read 

the five or six books that she had borrowed in order to return for 

more.  Her home also provided access to books, featuring a 

mixture of classics and reference books to consult for completing 

homework. 

Doris recalls that her parents placed a high value on 

education and encouraged her and her sister to do well in school.  

Fortunately, Doris preferred reading to playing and would carry 

along a book when sent outdoors, ending up on a bench in the 

park to be with a book.  She recalls being inspired by teachers 

who were able to use texts, such as books by her favorite author, 

Laura Ingalls Wilder, for read-alouds that expanded students’ 

understanding of people and their circumstances.  Another 

cherished biblio-memory includes a Webster’s dictionary, which 

was a Christmas gift from her aunt in response to Doris telling her 

that knowing words was important if one was to be a good reader. 

Doris attended an all-black high school before integration 

resulted in her having to transfer to a predominantly white high 

school.  She recalled adjusting well to this change and became 
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active in student government, Junior Achievement, and the 

National Honor Society.  Doris graduated high school with honors 

and moved towards higher education.  Eventually, both she and 

her sister completed master’s and doctoral degrees at The Ohio 

University.  An early indication of her professional trajectory was 

her fondness for her church’s Vacation Bible School programs, 

which afforded her first teaching opportunities.  However, she 

began college with an initial interest in nursing, then considered 

special education, which began her life-long interest in children 

with reading difficulties. 

During our conversation, Doris commented that she saw 

her educational journey as moving from a focus on visible to 

invisible differences in learners.  She specifically mentioned 

taking a graduate course with Charlotte Huck who modeled 

reading aloud in a way that inspired her teaching and confirmed 

her love of books.  But she acknowledged that a love of books is 

not sufficient in preparing reading teachers because of the 

challenges to reach students, especially those who experience 

negative home environments and difficult family dynamics.  She 

recommends using a love of books and professional knowledge to 

reach out to students, rather than impose on them.  Recognizing 

students’ assets requires a change in mindset among preservice 

and inservice teachers. 

 

Extending Her Education 

Doris graduated with her doctorate from The Ohio State 

University in 1977.  Her first professional appointment was at 

Daytona Beach College where she worked in the developmental 

reading lab to support college students as college readers.  From 
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there, Doris went to Jackson State to teach developmental reading 

and language arts methods to undergraduates and graduate 

courses in reading methods.  After teaching at Jackson State 

University for 10 years, Doris moved to Minnesota State 

University Moorhead (MSUM) where she taught undergraduate 

courses in elementary reading and graduate courses in the 

Master’s in Reading program.  During her time at MSUM, she 

participated in a faculty exchange program that allowed her to 

teach fifth grade for two years.  Doris described this as “a 

wonderful experience to work with other teachers in the Reading 

and Language Arts block and provide diversity in the faculty and 

staff in a school setting that had no minority presence.” 

Summing up her faculty exchange experience as MSUM, 

Doris “learned quite a bit about building community-school 

opportunities and using multicultural literature with children.”  

These efforts have characterized her work ever since.  Later, 

Doris also chose to complete a sabbatical as a fourth-grade 

teacher in a high-poverty setting in Kentucky with a larger 

proportion of African American students.  At this time, she was 

influenced by a Marva Collins workshop and explored ways to 

reach students who needed substantial support.  Doris noted 

compassionately that she wanted her struggling students to see 

themselves and their lived experiences reflected in narratives, as 

recommended by Rudine Sims Bishop and Alfred Tatum. 

 

Moving On 

Doris earned emerita status at MSUM in 2010, having 

served in various positions there for more than two decades.  

Doris then segued into her current position at Marquette 
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University where she is Professor of Literacy in the Educational 

Policy and Leadership Department.  Her curriculum vitae lists her 

research interests as Socio-Cultural Aspects of Literacy, 

Teachers’ Attitudes toward Diversity, Multicultural Literature, 

and Literacy Development of Refugee Children.  These topics 

aptly describe her professional passions, her development as a 

scholar, and her contributions to the field. 

 

Involvement in ALER 

An honored member of the ALER community, Doris 

spoke fondly of the organization and her many friends therein.  

She recounted that Vicky Risko invited her to attend a then-

College Reading Association conference, which she did, but not 

as a regular member.  Later, Carmelita Williams re-invited her, 

which led to several other vital ALER relationships with Helen 

Perkins, Connie Briggs, and Marino Alvarez.  Doris became more 

involved, in part as an effort to make ALER more inclusive.  She 

worked closely with Mary Applegate on the Membership 

Committee.  Mary describes Doris as a cool head and a calming 

influence that contributes maturity to any situation. 

A special ALER memory for Doris was at a New Member 

Luncheon that was intended to include a presentation by Linda 

Gambrell about her love of books.  Doris recounts that the time 

was actually spent as a grand interactive conversation creating a 

special togetherness that kept Doris attending the conference and 

serving the organization.  Her service was eventually recognized 

with the Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award in 2014.  

She was proud to take the award back to Marquette University 

because she knew that her dean, Bill Henk, previous recipient of 
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the award, would appreciate its significance.  Doris cited Judy 

Richardson as saying that the ALER Awards are somehow more 

personal than many other service awards because it means you are 

honored by your professional friends. 

 

Characterizing Her Influence 

Early in our discussion, I asked Doris to identify what she 

deemed her most significant contributions to the field.  Her 

answers were “presence and voice,” which aptly describe her 

elegance and respect for education and the people who serve the 

profession.  She is heartened to have been instrumental in giving a 

broader focus to literacy, to include greater awareness of the 

variety of students and the need for a more diverse teaching force 

to serve them.  Her more recent work, including the article, 

Autism and Reading: Teaching a Sudanese Refugee Boy (Walker-

Dalhouse & Dalhouse, 2015) has manifested her presence to 

improve teachers’ attitudes about immigrants and refugees and 

given voice to another often-marginalized group of students. This 

work emanated from a community-based reading clinic that Doris 

organized and directed for five years, which focused on preparing 

preservice teachers to teach reading and writing to refugee 

children in first through sixth grades. 

Doris seemed most proud of her work on Standard 4: 

Equity and Diversity of the ILA Standards for Literacy 

Professionals Project (International Literacy Association, 2018) 

that she accomplished with Iliana Reyes, Lori Helman, and 

Autumn Dodge.  This project, chaired by Rita Bean and Diane 

Kern, involved preparation of important documents that serve to 

guide the field.  Another important effort noted by Doris in our 
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conversation is an ILA White Paper focusing on reform in literacy 

education that she and other literacy professionals completed 

under the direction of project chairs Ray Reutzel and Heather 

Casey (International Literacy Association, 2016).  Doris was 

passionate about active recruitment of diverse professionals and 

developing emerging scholars.  She has served in this role in 

several organizations, particularly contributing to the work of the 

Literacy Research Association (LRA) to provide travel awards to 

minority scholars to attend the LRA conferences. 

Doris perceived that despite the current challenges, 

progress has been made in the field of literacy.  With mentoring 

and collaboration on writing projects, she contended that literacy 

professionals have made strides on critical issues needing a 

multicultural perspective.  She sensed that the voices in the field 

are now less monolingual.  Doris acknowledged that the field is 

moving forward with more places at the table and more support of 

diverse contributors.  She noted that ALER and LRA are showing 

greater awareness and important changes, but more change is 

needed. 

 

Looking Forward 

To guide her continuing work, Doris employed qualitative 

research from a socio-cultural and critical literacy perspective.  

She utilized ethnographic research to make known other voices, 

including those of parents to honor and support their involvement 

in schooling.  Doris cited the work of Kathy Au, Shirley Brice 

Heath, Carol Lee, Patricia Edwards, Catherine Compton-Lilly, 

Geneva Gay, and the recent work of Django Paris, author of 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy:  Teaching and Learning for 
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Justice in a Changing World (2017).  These authors are working 

to sustain and extend earlier work on Funds of Knowledge (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and her personal favorite, 

Gloria Ladson-Billings’ The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers 

of African-American Children (2009). 

Amid her positivity, Doris also worried that education 

seemed to be going backwards in some ways.  For example, why 

are so many charter schools designed to manage student behavior 

in a military-esque fashion?  Where are schools that celebrate 

language use over rote memorization?  She lamented that current 

economic realities, test scores and their consequences, and 

achievement discrepancies have affected disadvantaged students 

more severely.  To achieve educational equity, she highlighted a 

need for better teacher preparation, equitable use of human 

resources, and a more unified response to educational policies--

and a greater need for teacher advocacy.  In particular, Doris 

argued for a broadening of what we deem literacy to be 

understood as “literacies.” 

Nearing the end of her long career, she remained focused 

on the preparation of reading professionals who are equipped to 

address the diversity of learners.  She has recently become 

intrigued with autism and reading, having visited a summer camp 

designed for students with autism.  She has worked on grants to 

study hyperlexia and the need for comprehension instruction 

among this population of students.  This more recent interest is an 

example of her investigation of both visible and less visible 

differences among readers and the need for concerted attention to 

students in and out of school.  Ironically, Doris has in some ways 

returned to her early interest in special education, as she is keenly 
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aware that student behaviors and disparate cognitive processes 

can severely hinder the ability of students to achieve in reading 

and school and life.  Still, she shared a common message for 

teachers that: 

children need teachers who can combine cultural 

styles of teaching and learning to create  

culturally compatible classrooms that provide 

genuine invitations and opportunities for all 

students to engage maximally in academic pursuits 

without any one group being unduly advantaged or 

penalized. (Walker-Dalhouse, 2005, p. 169).  

Opportunities such as including these oral histories of 

literacy leaders for ALER publication can promote conversations.  

They are, indeed, grand conversations that serve to highlight the 

professional contributions and personal perspectives of ALER 

leaders.  Interviewing Dr. Doris Walker-Dalhouse was a delight 

and afforded me much insight into an ALER colleague who has 

given both a presence and a voice to ALER and the field of 

literacy. 
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Who do you get when you 

need someone to perform her 

regular university teaching and 

leadership responsibilities at the 

highest levels, contribute 

scholarship to the field, serve her 

local community, and still 

volunteer (or respond to urgent 

appeals) year after year in order to 

support important Association of 

Literacy Educators and Researchers 

(ALER) goals? And as far as anyone can tell, she does it gladly!  

You get Dr. Connie Briggs, the 2015 recipient of the Albert J. 

Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award. 

Although Dr. Briggs’ professional career is still active and 

ongoing, it is appropriate at this point to recognize her 

contributions to the field of literacy made through a life and 
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career of meaningful work.  She was honored with the Albert J. 

Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award by ALER in 2015 in 

appreciation of this valued work. 

Connie was somewhat abashed to think that she received 

this attention from her colleagues in literacy because, from her 

perspective, she is just a teacher who is working hard to help 

others learn, like so many others that she knows.  Nevertheless, 

she is an example of the kind of leader who warrants the 

appreciation and recognition of her peers, and ALER has been 

happy to celebrate her accomplishments for the field of literacy 

through this award. 

 

Childhood and Adolescence 

As it is with so many people, life experiences in childhood 

and early adolescence set the tone and direction of her adult life.  

From her earliest years, Connie was open to new experiences and 

novelty.  With a father serving in the military and moving from 

assignment to assignment, living in at least five states before 

fourth grade, Connie developed a reality-prompted willingness to 

take on new challenges.  In addition, both of her parents modelled 

for her a pattern of continual learning and curiosity about life, and 

a clear expectation that Connie would do the same.  Connie was a 

first-generation college graduate, but she felt that college was 

fully expected of her from the youngest years, and she knew 

without a doubt that she was going to college someday. 

When Connie’s family moved to Oklahoma before her 

fourth-grade year to be near her grandmother and to live on a 

family farm, Connie explained that she began to adopt her 

grandmother’s determined work ethic.  Connie worked on the 
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farm driving tractors and pickup trucks, caring for horses and 

other farm animals, and doing endless farm chores.  In addition, 

she usually worked in her grandmother’s grocery and general 

store, stocking shelves, serving as cashier, pumping gas, and 

selling snow cones, animal feed, and minnows.  These work 

experiences on the farm and in the store taught her how to interact 

with people and to work long and hard, following her 

grandmother’s indefatigable example.  Her grandmother also 

modeled community leadership, serving in several key civic roles 

and being viewed by local residents as a wise and respected 

leading light of the local county.  Her grandmother’s Sunday 

dinners were open to all and developed into a family and 

community tradition in which walk-in guests would join the 

family from week to week. 

Attending local public schools in her hometown, Connie 

excelled at almost everything in school, consistently earning 

grades of A and B without studying very hard, with English and 

reading as favorites.  In high school she appreciated Mrs. 

Cartright, her English teacher, whom she admired and whose 

influence contributed to Connie’s ultimate decision to be a 

teacher, even though Connie did not think much about being a 

teacher until a teaching opportunity was right in front of her. 

When Connie was old enough, she joined Future Farmers 

of America (FFA)—the first girl in Oklahoma to do so—and was 

the second girl to ever take “AG” classes in Oklahoma.  When she 

initially joined FFA, she recalled that the other members assumed 

that their new member would be a boy, because girls were not 

allowed to join FFA.  She believed she was kept from leadership 

roles in FFA because she was a girl, but she was a “chapter 
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farmer” anyway, and she regularly showed animals in local 

livestock shows.  As a farm girl, she usually wore Wranglers and 

boots to school.  Her closest friends were also busy with farm 

chores, so at times she would take her tractor to her boyfriend’s 

family farm and help him, and he would bring his tractor to her 

farm and help her. 

With all of the perpetual work that needed to be done, 

Connie’s family did not go on regular vacations during her 

childhood.  When she did go away from home, it was usually for 

participation in FFA and rodeo activities, and then she would 

return to her work on the farm and in the store as soon as she 

came home. 

These family experiences in childhood and adolescence 

clearly influenced Connie in a manner that has shown up in her 

adult life and have led to the development of a strong work ethic, 

firmly grounded in her farm and store responsibilities.  She did 

“good work,” as a description of the quality of the work she 

accomplished and as a description of the societal value of that 

work (Gardner, et al., 2001).  She also gained much by her feeling 

of acceptance and membership in a small-town community filled 

with people who trusted and respected one another. 

 

University and Early Career 

Connie embraced cultural diversity wherever she found it.  

Moving around with her father’s military appointments, Connie 

noticed differences in the level of deference shown to enlisted 

men and officers.  She later noticed differences in deference 

offered to people of different racial identities.  Although her 

elementary school was racially segregated, her high school was 
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integrated, even though in her home community, African 

Americans lived in a separate part of town.  In high school and 

college Connie attended classes and socialized in integrated 

communities.  When Connie witnessed prejudice against African 

Americans during her adolescence, she began to take note of it 

and to stand up for fair rights and opportunities for all. 

Coincidentally, Connie was acquainted with current-day 

ALER member Charles Perkins, who attended the same high 

school and college, and Connie became friends with recent ALER 

President Helen Perkins during their early career years of teaching 

together.   

As Connie approached the end of her college degree 

program, she completed a student teaching placement in a third-

grade classroom in a school near her college of Southeastern 

Oklahoma State University.  Despite success in her degree and 

student teaching, she started working after college in an attorney’s 

office—that is, until a local school called her and offered her a 

teaching position.  She gladly accepted this position after realizing 

that it paid much more than her office work; she began teaching, 

continuing in that school for 12 years in various teaching roles at 

grades 4, 5, and 6.  She was a classroom teacher, but on her own 

initiative she purchased an early Radio Shack TRS-80 for her 

school through a bake sale fundraiser.  However, she soon found 

that there was a dearth of available and useful computer programs 

for schools, so she went to Dallas and took a course in BASIC 

computer programming.  She then instructed students in computer 

coding and taught computer literacy to grades 4, 5, and 6 students 

for a few years.  When she had an opportunity to teach computer 
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literacy across the border in Texas in a junior high, she took a 

chance and began a new career direction.   

While teaching elementary school near her hometown in 

Oklahoma, Connie earned a master’s degree in elementary 

education. Then Connie’s friend Helen Perkins influenced her to 

become a reading specialist, so she earned another master’s, this 

time in reading.  A teaching position became available in a nearby 

junior college as Helen Perkins was leaving, and Connie was 

offered the job.  However, her district would not release her from 

her contract, so she worked another year in middle school.  

According to Connie, this was an instance of what had become a 

recurring pattern in her life; there was something that she wanted 

to do but did not have the opportunity at a particular time; then 

something better opened up instead.   

Connie wanted to keep learning, so she decided to pursue 

a doctorate.  When she started doctoral work at the University of 

North Texas, she also accepted a position at Southeastern 

Oklahoma State in the Teacher Education department, teaching 

reading, so she was employed while earning her doctorate and 

commuting three hours each round trip.  It took her four years to 

finish her doctorate during the years 1990-1994, completing a 

residency in summers.  Regarding her doctoral studies, Connie 

considered everything she was learning to be new and insightful 

and intellectually significant to her.  During this time, many of the 

professional influences on her moved her toward constructivist 

interpretations of learning.  Although she accepted the principles 

of constructivist learning, her personal teaching practices did not 

reflect these principles.  Then her own college students helped her 

gain that insight about herself, asking her why she did not use 
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these constructivist ideas in her own teaching. After that, she 

committed to “walking the talk” and she more consciously and 

successfully adopted constructivist practices into her teaching.   

Two of the doctoral level professors who influenced 

Connie were Jean Greenlaw in reading courses, and Betty Carter, 

with whom she completed her minor in children’s literature at 

Texas Woman’s University (TWU) and who took Connie under 

her wing, providing timely guidance to Connie during her 

doctoral studies. 

In the year that she finished her doctorate, Connie moved 

to Kansas when her husband obtained a position teaching railroad 

engineering there.  She started interviewing for university 

positions by phone with little success, but she persisted and 

eventually was appointed to a faculty position at Emporia State 

University, where she worked for 13 successful years before 

moving back to TWU.  During that time, she taught graduate 

classes, directed a professional development school, and directed 

the Reading Recovery University Training Center. 

 

Career Work 

When asked about influences on her career, Connie 

reported that her colleague Billie Askew from TWU served as a 

professional touchstone and mentor.  Connie also spoke about the 

powerful influence of highly respected international literacy 

leader Marie Clay.  While Connie was at TWU in 1998 to receive 

training as a Reading Recovery (RR) trainer, Marie Clay was also 

at TWU, mentoring and working closely with the education 

faculty while taking advantage of the university’s great library 

resources.  Connie began her close work with Marie Clay and RR 
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that year, a work that would continue for decades, into the 

present.   

Connie’s connection with Marie Clay and RR included her 

training of RR trainers and teacher leaders, who have themselves 

taught others and served the literacy needs of thousands of 

children.  Connie has also been involved in RR internationally, 

impacting teachers in five countries across the world.   

At her current position at TWU, Connie has served as 

chair of the Reading Department and has received awards in 2010 

for outstanding research mentor for the College of Education and 

in 2017 for outstanding collaboration.  Another highlight of 

Connie’s career has been the opportunity to give presentations to 

international audiences, including her July 2017 presentation at 

the International Literacy Conference in Spain and her August 

2017 role as invited speaker at an international literacy conference 

in Seoul, South Korea. 

 

Involvement in the Field 

Connie has been a member of ALER for many years, 

crediting Dovie Walker as the peer who brought her to an ALER 

(then the College Reading Association) annual conference in the 

early 1990s.  She soon volunteered to work with ALER and has 

remained involved, serving as a member of its Board of Directors 

for two terms during the years 2001 to 2007, after which period 

she has served as Clinical Division chair, Conference On-Site 

chair twice, conference reviewer, yearbook reviewer, journal 

reviewer, and currently, president of ALER.  Connie believes that 

ALER needs to continue offering various supports to young 
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professionals and that ALER should continue to make this a 

primary mission of the organization. 

Connie has served the field of literacy in a variety of ways, 

in addition to her service in ALER.  She was 2004-2005 president 

of Kansas Reading Association (an International Literacy 

Association state affiliate), 2005-2006 president of Reading 

Recovery Council of North America (RRCNA), 2006-2008 

president of RRCNA Trainers Group, 2014-2017 United States 

representative to the International Reading Recovery Trainers 

Organization, and managing editor of the Journal of Reading 

Recovery from 2003 to 2007. 

Connie’s professional involvement and achievement have 

sometimes cost her personally.  When she moved from Kansas to 

Texas to pursue postdoctoral work for one year in 1998, she had 

to sacrifice closeness with family while they continued living in 

Kansas.  In another instance, during a period when Connie was 

still living in Kansas while serving as president of RRCNA, she 

experienced a particularly disheartening professional affront.  At 

that time, in the early 2000s, states were submitting funding 

requests to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and were being denied; 

some states were known to have submitted applications as many 

as five times before discovering what federal education officials 

wanted to see in applications (e.g., RR was “on the outs”, and 

DIBELS was “in”).  RRCNA sent an official letter, with Connie’s 

signature, to the Federal Office of Inspector General, asking for 

an investigation of a suspected whisper campaign against RR 

among proponents of NCLB.  Connie suspected that the letter hit 

a sore spot, because after it was received by the Inspector 

General, she was unexpectedly excused from doing any 



 

 

310 
 

 

professional work at the state level.  The dean of her university 

was pressured to dismiss her, and some of her university 

colleagues even distanced themselves from her.  She reflected that 

she could have sued, pushing back against this unjust and 

unethical response to the letter requesting investigation, but she 

did not take that action; fortunately, she ultimately felt vindicated 

as RR maintained its respect in the field through this difficult 

period. 

   

Reflections 

As Connie reflected on her professional life, she reported 

that the most satisfying aspect of her career has been working 

with students.  Especially fulfilling to Connie has been her work 

with doctoral students who will influence the literacy instruction 

profession into the future.  In contrast to her fulfillment by 

teaching and mentoring students, Connie commented that 

department-chair work is sometimes difficult, due to competing 

pressures.  Regarding political issues, Connie has always thought 

of herself as a fence sitter, being issues-driven rather than party-

affiliation-driven, but she has consistently been concerned about 

children and women’s issues at all times during her life. 

As Connie reflected on trends that she has observed in the 

field of literacy throughout her career, she noted that some 

unwelcome schooling phenomena have seemed to hang around 

indefinitely.  For examples of these negative trends, she noted the 

tendency to withhold from teachers the professional status and 

credit they deserve, or the federal government’s penchant for 

pushing policies such as NCLB, with insufficient regard for their 

negative impact on students and teachers.  Another unfortunate 
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pattern she has observed has been an increased use of scripted 

programs.  Then there are the upsetting trends in which all reading 

disabilities have been designated as dyslexia in some states (such 

as Texas), the requirement that all Kindergarten students must be 

screened for dyslexia at the beginning of their first school year, 

and the mandate to use different teaching strategies for dyslexic 

students.   

As she has observed current dynamics in the field of 

literacy education, Connie stated that educators need to realize 

that they are members of a profession that plays a key role in the 

support of a democratic nation—that an educated citizenry is one 

of the foundations of democracy.  This principle was eloquently 

stated by Thomas Jefferson when he wrote in 1816 to a friend 

(Jefferson, 1899, p. 4), "If a nation expects to be ignorant and free 

in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will 

be."  Connie also urged that educators must be firm and clear 

regarding their professional knowledge and must serve as strong 

advocates for children.  She asserted that even if you prefer to not 

think about it, if you are “in” education, you are “in” politics.  

Asked about the future of education, Connie predicted that 

technology will continue to make major impacts on schools and 

that educators must expect more and more individualized learning 

in the regular functioning of all classrooms.   

In her personal life, Connie indicated she is devoted to her 

family and is very fulfilled by her family relationships, has fond 

memories of her childhood, her youth, and her parents, and 

experiences continuing enjoyment of life with her husband and 

her sons.  She reported taking great satisfaction in the mothering 

of two sons who have become good men, good fathers, and have 
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given her three grandchildren.  In her eventual retirement she said 

she looks forward to family time and being able to pursue her 

hobbies of quilting (she is a self-described “wannabe” quilter), 

antiquing, and serving the community through Meals on Wheels 

or being a court advocate for children.   

