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INTRODUCTION

Cultivate What Matters Most

I adore stories. As a child, I devoured them, vicariously living through the 
characters I met in the pages of a book. As a teenager, I wrote them, using 
writing as a way to work through the turbulence of adolescence. As an adult, I 

live them and feel the power these lived stories have to shape my identity. And as 
an educator, I value them and respect the role our unique stories have in shaping 
teaching and learning. 

If I think back on my career as a learner, I can clearly remember the teach-
ers who became part of my story. Some of my experiences with teachers were 
positive: my first-grade teacher who joyfully came to school each day ready to 
learn with us; my sixth-grade teacher who reminded me that school was not just 
about academic learning but also about forging connections with others; my col-
lege professor who pushed my thinking and challenged my practices, reminding 
me that there was always something new to consider. Some of the experiences 
were negative: my kindergarten teacher who would leave the room because we 
were not behaving properly, leaving us wondering whether she’d ever return; 
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my high-school teacher who focused on getting things right over the process of 
learning; my college professor who would return my papers covered in red pen 
with a message to find writing help somewhere, but not in class. Each of these 
stories, along with countless others, have played a role in shaping the kind of 
person and educator I am today.

As educators, we strive to shape students’ stories in positive ways, engag-
ing students’ hearts and minds through the work we do. We want students to 
feel welcomed, valued, and respected. We want them to know they matter and 
that we believe in their abilities, even those they do not yet know they possess. 
We want students to feel the power that literacy has to change their view of 
themselves and their world and then feel confident enough to share their voices 
and stories with others. But sometimes, we shape students’ stories by the deci-
sions we make in the midst of the challenges we face as educators, decisions 
that have unintended consequences for our students’ stories: when we struggle 
to find space in the curriculum for students’ questions, when we frame read-
ing and writing as work, or when we privilege getting things done over learning 
about ourselves. These practices can quietly seep into our classrooms and, over 
time, can even become the norm and inadvertently shape students’ ideas of what 
literacy learning is and could be. These unintentional messages hold great power 
in shaping our students’ stories, but it can be incredibly difficult to acknowledge 
their presence. It is only when we approach our classroom through the lens of a 
learner that we can truly experience what matters most to the minds and hearts 
of our students. And, upon reflection, we may find that our classroom practices 
do not reflect what we would advocate for ourselves.

A while back, I was working with a group of teachers who wanted to explore 
reading and reading response in their classrooms. A traditional model of profes-
sional learning would call for a session to highlight research on best practices, 
provide examples for what teachers might try in their classrooms, and offer 
classroom coaching as an additional support. But I didn’t do that. Instead, I 
engaged teachers as readers themselves, readers who came together in a com-
munity to respond to texts. We formed a book club, read new and diverse texts, 
and responded to our reading in multiple ways. I gave book talks on titles the 
teachers might be interested in reading. We read anchor texts together and had 
rich conversations about our reading. We chose individual titles and eagerly 
book-talked our selections. We created reading responses that grew from our 
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experiences: some participants placed sticky notes on the pages, some jotted 
their thoughts in a notebook, some went digital, and others shared their think-
ing in a discussion. In short, we reconnected with our lives as readers and 
formed a reading community full of joyful reading—and it changed everything.

As we ended our reading of Refugee by Alan Gratz, we grappled with our 
emotions. How could we accurately capture the incredibly personal and emo-
tional responses that we were having as we read this book? How could we 
capture our shock at the events these children experienced while we were nicely 
snuggled into our safe corners of town? How were we going to deal with the 
discomfort of knowing that these experiences are currently happening? Deciding 
how to respond to the book was a difficult decision; so, rather than respond 
back to the book, we thought forward. We investigated our family histories and 
shared our learning. We gathered articles from local newspapers and media sites 
on related events happening in our hometowns. We shared lists of unanswered 
questions we felt compelled to investigate. 

Most importantly, we questioned our classroom practices as a result: Do we 
bring powerful books like this into our classrooms to spark deep thinking about 
the world our students are living in today? Do we give students opportunities to 
share their reading with others without worrying about right or wrong answers? 
Do we all allow students choice in how they respond to their reading based on 
the transaction they had with the author? Do we allow students to think for-
ward, or do we continually require a response back instead? We even dared to 
ask whether we ever let students simply sit with their thinking and not respond 
at all. The very practices we gave ourselves the luxury of indulging in were not 
always evident in our classrooms. And because we lived as readers and experi-
enced these lessons for ourselves, we couldn’t help but feel compelled to rethink 
our classroom practices. 

