Interview with Florence McGinn
You’ve had many experiences since you’ve left Hunterdon Central.  Could you tell me about them?

I think it was really important.  And it’s interesting because I’ve kept in touch with some of the kids that were involved in that creative learning process and some of the kids were my interns when I served as vice-president of GKE (Global Knowledge Exchange) and they went to China with me.  Neela Mookerjee was teaching workshops and doing some of the activities that we did in Honors Imaginative Process.  The kids were actually the ones that formed the acronym HIP which made it “hip” to be very creative.  China is very interested in a course for learning English and they are extremely interested in the skill to innovate, and the skill of leadership.  And we are working with primary school aged kids and the teachers there. And they are really enthusiastic and wonderful.  And some of the pilot project kids helped developed strategies for that and teacher professional development training. 
How would you describe what GKE Learning System Is?
It has to become involved with other countries.  It has to be able to be localized, so we approach it as the second part of our learning equation.  The first part being the standard skills of curricular knowledge, and the second part being the application of those skills -  the integration of the knowledge and then driving it towards creative application.  Then developing some of the other skills such as leadership, such as learning to control one’s own creative process, learning how to innovate, learning how to be on a collaborative team that shifts among different leaders.  Those are really just strong reflections of the strategies that worked in the pilot project in the classroom that was done at Hunterdon Central.  It was the involvement of the kids and their feedback that led to a lot of the teaching strategies that I developed, and helped me win the Technology and Learning National Teacher of the Year Award in 1998, were based a lot on the fact that the kids were very open in their feedback and to be responsive to that feedback helped develop the teaching techniques in a stronger fashion.  And it drove it towards the technology because the kids are attracted to the technology.  It was mid ‘90s when we developed Electric Soup and we empowered the kids.  They became the student editors.  They did the editing, the publishing, and they developed the webpage.  And I was the English teacher applying curricular skills in a really exciting project, and in fact, I don’t know how to create a webpage.  There was very little doubt that it was empowered kids because they were applying their skills and teaching each other.  Things that I didn’t know how to do, but were necessary for them to achieve the addition to acceleration of words on a page.  They wanted to make it a full communication, and so I worked out the teaching strategies that would allow them to collaborate, manage their time, and complete the curriculum within the class so that they could take their writing further.  They were writing poetry and they were really doing what I believe poetry should do which is well reflected in a quote by Naomi Shihab Nye , a Palestinian–American poet, she says, “Poetry is a conversation with the world.”  And that’s so true with creating literature and as English teachers we feel that very strongly.  Words garner their meaning when the conversation goes beyond “self” and encompasses “the other.”  So that you write a really strong poem, but the technology began to allow us to take that into other frames of the archetype of communication with the self and learner as hero and leading the communication.  How would you interpret your “call” and what images could go with it?  What kind of interaction can you have with it?  
The kids developed the technology to have a poetry slam.  They developed the technology to put those images on.  They developed the strategies in which kids were teaching kids the strategies for developing the webpage and you had editors-in-chief that were teaching other kids to be editors.  And one of the things that I was really thrilled with was that the original editors cared enough about the creative process and what they had created that they took on the responsibility, in the summer when they graduated, to ensure that those younger than them were empowered in their skills so that editors-in-chief trained the next editor-in-chief.  It became so large (we started with 12, 15, 18 kids) and it became huge. We had to have kids in different classrooms and on different days, and the kids had to develop a strategy in which they were doing massive training on how to do the webpage and how to use Adobe Photoshop.  They developed the workshop in which they trained other kids, and they were so proud when kids would sign up for their workshop.  What impressed me was that with this professional software they learned in a very hands-on fashion and none of their workshops was ever more than 30 or 45 minutes.  Adobe Photoshop is a very complex program and there is a lot you can do with it, but kids were getting enabled in 30 minutes.  That worked with Dreamweaver and then it worked with the video conferencing software that we utilized.  And during one of my final years at Central, I was the off-campus poetry professor for Diayne school in Beijing and the kids that were at Hunterdon Central published the work of the kids that were in China.  They developed poetry buddies.  
Another project that they did was they connected with Asbury Park High School, and they brought that English class to the point where they were able to publish their own literary magazine.  One of the intriguing things about that interaction, Tom, was that when we first approached it we were incorrect in what we estimated we would have to do because there were no creative writing classes there.  The classes were very focused on making sure the kids had the ability to pass the New Jersey skills testing.  We had to start from scratch.  So the kids wrote together and we had to develop a strategy in which the students at Hunterdon Central who were in a creative writing class would be addressing certain skills in editing and free writing.  And we developed a collaborative creative writing process, so some of the early poems that we published with them had four students writing one poem and expressing themselves in a collaborative communication.  In most cases all that I had to do with that was model it and do it with one volunteer student and then the kids would jump in immediately and take my place.  