When asked how literacy educators might examine 

Connie’s career in the future, she remarked they will say that she 

was a “good ole’ gal.”  She believes that no one—and she 

includes herself—is irreplaceable or non-expendable, and that 

once a person is gone, the world adjusts.  She predicted that the 

most significant professional legacy she leaves will be her 

numerous research efforts, professional presentations, and 

publications related to RR.   

Connie’s life and career truly have been filled with good 

and meaningful work (Gardner, et al, 2001) on behalf of her 

family, her students, her communities, and the field of literacy.  

Given this good work, it is very fitting that ALER has recognized 

Connie’s numerous and important contributions to the field and to 

society.  
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Mary Beth Allen 
East Stroudsburg University of Pennsylvania 

Kathleen A. J. Mohr, better 

known as Kit Mohr, started her life as 

the first of identical twins to be born, 

and the seventh of nine children.  She 

may have looked back that day, to see 

the entering of her twin sister, 

Kimberly, into the world, but since 

then, Kit has forged ahead, making 

her way as a student, athlete, teacher, 

wife, auntie, professor, mentor, 

author, professional, and friend.  Oh, the places she’s been and the 

things she’s done! Come along; enjoy the ride! 

 

Family 

Kit grew up in central Pennsylvania and southern New 

Jersey, the daughter of a coal miner/mink rancher father and a 

stay-at-home mother.  Within the Jones family, there were five 

girls and four boys.  Throughout her childhood, the family 

practiced a conservative Christian religion, and this has been a 
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mainstay of Kit’s whole life.  It was in the context of this church 

that Kit met her husband Eric, to whom she has been married for 

37 years.   

Family has been an important part of her entire life, and 

she explained that she maintains regular contact with her siblings 

in a variety of ways.  One is the annual “Sisters’ Summit,” where 

the five sisters gather at various places throughout the country to 

connect and share experiences.  The sisters also keep connected 

via the sisters’ chain letter.  Using a traditional writing context, 

the sisters and several sisters-in law, communicate by writing 

letters and sending them via regular mail.  About twice a year, Kit 

said she receives a packet of letters with all the updates.  She then 

replaces her letter with a new one and sends it on to the next 

person, who continues the process.  She loves receiving these 

letters and finding out about the lives of her family.   She also 

reported attending regular family gatherings, and as her siblings 

had children, and those children had children, these have provided 

a source of sharing and laughter, with new and old memories, and 

many hours of fun and friendship.  

Of particular importance to Kit are her nearly two dozen 

nieces and nephews who endearingly refer to her as Auntie Kit, 

and she has provided much love and support for each of them.  In 

particular, Kayleen and Kourtney, the identical twin girls of Kit’s 

twin sister, Kim, have been like the daughters that Kit never had.  

Kit has spent numerous hours with these young women, 

supporting and nurturing them as a role-model, confidante, and 

friend.  She has watched them evolve into successful 

professionals and independent young women.  Over the years, Kit 

taught all her nieces and nephews to call her Dear Sweet Auntie 
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Kit, a name they still use (albeit in a joking manner), and she has 

had a significant influence in their lives, and the lives and 

successes of all their children, as well.  

 

School Years 

Kit’s parents were a great influence on her success as a 

teacher and a learner, as they valued education and had high 

expectations for all of the children.  The beginning of Kit’s 

educational journey started as a first grader in western 

Pennsylvania, because at that time, there was no kindergarten.  In 

the middle of her second-grade year, the family moved to New 

Jersey, where she enrolled in a new elementary school.  In all, Kit 

attended 3 different elementary schools because of family moves, 

but this did not diminish her enjoyment of school nor her 

fondness for her teachers, and she became an avid reader.  She 

was also a fast runner and was invited to play on the boys’ kick-

ball team. 

After her elementary years, Kit was greatly influenced by 

the tutelage of her sixth-grade librarian, who challenged a group 

of students to read the Newbery books.  This challenge and 

accomplishment helped Kit broaden the repertoire of interesting 

books she had read, and thus, enhanced her self-perception as a 

reader.  Not surprisingly, when this librarian asked Kit to read two 

of these award-winning books within one grading period, Kit 

went on to read twelve.  This zest for challenge and quest for 

knowledge have carried through her entire life. 

Kit went to Millville High School, where she was an 

excellent scholar and athlete.  She particularly loved languages; 

studying French, Latin, and German.  She always did well in 
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school because of her diligent work ethic and an interest in 

learning new things.  In addition to her academic successes, Kit 

played goalie for the school’s field hockey team, receiving honors 

at the district and state level.  Kit also served as the student body 

secretary and graduated from Millville High in 1975.  It was in 

these school years that Kit developed a persistence in being the 

best she could be, and this has shaped the professional she has 

become. 

 

Higher Ed Years 

After high school, Kit went to Pasadena, California, a long 

way from New Jersey and Pennsylvania, where she attended 

Ambassador College, Pasadena City College, and Pacific Oaks 

College.  She completed coursework in psychology, biology, 

Spanish, and eventually earned a BA in Human Development and 

Elementary Education from Pacific Oaks College in 1980.  She 

then got her ESL/TESOL certificate from California State 

University in Los Angeles.  Kit married Eric in 1981, and after 

teaching for several years, she moved back to Pennsylvania, 

where she attended Indiana University of Pennsylvania, earning 

her M.Ed. in Elementary Education.  Her experience with the 

Newbery books in sixth grade influenced her thesis, which looked 

at conflicts and related problem-solving perspectives of 

protagonists in these award-winning books.  Kit’s path then led 

her to Texas, where she enrolled in the Ed.D. program at Texas 

A&M University-Commerce (TAMU-C), finishing in 1996 after 

completing her dissertation that investigated the discourse 

practices of effective primary teachers during literacy lessons.  

During this time at TAMU-C, she worked as a graduate research 
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assistant for her dissertation advisor, Dr. Wayne M. Linek.  Her 

dissertation won the Texas State Reading Association Research 

Award. 

 

Teaching Career 

Kit started her professional career in Pasadena, California, 

teaching a bilingual class of kindergarten students at Daniel 

Webster Elementary, and later moving to a bilingual first-grade 

class at Allendale Elementary.  Although new to teaching, and 

just learning Spanish, she remembered, “I cared deeply about my 

children and wanted to give them three things: respect and 

appreciation for their home language, the gift of English, and a 

sense of their educational opportunities.”  She later taught first 

and third grade for Imperial Schools before moving to Texas, 

where she taught as an ESL teacher for three years for students in 

grades K-5.  These 15 years of teaching, as well as her 64 weeks 

of student teaching, helped her build a strong foundation of 

excellence in teaching, particularly for students who did not speak 

English as their first language.  Her love of languages really 

helped her support the students she taught and shaped her future 

interest in how language and literacy are linked. 

 

Higher Education Career 

Stellar is the word that seems to best describe Kit’s higher 

education career.  She has engaged in a continual path of 

scholarship throughout her 25 years, publishing 85 papers, 

including a wide assortment of articles, chapters, solicited articles, 

book reviews, audio visual products, and technical reports.  

Additionally, she has received over $600,000 in grants to support 
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the literacy of children and families.  Kit has also made over 100 

presentations at national and international conferences, sharing 

her expertise with a wide range of professionals and colleagues.  

Of important note is how Kit has supported her students to write 

with her, as she has co-authored publications with twelve different 

students.  Not only has she contributed to the field with her own 

scholarship, she has continued to nurture the scholarship of future 

teacher educators by supporting them to write, present, and 

become active in professional discourse. 

Kit has also maintained an excellent record of teaching at 

three universities in three states.  She reluctantly gave up 

classroom teaching to begin higher-education instruction at 

Kennesaw State University in 1997.  In 2000, she moved to the 

University of North Texas (UNT) because she wanted to improve 

as a researcher.  Kit’s earlier research focused on how to stack 

recommended instructional practices in synergistic ways—what 

she called Stacked Instruction (Mohr, Dixon, & Young, 2011).  

According to Kit, “After all, if English Learners have to work 

doubly hard to learn English and grade-level content, teachers 

should consider ways to maximize their instruction to deliver and 

support language and content learning simultaneously.”  

After 12 years at UNT, she was recruited by Ray Reutzel 

to join the faculty at Utah State University, where she has taught 

courses in language and literacy development and served as the 

Director of the Doctoral Program.  This appointment has given 

her new opportunities to teach, research, and administer, and has 

allowed her to teach more concertedly at the graduate level and to 

collaborate with an interdisciplinary neuroscience research team.  

Kit’s current research goal is to better understand how parents and 
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teachers can support the developing bilingual brain from a 

developmental cognitive perspective.  She is excited about this 

new research venture, which requires her to use eye tracking and 

functional near-infrared spectroscopy to understand neural 

activation patterns during language and literacy tasks.  Kit’s 

outstanding and tireless teaching, scholarship, and service have 

not gone unnoticed at Utah State University.  She was promoted 

to the well-deserved honor of full professor in the spring of 2018.   

Throughout her higher education tenure, Kit has taught 10 

different graduate courses at Utah State University, nine different 

graduate courses at the University of North Texas, and three 

different graduate classes at Kennesaw State University.  Her 

students recognized that Kit had high expectations of them, but 

she was also pragmatic in her challenge that they serve diverse 

students and their families and maximize instruction for all.  Kit 

also taught numerous undergraduate classes at Kennesaw and 

UNT.  With 15 years of classroom teaching experience in some 

challenging schools, Kit has told many great teacher stories to add 

to her instruction, and this has helped keep her classes 

meaningful, personal, and real. 

In addition to teaching a full load of classes each semester, 

publishing regularly, and making presentations, she has also 

provided service to many groups.  Kit served on the editorial team 

for Reading Research and Instruction from 2002-2005 and also 

for the Language Experience Special Interest Group of IRA from 

1996-2003.  She has also been a reviewer for several journals, 

including Journal of Teacher Education, The Teacher Educator, 

Texas Literacy, Reading Research Quarterly, Literacy Research 

and Instruction, Tapestry Journal, The Reading Teacher, National 
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Reading Conference Yearbook, Journal of Literacy Research, 

Teacher Education and Practice, Balanced Reading Instruction 

Journal, and College Reading Association Yearbook.  She also 

served a term as editor for Reading Research and Instruction.  In 

addition, she has been a grant reviewer for ALER and IRA and 

served as an external reviewer for Northern Illinois University 

and the University of North Florida.  Although she realized the 

importance of this service work at the national and international 

level, Kit has never abandoned her true passion—teaching and 

working with elementary students.  She has volunteered her time 

at several schools and organizations in Texas and Utah.  And 

somehow, within the past 17 years, she has served on 28 

dissertation committees, chairing 10 of them.  Kit has given so 

much to her profession and to so many students, from 

kindergarten to Ph.D. candidates. 

 

ALER 

From the time that she was a doctoral student in the early 

1990s, Kit engaged actively in many aspects of ALER.  During 

her more than 25 years as an ALER member, Kit has presented 

numerous papers, panels, and symposiums, as well as supported 

her students to present at the conference.  Additionally, Kit served 

as the executive secretary from 2005-2012.  During this time as 

executive secretary, she helped move the organization into the 

digital age, changing voting to an online format and supporting 

the name change from CRA to ALER.  When she started as 

ALER’s secretary in 2005, she inherited only paper copies of 

everything; during her seven years in this role, she moved 

everything to electronic files.  Afterwards, still wanting to serve 
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the organization, Kit became chair of the Resolution and Rules 

Committee, helping to revise and refine this important document.   

As Kit considered the future of ALER, she indicated that 

she has concerns that ALER “may have let go of its past.”  She 

thought that in an effort to move forward, the organization may 

have minimized the value on where and how it started.  She hoped 

that ALER “can find a balance of being progressive and yet 

communicate its rich tradition.”  She appreciated the focus on 

research and instruction but hoped that “the research will embrace 

rigorous methodology that can inform both teacher preparation 

and classroom practice.”  She believes this is important for 

teachers because the work they do is so challenging, and they 

need the support of excellent research to inform what they do to 

meet the needs of all students, especially those who are learning 

English in school. 

 

Lasting Legacy 

Oh, the places you’ll go–because of the places you’ve 

been.  The breadth and depth of Kit’s career has been inspiring.  

She has contributed tremendously to the field, from her 

beginnings as a kindergarten teacher to her current role as a 

highly respected professor and scholar.  Her biggest surprise was 

her evolution from kindergarten teacher to neuroscience 

researcher.  The highlight of her career was teaching first graders 

to read, and this started a path that allowed her to give so much 

more to the field.  Throughout her elementary and higher 

education teaching career, she has been thoughtful, precise, 

intuitive, persistent, and demanding, of herself and others.  These 

qualities have helped her achieve so much and have provided the 
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insights and research to help shape the field.  Imagine!—a coal 

miner’s daughter has influenced how literacy is taught, how 

language is supported, and how teachers engage in research! 

As Kit reflected on this journey, she was cautiously 

optimistic that within the changing context of teaching and 

learning, there will be what she refers to as “new beginnings.”  By 

this she explained that ALER can and should hold onto its history, 

valuing what has been learned in the past, to inform the new 

generation of educators and researchers.  Her hope was that 

ALER members continue to engage in rigorous research that 

serves to inform practice, creating support for outstanding 

instruction for all students.  She hoped to see that all 

professionals, new and old, continue to value teaching as a 

thinking profession, maintaining high expectations for all as they 

explore multiple avenues of literacy.  She believes that through 

this developmental cognitivism, the profession will use the 

foundations from the past to thoughtfully shape new ideas for the 

future. 

Kit has continually held high expectations for herself, and 

for those with whom she has worked—students, colleagues, 

kindergarteners.  There has been a common thread throughout her 

school and professional journey—exceeding expectations for 

everything and valuing teaching and learning as thinking 

processes.  Kit maintains that educational decisions should 

support teachers and students to focus on novel understandings, 

through discovering, extending, exploring, and stretching.  Her 

thinking has helped to evolve the field; her journey has helped to 

shape the profession.  Wow—what a ride! 
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In the words of C.S. Lewis 

(2002), “I fully agree that we learn the 

Rule of Decent Behaviour from 

parents and teachers, and friends and 

books, as we learn everything else” 

(p. 21).  It is from Mary Applegate 

that I learned to appreciate the words 

of C.S. Lewis, so it only seems 

appropriate that I use a C.S. Lewis 

quote to explain what Mary DeKonty 

Applegate has meant to me.  This 

quote is most fitting because Mary is a true teacher and friend 

who has modeled and continues to model “Decent Behaviour.”  

She has shown me what true kindness looks like, what it means to 

inspire others, and what it means to maintain integrity in the face 

of adversity.  I found it a privilege to learn and write about her 

transformation from a young child to a successful adult and 

literacy leader. 
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Growing Up Mary 

 Young Mary DeKonty grew up in a financially 

challenged but loving and supportive home in Scranton, 

Pennsylvania.  She was one of eight children.  Her mother stayed 

at home and raised the children.  Mary recalled, “Mom was an 

important figure to me.  She was present at every major situation; 

most importantly, she had great faith in me and showed it by 

setting high expectations that were complemented by a great deal 

of warmth.”  Mary’s father worked hard to support his large 

family.  He held a range of jobs.  Mary describes her father as 

very industrious. He worked primarily in the coal mines, the 

shipyards, and the iron works.  As one might predict, he later 

developed black lung disease.  Mary’s parents strived to teach 

their children about equality and inclusiveness.  The family had a 

deep connection to religion and a strong spiritual sense.  Mary 

distinctly remembers singing, “Jesus loves all the children red, 

yellow, black and white.  They are precious in his sight.”  This 

kind of faith and love would serve as a compass for Mary later in 

life.  Mary mentioned the pain she feels when “people who sang 

this song as a child reached a point in their lives when they 

actively promoted policies of hate.” 

 As an elementary-age child, she attended John Marshall 

Elementary School.  Here is where she first discovered her 

passion for reading and her desire to become a teacher.  Her first-

grade teacher, Miss Sweeney, instilled a love of reading that lives 

within Mary today.  Miss Sweeney used the “Look and Say” 

approach to reading instruction and Mary thrived.  Miss Sweeney 

treated each of her students with respect and devoted herself to 

the students.  Even though finances were tight during this era, 
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Miss Sweeney managed to make every child an Easter Basket and 

filled them with an egg for Easter.  This gift meant so much to 

Mary that when Mary became a teacher, she carried on this 

tradition with her own students.  

 Mary’s parents valued education and had high 

expectations for their children.  As a result, Mary was a well-

behaved student who was eager to learn.  After attending John 

Marshall, she went on to attend West Scranton Middle School and 

Scranton Central High School, a public college preparatory 

school.  During her school years, Mary encountered a particular 

problem that she didn’t feel she could overcome.  It was her 

mother who provided her with the wisdom she needed.  Her 

mother simply said, “I never thought you would let a problem be 

bigger than you.” This aphorism became a driving force for Mary, 

a life lesson Mary would carry with her forever. 

  

College and Early Career 

 Mary was fortunate enough to attend a small, church-

affiliated liberal arts college in Springfield, Missouri.  Although it 

was a financial hardship for her family, her parents insisted she 

attend as they knew the value of education.  Here she studied 

Elementary Education in a program that emphasized the use of a 

teacher’s manual.  Mary remembered having to memorize the 

manual as an assignment.  She had to become familiar with it so 

that she could paraphrase it. This type of scripted programming 

still irks her today.  Even then Mary had a passion for thinking 

critically about literacy theory and research.  Just memorizing a 

book wasn’t fulfilling, but Mary made the Dean’s list and 

achieved a high level of academic success. 
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 After earning her bachelor’s degree, Mary traveled back 

to Pennsylvania and became a first-grade teacher in Lake Winola, 

a small community outside of Scranton where her family had 

moved while she was attending college.  During her second year 

of teaching, Mary attended a local conference at the College of 

Misericordia in Wilkes Barre, PA.  At the conference, Russell 

Stauffer presented his DR-TA technique, something in complete 

contrast to the Round Robin method she was using in her class.  

Stauffer modeled the approach using children on the stage. Mary 

was amazed by the way in which he fostered the critical thinking 

abilities of the children. She knew then that her Round Robin 

Reading had to stop.  The problem was that this one modeling 

experience didn’t provide sufficient guidance, but she at least had 

a model of what she wanted to do as a teacher.  About a year or 

two later, Mary moved to Trenton, Michigan, in response to an 

attractive job offer.  She enrolled in Eastern Michigan State 

University to earn a master’s degree in reading.  While attending 

graduate school, she continued to work as a remedial reading 

teacher, then a reading specialist and reading supervisor.  

 While in Michigan, Mary attended the International 

Reading Association (IRA) conference held at Cobo Hall in 

Detroit, Michigan.  There she first heard Marjorie Johnson speak 

about reading as thinking; instantly Mary thought, “I have to 

study under her.”  Mary became enthralled with Dr. Johnson’s 

approach to reading and critical thinking.  Mary had been 

teaching in the suburbs of Detroit, and the curriculum used for 

reading pedagogy primarily involved heavy doses of phonics; so, 

when she heard Dr. Johnson talk about reading as meaning, she 

was hooked.  Mary enrolled as a graduate student at Temple 
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University and earned her second master’s degree.  When she 

obtained a graduate assistantship at Temple University, she was 

able to resign from her teaching position in Michigan, move to 

Philadelphia, and begin a four-year doctoral program at Temple 

University.  She began the program in 1972 and studied with a 

tightly knit group of peers who were all passionate about literacy 

and learning.  

 It was during her first course in the doctoral program, 

Psychophysiological Factors of the Reading Process, when Mary 

found the love of her life.  She met Tony (Anthony Applegate) 

and 15 months after first meeting in that course, they married.  

They went on to defend their dissertations on the same day and 

got jobs at the same university in the same department, sharing 

the same office.  Forty-two years later, they still share an office.  

She loves her husband unconditionally and feels fortunate to have 

found her soulmate. 

 

Professional Maturity 

 With ten years of teaching in basic education under her 

belt, Mary began her college teaching career at Lincoln University 

in Oxford, Pennsylvania, the first Black liberal arts college in the 

United States.  Mary’s focus at the time was on teaching and 

service.  Mary noted that she had perceived that the emphasis at 

Temple had not been on professional writing, so she placed her 

initial emphasis on teaching and service. 

 Mary then took a teaching position at St. Joseph’s 

University in Philadelphia.  She primarily taught educational 

psychology and literacy courses.  It was in an undergraduate 

course, Reading/Literature II, which involved the use of literature 
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for teaching reading, that Mary became passionate about 

Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory of Reading and Writing.  She 

created a Literature Learning Model that she used in conjunction 

with assigned novels.  She watched her students develop a passion 

for thinking about ideas and a love of reading as they truly walked 

in the shoes of the characters.  Every time she would end a unit, 

she would cite a verse from St. Peter, “I cannot give what I do not 

have!”  Mary insisted her students develop a love of reading if 

they were expected to pass on a love of reading to their students.  

This belief became the inspiration for the Peter Effect research 

(Applegate & Applegate, 2004; Applegate et al., 2014) that would 

occur later. 

 About 15 years into her term at St. Joseph’s, she found 

herself in an internal political crossfire and was temporarily 

removed from teaching graduate reading courses.  That was a 

painful experience, but it inspired her to begin publishing.  With 

the support of her husband, and their colleague and good friend 

Kathleen Quinn, Mary and Tony conducted their first study on the 

levels of thinking required in Informal Reading Inventories.  It 

was published in The Reading Teacher (Applegate, Quinn, & 

Applegate, 2002).  At the IRA Conference that year, they met 

Linda Montgomery, editor for Prentice Hall.  Linda heard their 

presentation and asked them to write what became the Critical 

Reading Inventory (CRI; Applegate, Quinn, & Applegate, 2008).  

Of course, they accepted the opportunity and then spent the 

ensuing months writing passages and questions.  Mary recalls 

sitting on the beach with Tony during their vacation in St. Martin, 

writing stories for the CRI.  They were committed and passionate 

about the project.  Eighteen months later, the CRI was published.  
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It was a great experience, because Mary learned that you can use 

pain to destroy you or refine you.  For her, it produced 

tremendous professional growth.  Not only did they publish the 

CRI, but dozens of other articles.  This experience reminded her 

of the lesson her mother had taught her years earlier, “Never let a 

problem be bigger than you.”  Mary was soon back in the position 

of Graduate Director of Literacy and went on to earn the rank of 

full professor and now professor emerita at St. Joseph’s 

University. 

 

Professional Life and Affiliation with ALER 

 Mary has been a long-time member of ALER.  She 

remembered attending her first ALER conference back when the 

organization was named the College Reading Association (CRA). 

She was a doctoral student at Temple University in Philadelphia 

and the conference was held in Philadelphia.  Her professors, 

Marjorie Johnson and Roy Kress, encouraged her and other 

doctoral students to attend.  However, it was the early 1990s when 

CRA again returned to Philadelphia that Mary became a member 

of the organization.  Mary was asked to serve as a member of a 

local committee, with responsibilities to help with conference 

preparations.  Every year after, she and Tony attended.  They 

came home from CRA conferences all ablaze to learn more and 

publish.  Mary credits CRA with kindling her interest and desire 

to publish, but she continued to drown in teaching and service 

until years later, when her interest finally came to fruition.  Mary 

started becoming more active with CRA by serving in the Clinical 

Division.  She and Tony would coordinate presentations for this 

division and began delivering presentations of their own.  This 
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service prompted Mary to develop a research interest.  As a result, 

Mary and Tony started to gather data in the reading practicum at 

St. Joseph’s University for the presentations which provided her 

experience in data collection.  Later, after that brief but difficult 

professional time, they used this data for publication.  All along, 

Mary met mentors for whom she will be forever grateful.  Mary 

credits Ray Reutzel for promoting her service role in ALER; he 

kindled an interest in service to the editorial needs of the 

organization.  Bob Cooter supported their need to do editorial 

research.  She and Tony continued to serve on the editorial boards 

for ALER, the Yearbook, Literacy Research and Instruction 

(LRI), and even proposals for the conference.  