These kinds of lived experiences help us develop a deeper understanding of 
learning and what it means to be readers and writers. Reconnecting with our liter-
ate lives reminded us of what was most important, brought greater intention and joy 
to our work, and compelled us to reimagine our stories of teaching and learning in 
our classrooms. And this kind of work has the potential to change students’ lives.

What if we imagine a story where we cultivate our lives as readers, writers, 
and learners together? A story of reading communities that privilege interest over 
levels and favor transactions over artifacts, and in which our reading identities 
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hold just as much weight as our reading skills. A story of writing instruction 
where process is valued over product, creativity comes before uniformity, and 
the message is more important than the convention. A story of learning where 
we remain curious as learners and where inquiry leads our learning, choice 
trumps mandates, and joy permeates the threads of the classroom.

When we reconnect with our lives as readers and writers, we gain a deeper 
understanding about the messages our practices send to students. Sometimes, 
our practices are validated as we renew our own commitment to powerful 
literacy instruction. Sometimes, they are questioned as we uncover a mismatch 
between what we believe and live as learners and what is evident in our schools 
and classrooms. Either way, we emerge with a sense of collective responsibil-
ity to renew our teaching with authenticity, intention, and joy in order to better 
impact students’ literate stories of themselves. This work begins with us. 

I invite you to honor and indulge your own reading and writing life, to 
outgrow yourself as a reader and writer, and to imagine new possibilities for your 
literate life and the literate community in your classroom. This book will walk 
you through the steps to reclaim your reading and writing and to bring a new 
level of awareness to your classroom. You might encounter familiar practices in 
which you already engage. You might encounter practices you have heard about 
but have not yet tried in your own literate life. And, you’ll likely find practices 
to boost your reading and writing life in new ways. While this book could be 
read cover to cover, revealing carefully stacked practices to reconnect as readers 
and writers, it was designed for readers to choose their own path based on their 
unique literacy journey. 

We begin by uncovering our histories as learners and reflect on our reading 
and writing lives. It might be tempting to skip this step of the process or to give 
it less time than it deserves, but please don’t. This reflection is a very necessary 
part of the process to reconnect with ourselves and gain greater insight into our 
practices. Then, you’ll learn about a framework for tending to your literate iden-
tity and explore how to nourish your literate habits, hearts, and communities 
and sustain them over time. You’ll read and write your way to a more fulfilled 
literate life and bring a newfound energy to your classroom. You’ll find concrete 
ideas to replicate the very invitations that impact your own reading and writing 
with students and likely be inspired to transform your teaching based on your 
own experiences as a reader and writer. 
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You’ll also find specific tools and activities to rekindle your relationship with 
your literate life. There are two main sections to this book: reading and writing. 
Each section is divided into three chapters: habits, hearts, and communities. 
Setting your own goals as a reader and writer, you’ll read, write, and pay close 
attention to what you learn about yourself in the process. You’ll create authen-
tic examples of your learning to share with students, reflect on your instruc-
tional practices, and imagine new possibilities for teaching and learning in your 
classroom and school. I recommend using a notebook to capture your reading 
and writing reflections. My own notebook is a simple bound journal with blank 
pages, but you’ll want to choose a journal that works for you.

Each chapter offers specific prompts for reflection: What conditions mattered 
most to our own learning? Which practices supported our efforts and which 
hindered them? What lessons did we learn as we lived as learners? How might 
these ideas manifest in our classroom? This kind of intentional self-reflection can 
be hard to come by in our busy lives as educators, but it is essential if we are to 
learn from our own experiences as learners. Then, propelled by the exhilaration 
we often feel when we uncover important realizations about our practice, we’ll 
begin to imagine new possibilities for our classrooms: changes to daily routines, 
instructional practices, the materials we privilege, and/or how we bring our 
students’ voices into our learning. You’ll find ideas to spark your own thinking 
as well as clear examples of how teachers reimagined their classroom practices 
as a result of their own learning. While these invitations have been carefully 
designed to fuel your own literate life, you’ll find that they are perfect to replicate 
with your students as you build your literate lives together. 