Was it the collaborative piece that was key to that?

Certainly there is an aspect of that collaborative nature, but there was choice and you were able to free own writing style.  In those collaborations, because we had the technology, we had kids that were fine when we connected with Rider University, and they didn’t have a problem with being connected to the professor or with a university student and they’ll take their poem and they’ll put it out there.  You have others that that is not appropriate for them. They feel that internally, and they need a choice.  Or they need to shift and they can also extend those curricular skills and learn them by mentoring younger kids, so we also connected to the middle school.  And some of the kids worked with the younger kids, and some of the kids wanted to be editors and some of them wanted to work with other high school kids and that led to the Asbury Park project.  So there were choices that the individual made that were really their own.  So we actually worked with what are learning styles and why you might need different expressions for yourself in developing these skills.  Why might you want to exercise these at different times and shift?  Because you found that some students were afraid initially and wanted to mentor a younger student, then they would become an editor, then they would want to show their work to a college student.  And the technology was able to offer enough alternatives in the classroom.  So yes, to answer your question collaboration was important, but just as important was to honor the individual creative process and learning process within each student.   

We often teach students about creative process and they recognize that they have these needs, but we offer them only one alternative – the writing workshop in the class and that doesn’t fulfill them enough.  So this was allowing students to take charge of their own learning process and the thing that really thrilled me was that they went way beyond the curriculum.  In fact, some of the things that were very exciting to me was that, given that opportunity, they honored the learning so thoroughly that many of them accelerated to the point that was totally unexpected. These kids wanted to spend so much time after school that their parents would literally be knocking on the door to get them to come home and they would be screaming that “there’s a time warp in here” and they were working on writing, they were working on words.
And you think the key to instilling this passion was empowering them like that?

Yes.  I definitely do.  It was helping them learn themselves and honoring the choices and giving them the opportunity within those choices, and letting them know they had the responsibility for it.  Once we went over what a creative process was, and I taught them the stages of it and the difficulties one might encounter, they actually were allowed to choose when they might take a test.  Some of the kids expressed to me that they were afraid sometimes when you take out that test and say, “Now you’re going to take a test,” and you hand it to them.  Some of them would say that it blocks them.  

It can be a simple as saying these are the things that are we going to accomplish today: you are going to do some workshops, you’re going to do this, you’re going to do that.  We had the longer block periods and the kids would block out the time that they were given after my introduction or my lecture.  And some of the kids would choose to take the test after quickly looking over the words.  Many of the would take the test within 180 seconds of when I would have handed it out, but they simply needed that time to look at their words put it away and come up and pick up the test on their own.  And some of the kids liked to take the test on Monday (looking over the words over the weekend) and some liked to take it on Friday and use the weekend to do their creative work.  It made a big difference.  When they were taking the test, they were apart from the other kids.  They knew it was their responsibility (and I’m observing the classroom) to move apart so they could have a valid testing.  They know too that until all the tests are in, no one gets a test back.
So you didn’t have many kids procrastinating to the very last minute?

That worried me.  When I developed some of these strategies, I can remember getting goose bumps when I looked at my grade book because there were no lates.  Literally under this process where it was their own responsibility, knowing that this deadline was coming up, and then suggesting to them that be done three or four days ahead of time because you think it’s done but you should really have it read again and then negotiate with somebody.  If you know that a person is really good with grammar, is that what you need?  Or do you need to be discussing with somebody if this character works?  Or do you need somebody to work with you on punctuation?  And I would give punctuation workshops on certain days and there were certain kids that I knew needed to take the workshop and I would assign it to them.  I knew I would be doing that for the first fifteen minutes of class.  Each kid had their own lesson plan sheets, and they would fill out what they would be doing when I was doing workshops with others.
Would they fill out these lesson plans daily or for the week?