 In the meantime, Mary became Co-Chair of 

Membership with Doris Walker-Dalhouse. Mary expressed great 

gratitude for the mentoring that she received from Doris which 

enabled her to serve as Membership Chair when Doris moved on 

to other responsibilities.  Of course, Tony helped all along.  Later, 

Karen Bromley, who was serving as president, prompted Mary to 

continue promoting membership and to run for a position on the 

board of directors.  Mary then became a board member with a 

focus on membership.  Mary is particularly grateful to Helen 

Perkins for prompting her to expand her involvement and she 

cherishes her friendship with Helen.  Through the years, Linda 

Gambrell’s interest in motivation triggered an interest within 

Mary and Tony.  As a result, they became involved with a group 

of colleagues in the Motivation Symposium, and the team has 

presented at the conference every year since.  The group also 

developed an ongoing collaborative research project involving the 
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construction of a motivation tool distinguishing between a 

student’s motivation to read narrative vs. informational text.   

 Mary’s contributions to ALER were recognized in 2016 

when she and Tony were presented with ALER’s Albert J. 

Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award (renamed in 1999, 

formerly the Special Services Award).  This award is given 

annually to ALER members who have provided special service 

and/or significant contributions to ALER.  

 

Thoughts on the Future of the Profession 

 Mary feels the reading profession has not been as strong 

as it should have been.  She said: 

We lost our voice!  We took a second seat to 

special education.  And we let special education 

speak for reading.  We need reading people to 

advocate and speak for what reading means.  We 

need to focus our attention on earning the respect 

of parents.  They need faith in what reading 

people can do so that we can challenge all this 

reading defined as sounding out and obsessive 

test taking. We need to be a voice that parents 

trust. 

Mary would like the field to get to the point where educators view 

reading as thinking.  Similar to Louise Rosenblatt (1965), Mary 

believes that when we fail to emphasize critical thinking and 

reading, kids can become easily manipulated.  Educating 

generations of students who cannot think critically will do great 

damage to our future democracy. 
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 Mary’s hope for ALER is that the organization develops 

an influential voice on basic education.  Children need the 

opportunity to become motivated and critical readers who love to 

read, think, and make a positive impact on society.  To her, the 

power of reading was best described by C. S. Lewis (1961) when 

he said: “But in reading great literature I become a thousand men 

and yet remain myself.  Like the night sky in the Greek poem, I 

see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who see . . . I transcend 

myself and am never more myself than when I do” (p. 41). 

 

The Current Situation 

 Mary has now retired, and she and Tony are residing in 

their new retirement resort in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  She 

shared photos of their new residence, and one couldn’t help but be 

envious of their new luxury accommodations.  Although further 

away from their families, Mary and Tony still spend time getting 

together with them; they are still a very close group.  Mary 

considers her sister her best friend.  They make it a point to 

vacation together, spend holidays together, and celebrate life 

events.  Although Mary was one of eight, she now has brothers- 

and sisters-in-law, as well as nieces and nephews, that she sees 

regularly.  Family is very important to both Mary and Tony. 

 As one would suspect, they may be retired, but the 

Dynamic Duo have not slowed down.  During their second year of 

retirement, Mary and Tony have completed two publications and 

have more on the way.  The initial two are related to the ALER 

Motivation Symposium.  One of those articles will be published 

in the Reading Teacher and the other in the Elementary School 

Journal.  The members of the Motivation Symposium plan to 
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continue working as a group.  Additionally, Mary and Tony are 

completing a project that provides online tutorials to assist 

preservice teachers in developing a deeper understanding of 

thoughtful literacy and the use of higher order questioning in 

lesson planning and instructional delivery.  That project is 

expected to wrap up in 2019, but the literacy world can expect to 

hear from Dr. Mary Applegate for many years to come.  
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Tony Applegate 

An Oral Biography 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award – 2016 

 

Katharine Covino 
Fitchburg State University 

Alice: “Would you tell me, 

please, which way I ought to go from 

here?” 

The Cheshire Cat: “That 

depends a good deal on where you 

want to get to.” 

Alice: “I don’t much care 

where.” 

The Cheshire Cat: “Then it 

doesn’t matter which way you go” 

(Carroll, 2000, p. 89). 

 

Introduction 

Towards the end of our interview, Tony Applegate shared 

a wonderful story from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland.  The thrust of his story focused on an exchange 

between the Cheshire Cat and Alice (included above).  As he 

spoke, he used their dialogue as a touch point for the future work 

of literacy educators.  Tony insisted that current—and future—

reading teachers must consciously work to construct a philosophy 
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or set of goals in which they clearly and cogently articulate what 

they believe is important for our children, our schools, and our 

nation.  “To what end,” he asked, “are we teaching?  How is our 

work enabling students to think more deeply about their 

experiences, in and out of school, and to learn from them?”  As a 

former middle and high school English teacher and now a teacher-

of-teachers working at the university level, his views rang true to 

me.  In an era that has seen the continued devaluation of teachers 

and the prominence of standardized testing, literacy teachers must 

be ready to play a special role in articulating the need for deep, 

critical thinking.  Such thinking has been at the heart of Tony’s 

overlapping roles as student, teacher, professor, and researcher 

throughout his prestigious career.  It was an honor to talk to him 

about his life and work. 

 

Early Life and Influences 

 Tony grew up in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  His father 

worked as a tool and die maker.  His mother spent most of the 

time at home, raising children and taking care of the family.  

Occasionally, however, she took on some hours working in a 

nearby factory.  Tony remembered his youth as pleasant and 

peaceful.  His home life was warm and supportive.  Early in our 

interview, he shared that as a boy he had “books and a bicycle—

What more could a boy want?”  Many trips on that bike back and 

forth to the public library reinforced in him a lifelong love of 

books and reading.  Central to those habits of mind were his 

parents.  Although neither of them finished high school, they both 

worked to instill in their three children a deep thirst for 

knowledge, an abiding sense of curiosity, and an intrinsic love of 
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learning.  Tony recalled how they “both had a tremendous 

respect” for education.  They viewed education as a means “to get 

ahead and live a happy and fulfilling life.” 

 Another central figure to Tony’s boyhood in Philadelphia 

was his Uncle Anthony, for whom he was named.  Tony 

remembered his uncle as “a great model for human kindness.”  A 

man with limitless patience who never got angry or lost his 

temper; Uncle Anthony set a high standard Tony has tried to live 

by.  After all these years, the memory of his uncle’s demeanor and 

the genuine efforts he took to interact with others with 

thoughtfulness, empathy, and respect have informed nearly all 

aspects of Tony’s life.  As a teacher and as a person, Tony has 

striven to engage with those around him with a greater awareness 

and sensitivity—all in an attempt to meet the measure set by his 

uncle all those decades ago. 

 Yet another influence on Tony’s life as a young man was 

the role of religion.  Although both parents were serious about 

spiritual life and growth, it was his mother who decided that he 

would enroll in Catholic schools for his K-12 education.  Those 

years immersed in a faith-based education caused religious 

teachings to take root within him.  As his education continued, 

Tony spent seven years studying to be a Roman Catholic priest.  

(Although he likes to say that his wife Mary came along and 

seduced him away from the life of the Lord, that is not exactly the 

truth.  But more on that later.) 

 

College, Graduate School, and Professional Life 

 For college, Tony attended DeSales University in Center 

Valley, Pennsylvania.  It was there that he met instructors who 
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nurtured his love of literature, learning, and engaged critical 

discussion.  During our interview, he remembered John Dennis, 

James Dow, and Bernard Donahue–professors of English, 

History, and Political Science, respectively—as teachers 

dedicated to supporting and mentoring students who asked 

difficult questions and engaged rigorously with all kinds of 

material.  Part of a cohort of students, a “good bunch of people,” 

who were friendly with professors, Tony took every opportunity 

to meet and exchange ideas with peers and teachers.  In fact, Tony 

candidly shared that he learned as much outside the classroom as 

he learned inside the classroom.  Whether over a coffee or a beer, 

he and his peers were not interested in getting grades, not 

interested in snagging scholarships; rather, they were eager to 

challenge each other and to reach collaborative understanding 

through disagreement and debate.  The professors Tony recalled 

by name stood as “major influence[s]” in awakening his 

commitment to critical thinking and deep, evaluative engagement 

with difficult, multi-sided topics. 

 For his first master’s degree in English literature, Tony 

attended Villanova University.  He switched gears for his second 

master’s degree and his doctoral work, both of which focused on 

the psychology of reading.  During the course of this second 

round of graduate work, Tony cited Marjorie Johnson, an early 

leader of the College Reading Association (CRA), as the figure 

who most influenced his research, reading, and philosophy.  

Summarizing his work with her as “amazing at every level,” Tony 

further praised Marjorie as “a wonderful friend and person.”  He 

recalled not only her academic stature at the university and in the 

field, but also her deep dedication supporting and mentoring a 
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large group of students.  A key player in his continuing education, 

Marjorie later proved to be the sponsor of Tony’s dissertation and 

his wife Mary’s dissertation, which they defended on the same 

day. 

 Speaking of Mary, his wife and collaborative partner for 

the past 42 years, Tony reflected with unbounded enthusiasm and 

excitement about the first course he took in the fall of 1973.  It 

was in that seminar that he and a classmate were assigned to work 

together to complete a paper.  That classmate, of course, was 

Mary.  During our interview, Tony remembered how they started 

off going for coffee, and quickly one thing led to another.  The 

next thing they knew, they were married and taking courses 

together.  More important than any reading or research, Tony 

spoke of his connection with his wife as the fundamental defining 

moment of his graduate career.  “Forty-two years later,” he 

reflected, “and she’s still my best friend.” 

 After graduating with his doctoral degree, Tony worked 

for 10 years at Lincoln University.  An historically black 

institution, Lincoln University played an important role in 

graduating early cohorts of African American doctors, attorneys, 

and clergymen.  Of his time there, Tony most vividly recalled his 

interactions with students.  “Once they had a sense they could 

trust you,” he shared, “they trusted you with a vengeance.”  

Warmly, he told me that he wouldn’t trade his time at his first 

posting for anything.  Tony followed his decade-long career at 

Lincoln University with 25 years of service at Holy Family 

University.  Joining that institution to create their master’s 

program in education, Tony branched out from his early focus on 

the psychology of reading to craft a broader, more inclusive 
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course of study for the graduate students there.  At both 

universities, Tony devoted time to nurturing and mentoring 

students.  If he is remembered for anything, he shared that he 

hopes it will be for “being a good teacher who could make 

students think and grow.”  Again and again in our conversation, 

Tony brought up mentoring student teachers as the most 

satisfying aspect of his long and full career.  “I’ve seen a lot of 

faces,” he said.  “I’ve sent out hundreds and hundreds of teachers 

who will be a positive influence on the lives of kids.” 

 

Scholarly Contributions to the Field 

 Tony has published many research articles, manuscripts, 

and books over the course of his career.  During our interview, he 

highlighted two that he felt stood out as the most central to his 

identity as a scholar.  The first was The Critical Reading 

Inventory (Applegate, Quinn, & Applegate, 2004), a text he co-

authored with Mary Applegate and Kathleen Quinn.  As he 

related during the course of our conversation, the book offers a 

diverse collection of reading passages as well as a range of 

assessments designed to gauge students’ ability to understand 

what they’ve read.  To fully understand the contribution this 

reading inventory made to the field, it is first important to 

recognize how it truly broke the mold.  Most reading 

comprehension tools of the time focused on literal facts and 

recall; the eight informal inventories Tony reviewed with his team 

prior to writing averaged 85%-90% fact-based questions, 

percentages Tony and his colleagues viewed as appalling.  

“There’s no requirement for kids to think, to react, to use 

evidence to support an idea,” he decried.  “All they want is for 
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students to hash back, spit it back, and we’ll assume they’ve 

understood everything.  People are much more comfortable 

dealing with reading at the literal level with no need for 

discussion or disagreement.”  In a completely different model, his 

co-authored text focuses on deeper, more critical thinking, 

inference-based logical-processing, and thoughtful literacy.  Tony 

seemed pleased and proud that The Critical Reading Inventory 

remains available and is widely used at colleges and universities. 

 The second scholarly achievement Tony spoke about was 

not a specific text or article, but an idea—the Peter Effect.  Based 

on a story from the Acts of the Apostles, the Peter Effect explores 

the idea that people are unable to give what they don’t have.  For 

Peter, it was money; he was unable to give a beggar silver or gold 

because he did not possess any silver or gold himself.  For literacy 

teachers, the case is somewhat different.  Reading instructors, 

tasked with inspiring students and motivating them to read, are, 

like Peter, unable to give to students what they don’t have 

themselves—inspiration and motivation to read.  Tony offered 

some specifics from an ongoing incarnation of this concept, which 

has resulted in two publications (Applegate & Applegate, 2004; 

Applegate et al., 2014).  In a recent survey, he and his fellow 

researchers determined that just over half of the 400 kids they had 

surveyed were “unenthusiastic readers.”  Identifying that stark, 

startling statistic, however, stood as only half his mission.  “No 

one is going to do anything,” he shared, “unless they realize it’s a 

problem.”  In addition to consciousness-raising and awareness-

building, Tony has spent time advising educators on ways of 

building motivation and reading interest in themselves as well as 

their students.  He cited book clubs, discussion groups, and media 
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outlets as three possible means of increasing interest in reading.  

Far from being work of the past, Tony shared how thinking 

around the Peter Effect continues to inform and shape his ongoing 

research agenda.  Currently in year three of a four-year 

longitudinal study exploring motivation for reading, his work on 

inspiring and motivating people to read remains central to his 

research and writing. 

 

Reflections on Pedagogy and Politics 

 Towards the end of our interview, Tony touched on the 

intersection of pedagogy and politics.  I asked, “How do you see 

yourself politically?”  To this, he responded,  

I think of myself as politically independent.  It’s 

pretty discouraging that in my view, political 

forces are devaluing education.  In my worst 

moments, I think that the left and the right would 

just as soon have their bases remain profoundly 

ignorant.  A lot of what we’re doing politically is 

to preserve the base—not to grow, change, or 

understand.   

At first, I was surprised and fairly disheartened, by what I took to 

be Tony’s defeated cynicism about the state of our country.  But, 

as I continued to listen, I understood what he meant.  As in so 

many other venues of his life, Tony felt it his duty to advocate for 

deep, critical thinking.  He shared his belief that people living in 

our nation “need to think and absorb information and arrive at 

conclusions that are founded on logical thinking processes.”  

That, he said, would be good for the nation. 
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 Another place his pedagogy rubbed up against politics 

came when he discussed, rather despairingly, the current 

obsession of policy makers with high-stakes, high-accountability 

standardized tests.  If tests are going to carry that much weight 

and influence, he advised, then the benchmark testing had better 

be “very, very good.”  His own studies in that area in 2009 

revealed a huge, and troubling, variation in test quality.  Though 

somewhat encouraged by the ‘opt out’ trend, Tony shared how he 

continues to be troubled by the huge preponderance of educators 

and policy makers who don’t have one critical word or thought 

for standardized tests. 

 

Thoughts on the Future of the Profession 

 The apathy many literacy educators feel towards the future 

of education clearly frustrated Tony.  “[The tests are] taking us 

down the road of bottom-up, skills-based practice,” Tony said 

unhappily.  “Whole language people have fallen out of favor.”  

He charged literacy educators to thoughtfully consider their own 

mission and to proactively engage in public dialogue about the 

purpose of our work.  They have to be more “proactive about our 

voice.”  Specifically, literacy educators need to assert what they 

think is best for their classrooms and students.  In this way, they 

have to model their practice more on what special educators have 

done.  Tony believes that, much as special educators have done a 

good job advocating for themselves, literacy educators have to be 

more vocal in asserting their influence.  Who better than literacy 

educators to map the standards and expectations for the ways 

language and literacy should be taught and assessed in today’s 

classrooms? 
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 Ruminating on the role of national and international 

literacy organizations, Tony regretfully noted their limited 

direction and scope.  Referring explicitly to the ILA, he criticized 

their passivity and compliance: “What can be achieved if the 

preservation of the organization is the only focus?”  Why, Tony 

wondered, would the ILA elect Richard Allington as the president 

and then do everything in their power to silence him?  If the 

organizations we as literacy educators look to for leadership are 

only focused on not rocking the boat politically or offending 

anyone, then, he argued, “they’ve probably given up most of their 

usefulness.”  “It’s not enough,” he continued, “to say, ‘Here’s a 

workshop’ or ‘Here’s some materials;’ the ILA should be at the 

helm, leading today’s educators towards an empowering and 

coherent philosophy for teaching literacy.”  If it’s not to be the 

ILA, Tony suggested that ALER “become more of a public voice 

and advocate of literacy.”  There is a vacuum that ILA has left 

open.  Perhaps, Tony proposed, “ALER could step up and fill the 

void.” 

 

CRA\ALER Involvement 

 Tony and Mary joined CRA in 1995, encouraged to do so 

by the efforts of Tony’s mentor Marjorie Johnson.  Together, over 

more than two decades, they have collaborated with other 

CRA/ALER members on various projects; they see such 

collaboration as mentoring opportunities to support and nurture 

younger career literacy educators.  Tony has actively supported 

Mary’s official work on the Membership Committee, as a leader 

of the Clinical Division, and as a board member.  This consistent 
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effort led to their receiving the Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Award in 

2016. 

 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the course of our conversation, there was one 

central point that came up in different guises again and again: the 

need for literacy teachers to understand and to be able to express 

why they are teaching.  If they are not able to do this, then they 

are no better than Alice—rudderless and without a clear direction.  

From Tony’s perspective, the overarching goal of all literacy 

pedagogy should be to engage all children in literacy-based 

activities that promote deep, critical thinking.  Students should 

leave our classrooms with enhanced literacy skills, but also, more 

importantly, with engaged, curious minds and caring, empathetic 

hearts.   
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Vassiliki (Vicky) Zygouris-Coe 

Albert J. Mazurkiewicz Special Services Award - 2018 

 

Christine Walsh 
Slippery Rock University 

My conversation with 

Vassiliki (Vicky) Zygouris-Coe 

was an opportunity to talk with a 

first-generation immigrant whose 

love for literacy and curiosity 

emerged as a young child and 

continues to sustain her accom-

plished career.  Recalling her early 

years, she referred to herself as the 

“why kid.”  Vicky’s passion for 

learning and gratitude for relation-

ships with family and colleagues 

were immediately evident.  Each 

story was sprinkled with laughter and a zest for learning. 

 

Growing Up in a “Big Greek Family” 

The youngest of four children, Vicky was born in southern 

Peloponnese, Greece; she was raised in a blue-collar family with 

three older brothers.  Both of her parents were high school 

graduates who encouraged their children to pursue an education.  

Vicky’s mother tutored her high school peers and aspired to be a 

teacher, but her parents could not afford to provide for a college 
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education.  Vicky’s father pursued the family business that had 

grown from a small company into a car factory.  Their family 

business had started with her grandfather’s work as a blacksmith; 

he built wagons for gypsies.  Her father and his brothers expanded 

the business to build custom-made lorries for agricultural 

products.  Given the nature of her father’s business, Vicky had 

opportunities to interact with people of various backgrounds.  In 

1921, her maternal grandmother, a Turkish refugee, moved to 

Greece as a result of the great fire of Smyrna in the present-day 

Turkey.  Although illiterate, her grandmother was a great 

storyteller and highly involved in her granddaughter’s education.  

Vicky recalled their relationship: “My grandmother, my Yaya, 

attended every parent-teacher conference, checked on my 

progress with my teachers, attended all school events, and always 

encouraged me to study and do well.” 

Vicky proudly described her extended family as the loud, 

loving family represented in the movie, My Big Fat Greek 

Wedding.  She shared, “Everyone gets into everyone’s business.”  

At frequent gatherings for both religious and historic celebrations, 

the familial atmosphere was one of support, laughter, 

conversation, and plenty of food.  Being born into Greek culture 

at that particular time period, Vicky was a member of the Greek 

Orthodox community.  Her parents “were not strict church-going 

people,” but they followed religious customs and attended 

baptisms, weddings, and social events.  Vicky said that her 

spirituality was influenced by observations of how her family 

lived their lives and treated other people.  She explained:  

My parents were generous, kind, humble, always 

rushing to help others, shared their means with 
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others, and practiced unconditional forgiveness.  

They cared for their neighbors and anyone in their 

spheres of influence.  Growing up, my parents 

were my heroes and my spirituality was deeply 

impacted by them. 

 

Developing a Passion for Literacy and Learning 

Vicky’s parents chose to send her to school early at the 

age of 5 years.  She noted, “My friends say that they know what is 

wrong with me; I skipped kindergarten!”  Recalling her early 

years, Vicky referred to herself as a fast-paced child and 

acknowledged that she remains a fast-paced adult.  Her 

admiration for school was immediate; she stated, “I loved school; 

I have always loved school.  I could not wait to get to school.”  

One of her many fond school memories involved arriving at the 

same time as the cleaning staff so she could read, assist the 

teachers, and anticipate her next learning opportunities.  Her 

passion for literacy was present in her recollections of carrying a 

lot of books and calling them her prized possessions.  Vicky 

vividly remembered her father as an avid reader of newspapers 

and biographies about political and historical figures.  Her home 

always had books including an abundance of informational texts, 

fairy tales, and historical books.   She reminisced, “I always have 

fond memories of my father who would be home late from work, 

and he would be reading the newspaper or some biography of a 

political figure or a historical figure.”  When Vicky was in 

elementary school, her father purchased an encyclopedia set from 

a door-to-door salesperson.  Knowing that Vicky was the only 

person in their home who would read the texts, he viewed the 
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purchase as investing in her future, and she admitted, “I still like 

to read encyclopedias.” 

Vicky attended public schools, including co-ed elementary 

and high schools, and an all-girls middle school.  Her parents 

supported the opportunity for her to learn English, so at the age of 

9 or 10 years, she started to attend English schools.  As a 

teenager, she volunteered at an art shop owned by a family friend; 

she loved to give directions to tourists and answer their questions.  

The time spent in the art shop provided authentic opportunities to 

practice her spoken English.  As a passionate writer who enjoyed 

expressing herself through words, Vicky received numerous 

awards in writing competitions.  Years later, her accomplishments 

earned her the opportunity to study at the University of London 

with national academic scholarships. 

 

Influential Teachers and Mentors 

Vicky cited influential educators across various levels as 

those who shaped her love for reading, writing, humanities, and 

science.  Memories of her relationships with early educators 

included her first-grade and fifth-grade teachers; she explained, 

“My first-grade teacher taught me so much; she made learning 

fun–I remember lots of reading, writing, and school plays.  My 

fifth-grade teacher encouraged me and supported me in applying 

for national writing competitions.”  In Greece, students began to 

specialize in tracks at the middle school level choosing science 

and math or the humanities.  Vicky enrolled in science and math 

courses, although her family had varied ideas about her potential 

career paths.  Half of her family thought she would become an 

attorney; the other half of her family thought she would pursue a 
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career as an architect.  Thus, everyone was shocked when she 

enrolled in Arsakios College, an historic teachers college in 

northern Athens, Greece. 

During her junior year of undergraduate studies, a 

professor noticed her curiosity, inquired about her future plans, 

and developed a special relationship with her.  Since Vicky 

continually worked on her English, she wrote her undergraduate 

papers in Greek and translated them to English.  Her professor 

suggested that she send the papers to professors from various 

departments at the University of London requesting feedback. The 

papers she sent were assignments in the courses of Philosophy of 

Education, Teaching, and Learning, and Sociology of Education.  

Vicky researched contact information for professors and, with 

access only to a typewriter, wrote and mailed letters requesting 

feedback.  As a result of her willingness to simply ask, Vicky 

gained valuable feedback.  Vicky indicated that, as a result, she 

does not hesitate to ask others for feedback; she believes that if 

people are not interested in sharing feedback, they will let her 

know.  In remembering the role of her influential teachers, Vicky 

repeatedly expressed gratitude for how they embraced her 

curiosity and fostered her writing development. 