As educators, it is our responsibility to live as learners: to read, write, think, 
and learn alongside our students and to imagine a learning community that is 
better than it was the day before. And, fueled with the understandings that can 
only come from being learners ourselves, we can ensure that our teaching culti-
vates what matters most and brings greater intention and joy to our classrooms.
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1

CHAPTER 1

Where to Begin?

M erriam-Webster (2020d) defines reflection as “a thought, idea, or opinion 
formed or a remark made as a result of meditation; consideration of some 
subject matter, idea, or purpose; and the production of an image by or 

as if by a mirror.” Essentially, reflection is the act of looking inward and taking 
time to reflect on our thinking and practice as educators. We can trace the role 
of reflection in education back to Dewey (1933), who believed that reflection 
was essential for learning from experience. He introduced reflection as a way 
for teachers to link prior knowledge with current experience to gain a greater 
understanding of their practices and improve classroom learning. Donald Schön 
(1987) extended this work through his idea of reflective practice where teach-
ers thoughtfully consider their own experiences in relation to their practices to 
better understand their unique teaching style and increase their effectiveness. 
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Why is reflection and reflective practice important to our work as teachers? Here 
are some important benefits:

	y Reflection embodies an inquiry approach to teaching and learning 
and invites teachers to learn from and about their own practices. 

	y Reflection helps teachers think deliberately and intentionally 
about how their teaching decisions impact student learning. 

	y Regular reflection helps teachers avoid snap, reactive decisions 
in challenging situations and make thoughtful and intentional 
decisions instead. 

	y Reflective teachers model mindsets and practices for students, 
helping them become reflective learners. 

	y Reflection can lead to greater insight of our strengths and needs 
as teachers, leading to better self-care. 

There is no single right way to reflect. You might simply be still with yourself 
at the end of the day and think inwardly. You might capture your daily thinking 
in a calendar or agenda. You might write or sketch your thoughts in a journal. 
You might even record your thinking through photographs, audio clips, or video 
clips. Regardless of the method, reflecting on our practice helps us make instruc-
tional decisions that positively impact students. 

In my experience, the most common form of reflection parallels the instruc-
tional cycle in the classroom: we celebrate what is going well, think critically 
about the lessons we learned when things didn’t, and choose goals for the future. 
This kind of instructional reflection brings clarity to our thinking, insight to our 
instruction, and relevance to our goals as teachers. But, sometimes, it can be dif-
ficult to see what is right in front of our eyes but outside of our own experiences 
and assumptions. Therefore, we must approach reflection through a critically 
reflective lens (Brookfield 1995): by reflecting both on our experiences as learn-
ers and through the lens of our students, we can think more clearly about our 
practices and the messages they may inadvertently send.

2 Leading Literate Lives
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Return to Our Roots
Research shows that our learning histories and teaching philosophies influence 
both our instructional actions within the classroom (Cole and Knowles 2000) 
and our expectations of students (Dozier 2006), but these influences aren’t 
always conscious or clear. Take a moment to think about how your history as a 
learner might impact the teaching decisions you make today:

	y What does independent reading look like and sound like in your 
classroom? Is your classroom quiet, or is there a hum or buzz? Are 
students at their seats, or can they roam the room? Can they read 
freely, or are there particular requirements about book choice and 
reading response?

	y What genres of writing do your students gravitate toward? Do 
they prefer fiction over nonfiction? Do they love or loathe poetry? 
What does the revision and editing process look like?

	y How do students share their learning with others? Do they 
respond to required assignments, or do they have creative 
freedom to choose a format that works best for them? Do they rely 
on paper and pencil, or can they use technology to capture their 
thinking?

	y What opportunities abound for creative making in your 
classroom? Do students have the freedom to tinker? Can they 
explore manipulatives to spark creativity or enhance the learning 
process? Or are they restricted to a set of curricular resources 
instead? 

