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What is “Age Appropriate”?

Más allá de las notas

Being a Writer

I was looking the other day at a list of  books that 

my children had read at various ages. My son Gary 

was reading The Lord of the Rings, The Hobbit, and 

Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls in the 8th 

grade.  My daughter Melissa read Robert Frost’s 

poetry in grade eight and also Little Women. In 

grade nine she read Dickens’ Great Expectations, 
Catch 22 and 1984. Both of  them also read Young 

Adult (YA) fiction such as The Chocolate War and 

the Eloise novels but their forays into adult fiction 

were both challenging and satisfying. I remember 

that Melissa’s mother had to go to the local library 

when she was in Middle School and tell the 

librarian that she was “allowed” to take out adult 

books. The belief  was that if  you were reading 

something beyond your age classification (1) it 

could corrupt your innocence or (2) that it would 

be so difficult that you would get turned off  

reading. This attitude began to pervade the 

Hace un par de semanas asistí a una conferencia 
de educación musical en Nashville, Tennessee.  
En una de las presentaciones, se proyectó en la 
pantalla la partitura de una pieza de música.  Al 
cerrar la imagen, uno de los asistentes preguntó 
al expositor, “¿Puedes proyectar la música 
nuevamente?” a lo cual el conferencista 
respondió, “Sí puedo proyectarla, pero ésta no es 
la música; ésta es sólo la partitura”. 
Comúnmente confundimos ser musicalmente 
aptos con saber descifrar notas en el pentagrama 
y tocar las notas correspondientes en el 
instrumento. Ésto sería comparable a descifrar 
palabras fonema por fonema. Pero ésto no es 
literatura. La literatura, como la música, es 
expresividad, es simbolismo, es análisis, es 
movimiento. Adoptamos el programa de lecto- 
escritura balanceada para que los estudiantes 
puedan encontrar el gusto por la lectura y que, 
idealmente, continúen con el hábito de por vida.
La intención de la educación musical es la 

misma: que los niños tengan una base sólida que 
les permita seguir apreciando y creando música; 
que puedan identificar y moverse al ritmo de una 
canción, cantar con entonación, apreciar los 
acentos y matices, reproducir la expresividad y 
que finalmente puedan interpretar y transmitir lo 
que desean, ya sea creación de alguien más o 
propia.  Cuando un estudiante puede dar vida al 
esqueleto que es la partitura, es porque entiende 
y siente la música.  Entonces se puede decir que 
está musicalmente alfabetizado.    

classroom as well so by the late 1990s Dickens 
and Poe disappeared from many 9th grade 
curricula and with them an illuminating 
vocabulary, challenging reading, and a sense of  
19th century history. The “age appropriate” 
market has been fueled by book publishers who 
want to sell their products. There is little profit in 
reproducing books that are in the public domain 
(classics), and the education market is always on 
the outlook for new and “cutting edge” material in 
which they can convince schools to invest. While 
this has resulted in the publication of  good early 
childhood illustrated books and several 
memorable YA titles, the overall effect has been to 
fail to meet the needs of  those teens who might 
wish for more challenging reading.  We see the 
results in more minimalist vocabulary 
accompanied by less tolerance for ambiguity on 
the part of  high school students. We can do 
better.

By Dr. Michael Hogan, high school teacher

Por Sofia Silva, maestra de primaria

By Juliet Evans, Library & Media Director
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“I am amazed at their writing,” says first grade 
teacher, Ivette Carbonell, when sharing her 
students’ compositions on describing someone 
they know. A clear attention to detail and word 
choice is evident in her students’ pieces permit-
ting the reader to participate in the young writer’s 
palpable desire to share about someone they love. 
Ms. Carbonell adds that she can see the difference 
where her class is this year in comparison to other 
years in terms of  their quality of  writing. She 
attributes this improvement in large part to the 
“Being a Writer” program that P1st -6th grades 
have partially implemented this year with a view 
to full-scale adaption next school year. 
The program uses children’s literature to direct 
instruction and assessment around the writing 
traits of  ideas, organization, sentence fluency, 
varied and descriptive word choice, conventions 
(spelling, grammar, mechanics), and voice i.e. 
creative expression. In addition to developing 
these traits, the students are guided in fostering 
the social behaviors of  attentive listening and 
respectful sharing. Students are enthusiastic and 
confident in their competency to create a piece 
that does what they want it to do, culminating in 
sharing their idea with a supportive writing 
community of  peers and teachers. “This sharing 
and peer editing empowers students to analyze in 
depth the components of  good writing,” says Ms. 
Carbonell. Delight is the word I see on the faces of  
the students as they develop their literacy fluency 
using this new program to cultivate the traits for 
making their writing come alive. 