  

Emerging as a Teacher and Scholar 

During her undergraduate years, Vicky developed an 

interest in how children learn and construct meaning from words 

as well as inquiries into comprehension.  Today her lines of 

research remain connected to the role of language and 

comprehension.  Vicky completed her student teaching in Athens, 

Greece, in first and sixth grades.  She also taught fourth and sixth 
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grades in Athens, and then continued her studies as a teacher and 

a researcher at the University of London.  Vicky remembered a 

conversation with her father in Hyde Park during the time she was 

attending the University of London.  He encouraged Vicky to 

return home, but she explained her desire to learn more, especially 

about research.  Vicky refers to herself as the “black sheep of the 

family” because she was the only child to leave Greece.  

With gratitude for her mentor in the United Kingdom 

(UK), Vicky noted the influence of Dr. Norman Worrall, the chair 

of her master’s thesis and doctoral dissertation.  His mentorship 

included research opportunities and connections with other 

literacy researchers.  Vicky further elaborated on his support: 

“When I got seriously sick in London, he came every afternoon to 

visit me in the ICU since I had no family in the UK.  He was more 

than a mentor to me.”  She also acknowledged relationships with 

the teachers and students with whom she worked in K-12 schools, 

as well as the students she taught and co-supervised as a graduate 

teaching assistant.  Vicky studied at the University of London for 

five years earning a Diploma in Education (D.Ed.) and Master of 

Education.  She described her years there as one of the highlights 

of her career.  Important readings in her graduate years included 

The Psychology of Reading by Eleanor J. Gibson and Harry Levin 

(1975), Mind in Society by Lev Vygotsky (1978), Ways with 

Words by Shirley Brice Heath (1983), Science of Education and 

the Psychology of the Child by Jean Piaget (1979), and Teaching 

Reading in the Content Areas by Harold Herber (1978).  Vicky 

elaborated on the specific manner in which the seminal texts were 

influential: 
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The Psychology of Reading by E. J. Gibson and H. 

Levin (1975) was a very influential book because it 

provided a strong foundation of the concepts 

underlying the study of reading, models of the 

reading process, and how people learn to read.  

Vygotsky's work was very influential because the 

mind cannot be understood in isolation from 

society; literacy is socio-culturally bound.  Shirley 

Brice Heath's work, similarly, influenced my view 

about the effects of language on literacy.  Teaching 

Reading in the Content Areas by Harold L. Herber 

(1970, 1978) guided my learning about how 

the reading process differs in the content areas and 

the need for reading instruction.  Piaget's work was 

so informative about the different stages of 

child development. 

 

Teaching and Researching in the United States 

After completing two-thirds of her doctoral program at the 

University of London, Vicky took a leave of absence.  In 1986, 

she married Michael Coe in London; they moved to the United 

States in 1987, and their daughter, Rebecca, was born in the same 

year.  Vicky was a first-generation immigrant without family ties 

here; all biological family members remained in Greece.   

Her first job in the United States was at Johns Hopkins 

University (JHU) in the Department of Epidemiology and Public 

Health.  She worked as an educational researcher on a 

longitudinal study, Baltimore, “What's Happening” (Department 

of Education, et al., 1990).  Since she speaks Greek fluently, she 
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served as the liaison between the study and schools and families 

in the Greek community.  The position gave her the opportunity to 

collaborate on a team with psychologists, medical professionals, 

and educators.  In addition to her research responsibilities at JHU, 

Vicky also taught in the graduate program.  Additionally, she 

taught at Towson State University and supervised Peace Corps 

interns in their master’s program.  A move to Florida in 1993 

allowed her to resume graduate studies at the University of 

Florida (UF).  UF accepted three-fourths of her previous work in 

the UK, so Vicky earned a Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) in 

Curriculum and Instruction at UF with Dr. Norman Worrall 

serving as her chair.    

In 1998, Vicky and her family moved to central Florida, 

where she began her career at the University of Central Florida 

(UCF).  Vicky has been teaching undergraduate and graduate 

level literacy courses for the past 19 years.  Currently she is a 

professor of reading education and serves as the doctoral 

facilitator for the Ph.D. in Education, Reading Education track, in 

UCF’s College of Community Innovation and Education.  Her 

distinguished record of service in literacy education was reflected 

by her impact at the local and national levels.   

 Vicky’s teaching responsibilities have included 

classroom teaching in sixth, eighth, and tenth grades, 

undergraduate and graduate courses, as well as developing and 

teaching doctoral courses.  Additional roles included track 

coordinator, principal investigator, project director, supervisor of 

interns and clinical faculty, developer of K-12 programs, journal 

editor, and researcher.  As a teacher supervisor, she spent time in 

Baltimore, Gainesville, and Orlando schools.  
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In her second year at UCF, Vicky established the 

University of Central Florida Literacy Symposium, an annual 

literacy conference that encourages university and school district 

partnerships.  Vicky’s idea originated from a well-received forum 

at UF where students shared their action research.  Since UCF did 

not have an event like this, Vicky thought, “Let’s create one.”  

She drafted a proposal and sent it to her chair.  Although she did 

not receive a response, Vicky forged ahead with her plans and 

invited the dean to be the keynote speaker.  The conference grew 

from a small event as an early career risk-taking effort to become 

a well-known event in the state of Florida.  In 2018, the 20th 

annual event attracted 768 preK-20 educators including pre-

service and in-service literacy educators, professionals, 

researchers, teacher educators, and clinicians from related fields.  

The most recent audience heard a national keynote speaker and 

had the opportunity to choose from among approximately 65 

literacy presentations involving 120-135 presenters. 

Vicky’s research interests include reading in the content 

areas, disciplinary literacy, literacy teacher education, 

professional development, and online learning related to literacy 

and technology.  By collaborating with school districts in various 

states and leading the creation and design of both reading 

programs and professional development, Vicky connects research 

to practice.  Her recent book Teaching Discipline-Specific 

Literacies in Grades 6-12: Preparing Students for College, 

Career, and Workforce Demands (2015), is published by 

Routledge.  Vicky has received over $9,000,000 for research and 

funded literacy projects.  Her research has been published in The 

Reading Teacher, Reading & Writing Quarterly, Journal of 
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Reading Education, Journal of Reading Research, Reading 

Horizons, Childhood Education, Topics in Language 

Disorders, Early Childhood Education Journal, The International 

Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, Focus in the 

Middle, Journal of Technology and Teacher Education, The 

International Journal of E-Learning, Florida Educational 

Leadership Journal, and Florida Reading Quarterly. 

  

Serving the Literacy Education Profession 

 Like many members of ALER, Vicky’s mentor, Dr. 

Timothy Blair, encouraged her to become involved in the former 

College Reading Association.  She became a member in 2000, 

and she remains active in the organization.  Her service to the 

ALER community involved significant work with publications.  

As a co-editor of the Journal of Literacy Research and Instruction 

(LRI) from 2010-2017, she focused on the improvement of the 

journal’s readership, rigor of publications, and the journal’s 

impact factor.  Additionally, Vicky served on the ALER 

Publications Committee.  In 2018, she received the Albert 

Mazurkiewicz ALER special Services Award.  Beyond service to 

ALER, Vicky dedicated efforts to the wider literacy profession.  

She was an associate editor of state literacy journals and an active 

board member of other literacy organizations, including the 

American Reading Forum, the Florida Reading Association, and 

the Florida Association of Teacher Educators.  

Notably, in 2015, the International Literacy Association 

invited Vicky to join a distinguished group of literacy scholars to 

the redesign of the Standards for Literacy Professionals.  Vicky 

was one of the authors for Standard 1: Foundational Knowledge.  
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Her collaboration with other recognized scholars resulted in the 

recent publication of the 2017 ILA Standards for the Preparation 

of Literacy Professionals (International Literacy Association, 

2018).   

 Vicky’s literacy leadership and service were also evident 

in her work with the Florida Department of Education.  She 

developed Florida Online Reading Professional Development 

(FOR-PD) for K-12 teachers that serviced 44,344 educators from 

2003-2010 and continues to be offered through the Florida 

Department of Education (FLDOE) to all certified Florida K-12 

teachers.  FOR-PD is Florida’s first large-scale professional 

development in reading.  Vicky viewed the project as one of her 

career highlights, and explained, “I think the collaborations, 

conversations at so many levels, and amazing teams of people I 

worked with, co-developed products, etc. was one of the most 

challenging times in my career, and also the most rewarding and 

innovative thus far."  As a true collaborator and leader, Vicky has 

worked with Florida statewide literacy initiatives and the FLDOE 

in consulting, reviewing, and participating in core statewide 

literacy initiatives for K-12 and teacher education programs.  She 

also partnered with The Reading Supervisors (RSF) and the 

Council of Language Arts Supervisors (CLAS) of Florida on 

reading and literacy policy, coaching, curricular changes, 

instructional implications and interventions. 

 

Looking to the Future through the Lens of Curiosity 

 Vicky indicated that retirement does not appear to be in 

her future plans, but she did contemplate her next career chapter.  

Regarding interests in the future, she stated a desire to obtain 
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“more autonomy to delve deeper into the things I care about and 

enjoy doing, to collaborate with diverse professionals on different 

levels, and to co-grapple about things that matter in education.”  

Considering the important role of writing in her life, Vicky 

remarked that she plans to remain engaged in both academic and 

non-academic writing. 

 As she reflected on the next generation of literacy 

educators, Vicky explained how their views of teaching and 

learning now occur through different lenses, providing accessible 

information, but also new challenges.  She encouraged educators 

to be “future-focused, adaptive, and well-prepared to teach digital 

learners,” while also enhancing instruction with real-world 

meaning, including cultural meaning.  Vicky suggested that pre-

service teachers have opportunities to learn in a variety of 

contexts and use technology as a tool to develop students’ literacy 

skills, facilitating student learning while teaching the whole mind.   

 As possible next steps for literacy educators and 

researchers, and in the true spirit of her curious nature, Vicky 

invited teacher education programs to contemplate teaching 

generations of digital learners.  She encouraged inquiries into 

“how” questions, including how to teach literacy to students who 

prefer to receive information from digital sources, how to spark 

students’ interest in reading a variety of multimodal texts and 

becoming independent readers, how to teach a generation that is 

accustomed to skimming text rather than do deep reading, and 

how to teach in a way that supports digital learners preference to 

network and collaborate with others.  Additionally, Vicky asked, 

“What role will literacy play (and ALER) in relation to the eight 

critical skills for today’s students—leadership, digital literacy, 



 

 

360 
 

 

communication, emotional intelligence, entrepreneurships, global 

citizenship, problem-solving, and team-working?”  She predicted 

the future of the organization: 

ALER will continue to mentor, nurture, and 

support literacy educators and researchers.  

Identifying new ways to reach new audiences (e.g., 

young educators and researchers, 

policymakers, school leaders, and teacher 

educators, others), and create spaces for new 

conversations about literacy and learning is vital to 

the organization's continued impact. 

 

Reflecting on Personal Life: Gratitude for Family, Friends, 

and Colleagues 

 Vicky expressed a deep sense of gratitude for her 

family, friends, career, and professional relationships.  She 

explained her desire to establish a balance between personal and 

professional goals and stated: 

What is important to me in my personal life is the 

wellness and well-being of the people I love and 

care about.  Family and friends are the two greatest 

gifts in life. Important people in my life are my 

husband of 32 years, my daughter, my mother and 

my three brothers and their families.  Also, some 

of my closest friends–some of them are also 

colleagues.  

 Our conversation revealed Vicky’s stance as a lifelong 

learner.  Vicky expressed her wishes to challenge herself “to 

unlearn old mindsets and learn new skills and viewpoints.”  Her 
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leisure pursuits include digging in the dirt, planting, reading, 

writing, lettering, music, art, and bird watching.  She and her 

husband, Michael, enjoy talking about what they learn from 

reading literature, politics, spirituality, and physics.  Her husband 

worked as a chaplain in hospitals, and an associate pastor and a 

senior pastor of a church.  Their daughter is a digital content 

producer for Universal; she has degrees in writing and film.  Since 

the rest of her biological family live in Greece, Vicky also wishes 

to spend time with them and stay connected via technology and in 

person.  She calls her 84-year-old mom each morning on her way 

to work.  Her mother expresses that she “has some issues with 

Christopher Columbus” because his discovery of America took 

her only daughter away from her.  Vicky said that her mother’s 

view is a bit dramatic adding, “blame it on Greek drama.”  As a 

reflection of her decisions, Vicky shared: 

Anything worth pursuing and committing yourself 

to will cost you.  So, yes, it has cost me a lot, but it 

has been a price I chose to pay.  Nowadays, I am 

negotiating the cost more strategically and 

carefully.  I am very thankful for having a 

supportive family, support network, and mentors.  I 

am shaped by all of them.  

 Politically, Vicky described an interest in remaining 

engaged in events at the national and global levels.  She expressed 

an interest in the European Refugee Crisis and the role it plays in 

reshaping multiple cultures due to war and displacement of 

refugees.  She reflected: 

My biological family sacrificed having me in their 

lives.  I left home to pursue my graduate studies at 
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a young age and in doing so I deprived them from 

having me close by.  Ever since I was a young girl, 

I was curious about the world.  I sacrificed the 

comfort of the familiar for the unfamiliar--a dear 

price to pay in many ways, but I would do it all 

over again. 

 With a heavy dose of laughter, Vicky joyfully shared her 

experiences.  As she relished her memories, her words echoed 

themes of a passion for lifelong learning and a deep appreciation 

of relationships.  She described teaching as rooted in relationships 

among students, teachers, and families.  Through multiple 

examples, she illustrated fortunate opportunities in which she was 

supported by family and colleagues.  She now seeks to foster 

similar experiences for her students and colleagues, so they see 

teaching as a career rather than simply a job.  Vicky notes: 

History will probably see me as someone who had 

high expectations of my students and who also 

made herself available to support, encourage, and 

promote others.  I want my legacy to be that I 

helped people reach their goals; that I challenged 

them to go beyond the comfortable and provided 

ample support and mentoring to succeed with their 

goals.  I also want my legacy to be one of 

curiosity, creativity, inter-disciplinarity, and 

positive impact.   

The essence of Vicky’s lessons as a dedicated educator 

and curious scholar can perhaps be most poignantly 

synthesized in her statement: “I enjoy learning and believe 

that our purpose in life is to learn and pass it on.” 
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Donald J. Leu, Jr. 

“Figuring Out What I Want to Be When 

I Grow Up” 
 

A. B. Herr Award Recipient – 2011 

 

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

 When I sat down with Dr. 

Don Leu to interview him for this 

piece, I had no idea what to 

expect.  His reputation as a 

researcher is intimidating, and 

having heard him speak more 

than once, I knew his intellect is 

equally impressive.  But what 

was he like on a personal level?  I 

feared he might be an austere, 

critical, self-absorbed academic.  

To my happy surprise, I found him to be personable, self-

deprecating, and funny.  He made the statement repeatedly 

that he is still “figuring out what I want to be when I grow up.”  

He was completely approachable, inviting a “give-and-take” 

conversation that I found stimulating and satisfying.  Real or 

not, by the end of our conversation, I felt as if I had made a 
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friend.  I suspect that Dr. Leu has that effect on most of the 

people with whom he comes in contact. 

 

The Early Years 

 Don Leu is the son of a World War II veteran who 

became an educator and eventually a professor at Michigan 

State University.  He was born in Bellingham, Washington, but 

shortly thereafter the family moved across the continent to 

the New York/New Jersey area, so the elder Leu could 

complete a doctorate in school administration at Columbia 

Teachers College.  Don reported that he may have been a bit of 

a disappointment to his father in terms of his early education.  

He was not fond of school, loved animals, and preferred 

spending time in the woods with his dog, Lady.  This love for 

animals appears to have resulted in his getting “kicked out of 

first grade.”  He claimed it was a misunderstanding; he was 

certain that his teacher had approved his request to bring his 

cat Blackie to school, but his teacher was very disapproving 

when he showed up in class with it.  She instructed him to 

take it home immediately, requiring him to walk several 

blocks down city streets alone.  His parents were so upset by 

this incident that they pulled him out of school. 

 Thankfully, his father’s appointment to a faculty 

position at Michigan State University required a move to East 

Lansing.  Here he was enrolled in second grade, which he 

entered as a non-reader.  He credits his second-grade teacher, 

Miss Dorothy Dye, with leading him into the joys and benefits 

of reading.  She read Charlotte’s Web to the class, bringing 

tears to Don’s eyes and confirming for him that she loved 
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animals as much as he did.  Next, she brought in a family of 

hamsters and made Don their caretaker, explaining that he 

would have to read the books that described how to care for 

hamsters and providing him with the support he needed to do 

so.  By taking this efferent approach, Miss Dye provided Don 

the key to unlock the mysteries of reading. 

 Don continued his schooling through third grade at 

Red Cedar Elementary in East Lansing, transferring to 

Wardcliff Elementary in nearby Okemos for his fourth through 

sixth grade years.  For junior high and high school, he was 

back in East Lansing, except for his junior year in high school 

when he attended Del Valle High School in Lafayette, 

California.  This change was occasioned when his father took a 

sabbatical from Michigan State to serve as a visiting professor 

at the University of California, Berkeley.  

After graduating from East Lansing High School, Don 

enrolled at Michigan State.  Here he earned a degree in 

Political Science–Russian Studies, even attending the 

University of Moscow for a semester.  He was convinced that 

he was destined to be a diplomat, but at about that point, his 

life took a different turn in his search to figure out what he 

was going to do “when I grow up.”  And as he told it, it was the 

first of several. 

 

The Volunteer Spirit 

 It was the 60s, and John Kennedy had issued the call: 

“Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can 

do for your country” (Kennedy, 1961).  Don and his wife 

Debbie, whom he had married in his senior year, decided to 
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join the Peace Corps after graduation.  As he put it, he and 

Debbie felt a “service ethos…you just felt like you owed the 

world a couple of years of your life.”  They were sent to the 

Marshall Islands for two years to teach English as a Second 

Language.  After the first term, they were enjoying it so much, 

they signed up for another two years.  They lived a 

“subsistence lifestyle, where you catch your fish and eat rice” 

and loved every minute of it, learning to speak fluent 

Marshallese and making many friends.  It was a life-changing 

experience for Don, who came to the conclusion that maybe 

teaching was his calling after all.  They made a decision to 

return to California, where Don enrolled in a teacher-

credentialing program at Berkeley.  Following that, he taught 

fourth and fifth grades and loved it.  Although he felt that he 

was a good teacher, he wanted to learn more.  He decided to 

work toward a master’s degree and applied to the Berkley 

program as well as—“on a lark,” as he said—to Harvard.  No 

one was more surprised than Don at his acceptance to 

Harvard! 

 

Higher Education 

 Don enrolled in a master’s program at Harvard under 

the direction of Jeanne Chall, illustrious arbiter of the Reading 

Wars (Chall, 1967).  His goal, he said, was to see if he liked 

research.  He found that he did enjoy it and decided he wanted 

to take one of Dr. Chall’s doctoral seminars on the topic of 

reading research.  As a master’s student, he was ineligible, but 

he made an appointment with Dr. Chall to present his 

argument for admitting him to the class.  She listened but said, 
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“No.”  On the way out the door, he asked her secretary to make 

another appointment with her for the next day.  He kept 

scheduling appointments, presenting ever more impressive 

arguments, until she finally agreed to let him in on a day-by-

day basis.  The first assignment involved reading several 

conflicting studies; Don had no statistical background but 

went to the library to bone up enough on correlational 

statistics to solve the conflict, determining it was a 

methodological issue.  When the class met, he was the only 

one who had solved the problem.  Dr. Chall invited him to take 

the lead on the next project, and he successfully completed the 

class. 

 Don next applied to begin doctoral studies at Berkeley.  

He worked as a reading specialist for a year and a half before 

focusing on the doctoral program full time.  There he studied 

the expanding sociolinguistic and psychological approaches to 

understanding language and reading.  He made good friends 

such as Charles Kinzer, Sandy Murphy, and Lee Gunderson, 

who all supported each other as they completed their 

programs.  Don mentioned these friends and their remarkable 

accomplishments and followed it up with “so I’m still trying to 

figure out what I wanna be when I grow up!” 

 

University Experience 

 Don was hired for his first university position by 

Syracuse University in upstate New York.  He stated he will 

always be grateful for the mentoring he received there from 

Harold Herber and Margaret Early, a friend of Jeanne Chall’s.  

Other new professors included Peter Mosenthal and Susan 
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Hines, and Don said that it was an ideal department in which 

to begin his career.  Although they all had different 

perspectives and frameworks for thinking and never co-

authored any work together, they supported each other fully 

and learned from each other. 

 During his time at Syracuse, Dr. Early was approached 

by Houghton Mifflin about developing a computer reading 

series.  She declined but directed them to Don, who had 

gained some experience with early word processors on UNIX 

systems in completing the writing of his dissertation and 

subsequently writing a book about it with Bill Joy, later the co-

founder of Sun Microsystems.  Don told the publishers he 

really didn’t want to get involved but gave them a laundry list 

of ten things such a system would need, including using 

authentic children’s literature, digitized speech for reading 

support, questions that require making inferences, and self-

correction.  “Yes, that’s exactly what we want!” they said.  He 

eventually signed on to the project, which he says was ahead 

of its time, and thoroughly enjoyed it. 

 Still at Syracuse, Don saw the Internet for the first time 

in about 1987.  “I thought, reading is gonna change with this,” 

he said.  He knew the Internet was going to be “big.”  “[A]t the 

time I figured I had three years and then everybody else 

would have figured it out, so I had to write a book.  I had…to 

jump on it, ‘cause that’s the way the field works.”  He began 

working on a grant with other researchers to develop video 

cases for teacher education to be delivered via the Internet.  

He was so busy with that, he almost missed the deadline for 
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submitting an application for an endowed chair position that 

was open at the University of Connecticut. 

 Once again Don was completely surprised when he was 

offered the position, which would require a move to Storrs, 

Connecticut.  In discussing the opportunity, Don said, “I mean 

there’s so many people in our field [there] doing such 

important work, and we all know who they are.  I mean 

they’re just the names in the field.  And here I was, still trying 

to figure out what I wanted to be when I grow up at Syracuse 

University!”  The offer meant that he could essentially have 

free rein to develop a research program involving graduate 

students, teaching only as he wanted to.  As he was agonizing 

over whether to accept the offer, which meant having to leave 

his colleagues and the department at Syracuse, his daughter 

clarified the issue for him.  “Dad!” she said.  “This is a no-

brainer!  What do you mean?  You get to do what you want!  

They’re gonna pay you to do that!  That’s a no-brainer!”  So, 

the Leus moved to Storrs, Connecticut. 

 Don’s accomplishments at the University of 

Connecticut are the stuff of legend.  He began a research 

program with his doctoral students to try “to figure out this 

online reading thing.”  Intrigued by the fact that there seemed 

to be little correlation between scores on the online reading 

tests the team developed and state reading scores, Don felt it 

was important to find out what different strategies were 

required for online reading.  Realizing these were indeed the 

New Literacies that the New London Group (1996) had 

pointed to, Don and his students developed a theory of the 

New Literacies (Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004) and 
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began work on projects to define how literacy using the 

Internet differs from traditional understandings of literacy.  

Their research has shown that adolescents do not intuitively 

know how to approach searching and reading on the Internet.  

Don’s research group is developing assessments that teachers 

can use to evaluate their students’ needs regarding use of the 

Internet, and Don’s goal is to make these assessments 

available for free.  

 Although he realized that at some point his university 

career will come to an end, he said he’s not going anywhere 

any time soon.  When asked if there was anything about his 

professional career that he would change, given the 

opportunity, the only thing he could cite was that he wished 

he had developed research expertise sooner.  He wished he 

had “another career to give” to help teachers and students.  

Beyond that, he felt “lucky to be mentored by people all along 

the way, so very fortunate that I’ve had good people who 

helped me move in the right direction.” 

 

Professional Organizations 

 Don has been active in ALER by presenting sessions 

and bringing his doctoral students but has not served in an 

organizational capacity.  He indicated he has been more 

involved with the National Reading Conference/Literacy 

Research Association than ALER (or CRA, as he still calls it) 

and confessed to feeling a bit embarrassed at receiving the A. 