You couldn’t just do it for one day.  Say you and your friend were going to be discussing one another’s poems; well your friend might need time to prepare too.  You know as a teacher when you have writers workshops and certain kids in class aren’t ready?  Well, that doesn’t happen here because you aren’t failing me, you’re failing your friend because you set it up.  It was one of the things I looked at closely.   Because they also had to provide feedback on their interaction and it got handed back to me, I was able to see what each kid took away and what they still needed.  So just in terms of your own skills, so that it might be that now I know that the character works that the description works, but I’m still not satisfied that some aspect of the plot is thrilling enough.  
So they would get to know each other’s strengths.  They wouldn’t stay in those tight little groups that they stay with sometimes because here you have the opportunity for another student that might really be able to help you working on dialogue in your short story, but you’re going to have to trade a skill.  One of the things about collaborative work is that it’s not fair to always be taking.  What can you contribute to that person’s story?  If during these 20 minutes meetings somebody was taking too long you would see in their lesson plans that somebody was taking home that person’s story so that they could write on it and he would have gotten fair feedback.  
So they assigned themselves homework even?
Yes, and their portfolios went well beyond the curricular portfolios.  I’ve got some copies of their portfolios that I would be willing to show you.  I love it.  I love teaching, and I love that the technology allowed the communication to become something that could be more encompassing.  We had the literature, we had the creative process, and we had a response process, but we also had a real community of communication in the classroom and this communication reached out to the rest of the world.  
You would find that a poem that maybe I graded already, and in some ways once a teacher puts a grade on a piece of work you watch it die, “I got an 89, it’s done.”  So if their skill development was on metaphor, I would be shocked, because they would be signing up to go videoconference with a college student in a writing class (and they would get credit for this interaction) and you would see them using that poem that you already graded and they would be saying, “Well look, do you think this metaphor really works?  What do you think I should do to make it sharper?”  And that was one of the reasons why I developed the final portfolio because I could see there were going to be levels of the work afterwards.  I wanted them to choose their best, to get a chance to put it together, and receive credit again, and put it together with other aspects of communication.  So finally, when they get that poem done, they are putting it together with a collection of themes and archetypes and images.  So some of them are going out and taking photographs or creating art pieces to go with their poems.  

And the final piece of the portfolio was to perform a work, but not your own, another student in the class.  And you would ask the permission of the artist, you introduce the work, you credit the artist, and you talk about the artist’s process – what you learned that the artist was trying to do, and what you feel they were able to attain, and then you perform the piece.  It might be a poetry reading.  I’ve had kids dance it.  I’ve had kids provide artifacts to go with it.  I’ve had them sing it or say, “This is the poem I wrote off of it.”  Then the artist themselves would provide feedback on the performance.  And the comments that were most important were not mine, but the artist and you could see it on their faces.  

At the end of the year they gave me a teacher evaluation and one of the really touching things was that with some of these activities the kids carried away something that was really very strong.  They would talk about how the walls within them had gone down that they had surprised themselves, that they had learned some of the things I had taught them, but they had learned more.  But the interesting thing was how well they could identify them.  The stages of the learning process, the creative process.  One of the aspects of the portfolio is that they have to apply theories to themselves.  And they do; they apply the creative process to themselves: this is procrastination, this is how I overcame it, this is the hibernation period for a creative idea.  And I offer them several creative process theories, so they utilize the theory that they feel relates best to them.   
How important is assessment tools in creating this type of classroom?
It’s very important because the kids are reaching past curricular.  You have to be sure to honor what they do.  And so the teacher feedback on their portfolios or their creative work is done when they are bringing it back to you, and it’s past the first grade and they’ve applied process, and now they feel that they’ve developed an additional skill on that.  So there’s a lot of written feedback, or you could tape it.    I think a lot of feedback becomes very active too.  I make a suggestion that you submit this piece to one of our student editors and see if it gets published, and if it does get published, if you want to be involved in the presentation of the poem then you need to talk to that senior editor.  So there’s a lot of different types of feedback that are really necessary.
And that all gets taken into account in the grading?