By Mary Anne O’Connor, Director of  Assessment

or marketplaces. However, in such places 
simultaneous conversation is acceptable, but in 
the classroom, one person, the teacher, usually 
controls the conversation. Not entirely in a 
negative way, but to avoid chaos and maintain 
order (Cazden, 2001). But why can’t our 
classrooms be more like the “tianguis” where 
productive simultaneous conversations is always 
taking place? 
Let’s be honest, our classrooms at ASFG are 
bubbling over with social energy, and experts are 
telling us that we should capitalize on that energy. 
It just so happens that I have observed many 
teachers experimenting with “tianguis type” 
learning lately! I have witnessed the youngest of  
children actively engaged in collaborative 
conversations. I have heard children turn to their 
partners and make predictions about a story the 
teacher is reading aloud, I have heard children tell 
each other stories “across their fingers” before 
being sent off  to write, and I have heard children 
solve a math problem with a friend before being 
asked to work alone.  These young students are 
becoming more active listeners, more articulate 
speakers, and more critical thinkers. They are 
solidifying their learning, respecting different 
perspectives, and forming opinions of  their own 
while at the same time (without even knowing it) 
becoming better readers, writers, and problem 
solvers.

According to Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, 
learning is a social practice. Vygotsky believed that 
social interaction with peers played a key role in 
our cognitive development. He considered 
interaction with the community to be fundamental 
to the learner’s process for making meaning. If  
social interaction is considered such a crucial part 
of  the learning process, one would expect to see 
more lively collaborative conversations taking 
place in the classroom. Classrooms are crowded 
places, as crowded as many restaurants, subways, 

A first grade classroom filled 
with restless kids. Who knew 
all they needed were books? 
The most talkative children 
back in elementary school, 
among whom I proudly stood, 
would spend a great deal of  
their time reading and 
writing. For fun. If  we finished 
our work early and kept up 

our grades, a number of  us 
would take creative writing classes 

with Ms. Amy Bokser. Nothing served as a bigger incentive for me than the 
prospect of  creating. Whether I was in class and Ms. Amanda Duncan 
transcribed our scribbled stories into printable books that we would later 
illustrate, or sat in the library with Ms. Sandy reading Rotten Ralph and Strega 
Nona, literature found a way to keep me engaged. And it was hard for me to let 
go. I still remember what it took Ms. Lisa Clarke to help me outgrow Lemony 
Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events (though I must admit, I never really 
did), or how the notion of  a limit to the number of  books one could check out 
was nothing short of  a tragedy! The joy of  reading and rereading Angelina 
Ballerina, Goosebumps, and the entire collection of  Junie B. Jones thrilled me 
beyond reason. 
In the last year of  elementary, we put together Strange Spaghetti, the literary 
magazine that led to Amalgamation in middle school. We wrote silly and 
serious stories; we played with language and showcased our work. Writing 
simply felt right. When I ran into Ms. Amy in my last semester of  high school, 
she asked where I was planning to attend school. She was thrilled I was going 
to Vassar. And here I am.  Still writing. Still restless and eager for life. 

Between the Lines
By Sofia Benitez, ASFG alumnus

Learning is a Social Practice
By Virginia Markman, elementary school teacher
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Literacy in the 21st Century

and learning. These new literacies are   
interconnected with each other and traditional 
reading literacy. For example, technologically 
literate people know how to use, manage and 
assess technology effectively. They make better 
choices when making decisions about using, 
repairing or buying new technology. Computer 
literacy covers a wide range of  skills from the 
ability to use a computer to an understanding of  
how computers operate.  Technologically and 
computer literate people know how to read and 
apply learning from technical manuals and 
tutorials to solve problems. Media literate people 
know how to evaluate and create media. They 

identify the differences between real images and 
images that have been altered and know how to 
make those kinds of  changes. Related to this, 
information literacy provides skills for effectively 
locating, evaluating, and using sources of  
information. Media and information literate 
people also know how to use other people’s 
creative work ethically by providing appropriate 
credit. So with all these new literacies, do we need 
to drastically change education? No, but we need 
to integrate these concepts into our teaching and 
learning. Teachers and students must be aware 
that as technology changes, we must change and 
learn new skills. 