B. Herr Award “because I didn’t feel like I’d done enough for 

the organization.”  It should be noted that the award is given 

for outstanding and distinguished contributions to the field of 
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reading as well as fostering the growth of ALER, and Don has 

certainly met those criteria.  Don followed up his typical self-

deprecatory comment by saying that the reading/literacy 

research community is rather small: “I see myself as a 

member of a broader community that isn’t tied to any one 

organization, but . . . we’re all working hard together to try 

and do our very best” in terms of trying to help students and 

teachers.  He also mentioned that it is his policy to speak at 

state organizations for free any time he is asked.  He laughed 

as he called himself “a cheap date.” 

 

Personal Interests 

 When asked about his hobbies, the first thing Don 

mentioned was fly-fishing, having learned to fish as a 

youngster.  “There’s something magical about being on the 

steam with flowing water, peace and quiet, and birds, and 

insect life—‘cause if you’re a fly fisherman, you pay attention 

to insect life. . . [Y]ou’re fishing with replications of insect life 

in the stream and you need to know the ecology of the stream 

life . . . In a certain sense, you’re doing a little experiment.” 

 Another hobby he discussed was boating.  He learned 

to sail with his father and later had an outrigger canoe when 

he was in the Peace Corps, which he used to travel from 

village to village.  Nowadays he has a much larger sailboat and 

loves to spend summers cruising the fjords and wilderness 

areas of the Alaskan and British Columbian coasts.  

Bemoaning the fact that he really doesn’t read as much as he 

should, he did admit to writing poetry, which he occasionally 
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publishes on his sailing blog called Change of Latitude, after 

his boat. 

 

Future of Education and Teaching 

 I asked Don about his thoughts on teaching as a 

profession, especially in light of the current political climate.  

In crafting his answer, he referred to two lenses.  For the first 

lens, he used a train track metaphor, with two trains on the 

track headed toward each other.  One is the accountability 

train with its emphasis on standards, assessments, and 

disempowerment of teachers; the other is the Internet, which 

he said is changing the nature of literacy, opening up new 

opportunities, and requiring the development of new skills.  

He sees the Internet as “an opening kind of environment,” in 

contrast to the restrictive accountability train.  He believes 

that ultimately the trains will collide, and the more open 

environment will “win out.  They have to.” 

 The other lens, he said, is the global lens.  He sees the 

Internet as one manifestation of an increasing “cultural . . . 

globalization of the world where we’re closer in touch with 

one another.”  He insisted that he is not talking about 

economic globalization, which he does not like or agree with, 

but “increasing freedoms and increasing understanding of 

different cultural groups and contexts, and the opportunities 

the Internet gives us to reach out and communicate from 

classroom to classroom with kids in completely different 

cultural contexts so that our kids develop a better 

understanding of those kids.”  Warming to this critical topic, 

Don continued: “Our planet is small, and it’s threatened.  And 
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we’ve got to work together to make it a better place.  And I 

think, I really think the online technologies, all the different 

permutations of the Internet, that allow that communication 

and learning to take place is so important to our youngsters, 

and I really see that as the future.” 

 In closing, Don expressed his appreciation for being 

asked to participate in this historic endeavor.  He recalled a 

project he participated in at Syracuse, which attempted to 

video some of the founders of the International Reading 

Association so that later students could have an opportunity 

to hear from these pioneers of reading research.  Thinking 

about those mentors, he said, “I’ve been so lucky to have just 

incredible people on my journey help me along! Ah, just so 

lucky!” 

The interview ended, and I thanked Don and shook his 

hand.  “It was my pleasure,” he said.  “I was really honored to 

think somebody’d want to hear my stories.”  I walked away 

thinking what an honor it was for me to be able to listen to them.  

I felt that I was the lucky one to have had the opportunity to 

learn from this unassuming theorist and researcher of the 

New Literacies, who has had a dynamic and profound effect 

on how we understand literacy. 
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Bill Rupley is deeply 

committed to his field and to 

his students, past, present, and 

future.  As such, he has been 

lauded with multiple awards 

beginning almost 20 years ago.  

In 1999, he was awarded a 

Distinguished Research 

Fellowship in the College of 

Education at Texas A&M 

University.  In 2001, Bill was 

awarded the College of Education and Human Development 
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Instructional Research Laboratory Achievement Award at Texas 

A&M University.  Bill was also appointed as a University 

Regents Scholar in 2001 at Texas A&M University by the 

Initiative for Excellence in Education Academy for Educator 

Development.  In 2013, Bill was presented with the A. B. Herr 

Award from ALER for distinguished service contributions in 

reading. 

 

Background and Family Influences 

Bill Rupley grew up and attended school in Bluffton, a 

small rural town in northwestern Indiana.  Bill recalls Bluffton as 

a place “where everyone was supportive of everyone else.”  After 

his parents divorced, he and his brother were raised by their 

mother, who worked as a receptionist in a K-Mart distribution 

center in Indiana.  Bill remarked that he grew up “on the other 

side of the tracks.”  He never let that bother him since he had a 

bike which gave him the freedom to go anywhere in his 

community.  And so, Bill Rupley learned very early in life that 

hard work was a way of life, people who cared about others could 

change lives, and those with the courage to be independent could 

pursue paths of which others only dreamed.  These characteristics 

came to define Bill as a person and as a professional educator. 

 

The College Years 

After graduation from high school, Bill attended evening 

classes at Indiana University-Purdue while working during the 

day to put himself through college.  Bill finished his degree in 

education at Indiana University at Bloomington before embarking 

on his teaching career.  Bill recalled one particularly enjoyable 
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teaching experience in a combined fifth/sixth grade class where 

the fifth-grade students looped with him for their sixth-grade year.  

Due to teaching the fifth-grade students for two years, Bill was 

able to provide them with individualized instruction based on his 

deep connection with these students.  These experiences during 

Bill’s early teaching years encouraged his interest in beginning 

work on a master’s degree at St. Francis College in Fort Wayne, 

Indiana.  Here Bill began teaching undergraduate courses in 

reading.  This experience motivated him to pursue his Ph.D. in 

education.  Bill indicated he believed that without this experience 

of teaching at the college level, he might never have known how 

much joy he would receive from teaching young adults.  

Bill began his doctoral studies at the University of Illinois.  

He felt his doctoral peer group of 12 graduate students were 

instrumental in his professional growth.  They were a close-knit 

group housed in an old barracks with three or four in one office.  

They discussed readings, asked questions of each other, and met 

regularly with faculty such as Barak Rosenshine, Dolores Durkin, 

J. H. Shores, and Dick Anderson.  Aside from the influence of 

these great scholars, Bill’s doctoral peers taught him skills which 

helped him be more successful as an educator.  They encouraged 

each other to earn As in coursework, publish, present, and 

practice engaging students in content instead of just covering it.  

The deep friendships and camaraderie he developed with faculty 

and doctoral students during his Ph.D. program proved to be a 

source of enjoyment for many years.  In fact, Bill stated that 

because of his rich academic experiences, he tries “to provide 

some of those same opportunities for my own graduate students.” 
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Texas A & M University Faculty  

Bill began teaching at Texas A & M University in the 

Education, Curriculum, and Instruction department in 1975 as an 

assistant professor.  Since there was no reading program when he 

began, Bill and his close friend and colleague, Tim Blair, created 

one.  The reading program was strong, so it attracted graduate 

students easily and provided Bill with a group of doctoral students 

to mentor and guide.  Over time, Bill became chair of the reading 

program as well as the director of the reading clinic and now is a 

full professor at Texas A & M University. 

Three years into his tenure at Texas A & M, Bill was 

approached by Merrill Publishing to write a book on assessment.  

He collaborated with Tim Blair to revise Arthur Heilman’s text, 

Principles and Practices of Teaching Reading (Heilman, Blair, & 

Rupley, 2001).  Bill’s initial reaction was, “Wow, this is great!  I 

used his book when I was an undergraduate and during graduate 

school.”  Bill and Tim Blair continued revising this text with 

Heilman from the sixth to the tenth editions.   

 Bill’s research agenda has been focused on reading 

acquisition and development, reading assessment and correction, 

reading comprehension development and text processing, and 

reading in science and mathematics.  This research agenda is 

actively illustrated throughout Bill’s research, publications, and 

presentations.  Bill’s publications date back to 1970 in peer-

reviewed journals such as Reading & Writing Quarterly, Literacy 

Research and Instruction, The Reading Teacher, and several other 

prestigious journals.  Bill has written over 17 books and several 

book chapters to date, on topics related to his research agenda.  

His international, national, and state presentations on his research 
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have remained continuous over the years as evidenced in his 

curriculum vita.  While Bill has written several grants focusing on 

improving pedagogy for reading instruction in classrooms, his 

real joy is teaching.   

 Bill commented that he is only one of two full professors 

still teaching undergraduate students at Texas A & M and has 

even begun teaching some online courses.  Bill enjoys being able 

to communicate immediately with his online students and sharing 

valuable websites for students to use.  For example, he shares 

sites with children’s literature that students can download to use 

as texts for their lessons.  While online teaching is very 

demanding of his personal time, Bill’s teaching focus remains on 

pedagogy which encourages students to reflect on effective 

reading strategies, especially within the context of technology, 

digital literacy, and the use of e-books in classrooms. 

 

Service to Others 

Bill’s level of service was not exclusively focused on 

educational pursuits.  In his early years, Bill gravitated toward 

social services and visited a nursing home regularly.  Bill quickly 

become enmeshed in service to Texas A & M University serving 

on several committees.  He added to his service duties by 

beginning to serve professional associations such as the 

International Literacy Association and the Association for 

Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER), known as the 

College Reading Association (CRA) at the time.  He became so 

well respected that the Texas Education Agency (TEA) asked for 

his service on several committees as well as the University of 

Texas Center for Reading and Language Arts.  As of the 
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interview, Bill continued to offer service on editorial boards and 

as a reviewer for several journals such as Teaching and Teacher 

Education, Journal of Literacy Research, The Journal of Reading 

Education, and several other distinguished journals. 

 

Impressions of ALER 

 Bill first began serving ALER when it was still CRA as 

chair of the Teacher Education Division in 1979.  Since then, Bill 

has served for multiple years on different CRA/ALER 

Committees such as the program committee and the awards 

selection committee.  Bill envisions ALER as an organization 

similar to the National Reading Conference, now the Literacy 

Research Association, which is an organization with a mission to 

serve reading professionals through mentoring and collaborative 

research.  It is not surprising that Bill’s vision of ALER is focused 

on the organization’s service to the field of literacy. 

 Bill expressed the hope that ALER does not lose sight of 

its core mission of serving the field of literacy as the “old guard” 

moves on.  He hoped the younger members of ALER consider 

this a challenge and contemplate what it means to serve the field 

of literacy.  Bill stated with considerable sadness that he would 

never advise any of his four children to go into education because 

he has simply seen too many changes that are not in the best 

interest of literacy professionals.  Ever since the No Child Left 

Behind mandate, Bill has been concerned that the government 

does not provide the resources necessary for literacy professionals 

to implement the mandates effectively.  The steady erosion of 

teacher independence, an undermining of the public’s faith in the 

competence and dedication of teachers, and flawed accountability 
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measures not measuring the true capabilities of children are the 

challenges he saw facing young literacy professionals when 

guarding the field of literacy from continued erosion.   

 It is our good fortune to be inspired by educators like Bill 

Rupley.  His model of teaching and service, being deeply 

committed to the growth and development of his students and 

colleagues, and finding ways to share his expertise with others, 

inspires those who have served alongside of him. 
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By all accounts, Susan 

Neuman is an ALER superstar.  

Susan is both a renowned 

researcher and a noted public 

figure, having served as Assistant 

Secretary for Elementary and 

Secondary Education under 

President George W. Bush.  Our 

hope in providing this accounting 

of Susan’s illustrious career is that 

ALER members can recognize 

themselves in some of her experiences and be inspired by a 

remarkable woman whose life’s work is focused on the 

betterment of all children’s lives. 
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Early Life Memories   

 Susan Neuman came from a loving home characterized by 

high expectations.  She enjoyed books immensely and was 

encouraged by her family to become a lifelong reader.  “Being 

smart and being a professional” were goals emphasized to 

children in Susan’s family.  While it can be said that Susan 

achieved both goals, the path was not always easy.  Susan did not 

accept any limitations placed on her due to her family’s relatively 

confined suburban lifestyle, a result of profound experiences and 

memories of the Holocaust.  Susan was determined to meet 

challenges head on by asserting her independence in creative 

ways.  Although Susan did not love her English classes, she loved 

to read and loved going to the library.  Susan stated, “I made an 

independent effort to read everything individual authors wrote.”  

She believes this is what contributed to her lifelong love of 

reading and teaching literacy.  Susan especially loves reading the 

works of Jane Austen over and over again.  By her own 

admission, she also has an insatiable love of reading about the 

lives of historical figures.   

 One of the most memorable stories Susan shared about her 

early life during the interview concerned the influence of an 

elementary teacher whose photo hung in her New York office.  

Susan explained that this photo serves as a vivid reminder “of my 

fifth-grade teacher who humiliated me in front of everyone 

because I was very shy.  I remember her because I never wanted 

to be like her.  So I have her up here as a reminder never to do 

that to other people and to always be kind to others,” she said.  

Although she doesn’t have a photo of the particular high school 

teacher who influenced her similarly, she shared that he said 
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“…that I was not very promising and the best thing I could do 

early in life was to get married.”  The photo of her elementary 

teacher reminds her of both teachers who were anything but 

encouraging and how words can either lift people up or bring 

them down.  Susan made sure to use words that were uplifting and 

positive when teaching students. 

   

Early Career Perspectives 

 After Susan graduated from American 

University in Washington, DC, with a bachelor’s degree in 

religion and philosophy, she moved to California to get her 

teaching certification from University of California, 

Berkeley.  Before moving to California, Susan married the man 

that is her greatest source of joy and greatest influence on her still.  

“Getting married and moving across the country going to 

University of California-Berkeley—it was such a different 

environment with a brand-new husband.  It seemed like starting a 

brand-new life.  And that was, for me, the turning point.  He is in 

communication research and it’s a different type of research.  

We’ve never written together, but he believed in me and that 

belief just changed everything for me.” 

 When Susan began her pre-service teaching experiences, 

they too became a turning point for her, because of the emotions 

they elicited within her.  Her first cooperating teacher “…didn’t 

like me and I didn’t like her . . . My second co-op had such a 

joyful approach to teaching that I tried to emulate her.  The third 

co-op teacher made it a miserable experience.”  Due to the variety 

of her teaching experiences, Susan learned to compare and 

contrast her later teaching experiences instead of directly 
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imitating any of her mentors.  “I learned the difference between a 

good teacher and one who was simply going through the 

motions,” she commented.  Susan also learned that different 

teachers can use different approaches that are suited to their own 

personalities, which assists in creating your own identity as a 

teacher.  Susan taught fifth grade and then became a Title 1 

reading teacher, as she earned a Master of Arts in Reading 

Supervision and Administration from California State University-

Hayward.   

 Susan continued her pursuit of advanced degrees at the 

University of the Pacific in Stockton, CA, by earning a doctorate 

in education.  While a doctoral student, Susan witnessed a level of 

joy in teaching which she learned to emulate during her own 

teaching career.  Susan described her graduate experience as 

offering “a wonderful way to get to know your professors.  It felt 

as if they were your colleagues, rather than your professors.”  She 

cites Walter McHugh as a particular faculty exemplar during her 

graduate studies.  Susan explained that Dr. McHugh “…was an 

unmarried, very religious Catholic man who devoted himself 

completely to teaching reading.  For him, teaching reading was a 

mission, a vocation.” 

 

Mid-Career Highlights  

 Susan taught at six universities as an associate professor 

over an 18-year span before she simultaneously became Professor 

of Educational Studies at the University of Michigan and began 

serving in roles for the federal government.  In 2000, Susan 

served as the Director of the Center for the Improvement of Early 

Reading Achievement for the U.S. Department of Education, 
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which coordinated dissemination, consultation, and research of 

early literacy research from four university research centers.  In 

2003, Susan was asked to serve as the United States Assistant 

Secretary for Elementary and Secondary Education under 

President George W. Bush.  During her tenure, she implemented 

No Child Left Behind (2002), developed Reading First and Early 

Reading First Programs (U. S. Department of Education, 2002), 

and was responsible for accountability and assessment measures 

for Title 1.  In 2013, Susan joined the Department of Teaching 

and Learning at New York University’s Steinhardt School of 

Culture, Education, and Human Development as Professor of 

Early Childhood and Literacy Education.   

 Despite working in the government, Susan states, “I hate 

bureaucracy, I just hate it.  Whether it’s government bureaucracy, 

whether it’s university bureaucracy, I hate it.  And I think that it is 

really evil at times when it thwarts creativity and innovation.  So 

that’s the part of the job that I have very little patience with.”   

Susan is deeply uncomfortable with what she sees as 

rampant prejudice in Washington, DC.  In our interview, which 

took place while Barak Obama was still in office, she said:   

I’ve been the butt of prejudice in my life, but I 

find it painful to see the kinds of prejudice that are 

happening now.  I think a lot of the virulent anti-

presidential responses that we have seen recently 

is due to deep racism against Obama.  This 

morning I actually tweeted and said that Mitch 

McConnell would not do this if Obama was white.  

I couldn’t even read the paper today because I just 

found it so utterly painful that people would do 
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that to such a fine man, whether you like his 

politics or not.  It has nothing to do with politics; 

it has to do with respect for our fellow man and 

respect for our government and our people. 

 

Professional Career Focus 

 Susan shared two specific contributions which she felt 

define her professional career.  The first relates to the notion of 

how much children’s learning environments and home 

environments affect the behavior of adults and children.  She 

explained: 

The good news is that the environment can be 

changed.  And so much of what I do as an 

interventionist is talk about how to change 

environmental factors to both demonstrate what 

people are capable of, both parents and children, 

and to see how children respond to challenge.  

Poverty is not a death sentence or an ending.  It can 

be changed, and we can work to change the odds 

for kids.   

An example of this focus is outlined in an Urban Education 

article published online in 2016, Book Deserts:  The 

Consequences of Income Segregation on Children’s Access to 

Print, by Susan and her colleague Naomi Moland.  This article 

decries the inconsistency of complaining about parents in high 

poverty environments not reading to their children at home when 

these parents don’t have any books at home to read to their 

children. 
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 The second contribution which defined her professional 

career is her work with high poverty children.  In working with 

such children, Susan understood the importance of teachers not 

using the same pedagogy for all children.  Susan pointed out that 

“what we haven’t done is adjust our instruction or even our 

philosophy to meet the needs of different types of children with 

different experiences.  This is not a deficit approach, but an 

approach that recognizes the strengths and needs of every single 

child.” 

 

Reflections on the Teaching Profession  

 Susan cited social media as an alternative method for 

providing information about literacy education, both publicly and 

professionally, instead of using the typical method of conference 

presentations and publishing journal articles.   She explained: 

I think we have to begin to move a lot of our 

professional development online and use more 

forward-looking strategies to get them online.  

Right now, a lot of people are using webinars, but 

we could be doing things like E-coaching and 

broadening our vistas.  At our university, we are 

beginning to think about the university not just as a 

physical place but as a virtual place.  Professional 

development, higher education instruction, and 

continuous instruction have to be done in these 

new, virtual spaces.   

 Susan worried that educators are falling behind in 

providing interactive professional development, since she has 

observed public and private companies use the power of 
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technology to provide interactive professional development to 

their employees.  “Technology will be the future of both 

professional development and preservice education,” she stated.  

Susan believed that the International Literacy Association has not 

provided the leadership, as it did in the past, for integrating 

technology into the field, and this could have potentially negative 

consequences for literacy education and educators. 

 

ALER Advocacy 

 Susan cited her friendships with professional colleagues 

such as her ALER colleagues, Linda Gambrell and Ray Reutzel as 

another source of joy.  As for ALER, Susan issued an emphatic 

challenge to our organization to turn what we are doing into a 

means for advocacy.  ALER needs to be “much more pointed and 

aggressive in saying, ‘Pay attention to me because I have 

something important to say.’”  Susan cited ‘Educators for 

Excellence’ as an example of the power of advocacy:   

Educators for Excellence began as a small group 

coming together to talk about the importance of 

instruction.  They began to realize that there is 

power in numbers and they began to have a regular 

blogs or listservs so that every morning, members 

would get a blast on what they are thinking about 

related to instruction.  Now, this group is exerting 

power and supplying lobbyists, congressmen, 

senators, and members, information on regulations 

and guidance of what should be in place for ESSA 

[Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015] and our new 
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Title 1 law.  My point is that educators have sat on 

the sideline too long.   

Susan hoped that ALER, as an organization, can think 

strategically about the powerful influence it can exert on society if 

it would begin to publicly advocate for best practices in literacy 

instruction. 

 

Future Goals 

 Anyone who has been dreading the day when Susan 

Neuman retires can take heart.  Reading, teaching, and research 

are still very much a part of the landscape of her life.  One 

research interest close to Susan’s heart is out-of-school learning.  

Susan’s research is focused on demonstrating the importance of 

after-school programs and library programs which offer even the 

poorest children a chance at success.  Susan is working on a book 

that focuses on a study of libraries in the U.S. offering cultural 

and ethnic diversity for parents and children. 

 Another project is what Susan calls her “Bronx Tale.”  

This a collaborative effort with other programs offering services 

in one of the highest poverty sections of New York, District 7, in 

the Bronx.  Susan explained:  

This project works with very high poverty kids, 

many of whom are Spanish speakers.  What I’m 

trying to do now is to bring all of the various 

projects together in ways that can begin to 

coordinate efforts in a better way than has been 

done before to improve children’s achievement.  

It’s working with my own project but also with 

other people’s projects to try to provide evidence 
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to policymakers and people outside our field to say 

that you really can improve children’s 

achievement.  These kids are highly capable.  But 

we just haven’t done this very well before and our 

collective effort will really be able to help these 

kids achieve. 

 

An hour-long conversation with a truly remarkable woman 

like Susan Neuman simply cannot cover all of her remarkable 

accomplishments.  Susan is an immensely gifted and rare person 

who has turned her talents to serving others.  It is evident that 

Susan is an exemplary teacher. 
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      Dr. Barbara Marinak, 

winner of the 2016 Herr award, 

and the 2005 Dissertation 

Research Award, has been 

involved with ALER for over two 

decades, having joined as a 

doctoral student.  In No More 

Reading for Junk: Best Practices 

for Motivating Readers (Marinak 

& Gambrell, 2016), Dr. Marinak 

reminds us that research is a 

continuous journey, where no one, real answer likely exists.  

Rather, research is a process of questioning, problem solving, 

experimenting, and trial-and-error.  As educational researchers, 

one of the most important things we can do is listen to the 

students we are diligently working to support.  When we take the 

time to listen to students, we may find ourselves closer to the 

answers we seek. 

 I had the opportunity to talk with Dr. Barbara Marinak 

about her journey as an educator and researcher and how people 

in her life influenced the person she is today.  I am grateful that I 
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had the experience of talking with Dr. Marinak about those who 

shaped her life as she helped to shape mine through her continued 

guidance and support on my dissertation committee. 

       

Influence of Family Background and Schooling 

 Early literate beginnings.  The penchant for research and 

problem solving began at a young age.  Dr. Marinak described her 

innate curiosity in solving the unknown as a trait she initially 

learned at home from her parents.  She grew up in Abington, a 

suburb of Philadelphia, where her dad worked as an engineer.  

Through a contract with NASA, he helped design the Pentax lens 

that captured the first images on the moon.  Accomplishing this 

feat, however, involved a lengthy series of trial-and-error 

episodes; so conversations about experimentation, hypothesizing, 

and instrumentation used in flight, determining logistics for 

conventional flight and with NASA were typical.  Even as a child, 

Dr. Marinak overheard and participated in these conversations 

with her parents.  Conversation, as she recalled, was rarely about 

everyday routines, such as, “who is picking you up from school,” 

but delved into complex topics about the current events shaping 

the country at that time and how they could potentially affect the 

family.  

 The ability to participate in these real-world conversations 

influenced Dr. Marinak’s literate environment from a young age.  