Some of our responses to these questions might be the result of school 
structures, required curriculum, and formal assessments that decide what we 
privilege in the classroom. But some of our responses might be connected to 
what we have experienced and prefer as learners. Do you prefer a quiet reading 
environment and thus prefer the same for your classroom? Do you hang onto 
the belief that students must write paper drafts before heading to the computer 
because that is how you write now or wrote best as a student? Intentional reflec-
tion around our own histories and lived experiences as learners is essential if 
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we are going to uncover the why behind our practices and acknowledge the role 
our experiences play in our classrooms. And here are a few ways to do just that. 
Choose one (or all!) to return to your roots as a learner and explore how your 
own experiences might impact your current classroom. 

Draw Readers and/or Writers
A drawing activity based on Kaback’s (2016) informal “draw-a-reader” assess-
ment provides compelling insight into our identities as readers and writers and 
is a creative way to represent our thinking. Here’s how it works:

Draw a quick sketch of what a reader and/or writer is to you. Think about 
where, how, and why readers read and/or writers write. Think about the ways 
readers and/or writers look and feel, and make your drawing as detailed as pos-
sible. Supplement your drawing with text, writing words and phrases that come 
to mind when you think about what it means to be a reader and/or writer. Once 
you’ve completed your annotated drawing, reflect on the questions posed in 
Figure 1.1. 

Your drawing is sure to change according to the time of year, the initiatives 
at your school, your personal life, and more. But right now, what did you learn 

Reading Writing

	y What does your image say about your 
beliefs about reading? 

	y Does your image of a reader match the 
kind of readerly life you live? 

	y How does reflecting on your image of a 
reader make you feel and why? 

	y How can this help you think about what 
your reading life needs next? 

	y How can this help you think about what 
your classroom reading community 
needs next?

	y What does being a writer mean to you? 

	y Do you meet your personal definition 
of a writer? Why or why not?

	y How does reflecting on your personal 
definition of a writer help you think 
about what your writing life needs 
next? 

	y What might you need to rethink about 
how you define writing and what it 
means to be a writer?

	y How can this help you think about your 
own classroom writing instruction and 
your students’ identities as writers?

FIGURE 1.1 Reflective questions on what it means to be a reader and writer

4 Leading Literate Lives
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about yourself? How does that help you think about what you need in your read-
ing and writing life?

Create Reading and/or Writing Timelines
Each one of our experiences with reading and writing shapes our literacy beliefs 
and instruction, and thinking back on our past experiences can give us insight 
into the kind of readers and writers we are today. Create a timeline of your most 
memorable reading and/or writing experiences. Start by drawing a timeline grid 
on a page of your notebook. As you work through the following prompts, add 
each experience to your timeline, but choose the location based on how it made 
you feel. Write positive memories above the line and negative memories below it. 
Or, take a more creative approach, as Lyndsay Buehler did, and create a road map 
of your reading life instead, with the twists and turns in the road representing the 
twists and turns in your literate life. You’ll find her road map in Figure 1.2.

FIGURE 1.2 Lyndsay Buehler’s road map of her reading life

5Chapter 1: Where to Begin?
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1.	 Think back to the earliest memory you have of reading and/or 
writing. What was it? How old were you? How did it make you 
feel toward reading/writing? Reflect on your experiences with 
reading/writing at home. What were they like? Why did you 
engage with reading/writing? Who supported you? How did you 
feel? What did reading/writing mean to you? Add your memories 
to your timeline. 

2.	 Next, think of your experiences in elementary, middle, and high 
school. What sticks out in your memory, good or bad? Which 
teachers do you remember making their mark on your reading/
writing identity? How might you define reading/writing at this 
stage of your life? Add your memories to your timeline. 

3.	 Now, think about your college experience and your teacher 
education program. How did you experience reading/writing as 
a college student? How did it compare with the kind of reading/
writing instruction you learned was best for students? Add your 
memories to your timeline. 

4.	 What recent experiences have you had with reading/writing? 
How does your reading/writing life feel? Add your memories to 
your timeline. 

Now, it is time for a bit of reflection. Take a good, long look at your timeline 
and connect your experiences together with a line, clearly capturing the varied 
trajectory of your reading/writing life. What do you notice about your timeline? 
Are there many experiences to reflect on or are your experiences more limited? 
Are the majority of your memories above the line or do they fall below it? How 
did your reading/writing life ebb and flow over time? How might each experi-
ence contribute to your current reading/writing identity? 