Literacy is not just about reading anymore. There 
are new literacies in the 21st century that require 
more than the ability to understand text on a page. 
The Internet, communication and other 
technology developments have created new 
literacies, and each requires a new way of  thinking 

By Jennie Kies, Technology Integration Specialist
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Socratic Warriors
By Derek Chase, high school teacher

Lecto-Escritura Balanceada
Por Diego Soberanes, maestro de middle school

Había una vez...
Por Patty Gutiérrez, maestra de preescolar

The Writing Improvement Club
By Rafael Sánchez, high school student

“I changed the beginning to make it more 
interesting.  Now people will want to find out 
more.”  Another hand goes up.  "I added what the 
monster sounded like. Now the readers can hear it 
in their heads.”   
We're in 6th grade language arts class, and this is 
Writing Workshop.  We spent the first couple of  
weeks doing five-minute “quickwrites” about 
various topics, making lists of  "ten yellow things," 
and "ten things that scare me." We wrote about 

ourselves, and about other people.  
We made sure to add sensory details so the reader 
could imagine how things smelled, tasted, 
sounded, felt, and looked. We wrote about 
experiences we had, and experiences we didn’t 
have. We wrote stories in which impossible things 
happened. When we weren’t writing, we read.  We 
read about people climbing into cows, students 
being turned into apples, and a case of  bedhead 
that went horribly, wonderfully awry.  We read 
non-fiction too, about bugs, mysterious 
disappearances, and how various authors work. 
And we talked to each other. We talked about what 
we were going to write and what we already wrote. 
We asked questions about each other’s pieces and 
about our own pieces. We told each other what we 
liked about each other’s pieces, and what we 
didn’t understand. After writing and building 
relationships in our community for several weeks, 
each student chose a piece to publish. And then 
we had to revise, and revise some more.  Drop by 
room 25 to read our work! 

Algunos cuentos clásicos fueron los elegidos por 
el personal de preescolar para sorprender a sus 
alumnos actuando las historias. Creatividad, 
felicidad, complicidad, entusiasmo y mucha 
diversión fue lo que desarrollamos y vivimos 
durante la planeación y los ensayos. Llegó la 
mañana en que las historias cobrarían vida para 
los alumnos mas pequeños del colegio. En el 
camino al auditorio, recibíamos sus miradas de 
asombro y curiosidad. 

Al interpretar las obras nos divertimos mucho y 
los niños participaron al hacernos saber qué 
pensaban debía suceder en las historias. Al 
concluir el show, algunos niños  nos compartieron 
porqué creían que las habíamos realizado:
“Para que los niños aprendiéramos cosas.” 
“Querían sorprendernos.”
“Porque nos portamos bien y nos quieren.”
“Para que nos riéramos mucho, estaban muy 
chistosas.”
“Porque querían que fuéramos felices.”
El personal expresó qué es lo que mas había 
disfrutado al hacer las obras:
“Las risas y expresiones en las caras de los niños.”
“El trabajo en equipo.”
“Construir relaciones con los niños, al ser 
chistosas para ellos.”
“La alegría compartida.”
Esperamos haber inspirado en los niños la 
emoción por convertir ideas en historias, de 
convertir historias en libros y volverlas realidad en 
un escenario.

My “Want to Read” List
By Julie Villand, Instructional Programs Director

I struggled to finish the last novel I read and openly 

admit to skipping to the last chapter in order to just 

end it.  My next book choice has to be better. Reading 

is a personal experience, and the selection process 

can be frustrating: Should I choose my favorite 

author, favorite genre, or the sequel to a book I’ve 

already read?  Should I reread a beloved book from 

years ago or try a classic? 

Making a wrong choice can ruin what should be an 

enjoyable experience, which is why many serious 

readers keep a list of  “want to read” titles. Our high 

school English department has taken this list one 

step further by encouraging each student to create a 

Goodreads account to catalog their reading, create 

personal bookshelves, and receive tailored 

suggestions for what to read next. Students take 

advantage of  friends’ recommendations, bestseller 

lists, reviews, and a feature called listopia, which 

ranks titles based on numerous categories.  Students 

are also able to connect with friends through social 

media, which can bring an inanimate list of  titles to 

life for a student struggling to form a relationship with 

literature. Goodreads inspires us to keep our focus on 

intellectual growth and curiosity.  A good book in the 

hands of  a reluctant reader is the best way to turn 

that person into a frequent reader.  If  you struggle 

with discovering your reading tastes and preferences, 

a helpful, supportive community awaits.  