She credits her participation in these rich, multifaceted 

discussions for her first academic achievement—learning to read 

before attending kindergarten.  “It wasn’t that my parents sat me 

down at the table and made me do workbook pages; they did 
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everything right in terms of what we know about nurturing early 

literacy,” she said.  She expanded on this idea: 

There was constant conversation in the home, and 

it was deep, rich talking, problem-solving talking, 

and current events talking.  I was in first grade 

when President Kennedy was assassinated; it was a 

time in our country when there was a great deal of 

unrest, so there was a lot of conversation about that 

in my house, and it was good conversation.   

 “I grew up in an integrated neighborhood” Dr. Marinak 

continued, “and my school was very diverse, and my friends came 

from a wide variety of racial and cultural backgrounds.  So much 

of what was happening in the country was disturbing and foreign 

to my family, so there was a lot of conversation about community 

and relationships.” 

 In addition to active participation in conversation, reading 

also played a large role in Dr. Marinak’s involvement with early 

literacy.  “My mother read to me from the time I can remember 

and, I suspect, probably from before I can remember.  So there 

were a lot of read-alouds, conversations, and books in the house; 

and my parents were voracious readers, so I always saw them 

reading,” she recounted.  “There were stacks of books and library 

visits, and I would attribute all of those to me very naturally 

figuring out the code [of reading] as a preschooler.” 

 “Oh, no, I can’t read.”  Although Dr. Marinak began 

kindergarten fully equipped with the ability to read, this did not 

make kindergarten any easier for her.  She quickly learned that it 

was “not cool to go into kindergarten already knowing how to 

read because it was the job of the first-grade teacher to teach 
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[them] how to read.”  Consequently, Dr. Marinak recalled lying to 

her kindergarten teacher about her reading abilities in order to fit 

in with the rest of her classmates:  

I vividly remember standing behind my 

kindergarten teacher Mrs. Land, who 

would play the piano every day.  One day she was 

introducing a new song, and  

I was looking over her shoulder and I started to 

read the words, softly.  She turned to me and said 

with this horrified look on her face, ‘You can 

read?’  Obviously, the message there was that this 

was not a good thing, so I lied and said, ‘Oh, no I 

can’t.’ 

Being a very active child, Dr. Marinak remembered kindergarten 

as being a torturous place where it was “all about eating cookies, 

taking naps, and singing songs—it was just the most boring thing 

in the world.”   

 A voracious reader.  After kindergarten, first grade was a 

much better academic year.  In fact, despite the belief that it was 

the job of the first-grade teacher to teach students how to read, 

Marinak’s teachers appreciated her early-achieved skill.  As a 

result, she continued her parents’ voracious reading habits openly 

at school without the worry of admonishment from teachers.  Like 

most elementary libraries, Dr. Marinak’s school library separated 

books for younger readers (kindergarten through second grade) 

and older readers (third through sixth grade).  Unfortunately, 

however, students were confined to their own respective grade-

level area while perusing library books to check out.  This was 
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especially unfortunate for students like Dr. Marinak, being an 

avid reader and an active child.  She confided: 

I had already burned through all those books by the 

time I was in early second grade and quite frankly, 

I was getting in trouble the in library because I was 

bored.  One day, I was about to get in trouble again 

when the librarian, Mrs. Williams, tapped me on 

the shoulder and said, ‘Barbara, I think it’s time for 

you to go to the other side of the library.’  I 

remember saying, ‘Over there, really?  And I can 

choose any book I want?’ and she said, ‘Sure.’  

That librarian saved my reading life because, had 

she not done that, I may have just given up.  She 

definitely kept me reading.    

With full access to the library, Dr. Marinak was able to select any 

book she wanted.  The first book she picked was Harriet the Spy 

by Louise Fitzhugh (1964), a favorite book she said she’s read 

about a thousand times in her life.  

   Dr. Marinak continued to excel in academics through 

elementary, middle, and high school.  At 16, she was selected as a 

National Science Foundation scholar from her high school.  She 

was invited to spend the summer learning the ‘hard sciences’ at 

Bennett College, a private, historically black women’s college in 

Greensboro, North Carolina.  The National Science Foundation 

selected about fifty other students from around the country to 

study either biology, chemistry, or physics.  While most students 

were between 17 and 18 years old, Dr. Marinak was the youngest 

student selected to participate in this opportunity, and she credits 

this opportunity as one that shaped her as a future researcher.  
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Important Aspects of College Years 

 Headed down the hard sciences road.  The opportunity 

with the National Science Foundation encouraged Dr. Marinak to 

continue to pursue the hard sciences through the remainder of 

high school and into college.  

I actually went to nursing school right out of high 

school, which is consistent with the hard sciences; 

I took science classes with pre-med majors at Penn 

State.  The problem was that I had to have back 

surgery when I was a senior in high school, and I 

had already been accepted to nursing school when 

I was a junior [in high school].  The neurologist 

performing the back surgery said, ‘You know, I’m 

not sure all the lifting associated with being a nurse 

is going to be really good for your back.’  I tried 

nursing school for a year, and after a year, it 

became pretty obvious that I either needed to find 

something else to do with my life, or I was heading 

for a spinal fusion at age 19.  

 A change of plans.  During her time in nursing school, 

many of Dr. Marinak’s rotations took place in pediatrics where 

she had the opportunity to work with children who suffered from 

traumatic brain injuries, or in geriatrics where she worked with 

the elderly who suffered from either partial or total aphasia.  

These opportunities spurred her interest in language, so she 

decided to transfer to Temple University and become a speech, 

language, and hearing science major.  
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 While at Temple, Dr. Marinak completed clinical 

practicum experiences where she found she preferred working 

with hearing impaired students versus students with speech 

delays/disorders.  Therefore, she decided to take the national 

teacher exam and became a teacher of the hearing impaired. 

 

Important Aspects of Professional Induction Years 

 Continuing to problem-solve.  Shortly after graduation, 

she moved to Orangeburg, South Carolina, with her husband to 

teach in a total communication class with twelve students who 

had profound hearing loss.  Her husband had recently completed 

his graduate degree in audiology, so he was the audiologist for her 

students.  They continued serving the hearing-impaired students 

of Orangeburg for two years.  However, Dr. Marinak felt her 

students had needs she was not fully addressing.  She confessed, 

“I realized in the early years of teaching I knew a little bit about 

language, but I didn’t know how to teach my students to read and 

write.”  So, Dr. Marinak decided to pursue a graduate degree in 

reading at the University of South Carolina.  Shortly after 

beginning her graduate studies, Dr. Marinak and her husband 

moved back to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania where she finished her 

master’s in reading at Pennsylvania State-Harrisburg.  She made 

the transition from language to literacy and stayed in the public-

school system for 25 years.  

 Immersed in reading once again.  While continuing her 

master’s degree at Pennsylvania State-Harrisburg, Dr. Marinak 

began working with Central Dauphin School District and 

remained there for the next several years where she was able to 

work her way up through the system.  She initially taught middle 
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school English language arts, then moved to elementary, and then 

spent several years as a reading coach/consultant where she was 

responsible for three elementary schools.  Shortly after finishing 

her master’s, Pennsylvania State invited her back to become an 

adjunct in their M.Ed. program, including directing the summer 

reading clinic, which she did for 16 years and thoroughly enjoyed.  

She continued as an adjunct for Pennsylvania State-Harrisburg 

while simultaneously working in local public schools. 

 

Pursuing a Doctorate 

 “You need to get your doctorate.”  Her time in school 

districts was quite successful.  Having received her principal’s 

certification, Dr. Marinak became a school administrator, moving 

into the district central office as the Reading, English as a Second 

Language, and Federal Programs Supervisor, managing all the 

reading programs in the Mechanicsburg Area School District.  At 

the same time, Dr. Marinak continued to adjunct at Pennsylvania 

State-Harrisburg where she worked under one of her mentors, Dr. 

Bill Henk, then dean of education at Marquette University.  “Bill 

was my boss, the school director who [had] hired me as an 

adjunct at Penn State-Harrisburg.  He is the one who pushed me 

to get my doctorate,” Dr. Marinak shared.  “He kept nudging me 

saying, ‘You need to do your doctorate; you need to immerse 

yourself in doctoral studies.’  So,” she said, “I finally agreed in 

1995 to go interview at a few universities.”  

 Dr. Marinak interviewed at the University of Pennsylvania 

in Philadelphia, Lehigh University, and Pennsylvania State 

University.  Out of the three, she could not seem to find a good fit 

with her then-current theoretical stance.  Coming from special 
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education, she felt grounded in the world of behaviorism and 

quantitative work and did not seem to find a match at any of those 

universities. 

   Meeting her second mentor.  Unable to find a doctoral 

program that seemed to fit, she decided to go back to her mentor 

for more advice.  Dr. Marinak explained his response: 

I went back to Bill and said, ‘Okay, been there, 

done that, and nothing fits,’ and he said, ‘You need 

to go on one more visit.  You need to go visit 

Linda Gambrell at the University of Maryland.’  

Linda at the time was Associate Dean of Research, 

and within fifteen minutes, I knew that I needed to 

be at Maryland, and I needed to be with her, and 

within several weeks, I was offered a two-year 

fellowship.  

Although she could not take advantage of the full two years 

because of sabbatical restrictions from her current position with 

the district, she completed a full year with her second mentor, Dr. 

Linda Gambrell.  After that year, she had to drop back to part 

time, but soon finished all the required coursework, completed the 

proposal defense, and gathered all her dissertation data. 

 Difficult setbacks.  After progressing through her 

program, Dr. Marinak made the decision to step away from her 

program for some time: 

          Both of my parents were 40 when I was born, so my 

parents were older, and at that point, were aging.  

My dad passed away in 2000 and my mom became 

quite ill . . . At that point, I had all my data 

collected and stepped away from writing for two 
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years.  My mom passed in 2003 and I defended in 

2004.  After I grieved for a period of time, I threw 

myself back into it and finished chapters four and 

five.  At that point, I was still in public school as a 

superintendent, so I finished that work and moved 

to higher education where I’ve been since 2005. 

  

Professional Maturity 

 Dr. Marinak’s first two years in higher education were at 

Millersville University where she ran the graduate program before 

being recruited back to Pennsylvania State in a full-time position; 

here she continued her work with the reading clinic for four 

additional years.  Then, through Dr. Linda Gambrell, she learned 

that Dr. Barbara Martin Palmer, another former doctoral student 

of Dr. Gambrell’s and dean of education at Mount St. Mary’s at 

the time, had a position open.  Dr. Palmer mentioned that Mount 

St. Mary’s was a small, Catholic, liberal arts school and 

encouraged Dr. Marinak to apply.  Dr. Marinak decided to do so, 

was offered the position, and has been there for seven years.  She 

began her time at Mount St. Mary’s as associate professor based 

on her experience at Pennsylvania State and spent a few 

additional years as a faculty member.  She soon became the 

department chair, earning promotion to full and tenured professor.  

Last year, Dr. Marinak was promoted again to dean and has been 

in that position since.  

  

Becoming Motivated with Motivation Research  

 Dr. Marinak is most widely recognized for her 

contributions to motivation research.  In working with both Dr. 
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Henk and Dr. Gambrell, she has published numerous articles in 

motivation research and helped to construct several motivation 

instruments.  In the beginning stages of her doctoral program, 

however, she was still very unsure about what research interests 

to pursue.  She explained: 

When I went in to meet Linda, Bill Henk told me 

that I needed to have some sense of what I should 

focus my dissertation on because your whole focus 

of your doctoral program is this dissertation in one 

form or another.  At the time of my interview, I 

was in administration as the reading supervisor so 

my whole focus is standardized testing, reading 

groups, and intervention; so I told Linda I wanted 

to do my dissertation on flexible reading groups, 

which was a popular topic at the time.  Although 

Maryland was part of National Reading Research 

Center with the University of Georgia and 

motivation was their main area of research at the 

time, it just didn’t speak to me.  And Linda in her 

sweet, lovely way told me, ‘That’s lovely Barbara, 

but we do motivation here.’  So, I started reading 

about it and Linda in all her brilliance, knew I was 

a quantitative person and had me read a study 

about reward proximity, and I thought ‘This is 

really cool.’  

Dr. Marinak eventually completed her dissertation work on the 

reward proximity hypothesis, based on foundational work initially 

completed by Dr. Gambrell. 
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 Dr. Marinak confessed that, in the beginning of her 

doctoral program at Maryland, she knew little about intrinsic 

motivation.  But the more that she learned about motivation, read 

about it, got into the research, watched other foundational resident 

motivation researchers like Dr. John Guthrie, and watched all of 

her colleagues talk about their motivation research, the more 

motivated she became to further this research.  

 Coming from a behaviorist perspective, she has evolved 

into a Social Cognitivist after being immersed in her doctorate; 

however, Dr. Marinak does attribute her familiarity with 

behaviorism as the part of her that is still very much interested in 

the creation of the motivation instruments.  The knowledge gained 

from factor analyses, creating survey items that work in a way 

that give important insights about kids, and inviting kids into the 

conversations that all work statistically, she credits to her 

background in special education. 

 Learning from kids.  In thinking about her development 

as a motivation researcher, Dr. Marinak acknowledges that she 

did not go from knowing nothing about reading motivation to 

what she knows now about reading motivation.  She describes the 

process as a “slow evolution of, ‘try that, that didn't work, what 

did we do wrong?’”  

 One of the stories she mentions in her chapter “Not This” 

in the book No More Reading for Junk: Best Practices for 

Motivating Readers (Marinak & Gambrell, 2016), Dr. Marinak 

talks about the Duck Away with a Book program that she helped 

to create during the backlash to the Book It! (Pizza Hut, LLC, 

2019) reading incentives craze.  The Duck Away with a Book 
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program was created with the idea of “we don't want to give kids 

pizza, but we should give them something to read.”  

 During the first day of the program, Dr. Marinak dressed 

up like a duck to engage students and get them excited and 

wanting to participate.  For the duration of the reading program, 

the kids would read books; the teachers wrote the child’s name 

and book title on a paper duck then taped it to the wall.  Soon 

there were thousands and thousands of ducks lining the walls of 

the school.  Despite all of the initial excitement of the incentive 

program, murmurs in the hallways, “I'm never going to have as 

many ducks as she has,” or, “I don't like this anymore because 

of...” became prevalent.  They discovered that the entire effort of 

the incentive program had backfired because it turned reading into 

a competition for students.  

 Although the Duck Away with a Book program did not go 

as planned, it provided an opportunity for Dr. Marinak to realize 

that some of the most powerful lessons about students’ motivation 

to read comes from the students themselves.  “I guess if I've 

learned anything in my career,” she said, “it’s that we need to be 

quiet and listen to kids because they have so much to tell us.”  

Continuing this thought, she said, “We're educators, we're highly 

verbal, we should be teaching, and yet some of the most powerful 

moments in my career have been when I stopped talking and 

listened.  When I sit down and think about what I have learned 

about motivation, I learned it all from kids.”   

 “The highlight of my research career.”  Since 2005, Dr. 

Marinak has been involved with numerous endeavors in 

motivation and other related research areas.  Despite her many 

accomplishments, she stated that she regards the highlight of her 
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research career to have been the creation of the MMRP or Me and 

My Reading Profile (Marinak, Malloy, Gambrell, & Mazzoni, 

2015).  About this profile, she said:  

I love all the work I do—I love revising 

instruments, I love creating instruments—but there 

is no doubt that the MMRP is the highlight of my 

research career to date.  This is because we went 

into that instrumentation knowing that there were 

early childhood educators who had absolutely 

pushed back hard against the idea that you couldn’t 

create a reliable and valid instrument for young 

children.   

 Despite the push back from early childhood educators, the 

MMRP was found to be both a reliable and developmentally 

appropriate instrument for young children between five and eight 

years old to self-report their motivation including their self-

concept as a reader and their value of reading.  During the 

instrumentation of the MMRP, Dr. Marinak and colleagues found 

a third important factor critical to young children’s motivation, 

literacy out loud, or the social aspects of literacy.  The influence 

of the MMRP has been far-reaching.  In terms of motivational 

research, the MMRP has been used in numerous national research 

studies, used in daily classroom practice, and has now been 

translated into several languages.  Dr. Marinak hopes “every 

researcher has the joy of having one of these moments” 

throughout their research career.   

 The future of motivation research.  Since 2015, Dr. 

Marinak has participated in the creation of several other reading 

motivation instruments including the Motivation to Read—
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Fiction/Nonfiction (Marinak et al., 2016) and the Motivation to 

Write Profile--College (Marinak et al., 2018), all of which have 

been presented during the motivation symposium at the annual 

ALER conference.  Regarding the future of motivation research, 

Dr. Marinak says, “It’s gratifying to see others talking about that 

persistence” and “to understand intrinsic motivation deeply.”  

Further, she explained, “Yes, those foundational reading skills are 

important, but if you want kids to persist, to take risks, to be 

energized by challenge, then you have to be concerned about 

intrinsic motivation, not just reading motivation, but intrinsic 

academic motivation.” 

 

Thoughts on the Future of the Profession 

 A bit more optimistic.  As someone who has served in 

various roles throughout her time in education—classroom 

teacher, reading coach, federal programs supervisor, and 

superintendent—Dr. Marinak has seen numerous trends in 

teaching and learning.  With a new surge of teacher empowerment 

and advocating for students, Dr. Marinak feels more optimistic 

regarding the future of education.  She stated: 

I'm a bit more optimistic than I was a few years 

ago.  About five to six years ago, standardized 

testing and teacher evaluations inundated the 

climate of teachers and students in the classroom.  

However, I see in Maryland and Pennsylvania, 

where I train teachers and send teachers in the 

schools, an attempt at more humanity, flexibility, 

and less emphasis on standardized testing.  As 

soon as you pull back on that a little bit, teachers 
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feel more empowered and they're not afraid and 

[can trust] their own teaching instincts again.    

 Making a difference and being courageous.  With less 

of an emphasis on standardized testing, teachers are free to teach 

and to “trust their own teaching instincts again.”  Dr. Marinak 

stated that she believes that those teachers who “are out there in 

the forefront of some of that change” are the ones who are now 

considered the leaders within their schools and are being held up 

as advocates for best practice.  Teacher burnout becomes lessened 

as these impassioned voices are now welcomed within the school.  

“The impact that we as teacher educators can have [is] to nurture 

them in the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to make 

a difference, to be courageous.”   

 Take a stand and push back.  Recent events depict the 

outstanding efforts of teachers advocating for their students and 

for themselves.  Across the country, entire districts and states are 

brimming with teachers who are taking a stand and organizing 

walk-outs in protest for change.  When asked what educators, or 

anyone in this profession, should do, Dr. Marinak stated that she 

believed that the most effective area for change is through 

educational policy.  She explained: 

As a profession, I think our downfall is that we are 

too humble at times.  Perhaps this is because 

[education] was primarily a profession of women 

for such a long time; it's been only in the last 

decade or so that teachers have been more 

empowered to advocate, take a stand, and to push 

back, and where I see that happening are in the 

attempts to shape policy.  As a profession, I think 
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we are going to be much more effective policy 

advocates. 

 

The Spirit of ALER 

 In my conversation with Dr. Marinak, it was obvious she 

held ALER in high regard for the tremendous impact it has had on 

her career.  “I appreciate the generosity of spirit of everyone in 

the association,” she said.  Dr. Marinak has been involved with 

ALER including its annual conference since 1995.  Besides being 

the recipient of 2005 dissertation award and the 2016 Herr award, 

she appreciates the mentorship and overall comradery that this 

organization provides.  “People took me under their wing and 

nurtured me,” she commented.  “Obviously Bill and Linda were 

the two primary ones, but there were many others, and some of 

those individuals continue to be my research partners today, such 

as Ray Reutzel and Parker Fawson.  The fact that I was the 

recipient of that mentoring and generosity means a great deal to 

me.”   

Just as she was the recipient of mentoring and generosity, 

Dr. Marinak now mentors other new faculty and doctoral students 

who are members of ALER.  “There is the expectation as you 

continue in your professional journey, that you will do the same 

for others.  Pay it forward.  That is the spirit of ALER.” 

 Dr. Marinak truly embodies the spirit of ALER by 

continuing to offer her guidance and mentoring to numerous other 

faculty members and doctoral students.  As a personal recipient of 

her mentorship and expertise, I am humbled to work with 

someone who advocates for the betterment of this organization, 

educational policy, and educator development.  I look forward to 
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her continued contributions to the field of motivation research and 

I am honored to have the opportunity to work with her on 

expanding the breadth of this research.  
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Evan Ortlieb 

A.B. Herr Award - 2017  

Susan Szabo 
Texas A&M University-Commerce 

Family Background and Early 

Schooling 

Evan Ortlieb was born and 

raised with his two siblings in 

Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  He spent 

his first 24 years there.  He 

attended St. George Catholic 

School as well as Baton Rouge 

Magnet High School before going 

to Louisiana State University 

(LSU) for all three of his degrees. 

His parents had and continue to have a great influence on 

his life.  His mother is a multilingual Spanish teacher and can 

understand and speak a number of languages including English, 

French, Spanish, and Italian; his father is the math-and-science-

based person who works in petrochemicals.  So, Evan grew up in 

a household where languages were valued by his mom and math 

and science were held in highest regard by his father.  For Evan, 

science experiments and all things in and around science 

interested him the most.   

In high school, Evan stated, “I did not feel like I was a 

very good student and I spent a lot of time loafing around in 

middle school and high school.  I really never put much effort into 
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learning and certainly did not ‘live up to my abilities.’”  

Additionally, he was a reluctant reader and saw writing as a 

punishment.  He explained that “it never dawned on me until 

much later in life that reading and writing were vehicles for 

learning and ultimately change.”  Evan has an older brother and a 

younger sister who liked school and did well.  He felt it was 

challenging keeping up with them academically, so he decided 

that sports were more exciting— that was, until he went to 

college. 

  

The College Years and Important Aspects 

Here, he was determined to exert 100% effort to his 

college studies so college could be a positive testament to what he 

could achieve.  He chose to go to Louisiana State University 

(LSU) because it was only nine miles down the road from home 

and because he received a Taylor Opportunity Program for 

Students (TOPS) scholarship, a state scholarship supported by the 

lottery.  The scholarship allows students to attend college for free.  

He was part of the Holmes Program which is a 5-year combined 

bachelor’s and master’s program.  This program helps students 

obtain their bachelor’s degree in four years and their master’s 

degree and teaching certification in their fifth year. 

One very important event shaped Evan’s future endeavors.  

As a freshman in college, Evan took an English class that had an 

academic service-learning component.  For one of the class 

assignments, he went into a local elementary school and tutored 

third to fifth grade students in science.  It was there that he 

quickly saw that the lack of reading comprehension hindered 

these elementary students’ abilities to understand and wrap their 
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heads around the information being taught to them in science.  He 

came to see this as a calling and felt that he could help students by 

bringing literacy practices into the science classroom.  Thus, he 

quickly shifted from thinking about pharmacology as a major to 

wanting to become a schoolteacher and signed up right away to be 

in the teacher education program.   

This change in majors changed his relationship with his 

peers dramatically because most of his best friends went into 

medicine and law.  He said, “This made me feel like the ‘odd man 

out’ as I was the only one majoring in elementary education.”  On 

top of that, Evan stated, “in my education courses, there were a lot 

more females and often I was the only male in class, which felt 

very strange.”  It was not until he was in his master’s program that 

he decided he still had much more to learn and so he continued on 

to work on his doctorate.   

Thus, Evan entered the doctoral program at LSU and 

applied for a fellowship, which he was granted.  He stated, “I was 

so excited to take classes and learn from Dr. Earl H. Cheek, Jr., 

who at the time was one of the top five experts in literacy 

assessment.  I did not want to risk going somewhere else and not 

receive the mentoring that I could receive at LSU.  Plus, I was 

still living close to my family, which was a great blessing.” 