Track Your Texts
Books hold a special place in my heart, and particular books have made an 
indelible impression on my life. My very first memory of reading is when 
Grover invited me into the pages of his book in There’s a Monster at the End of 
This Book. Later, Judy Blume’s Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret would teach 
me how the lessons learned through the pages of a book could impact my own 
life. I devoured Ann M. Martin’s The Baby-Sitters Club series throughout my 
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childhood, making clear and lasting connections to the characters and hoping 
for a tight-knit group of friends for myself. In adulthood, Gone Girl and The Girl 
on the Train gave me insight into another side of myself, and Fifty Shades of Grey, 
well, let’s say that I was hooked on that series, too. The books we read matter, as 
each one changes our impression of ourselves and of the world around us. 

So, what books matter most to you? Track the texts that have made an 
impression on you through the years. You might list them on a piece of paper, jot 
them down in your writer’s notebook, or even create a digital collection of book 
covers. Use the prompts below to help you get started:

	y What is the first book you remember being read to you?

	y What is the first book you remember reading on your own?

	y What books do you remember reading through your childhood? 
Why were they more memorable over the others?

	y Which books helped you work through adolescence? Did any 
magazines, articles, and media, help you, too? 

	y What books have you read recently that spoke to your heart? Why 
do you think so?

It’s important not only to think of these titles but also to write them down. 
You need to see them listed to better understand the powerful role they play in 
your life over time. Now, think about the books you listed. What made them so 
powerful in your life? Jot those thoughts in your notebook, too. 

Archive Your Writing
If you are anything like me, you like to save things: cards; notes from my child-
hood; old spelling tests with smiley face stickers; the newspapers I “published” 
as a child; my poems; my childhood diary; mementos from important occasions, 
such as ticket stubs and flower petals; you get the idea. My basement is filled 
with clear plastic containers chronicling the life of my three children: their baby 
calendars, first jar of baby food, tiny socks, and more. I know I may be taking it 
a bit overboard, but I love holding these mementos in my hand and feeling the 
waves of emotion come over me. 

If you are able to, gather any writing mementos you have from your child-
hood. You might sift through your own basement for them or call your family 
members to see if they have anything saved. Holding, touching, and seeing these 
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items can be very powerful, but don’t worry if you don’t have physical access to 
them. You can gather them in your mind instead. Why are these items impor-
tant? How do they represent who you are as a writer? How do they make you 
feel? Which are most important and why do they matter? Now, think about your 
current writing life. How does it compare with the kind of writing that matters 
most to you now? Does the writing you engage in fuel your heart or simply get 
things done? Are there spaces in your day to create writing artifacts that con-
tinue to shape your identity?

Our Literate Habits, Hearts, and 
Communities
I’ll never forget the Friday night I tiptoed into my son’s room to give him one last 
kiss goodnight and could not find him. Instead of seeing him snuggled up in his 
bed with his blankets, I found him asleep and buried beneath a stack of books 
with a pack of sticky notes and a marker by his side. As I took a few steps closer, 
I saw that he had taken the books from his bookshelf, attached each one to a 
sticky note, and labeled it with a number. As I gently tried to remove the books 
from his bed, my son woke and shared what he had been doing: he had decided 
to level his books to see which ones he was allowed to read—and which ones 
he was not. Now, I knew his teacher was using leveled text during small-group 
instruction to help students choose good-fit books for independent reading. But 
the message she inadvertently sent my son about the books he could and could 
not read had clear implications for his identity as a reader. 

These unintentional messages are often the by-product of intentional focus 
on standards and curriculum. In today’s time of heightened standards, man-
dated curriculum, and the weight of the world bearing down on our classrooms, 
we might find ourselves focusing on what we need to teach rather than the why 
behind the work we do. Understandably, we might focus on skills and standards 
and create curricular frameworks to ensure we teach them. We might focus on 
the strategies that our readers and writers must master and create charts and 
data trails to ensure our students are learning them. We might create lesson 
guides and protocols to ensure alignment and create pacing guides to support 
consistency. This work is needed, but it is not enough. We must also focus on 
the habits that nourish and sustain our reading and writing lives, the practices 
that set our literate hearts on fire, and the communities we need to learn and 
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grow together. The importance of this heart work becomes much more evident 
when teachers lead full, nourishing, and satisfying literate lives themselves. 