Literacy is defined as the ability to read and write. 
It is a human right and the foundation upon which 
education is built. To me, true literacy goes beyond 
that. 
At ASFG we base our education on four learning 
goals. One of  those goals is to be effective 
communicators, which includes being able to read 
and write well. As students, it is our duty to excel 
at this. With this in mind, I created the Writing 
Improvement Club in tenth grade. I am now a 
senior and this club is an ongoing project currently 
run by eleventh grader Luciana Mendez and 
myself. 

The Writing Improvement Club is a tutoring club 
specializing in writing.  We, the tutors, revise 
written work for other students. This creates a 
collaborative atmosphere in which literacy is 
raised to not only the ability to read and write, but 
the ability to do so proficiently. 
Every day, our wonderful teachers go through 
strenuous efforts to try and help us improve, but 
learning is a two-way street. Students must absorb 
knowledge for true learning to take place. At the 
Writing Improvement Club, we take pride in 
facilitating student immersion. Those who truly 
seek to learn and improve are given the 
opportunity to analyze and correct their own work. 
That is how I approach literacy. 

La escritura que integra conocimiento
Por Karla Vidrio, maestra de preparatoria

De la pictografía a la ideografía y de ésta, a la 
fonética; la aparición de la escritura en la historia 
de la humanidad demuestra el alcance de poder 
de los pueblos. Si bien la historia nos ha enseñado 
que la escritura no ha sido un conocimiento 
abierto para toda la sociedad, hoy en día se lucha 
porque cualquier persona tenga el derecho de 
aprender y hacer uso de la palabra, en cualquiera 
que sea su expresión.
Como muestra están los objetivos de aprendizaje 
de nuestro colegio, donde se busca formar 
“comunicadores efectivos, competentes tanto en 
la oratoria como en la escritura de diversos textos; 
así como de lectores críticos de cualquier mensaje 
visual o auditivo”.
En particular, el proyecto integrador de noveno 
grado, que ha iniciado este año, pretende alcanzar 
estos objetivos a través de la escritura de un 
ensayo integrador. Enclavado en una temática, 
buscamos perfeccionar aspectos básicos del 

lenguaje como la ortografía y la gramática, 

desarrollar aspectos de especialización como el 

análisis crítico de textos literarios, históricos y 

científicos; conectar, por supuesto, con aspectos 

de vida de los estudiantes. A través de este 

ensayo, los estudiantes han tenido la  oportunidad 

de probar su eficiencia en el uso del inglés y el 

español, de utilizar formatos de escritura 

profesional (APA) y de desarrollar su propio estilo.

Fue así que, el pasado diecisiete de octubre, cerca 

de 90 estudiantes redactaron, por espacio de dos 

horas, un ensayo que tuvo como eje el tema de “El 

mito,como un documento que refleja el desarrollo 

de una cultura dentro de una región geográfica”. 

Detrás de la aplicación de este ensayo estuvieron: 

la elección de un tema, el establecimiento de 

criterios de evaluación, y horas de programación y 

discusión por parte del trabajo colegiado de los 

profesores de noveno.

“Man postpones or remembers; he does not live in 
the present, but with reverted eye laments the 
past, or, heedless of  the riches that surround him, 
stands on tiptoe to foresee the future.” 
These words, written in 1841 by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson in his essay “Self-Reliance,” provoked 
thoughtful responses from 11th grade US 
Literature students in a recent Socratic seminar.
As his classmates discussed the difficulty and the 
advisability of  trying to “live in the moment” as 
Emerson urges, Antonio expounded, “There are 
articles calling our generation the Instagram 
Generation. These articles also say that we live the 
present as an anticipated memory, and I think 
that’s true.” His words challenged the class to 
think more critically about their own experiences, 
and to explore the impact that “la red” and social 
media have had on their understanding of  the 
world. In the Socratic seminar, students actively 
question the ideas of  the texts we are reading, as 
well as their peers’ ideas and their own. Students 
prepare for these discussions by identifying and 
exploring connections between the literature and 
the world of  2014. In the seminar, half  of  the 
class speaks, while the rest of  the class and the 
teacher take notes. Halfway through the period the 
students switch roles, while the teacher continues 
taking notes. The students control and direct the 
entire conversation. In a recent seminar that 
connected Henry David Thoreau’s “On the Duty of  
Civil Disobedience” to the current actions of  
protesters in Mexico, Rodrigo observed, “We do 
not act on events that are affecting our society but 
are not affecting us. We are waiting for the event to 
affect us to act, and I find this interesting because 
we are being very selfish and we haven't realized 
it.” Socratic seminars reveal ASFG students 
articulately investigating the expanding limits of  
their world as they question each other and the 
ideas of  US literature.  These conversations build 
community and develop students’ critical thinking 
skills. They highlight the outstanding qualities of  
our ASFG warriors!