 

Professional Journey and Professional Maturity 

Evan started out as a middle-school science and literature 

teacher, which seemed like an odd pairing at first.  Yet, it worked 

to Evan’s advantage as lots of disciplinary literacies were used to 

investigate scientific phenomena.  Then before continuing with 

his Ph.D. studies, he taught first grade to challenge himself to 
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develop early literacy skills.  “I learned how to apply my early 

literacy skills with my 26 young students.  This experience 

presented me with a huge ‘learning curve’ but it also taught me a 

lot!”  

This was the same time period when he first joined ALER 

(formerly called College Reading Association).  He said “ALER 

was incredibly welcoming to young literacy professionals.  

Conference attendees were willing to support emerging research 

ideas and there were endless networking possibilities.  To this 

day, I actively maintain many of these collegial relationships 

formed in the first few years of attending ALER conferences.”  

He discussed how ALER represents all that is good about literacy, 

from advocating for best-fit practices in local communities to 

learning about emerging research and policy in literacy-related 

areas. 

After Evan graduated with his Ph.D., he took his first 

academic position at Valdosta State University in South Georgia.  

As an assistant professor, he was charged with being director of 

the reading clinics – one of which was on campus and two of 

which were in local elementary schools.  “Here I gained most of 

my coaching experiences with preservice and inservice teachers in 

order to help them be more effective in not only their practices but 

with their peers in their schools,” adding, “my mentoring and 

working with Dr. Earl Cheek helped me tremendously with this 

assignment.” 

Three years later he was recruited by Dr. Jack Cassidy and 

Dr. Daniel Pearce, two well- known literacy leaders who worked 

at Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi in Texas.  He worked 

there for two years and was selected to receive the 2011 Jerry 
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Johns Promising Researcher Award from ALER.  Next, he was 

recruited to work at Monash University in Melbourne, Australia, 

based upon his edited book series entitled, Using Informative 

Assessments toward Effective Literacy Instruction.  Evan stated, 

“This was a very practical text that had far-reaching impacts.”  He 

worked there for three years and taught international early 

childhood educators in Singapore at an affiliate university, Kaplan 

College, as part of his assignment.  Most recently, he was 

recruited by Dr. Michael Sampson to work at St. John’s 

University in New York City.  Dr. Sampson was not only a 

mentor but provided Evan with the opportunity to convert a 

historically face-to-face doctoral program to the first, fully online 

doctoral program in literacy.  It was there that his work to 

increase access to literacy doctoral studies, and address issues of 

diversity in literacy instruction propelled him to be selected as the 

A.B Herr Award winner for 2017. 

Evan attributed the foundation for his success in 

publishing research and practical strategies to the opportunities 

provided him by these four individuals—Drs. Cheek, Cassidy, 

Pearce, and Sampson.  Evan stated, “They should be given much 

credit for contributing to my ability to not only put food on the 

table and pay the bills, but to having a positive impact in working 

with many students and other teachers in the multicultural milieu 

of New York City.” 

Evan commented on the two most important contributions 

he felt he has made to the field.  First was a collaborative project 

with Drs. Rita Bean, Virginia Goatley, Diane Kern, and others on 

a large-scale mixed methods study that involved over 2700 

reading teachers throughout the United States and Canada.  They 
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redefined the roles and responsibilities of reading 

specialists/literacy coaches, now classified as specialized literacy 

professionals.  Second, he started an edited book series entitled 

Literacy Research, Practice and Evaluation with Emerald Press 

which is the largest publisher in the United Kingdom (UK).  The 

book editors are now working on their 10th volume with each one 

focusing on current topics, many of which are hot topics, as 

articulated in Dr. Jack Cassidy, Stephanie Grote-Garcia, and 

Evan’s (Cassidy, Grote-Garcia, Ortlieb, & Loveless, 2017) 

ongoing yearly list that is published in Literacy Research and 

Instruction, an ALER journal.  Many of those edited books have 

included contributions from both emerging researchers as well as 

veterans in the literacy field.  So, Evan sees this series as a 

consolidation of important works from diverse experts in literacy. 

Finally, Evan stated, “Some of the least satisfying aspects 

of being a book editor are related to all the red tape—the 

paperwork that is necessary and the time commitments which 

takes time away from teaching and mentoring.”  He went on to 

explain:  

“I would rather be doing activities like mentoring 

of teachers and doctoral students and co-authoring 

papers and contributing to their emerging research 

trajectories as well.  So, I would say, at this point 

in my career about a third of my publications have 

been leading projects and inviting doctoral students 

onto those as well as working with them on their 

own projects.” 
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Reflections on Personal Life   

Evan stated, “I think I have done well thus far in my 

personal life.”  Evan is married to Bridget who challenges him 

personally and professionally to be his best self.  Their first child, 

Emma Grace, was born in October of 2018.  

Evan indicated that he felt he is on track to meet his 

professional goals.  He stated, “I am satisfied with my progress to 

date, but have really only accomplished about 10% of my goals so 

far.  So, I have a long way to go.”  Evan indicated he is most 

proud of establishing the Ortlieb Foundation 

(www.ortliebfoundation.org) in 2009 as a non-profit charitable 

organization whose mission is to grant college scholarships to 

cancer survivors.  Evan shared, “It gives 100% of the funds as 

scholarships to cancer survivors.”  

Evan credits the founding of this organization to having 

himself a renewed lease on life—that life is about human 

empowerment.  At the age of 16, he was diagnosed with non-

Hodgkin’s lymphoma and after two and a half years of weekly 

chemotherapy from St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, every 

day of life would be seen as one of opportunities.  From retraining 

himself to learn in college to thriving in his studies, he benefited 

from scholarships including those from the American Cancer 

Society (ACS).  Those scholarships, however, were state-

dependent and not all states participated in this program through 

ACS.  As a result, his family sought to fill the void and start their 

own organization to provide scholarships to college students 

nationwide. 

As part of higher education, our responsibilities include 

research, teaching, and service.  Evan stated that he believes there 

http://www.ortliebfoundation.org/
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is no better or more fitting way to contribute to another’s future 

success than to procure scholarships for them to attend college, 

better their skill sets, and be better positioned for obtaining jobs 

and other professional positions that they seek.  “For them to 

accomplish that, we must first empower them as people, as 

humans.” 

Evan’s hobbies include wide reading in such areas as 

investments, innovation, digital learning, scientific discoveries, 

and faith formation.  He is primarily a non-fiction reader.  

Additionally, he likes to surf, hike, and volunteer in various 

organizations when he is not working 23 hours a day. 

In terms of retirement, Evan does not really have plans to 

retire, as he stated, “I think work is my play, so why would I retire 

from working in a field I love?”  One of his former colleagues 

once said, “Ninety percent of the research has been done, so what 

is the point?”  But Evan disagrees, as he feels that only ten 

percent of the research has been done in an ever-changing vibrant 

field like literacy.  So, he plans to continue to work with doctoral 

students, emerging researchers, and others in his field with 

ongoing research projects. 

In terms of those who are important in his life, he thought 

the lines blur between family, friends, and students.  Evan said he 

tries to care about everyone as humans first, but he feels he should 

probably spend more time with his family and friends because 

working with students has been his focus in the past several years.   

 

Thoughts of the Future of the Profession 

Some upcoming stars Evan sees in the field are Michael 

Manderino, Ian O’Byrne, Leigh Hall, and Jennifer Turner.  
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“These individuals are not necessarily in their first or second year, 

but they are starting to set a track record that speaks for them.  If 

we stop to examine their works and their impacts in their 

communities, it is clear that they are stars being born in our field.  

Often times, emerging stars are not truly recognized until they 

reach their associate and/or full professor years.” 

In terms of what an educator should do, Evan stated, “they 

need to question their surroundings.  Why do we have this 

curriculum?  Why are we teaching a lesson this way?  Is there a 

better way to do it?  How do we seek that out and who might help 

us enhance these ideas?”  He thinks it is important to encourage 

teachers to be problem-solvers, so they seek answers to those 

questions that they derive from their surroundings.   

Evan stated, “The future of education is for us to decide.”  

He felt that change is good as it opens up new possibilities that 

were not there before.  And it is through change that positive 

growth can result.   

In terms of the future for ALER, Evan stated, “The 

Association for Literacy Education and Research is a 

distinguished organization which promotes professional growth 

about literacy and literacy education at all levels.  I think it is 

important that they maintain its focus between both research and 

practice, so they continue to impact students in K-12, college, and 

beyond.” 
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Debra J. Coffey 

A.B. Herr Award - 2018 

Katherine Higgs-Coulthard 
Saint Mary’s College, Notre Dame, Indiana 

Debra Coffey loves to teach, 

and she has always wanted to be a 

teacher.  From her earliest years, 

her mother conveyed the joys and 

the impact of teaching.  Her parents 

led by example and demonstrated 

the value of making wise choices.  

Debra is a cheerleader for her 

students.  As she cheers them on, 

she enjoys the echoes of positive 

comments and delightful words of 

encouragement from her network of family and friends.  This 

network empowers her to build bridges and encourage 

communities of learners in the classroom and beyond. 

 

Grand Experiences:  Growing up like Ramona Quimby 

Debra grew up in Knoxville, Tennessee, two and a half 

hours from the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.  She 

remembers her childhood as “a time of grand experiences.”  

Debra noted, “Our family lived in a Beverly Cleary-esque 

neighborhood, where I spent my free time riding bikes, building 

forts, and playing neighborhood games.”  Visits to her 



 

 

424 
 

 

grandmother’s farm were frequent.  At the farm Debra rode 

horses and spent hours exploring her grandmother’s garden, yard, 

and fields with her brother and her cousins. 

Debra’s parents served as strong role models for her.  

Debra’s mother was a teacher who set the stage for reading in her 

classroom.  Through supporting young readers and modeling a 

passion for books, Debra’s mother created excitement about 

reading.  This ability to inspire a love of reading in her students 

earned her the prestigious Golden Apple Award from the 

Knoxville News Sentinel.  Debra’s mother brought this same 

dedication home to her own children, so that whether Debra was 

at home or at her grandmother’s farm, she found herself 

surrounded with books that matched her interests. 

Debra’s father was also highly involved in the family.  His 

love of running translated into fun family races in the backyard.  

Stories of his time as a high school track star provided clear 

models of hard work paying off, a message that stuck with Debra 

throughout her life.  These experiences provided by her parents 

fostered an early desire in Debra to become both a voracious 

reader and a teacher who would help students see the value of 

reading and the payoff of hard work in their own lives. 

 

Early School Experiences 

When discussing her entry into school at the age of five, 

Debra compared herself to her favorite picture book character, 

Chrysanthemum, who was “excited and ready for school.”  In the 

classroom, many role models shaped Debra’s enthusiasm for 

teaching.  One of her first teachers provided a stark contrast to the 

example set by Debra’s mother and led her to consider the effect 
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teachers have on the emotional climate in a classroom.  Debra 

described witnessing the teacher criticize a child for coloring the 

sky purple and yell at children.  “I knew right then,” Debra stated, 

“that I would not constrain the way students viewed the world and 

I pledged never, ever to yell at students.”  Debra pledged in that 

moment that her classroom would be a positive environment that 

fostered a love of learning. 

Fortunately, Debra had many, many teachers who 

provided positive examples of how to establish a welcoming 

space for learners.  Her third-grade teacher shared Debra’s love of 

books, and a fifth-grade teacher encouraged students to explore 

the world through research.  This view of reading as exploration 

opened the world to Debra and her classmates.  Through a school 

project, Debra fell in love with Sacagawea and developed a 

fascination with Native American cultures.  Debra learned all she 

could about Sacagawea’s contributions to American history.  In 

describing this project, Debra said, “Although I had known all 

along I wanted to be a teacher, it was this fifth-grade opportunity 

to teach my classmates about Sacagawea that confirmed teaching 

as my destiny.” 

 

Learning with a Teaching Mindset:  Professional Preparation 

Debra has always loved learning, and she approached each 

learning opportunity with a teaching mindset.  She worked to 

understand material deeply in order to teach it in the future.  In 

high school, she followed in her mother’s footsteps to compete in 

the Better Speaker’s Tournament at the state level.  Debra’s deep 

commitment to learning earned her an academic scholarship to 

Carson-Newman University in Jefferson City, Tennessee, where 
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she completed a bachelor-of-science degree.  Her studies focused 

on English, education, and home economics with an emphasis on 

occupational childcare that allowed her the unique opportunity to 

help teens learn to teach preschool children.  Debra received an 

assistantship through the University of Tennessee where she 

collaborated with colleagues and taught demonstration lessons in 

the university preschool while she worked toward her master’s 

degree in child and family studies with a cognate in curriculum 

and instruction. 

 

Bringing the World into the Classroom 

Debra’s elementary teaching career centered on various 

grades from first to fifth at the Christian Academy of Knoxville.  

No matter the age of the students, Debra sought to open the world 

to them with virtual field trips and opportunities to learn by doing.  

She combined the positive insights of her mother and other 

teachers, to form what she described as “a constructivist teaching 

philosophy of high expectations coupled with kindness and 

sincere interest in helping each student find his or her passion.”  

This approach turned her classroom into a place where students 

learned by doing. 

The interest she developed through her own fifth-grade 

report on Sacagawea blossomed into learning everything she 

could about the indigenous peoples of America.  Debra integrated 

her own learning into her classroom, involving her students in 

Native American research projects.  Her students shared what 

they discovered with their classmates through videotaped 

broadcasts, which provided practice in public speaking and an 

authentic purpose for their research. 
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Trips to Australia, New Zealand, Mexico, Hawaii, Canada, 

Alaska, and Europe gave Debra ideas for interactive international 

projects.  In her commitment to help students learn about cultures, 

Debra embraced the notion that culture is more than food, fun, 

and festivals, and she helped her students to personalize their 

connections with countries around the world through journals and 

exploration of daily life in specific countries.  When Debra taught 

first grade, one of her students was from China.  To help the class 

learn about China, Debra gave this student opportunities to 

become a leader, sharing his world with his classmates.  As her 

first graders explored life in China, they created a Great Wall of 

China in the hallway.  One day a group of her students entered the 

classroom and excitedly proclaimed, “We found something that 

was made in China!” 

Debra opened windows to the world for her students by 

engaging them in literature and stories from the cultures they 

studied.  She transformed her classroom each month, bringing to 

life the places students were exploring.  After Debra visited 

Hawaii, she gave her students an opportunity to “travel” by 

transforming her classroom into an airplane.  Her third graders 

took on the roles of baggage handlers and flight attendants.  They 

“boarded the plane” and flew to Hawaii.  When they landed (on 

the school playground), they discovered the features of the 

Hawaiian Islands.  Students journaled about their voyage to 

explore more deeply what it would be like to travel.  Journals 

were so meaningful to her students that they often pulled them out 

to share during events to honor parents such as “Moms and 

Muffins” or “Dads and Doughnuts.” 
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Culture was at the forefront of student learning.  Debra’s 

third-grade students learned about countries through independent 

research projects.  Students presented their findings through short 

broadcasts, sharing their findings with authentic audiences.  No 

matter the topic, Debra always kept literature central in her 

students’ explorations.  They read the work of Patricia Polacco to 

learn about Russia.  Books like Charlotte’s Web and Mr. Popper’s 

Penguins were springboards to exploring life in other places.  

Often Debra paired virtual field trips and hands-on experiences 

with the books the class read.  A trip to farm country or an 

experience making butter helped her students begin to consider 

what life would be like as a child on a farm.  Science and math 

supported students’ exploration by providing authentic details.  

Students graphed the varying heights of penguin species and 

compared charts in the hallway to their own height.  They 

researched types of volcanic eruptions and contrasted the 

volcanoes found in Hawaii with those found in Costa Rica’s 

portion of the Ring of Fire. 

 

Communities of Learners:  Supporting Tomorrow’s Teachers 

As Debra worked toward her doctorate in teacher 

education with a concentration in literacy, language, and English 

as a second language education at the University of Tennessee, 

she held an assistantship at the reading center.  During tutorial 

sessions, one of her students in the center chose Sacagawea as her 

pen name and exchanged pen pal letters with “Junie B. Jones.”  

Dr. Bill Brozo, whom Debra described as “a great mentor and 

leader in literacy,” gave Debra opportunities to conduct research 

and teach classes focusing on assessment and content literacy.  
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These classes and a mentoring program in a local high school 

highlighted the value of one-on-one teaching as a unique 

opportunity to engage students through their individual interests.  

These experiences shaped Debra’s dissertation and were 

foundational to her teaching philosophy of personalizing 

education and matching the curriculum with the interests and 

needs of students. 

Upon completion of her doctorate, Debra joined the 

Department of Elementary and Early Childhood Education in the 

Bagwell College of Education at Kennesaw State University 

(KSU).  She continued to use virtual field trips to Hawaii and the 

rainforests of Brazil to inspire innovative pedagogy in teacher 

candidates.  Debra partnered with the Innovation Lab on campus 

to give students opportunities to create digital stories and movie 

trailers.  Under Debra’s guidance, pre-service teachers gave their 

own students some of those same experiences when KSU’s 

Maker-Bus visited their schools.  This KSU version of the Magic 

School Bus prepared students to become makers of innovation as 

they participated in stations with three-dimensional printers, 

drones, videos for Claymation, and coding opportunities. 

As Debra constructed communities of learners, literature 

circles connected her students with important topics.  As her 

students read award-winning children’s literature like Number the 

Stars and Esperanza Rising, they explored the cultural context 

and history in literature circles.  These authentic conversations 

helped teacher candidates discern ways to have students think 

deeply about topics and learn experientially.  Debra has served as 

director of the Center for Literacy and Learning and chair of the 

selection committee that recognizes outstanding student teachers 
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and collaborating teachers in the Bagwell College of Education 

each semester.  She attributed her professional satisfaction to 

seeing her students “come into their own” as instructional leaders 

in their own classrooms, whether in American schools or abroad. 

Debra’s research combined her passion for literacy with 

her deep interest in culture.  For example, she partnered with Dr.  

Clement Kolawole from Nigeria to explore how literature circles 

might work in Nigerian schools and collaborated with him as they 

implemented the strategy.  Similarly, she partnered with Dr. 

Wally Thompson and teachers at a Navajo school in New Mexico 

to use literature circles while reading works by Native American 

authors.  The opportunity to interact meaningfully with classmates 

regarding culturally relevant material led one of the students in 

the school to remark that the experience made him feel “proud to 

be Navajo.” 

Debra has conducted collaborative research to explore the 

ways teaching experiences in other cultures deepen teachers’ 

understanding and appreciation for cultural diversity and 

encourages them to engage in culturally relevant pedagogy.  

Toward that end, Debra has enjoyed supervising student teachers 

in Belize, Costa Rica, and Ecuador.  She conducted workshops, 

incorporating the wonders of the rainforest, with colleagues in 

Belize.  Supervising student teachers in Ecuador gave her the 

opportunity to take them on an actual trip to the rainforest, 

featuring nine zip lines for an up-close and personal look at the 

rainforest ecosystem and horseback riding in the mountains. 

Debra’s commitment to sharing research and best practice 

through professional collaboration has resulted in chapters, 

articles, manuals, and six textbooks, which highlight innovations 
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in digital literacy, effective assessment, and research-based 

strategies for literacy development.  She has also served as co-

editor of the online journal Taking Teaching and Learning 

Seriously, the KSU President of Phi Kappa Phi, co-advisor of the 

KSU chapter of Kappa Delta Pi, and Vice-President of Research 

for the Kennesaw Mountain Chapter of Phi Delta Kappa.  

Recently, Debra has partnered with Anastasia Simmonds-Cephart 

of Teacher Consultant Group to help build a school for a village 

in Liberia. 

 

If We Can Dream It, We Can Do It:  A Vision as ALER 

Moves Forward 

Debra became involved in ALER in 2004 when her 

colleague Alice Snyder invited her to collaborate on a research 

project.  Debra’s active involvement in ALER has caused her to 

be known affectionately as the Energizer Bunny of the 

organization.  Her endless energy and dedication led her to 

volunteer, stay actively involved, and develop close relationships 

with colleagues while serving as the chair-elect of the College 

Literacy Division and secretary of the Teacher Education 

Division.  Collaboration with her colleagues, Drs. Ellen Kaiden, 

Dianna Sand, Vicki Collet, and Wally Thompson has made the 

Idea Exchange of the College Literacy Division highly beneficial.  

As chair of the Clinical Research and Practice Division, she 

conducted a panel featuring leaders in literacy.  Jeanne Cobb, J. 

Helen Perkins, Jerry Johns, Kristine Wilke, Mary Applegate, and 

Stephanie McAndrews shared career highlights and literacy 

strategies for personalized reading from the clinic to the 

classroom and beyond. 
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Debra values ALER as a professional community where 

literacy leaders share their insights for effective teaching.  Her 

work for ALER has focused on establishing national collaborative 

networks, encouraging interaction among literacy educators 

through conferences and collaboration.  This work earned Debra 

the A. B. Herr Award for distinguished service in reading in 2018.   

Debra’s hope for the future of ALER is that its members 

will continue to share their marvelous insights and strategies for 

personalized learning.  As an ALER Board member, Debra has 

enjoyed seeing updates to the website and increasing 

opportunities for interaction.  She is enthusiastic about 

opportunities for ALER to continue profound leadership in 

literacy education by forming stronger and stronger communities 

of innovation, wherein educators discuss best practice and share 

effective strategies.  These professional collaborations may guide 

the profession toward new innovations for differentiation, 

culturally responsive pedagogy, and literacy development for all 

learners.  When asked how she felt about receiving the Herr 

award, Debra stated, “I am honored and grateful to receive this 

award.  I want to congratulate ALER on 50 years of successful 

leadership and to thank my colleagues for their impact on my life 

and their amazing contributions to the field of literacy.” 
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Conclusion: 

Evolving into the Future 

Barbara J. McClanahan 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

 

Peggy S. Lisenbee 
Texas Woman’s University 

 

Wayne M. Linek 
Regents Professor Emeritus, Texas A&M University-Commerce 

 

Ellen Jampole 
Carolina Coastal University 

 As we approached the home stretch of preparing this 

volume for publication, we as editors felt it would be beneficial to 

poll the past presidents (PPs) who had served during this ten-year 

period.  We wanted to probe their insights on how this 

organization has or has not met the challenges of becoming ALER, 

with all the nuances that phrase might suggest.  Changing the 

name from one that seemed to focus solely on reading to one that 

connotes a broader perspective would seem to be challenging on 

many fronts.  So, what did our PPs think? 

Eight PPs contributed their insights.  It is not surprising 

that what these PPs focused on in their contributions was often 

closely aligned with topics and challenges they faced during their 

progression through the presidential track and/or their specific 
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one-year term.  Nevertheless, certain issues were cited by multiple 

PPs, so we will spend some time considering the themes they 

identified. 

 

Reading vs. Literacy: Continuing the Discussion 

 Two of our PPs expressed ongoing concerns related to the 

name change as projecting the character of a “literacy” 

organization rather than a more narrowly defined “reading” 

organization.  Laurie Elish-Piper questioned, “Do our 

conferences, journals, yearbook, and association initiatives 

address ‘reading’ with depth and scope, or in the process of 

embracing the construct of ‘literacy’ have we lost focus on the 

core role of reading?”  Mary Roe stated, “the new name shifts 

attention from reading to literacy.  This, too, represents a 

challenge.”  She sums up her comments and questions by stating, 

“we are challenged to attend to literacy in all of its complexity.”  

At least in the minds of these two PPs, it seems the jury is still out 

on how well reading and literacy align in ALER. 

 

Getting Comfortable in the Digital Universe 

 Keeping up with the digital world was cited specifically as 

a positive step forward by three PPs.  Julie Kidd cited the 

evolutionary “changes in the way we use technology to support 

our goals and our members.”  David Paige pointed specifically to 

the fact that the business functions of the organizations are now 

on digital platforms.  He and Rob Erwin noted that the conference 

proposal system is automated and conference attendees have the 

option to download an app that allows access to the entire 

updatable program with personal scheduling.  The power of 
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moving from being CRA to ALER is exemplified in this theme, 

since supporting and getting comfortable with digital literacies is 

vital as our field embraces the digital universe. 