I find it useful to think of the construction of our identities as literate learn-
ers in three broad categories: our habits, our hearts, and our communities. You’ll 
find a visual image of this framework in Figure 1.3.

Our Habits:
Choices we make to cultivate our reading and writing lives and make 
them a priority.

This includes:
	y Surrounding ourselves with books and writing tools

	y Making time to read and write daily

	y Accessing a wide and diverse selection of texts

	y Knowing how we read and write best

	y Understanding our personal process for writing and how it matters

Our Hearts:
Practices and dispositions that readers and writers embody to bring 
joy to reading and writing and to fuel their practices. 

This includes:
	y Learning from writing mentors

	y Choosing books and writing formats

	y Responding to reading in meaningful ways

	y Stretching ourselves as readers and writers

	y Setting personal reading and writing goals

	y Exploring our reading and writing creativity

Our Communities: 
The ways we connect with others to celebrate reading and writing 

This includes:
	y Making our reading and writing lives visible

	y Sharing our reading and writing with others

	y Connecting with fellow readers and writers 

	y Celebrating our literate lives 

	y Engaging in new learning experiences

FIGURE 1.3 Our literate habits, hearts, and communities framework
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It is important to note that these categories are not linear or sequential and 
their format does not imply importance. Nor should we tackle one category at 
the expense of another. However, I have found comfort in the logical nature 
of this sequence. If our hope is to boost our learning lives, we must first carve 
out the time and develop the daily habits needed to do so. Once those habits 
are firmly in place, we can better honor our literate hearts, reading and writing 
about what matters most to each of us, and ultimately connect with communities 
of connected readers and writers working to do the same. 

Our Literate Habits
If we want our students to become competent and confident readers and writers, 
then they consistently need long stretches of time to do what readers and writ-
ers do: read, respond to their reading, share books with other readers, gather 
seed ideas, create lots of false starts, draft, revise and revise again, learn from 
mentors, connect with reading and writing partners, and, in some cases, publish 
pieces for particular audiences. But in our busy days of fitting it all in and ensur-
ing students reach the demanding standards of our changing world, we might 
find ourselves focusing more on the skills needed to read and write rather than 
on the dispositions needed to sustain those practices. And while this might be 
effective in the short term, it fails to grow readers and writers who understand 
the power that literacy can have in their own lives over time. In a nutshell, we 
must make space in our lives, and in our classrooms, to do what readers and 
writers do.

Our Literate Hearts
While reading and writing may be intellectual activities, they are also call-
ings from the heart. When we identify as readers and writers, it is typically not 
because we know how to read and write, but that we love to engage in read-
ing and writing. We thread restorative literacy practices into our lives to bring 
intention and joy to our daily practices. But these restorative reading and writing 
practices might not always be evident in our classrooms.

If consistently tasked with reading and writing that feels like work—for 
example, by reading books of someone else’s choosing and responding in artifi-
cial ways and by writing with little personal investment, with strict requirements 
and formats and for no audience other than the teacher—students may equate 
reading and writing with something to be completed rather than lived. We must 
offer plenty of opportunities to capture their reading hearts and writing spirits. 
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And the only way to accomplish that is to truly live as readers and writers our-
selves, modeling our own authentic practices and inviting students to find their 
own joyful literate identities as well.

Our Literate Communities
Readers seek out other readers. Writers connect with other writers. Sharing our 
reading and writing lives honors our literate identities and invites us into a larger 
literate community. But it also does something more: it promotes accountabil-
ity to our own literate lives. You see, being part of a thriving community where 
readers and writers regularly share books they are reading or written pieces they 
are working on often is inspiring. That participation fuels our reading and writ-
ing in ways that cannot be accomplished alone, supporting us to outgrow our 
current reading and writing lives and the way we see the world. Together, we can 
lift our level of reading and writing as we read and write within more-connected 
communities.

Our literate lives matter. Carefully tending to our habits and mindsets not only 
brings a sense of intentional well-being to our own literate lives, it sparks atten-
tion to how we are leading the way for our students to do the same. 
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