Durante el pasado mes de marzo, tuve la fortuna 
de asistir a un Curso/Taller llamado “Balanced 
Literacy” (Lecto-Escritura Balanceada). Mis 
expectativas, respecto a lo que se trataría en este 
taller, eran un tanto inciertas y, definitivamente, no 
muy altas. Todo cambió desde el momento en que 
iniciamos las pláticas y prácticas “in situ”. Fue 
una gran variedad de factores, lo que me hizo 
poder empezar a entender la “magia” de este 
enfoque didáctico: la cantidad y calidad de 
información que empezaba a fluir; el 
acercamiento a otros asistentes y la colaboración;

los incesantes comentarios constructivos, así 
como las correcciones y sugerencias. Lo que hasta 
ese momento había escuchado y leído, empezó a 
tomar su lugar en un todo que se abría ante mis 
ojos; el escepticismo se esfumó para dar paso a la 
buena disposición e intenté asimilar al máximo 
cada uno de los nuevos conceptos que se me 
presentaban. De inmediato, me di a la tarea de 
buscar la forma de implementar este enfoque en 
mi práctica docente; hasta la fecha, sigo 
modificando el currículum de mi clase, para tratar 
de ir, poco a poco, insertando estos pequeños 
pero importantes cambios en la manera de 
abordar ciertos puntos de enseñanza o 

aprendizajes esperados, en mis clases.
Gracias a esto, nuestros alumnos empezaron a 
leer y escribir, más y mejor, en español; esto nos 
llena de satisfacción, sobre todo al ver las caras de 
alegría de nuestros estudiantes, provocadas por 
estos “detalles”, puestos en práctica.
¡Bienvenida sea la Lecto-Escritura Balanceada!

“We Are Authors!”
By Cynthia Gomez and Sofia Bravo, early childhood teachers

After our class created a group story together, 
Rodrigo said, “Miss, we are authors!”  Nursery 
students come to school with different levels of  
literacy.  Some are still learning how to handle 
books respectfully while others look for books as a 
preferred pastime.  We are happy to see how all of  
our students have been learning more about 
reading and how much fun books can be!  
Story time is a wonderful opportunity to immerse 
children into the world of  books and we make it a 
priority in our daily routine.  We approach 
storytelling with different strategies so that it is 
interactive and dynamic. Children are given the 
chance to act out stories, use felt board characters 
from books to support their retelling of  stories, 
recreate stories with puppets, and use our 
technological resources to make books come alive. 
These experiences facilitate language acquisition, 
increase listening skills and concentration, and 
build relationships in the classroom as we share 
experiences around literacy and talk about 
emotions and motivations of  characters. Parents 
from our classroom have told us that story time 
has also become a way for the family to spend 
quality time together. Words such as "author” and 
“illustrator" are now part of  our students’ 
vocabulary and our students enjoy learning more 
about the people who make the books we have in 
our classroom. They are also proud, as Rodrigo 
points out, to know they too are authors!

The More That You Read
By Caleb Cook, middle school teacher

“The more that you 
read, the more things 
you will know. The 
more that you learn, 
the more places you'll 
go.” Dr. Seuss
The good Doctor said it 
best.  So simple. So true. So... rhyming! This quote 
specifically had quite an impact on my life.  I still 
remember today how proud of  myself  I was when I 
read my first book all by myself. It was Dr. Seuss, 
and the rhyme has stayed with me all these years. 
When I was asked to write an article about literacy, 
this was the first quote that popped into my head, 
and I started really thinking about why it’s been so 
important to me. I learn something from every book 
that I read, no matter its subject matter or what age 
group at which it’s aimed.  Non-fiction, science 
fiction, or romance: whatever the genre, there’s 
always something I can take away from a book. As I 
help students prepare for the SAT, and other such 
tests, I’m quite often asked, “But, Mister, how do 
you know what all these words mean?!” The simple 
answer is that I read.  A lot!  I still encounter new 
and exciting words every time I pick up something 
to read, and I still get a little jolt of  pride every time 
I finish a book all by myself. So, why not try doing 
what the Doctor ordered? Read and learn!  You’ll be 
surprised at the places you’ll go!