Yes, it is.

Now how does that work with parents wanting to know exactly where there child or the kids themselves wanting to know what that number was, when a lot of it isn’t determined until the end.

Well, the portfolio in creative writing at Central was part of the final exam, but they had to do everything else as well.  So they were reading Dr. Faustus.  They had several plays, vocabulary, and they had to do all of that.  We had a short story collection that was utilized in colleges, so it is a very difficult curriculum.  So they had to take all of the tests.  They had to take quizzes on the short stories.  So those grades are in the book already and I could have told you your grade, except for the final exam.  And some of the kids finished up the regular curriculum very fast, weeks in advance.
HIP is an honors course.  Have you seen this work with other populations?

I taught G & T.  So it started off as a gifted and talented course, and we actually screened for that course.  When we were screening for the course, there were so many kids that wanted to be in HIP and we were telling them no, and that made no sense to me because here you had kids who were asking to do more work, and they know that we are using a collegiate level book, they have to write a tremendous amount (some of the portfolios were a hundred pages long) and they have to do work on top of that.  And we have kids that are buying into that and we have to tell them no?  And so we opened it up and made it an honors level course and made it two sections. 
Then we wanted to test some of these creative strategies and see if it worked in a more objective type of course.  So again we kept some of the same tests and quizzes, so that we could be sure the curriculum would be covered, I applied these same strategies and classroom management to the Honors Expository Composition course.  And at the end we opened up all the courses.  If you wanted to be in it, I would talk to you.  In some cases, the counselor thought it might be too much.  That was a tough decision.  I usually talked to the student to make sure they knew what they would have to do.  And then they would be allowed in.  We even had Special Ed kids take it.   Even Honor Expository Composition, which is a very standard course, and we are doing the SAT vocab and at the time there were questions about whether they could pass the vocab quizzes.  Tom, not one of them ever got lower than a B.  They didn’t get the A, but we never had a failure.  And one of the Special Ed kids, she came to love the words and writing so much that she wanted to become an English teacher and went to college for that.  

A lot of it was process, even for the Special Ed kids.  How do you leverage your strengths in order to learn?  How can you leverage your strengths in order to create, to write?  How can others help you?  

What do you mean by leverage your strengths?

One of the things that I believe is that most of us want to learn from our strengths.  And because of that, one of the most important things is to help the child recognize that each of us have different types of gifts.  You can look at it as Gardner’s multiple intelligences or learning styles.  And so some of the kids would identify that they were oral learners.  And then it’s my responsibility in a writer’s conference to ask, how do oral learners learn?  If you are an audio learner how do you learn better?  If you are having certain problems with vocabulary, how can you leverage your strengths?  What are your strengths?  So if your strengths is developing plot, you lay that our first, but what do you have to add?  But you do start with your strength.  How do you understand things?  You know, the kids helped me see some of that.  One of the kids was talking about a course he was taking at Central, one of my G & T kids, and it was a science course.  He was actually having trouble with it and this was devastating to him.  And one of things he said later was, “why did the teacher wait unit the fourth or fifth week to give me the key concept that enlightened me about all of the earlier things?”  Because he’s a whole learner, he doesn’t learn in a linear fashion.  And that’s why the kids can get ahead in the course.  I teach the key concepts and themes in a literary work right at the very beginning.  And then it’s really just taking the objective pieces and asking, “How do you approach those?”  The kids are able to approach it from a lot of different learning styles and yet they all had to meet the same curricular standards.  There were a lot of high grades that came out of that and they were not my subjective giving.  And the feedback from the kids was that they never did vocabulary where they actually found themselves using the words and understanding how to use the vocabulary.  One of the things that they did was they used the media to teach themselves that difficult vocabulary.  I want to see it in action; I don’t want to see a dead word.  So they developed plays that used the vocabulary and after that very few of them didn’t know the words, so that when they took those final exams with those massive tests, some of them would say, “I remember my vocabulary because of a song one of the kids wrote or because of a cartoon that so and so made and that’s not the kind of things that teachers can do all by yourself.”  And you know the kid who is making the funny cartoon is learning the word.  

I like that idea of leveraging your strengths.  I think sometimes as teachers we focus more on improving weaknesses.