 

Finding a Louder Literacy Voice 

 Three PPs also mentioned ALER publications, especially 

Literacy Research and Instruction (LRI), as an area of distinct 

progress.  Julie Kidd praised ALER’s “continued support and 

development of our publications.”  John Smith zeroed in on LRI, 

calling it “a unique journal that features research with a focus on 

instructional applications.”  Rob Erwin talked about improvement 

in the journal’s “scholarly impact” as well as “an improvement in 

the contract with publisher Taylor & Francis that increased 

visibility of the journal” that added “revenue to the organization.”  

ALER’s publications are not only peer-reviewed but are valued 

by literacy educators for delving into the current issues of literacy 

education and research. 

 

Enhancing a Supportive, Collegial Safe Space 

 The related concepts of mentoring, collaborating, and 

networking loomed large for four PPs.  John Smith summarized 

the ALER Mission Statement (ALER, 2019), which states that 

ALER seeks “to stimulate the self-development and professional 

growth of teachers and reading specialists at all educational 

levels.”  He then went on to say, “The annual ALER conference is 

a place where evolving and veteran researchers alike can present 

their latest projects and findings in an atmosphere that provides 

support and instructive feedback.”  He cited ALER’s divisions as 

a particular avenue for “mentoring and enhancing learning.”  Julie 



 

 

438 
 

 

Kidd explained that the “[e]volution of our organization is 

essential to providing experiences that benefit our veteran 

members as well as those who are newer to our profession.  

Embracing meaningful change,” she went on, “allows us to 

remain constant to our mission to mentor and support each other 

in ways that enable each of us to make important and lasting 

contributions to the field.”  Mona Matthews specifically cited the 

development of the Research Grant Award, the development of a 

white paper on literacy coaching, and initiating a “Mentoring 

ALER Writers” group.  Laurie Elish-Piper discussed her efforts 

“to push the boundaries of the conference including the addition 

of the . . . Readers’ Forum, building clearer connections to the 

host community [of the conferences], and providing new 

opportunities for mentoring, collaboration, and networking.”  All 

of these changes over time have provided ALER members a safe 

space to share research and practices enhancing and supporting 

literacy. 

 

Broadening Our Horizons: Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 

 The topic most often cited by PPs as both an 

accomplishment and a continuing challenge was diversity.  Mary 

Roe spoke of the challenge ALER faces to include educators and 

researchers that “represent a broad range of diversity in terms of 

backgrounds, theoretical stances, and stage of their professional 

progress.”  Rob Erwin, however, felt that, stemming from 

leadership at the top, ALER has ratified a “renewed commitment 

to the principles of diversity as a professional organization, with 

initiative to be inclusive and to promote the dignity and worth of 

all members.”  Helen Perkins remarked that ALER has adopted a 
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stance “to be intentionally more inclusive of people of various 

races or cultures while addressing a plethora of literacy topics.”  

Julie Kidd agreed that “our focus on diversity, equity, and 

inclusion” has been part of our evolution as ALER.  David Paige 

pointed to the election of the first African American president 

(Helen) as evidence of positive change, along with soliciting 

conference speakers from Native American, Middle Eastern, 

Hispanic, and African American cultural backgrounds and 

perspectives.  This area is a work in progress, but it is the area that 

has seen significant growth in the last ten years. 

 

The Path Forward 

 So…the new has worn off.  The Association of Literacy 

Educators and Researchers is no longer a new name to try to grow 

into.  We are ALER, and the previous few hundred pages have 

reviewed for the reader how we became ALER, building on the 

previous fifty years as the College Reading Association (CRA).  

As the five-year history segments and oral interviews of the PPs 

and award winners have outlined, and as the PPs’ comments have 

testified, we have met many challenges, and the organization is 

moving steadily forward toward earned recognition in the literacy 

field.   

It is also moving toward a more inclusive future.  This is 

an organization which not only welcomes literacy educators and 

researchers of all cultures and backgrounds; it is becoming an 

organization which, as Helen Perkins so aptly put it, intentionally 

draws them in.  Studying an audience gathered for an ALER 

conference will reveal a range of skin colors, dress styles, and 

ways of speaking.  Sitting in sessions will show that we don’t all 
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see things exactly the same way, but that we listen to each other 

respectfully and share our insights.  We question, we share, we 

challenge, we support.  Anyone would be foolish to suggest that 

there is not more work to do, not more challenges to address, but 

we clearly better understand the lesson exemplified in this quote, 

suggested by Helen Perkins: 

We all should know that diversity makes for a rich 

tapestry, 

And we must understand that all the threads of the 

tapestry 

Are equal in value no matter what their color 

    -Maya Angelou 

So, now that we’ve come to the end of this ten-year 

journey, did you find it?  Did you find your place in the ALER 

jigsaw as we look toward the next ten years?  If you’re still 

unsure, we know some folks who can help. 
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Appendix  

ALER Officers 

2008-2018 
 

2008-2009 
President, Mona W. Matthews, Georgia State University 

President-Elect/Conference Chair, Laurie Elish-Piper, Northern Illinois  

University 

Vice-President/Program, Mary F. Roe, Washington State University 

Past President/Awards, D. Ray Reutzel, Utah State University 

Past-Past President/Elections, Ellen Jampole, SUNY-Cortland 

Business Manager/Treasurer, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

         J. Michael Pickle, St. Cloud State University 

Executive Secretary, Kathleen A. J. Mohr, University of North Texas 

 

Board of Directors 

       Rob Erwin, Niagara University 

       Francine Falk-Ross, Pace University 

       Parker Fawson, Utah State University 

       Rona Flippo, University of Massachusetts-Boston 

       Ellen Jampole, State University of New York-Cortland 

       Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

       Patricia E. Linder, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Dianna Baycich, Kent State University 

       Clinical Division: Virginia Modla, LaSalle University 

       College Reading Division: Frances Shapiro-Skrobe, Ramapo College of  

New Jersey  

       Teacher Education: Angela Ferree, Western Illinois University  

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Barbara J. Reinken, Grand Valley State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Tami Craft Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University;  

Janet L. Towell, Florida Atlantic University 
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       Research, Kristy Dunlap, James Madison University; Ruth A. Oswald,  

University of Akron 

       Publications, Janelle Mathis, University of North Texas 

       Historian, Dixie Massey, University of Washington 

       Photographer, Robin Erwin, Niagara University 

       Resolution & Rules, Jon Jones, Western Illinois University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, JoAnn Dugan, Ohio University-Athens 

       Membership, Mary DeKonty Applegate, St. Joseph’s University; Mary 

Robbins, Sam Houston State University 

       Public Information, Sylvia Read, Utah State University; Marie Holbein,  

State University of West Georgia; Donna Harkins, State University of  

West Georgia 

       Professional Affairs, John Ponder, State University of West Georgia 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Parker C. Fawson, Utah State University;  

Sylvia Read, Utah State University, Brad Wilcox, Brigham Young  

University 

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Mary Beth  

Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce; Martha M. Foote, Texas A&M- 

Commerce, Francine C. Falk-Ross, Pace University 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

2009-2010 
President, Laurie Elish-Piper, Northern Illinois University 

President-Elect/Conference Chair, Mary F. Roe, Arizona State University 

Vice-President/Program, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

Past President/Awards, Mona W. Matthews, Georgia State University 

Past-Past President/Elections, D. Ray Reutzel, Utah State University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Executive Secretary, Kathleen A. J. Mohr, University of North Texas 

 

Board of Directors 

       Rob Erwin, Niagara University 

       Francine Falk-Ross, Pace University 

       Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

       Maryann Mraz, University of North Carolina-Charlotte 

       Evangeline Newton, University of Akron 

       Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

       Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 
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Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Dianna Baycich, Kent State University 

       Clinical Division: Nina Nilsson, St. Joseph’s University 

       College Literacy Division: Frances Shapiro-Skrobe, Ramapo College of 

New Jersey  

       Teacher Education: Jill Lewis-Spector, New Jersey City University 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Janet L. Towell, Florida Atlantic University;  

Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Research, Kristy Dunlap, James Madison University; Ruth A. Oswald,  

University of Akron 

       Publications, Janelle Mathis, University of North Texas 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, State University of New York-Cortland 

       Photographer, Robin Erwin, Niagara University 

       Resolution & Rules, Jon Jones, Western Illinois University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, JoAnn Dugan, Ohio Department of Youth  

Services 

       Membership, Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University; Debra Price,  

Sam Houston State University 

       Public Information, Donna Harkins, State University of West Georgia;  

Marie Holbein, State University of West Georgia; Sylvia Read, Utah  

State University 

       Professional Affairs, John Ponder, State University of West Georgia;  

Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida 

       Webmaster, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Brad Wilcox, Brigham Young  

University; Sylvia Read, Utah State University; Parker C. Fawson,  

Utah State University 

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Merry Boggs,  

Texas A&M-Commerce; Linda Martin, Ball State University,  

Timothy Morrison, Brigham Young University 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 
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2010-2011 
President, Mary F. Roe, Arizona State University 

President-Elect/Program Chair, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

Vice-President, Robin W. Erwin, Niagara University  

Past President/Awards, Laurie Elish-Piper, Northern Illinois University 

Past-Past President/Elections, Mona W. Matthews, Georgia State University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Executive Secretary, Kathleen A. J. Mohr, University of North Texas 

 

Board of Directors 

       Ruth Oswald, University of Akron 

       Francine Falk-Ross, Pace University 

       Maryann Mraz, University of North Carolina-Charlotte 

       Evangeline Newton, University of Akron 

       Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

       Angela M. Ferree, Western Illinois University 

       Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Robin Pate, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi, Susan 

Glaeser, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Clinical Division: Nina Nilsson, St. Joseph’s University; Barbara Marinak,  

Mount St. Mary’s University 

       College Literacy Division: Frances Shapiro-Skrobe, Ramapo College of  

New Jersey; Brad Wilcox, Brigham Young University 

      Teacher Education: Jill Lewis-Spector, New Jersey City University; Jeanne 

Shay-Schumm, University of Miami 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Janet L. Towell, Florida Atlantic University;  

Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Research, Kristy Dunlap, James Madison University; Mary Robbins, Sam 

Houston State University 

       Publications, Janelle Mathis, University of North Texas 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Resolution & Rules, Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Legislative & Social Issues, JoAnn Dugan, Ohio Department of Youth  
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Services 

       Membership, Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University; Debra Price,  

Sam Houston State University 

       Public Information, Donna Harkins, State University of West Georgia;  

Marie Holbein, State University of West Georgia; Sylvia Read, Utah 

State University 

       Professional Affairs, Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida 

       Webmaster, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Sherron Killingsworth-Roberts,  

University of Central Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of  

Central Florida; Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida 

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Timothy  

Morrison, Brigham Young University; Linda Martin, Ball State  

University; Merry Boggs, Texas A&M-Commerce  

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

2011-2012 
President, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

President-Elect/Program Chair, Robin W. Erwin, Niagara University 

Vice-President, Parker Fawson, University of Kentucky 

Past President/Awards, Mary F. Roe, Arizona State University  

Past-Past President/Elections, Laurie Elish-Piper, Northern Illinois University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Executive Secretary, Kathleen A. J. Mohr, Utah State University 

 

Board of Directors 

       Tami Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University 

       Dee Nichols, Western Carolina University 

       Maryann Mraz, University of North Carolina-Charlotte 

       Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

       Angela M. Ferree, Western Illinois University 

       Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Mary Applegate, St. Joseph’s University 

       Betty Sturtevant, George Mason University 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Robin Pate, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 

       Clinical Division: Barbara Marinak, Mount St. Mary’s University 
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       College Literacy Division: Brad Wilcox, Brigham Young University, 

      Teacher Education: Jeanne Shay-Schumm, University of Miami 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Janet L. Towell, Florida Atlantic University;  

Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Research, Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University; Ginger Modla,  

LaSalle University 

       Publications, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Resolution & Rules, Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Legislative & Social Issues, JoAnn Dugan, Ohio Department of Youth  

Services 

       Membership, Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

       Public Information, Marie Holbein, State University of West Georgia;  

Donna Harkins, State University of West Georgia 

       Professional Affairs, Kristine Still, Cleveland State University 

       Webmaster, Kristine Still, Cleveland State University 

 

Editors 

Literacy Research & Instruction, Michelle Kelley, University of Central  

Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of Central Florida; Sherron  

Killingsworth-Roberts, University of Central Florida  

       ALER Yearbook, Timothy Morrison, Brigham Young University; Linda  

Martin, Ball State University; Merry Boggs, Texas A&M-Commerce;  

Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

  

2012-2013 
President, Robin W. Erwin, Niagara University 

President-Elect/Program Chair, Parker Fawson, University of Kentucky 

Vice-President, Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

Past President/Awards, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

Past-Past President/Elections, Mary F. Roe, Arizona State University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Executive Secretary, Lois K. Haid, Barry University 
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Board of Directors 

       Tami Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University 

       Mary Applegate, St. Joseph’s University 

       Dianna Baycich, Kent State University 

       Angela M. Ferree, Western Illinois University 

       Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

       Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Betty Sturtevant, George Mason University 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Robin Pate, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 

       Clinical Division: Barbara Marinak, Mount St. Mary’s University 

       College Literacy Division: Brad Wilcox, Brigham Young University 

      Teacher Education: Jeanne Shay-Schumm, University of Miami 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Margie Garcia, University of Houston-Clear  

Lake; Elaine Hendrix, University of Houston-Clear Lake 

       Research, Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University; Ginger Modla,  

LaSalle University 

       Publications, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University; Barbara  

McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Resolution & Rules, Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Legislative & Social Issues, JoAnn Dugan, Ohio Department of Youth  

Services 

       Membership, Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

       Public Information, Kristine Still, Cleveland State University; Marie  

Holbein, State University of West Georgia  

       Professional Affairs, Donna Harkins, State University of West Georgia 

       Webmaster, Kristine Still, Cleveland State University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Sherron Killingsworth-Roberts,  

University of Central Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of  

Central Florida; Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida 
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       ALER Yearbook, Timothy Morrison, Brigham Young University; Linda 

  Martin, Ball State University; Leslie Haas, Texas A&M-Commerce;  

Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

2013-2014 
President, Parker Fawson, Utah Valley University 

President-Elect/Program Chair, Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

Vice-President, Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

Past President/Awards, Robin W. Erwin, Niagara University 

Past-Past President/Elections, John A. Smith, University of Texas-Arlington 

Business Manager/Treasurer, April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

Executive Secretary, Lois K. Haid, Barry University 

 

Board of Directors 

       Dianna Baycich, Kent State University 

       Tami Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University 

       Nina Nilsson, St. Joseph’s University 

       Jeanne Cobb, Coastal Carolina University 

       Mary Applegate, St. Joseph’s University 

       Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

       Betty Sturtevant, George Mason University 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Robin Pate, Tarleton State University 

       Clinical Division: Stephanie McAndrews, Southern Illinois University- 

Edwardsville 

       College Literacy Division: Anne DeGroot, Ramapo College of New Jersey 

      Teacher Education: Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Margie Garcia, University of Houston-Clear Lake 

       Research, Catherine McGeehan, Kutztown University; Ginger Modla,  

Gwynedd Mercy University 

       Publications, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University; Barbara  

McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 
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       Resolution & Rules, Mary Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce;  

Kathleen A. J. Mohr, Utah State University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, Mary McGriff, New Jersey City University; 

Carolyn Hitchens, Ball State University 

       Membership, Stephanie Grote-Garcia, University of the Incarnate Word 

       Public Information, Deborah Addison, Schreiner University 

 

Editors 

Literacy Research & Instruction, Sherron Killingsworth-Roberts,  

University of Central Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of  

Central Florida; Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida 

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Leslie Haas,  

Texas A&M-Commerce; Sheri Vasinda, Oklahoma State University 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

2014-2015 
President, J. Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

President-Elect/Program Chair, Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

Vice-President, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Past President/Awards, Parker Fawson, Utah Valley University 

Past-Past President/Elections, Robin W. Erwin, Niagara University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

Executive Secretary, Lois K. Haid, Barry University; Ashlee Horton,  

University of South Carolina-Aiken 

 

Board of Directors 

       Jeanne Cobb, Coastal Carolina University 

       Nina Nilsson, St. Joseph’s University 

       Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

       Linda Martin, Ball State University 

       Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Doris Walker-Dalhouse, Marquette University 

 

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Tammy F. Donaldson, Del Mar College 

       Clinical Division: Stephanie McAndrews, Southern Illinois University- 

Edwardsville 

       College Literacy Division: Anne DeGroot, Ramapo College of New Jersey 

      Teacher Education: Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 
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Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi;  

Micheal Kessner, Mesquite Independent School District 

       Research, Catherine McGeehan, Kutztown University; Ginger Modla,  

Gwynedd Mercy University 

       Publications, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University; Barbara  

McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Resolution & Rules, Kathleen A. J. Mohr, Utah State University; Mary  

Beth Sampson, Texas A&M-Commerce 

       Legislative & Social Issues, Mary McGriff, New Jersey City University 

       Membership, Corinne Valadez, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi; Stephanie  

Grote-Garcia, University of the Incarnate Word 

       Public Information, Deborah Addison, Schreiner University 

       Webmaster, Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Sherron Killingsworth-Roberts,  

University of Central Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of  

Central Florida; Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida  

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Sheri Vasinda, 

  Oklahoma State University 

       Literacy News, Larkin Page, Texas A&M-Commerce 

 

2015-2016 
President, Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

President-Elect/Program Chair, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Vice-President, Tami Craft Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University 

Past President/Awards, J. Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

Past-Past President/Elections, Parker Fawson, Utah Valley University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

Executive Secretary, Ashlee Horton, University of South Carolina 

 

Board of Directors 

       Doris Walker-Dalhouse, Marquette University 

       Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University 

       Nina Nilsson, St. Joseph’s University 
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       Jeanne Cobb, Coastal Carolina University 

       Linda Martin, Ball State University 

       Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

        

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Tammy F. Donaldson, Del Mar College 

       Clinical Division: Vicki Collett, University of Arkansas 

       College Literacy Division: Tim Morrison, Brigham Young University 

      Teacher Education: Donna Cox, Sam Houston State University 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi;  

Micheal Kessner, Mesquite Independent School District 

       Research, Catherine McGeehan, Kutztown University; Michael  

Manderino, Northern Illinois University 

       Publications, Sheri Vasinda, Oklahoma State University 

       Historian, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University; Barbara  

McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

       Photographer, Ellen Jampole, Carolina Coastal University 

       Resolution & Rules, Carolyn Walker-Hitchens, Ball State University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, Mary McGriff, New Jersey City University 

       Membership, Tiana M. Pearce, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi; Corinne  

Valadez, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi  

       Public Information, Leslie La Croix, George Mason University 

       Webmaster, Melanie Landon-Hayes, Western Oregon University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Sherron Killingsworth-Roberts,  

University of Central Florida; Vicki Zygouris-Coe, University of  

Central Florida; Michelle Kelley, University of Central Florida  

       ALER Yearbook, Susan Szabo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Sheri Vasinda,  

Oklahoma State University; Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus  

Christi 

       Literacy News, Valerie Robnolt, Virginia Commonwealth University; Joan  

Rhodes, Virginia Commonwealth University 

 

2016-2017 
President, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 



 

 

453      

President-Elect/Program Chair, Tami Craft Al-Hazza, Old Dominion  

University 

Vice-President, Connie Briggs, Texas Woman’s University 

Past President/Awards, Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

Past-Past President/Elections, J. Helen Perkins, University of Memphis 

Business Manager/Treasurer, April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

Executive Secretary, Ashlee Horton, University of South Carolina-Aiken 

 

Board of Directors 

       Mary Robbins, Sam Houston State University 

       Linda Martin, Ball State University 

       Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Doris Walker-Dalhouse, Marquette University 

       Michael Manderino, Northern Illinois University 

       Sara Helfrich, Ohio University 

       Connie Briggs, Texas Woman’s University 

            

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Chyllis Scott, University of Nevada-Las Vegas 

       Clinical Division: Vicki Collett, University of Arkansas 

       College Literacy Division: Tim Morrison, Brigham Young University 

       Teacher Education: Donna Cox, Sam Houston State University 

 

Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi;  

Micheal Kessner, Mesquite Independent School District 

       Research, Leslie La Croix, George Mason University; Michal Manderino,  

Northern Illinois University 

       Publications, Sheri Vasinda, Oklahoma State University 

       Historian, Peggy Lisenbee, University of Tulsa; Wayne M. Linek, Texas  

A&M-Commerce; Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma  

State University 

       Photographer, Robin Erwin, Niagara University 

       Resolution & Rules, Carolyn Walker-Hitchens, Ball State University;  

Debra Price, Sam Houston State University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, Mary McGriff, New Jersey City University;  

Nancy L. Stevens, University of Wisconsin-Whitewater 

       Membership, Katina Kearney-Edwards, Salisbury University; Nedra  



 

 

454 
 

 

Cossa, Georgia Southern University 

       Public Information, Cathy McGeehan, Kutztown University 

       Webmaster (ex officio), April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Adriana L. Medina, University of North  

Carolina-Charlotte; Paola Pilonieta, University of North Carolina- 

Charlotte; S. Michael Putnam, University of North Carolina-Charlotte;  

Jean Vintinner, University of North Carolina-Charlotte 

       ALER Yearbook, Juan J. Araujo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Alexandra  

Babino, Texas A&M-Commerce; Nedra Cossa, Georgia Southern 

University; Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 

       Literacy News, Joan Rhodes, Virginia Commonwealth University; Valerie  

Robnolt, Virginia Commonwealth University 

 

2017-2018 
President, Tami Craft Al-Hazza, Old Dominion University 

President-Elect/Program Chair, Connie Briggs, Texas Woman’s University 

Vice-President, Seth Parsons, George Mason University 

Past President/Awards, David D. Paige, Bellarmine University 

Past-Past President/Elections, Julie Kidd, George Mason University 

Business Manager/Treasurer, April Blakely, Eastern Kentucky University 

Executive Secretary, Ashlee Horton, Columbia County Schools 

 

Board of Directors 

       Tammy F. Donaldson, Del Mar College 

       Doris Walker-Dalhouse, Marquette University 

       Sylvia Read, Utah State University 

       Michael Manderino, Northern Illinois University 

       Sara Helfrich, Ohio University 

       Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern Oklahoma State University 

            

Division Chairpersons 

       Adult Learning Division: Chyllis Scott, University of Nevada-Las Vegas 

       Clinical Division: Debra J. Coffey, Kennesaw State University 

       College Literacy Division: Dianna Sand, Holy Family University 

       Teacher Education: Patricia Durham, Sam Houston State University 
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Committee Chairpersons 

       Conference Coordinator, Mary Beth Allen, East Stroudsburg State  

University 

       Reading Room/Exhibits, Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi;  

Micheal Kessner, Mesquite Independent School District 

       Research, Leslie La Croix, George Mason University; Tracey Hodges,  

University of Alabama 

       Publications, Sheri Vasinda, Oklahoma State University 

       Historian, Peggy Lisenbee, Texas Woman’s University; Wayne M. Linek,  

Texas A&M-Commerce; Barbara McClanahan, Southeastern  

Oklahoma State University 

       Photographer, Robin Erwin, Niagara University 

       Resolution & Rules, Carolyn Walker-Hitchens, Ball State University 

       Legislative & Social Issues, Mary McGriff, New Jersey City University;  

Nancy L. Stevens, University of Wisconsin-Whitewater 

       Membership, Nedra Cossa, Georgia Southern University; Katina Kearney- 

Edwards, Salisbury University  

       Public Information, Cathy McGeehan, Kutztown University 

       Webmaster, Ashlee Horton, Columbia County Schools 

 

Editors 

       Literacy Research & Instruction, Adriana L. Medina, University of North  

Carolina-Charlotte; Paola Pilonieta, University of North Carolina- 

Charlotte; S. Michael Putnam, University of North Carolina-Charlotte;  

Jean Vintinner, University of North Carolina-Charlotte 

       ALER Yearbook, Juan J. Araujo, Texas A&M-Commerce; Alexandra  

Babino, Texas A&M-Commerce; Nedra Cossa, Georgia Southern  

University; Robin D. Johnson, Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 

       Literacy News, Joan Rhodes, Virginia Commonwealth University; Valerie  

Robnolt, Virginia Commonwealth University 

 

 