I’ve done some teacher professional development, and as teachers we learn very well how to use the red ink.  We’re taught, in fact, how to identify what you did wrong.  We mark it with an X, we mark it in red, and sometimes we’re dealing with young organisms that only see the mistakes because they don’t realize that along with that red that shows the dialogue was punctuated incorrectly, the descriptions were fabulous, the dialogue, was funny, the character is incredible, and they are using the vocabulary in powerful ways.  When you tell the kids to describe something (“use good verbs”) that’s this kid’s strength.  And I’ll probably tell some of the kids that you need a workshop on how to really make something come alive – action, use the right verb – see this student - that’s the one.  And I’m telling him, you better trade off your skills and have somebody proofreading your dialogue punctuation after I’ve taught you the skill.  You do your best.  Have somebody work with you, and show it to me again.  And they get better and better because they may have that dialogue proofread five or six times.  

And it’s a lot easier to teach punctuation in workshops when they are asking really pertinent questions:  When the dialogue is interrupted what happens?  What happens when I have an exclamation point?  What if I have a quote within a quote?  All things that we needed to teach them anyway.  And yet their the ones bringing it up because after you teach them the very basic things (that takes what? Three minutes) they bring up all these other points.  And you actually assign them exercises in the grammar book and they’ll bring it back the next day and check it in the teachers guide and ask you, “Why was it this way?” And they’re right on target.  
And some of them are very fine points.  Should I begin a new paragraph here?  Not because it’s a change of topic, but you’re also affecting the flow of the story.  So I ask them, what’s happening?  Do you want your dialogue to be short and quick here or do you want something that’s a longer description.  So they’re really learning the language, how it begins to communicate, and that only happens when you’re constantly working on it, re-evaluating and getting feedback.   

One of the things is that they’re dealing with the information that we teach them and it’s informing them, but it goes further than that, it’s forming them too, it’s shaping them.  And that’s what we have to do.  We deliver the information and let it integrate and let it shape them, and let the kids shape that information into what they need because they have things to do.  It becomes really relevant.  

I’d like to ask you about your experience serving as the only K-12 teacher on the Web-Education Commission.  What was that experience like?

I found that within the commission that the people there were chosen very carefully.  They wanted to develop a professional development approach to find ways to integrate the new technologies and what was good, what made a difference in the classroom.  And as I began to describe some of these projects as I’ve described to you, it was difficult for them to visualize.  So, in fact, I took several students and they presented in front of Congress.  It was very exciting.  And it was a commission that wanted to make sure that the voice of the kids was heard.  And because of that case study of seeing the kids and hearing the kids voices, the commission’s report has case studies with each aspect of the report’s feedback.
Based on the recommendations of the report, how would you evaluate the progress that schools have made in the five years since then?

I think we’re still making progress.  We’re moving towards a visible accountability.  We have been discussing skills that our system has a much more difficult time evaluating, and that our teachers appreciate, but don’t have some of the resources.  I was describing to you aspects in which the kids are connected to China and to other schools and those things have to be gotten in to place in a secure fashion, so that all kids have those kinds of alternatives.  On the way there we had to make sure that the curricular skills were covered because those are the skills that the kids are going to be requested to demonstrate.  They are going to be taking the SATs and those are the real world assessments.  We can not fail them, as long as those tests are still in place.  But we fail them if we do not then give them the skills for success in the real world.  And I know from reading your blog that you recognize what those 21st century skills are.  The skills of leadership, of being able to create, of being able to recognize and work with problems that have multiple answers.  And objective tests of course, don’t do that, so we’re talking about two halves of the learning equation.   But I think the resources that you get in place, if they’re rich enough, can deal with both halves.  Kids need to learn how to read, and read well, they have to have those skills in place so they can exercise them.  But I think if we get the tools in place and we get the support in place for teacher’s advocates, we can easily address both halves of the learning equation.  But it’s going to take teachers like you that are going to experiment because we don’t have all of those resources in place in terms of professional development yet.  Some of those things still need to be developed.  Linda Roberts, who was the director of education technology, talked about islands of innovation.  And one of their strong concerns was the sustainability and the extension of these islands of innovation.  And that’s a long and ongoing process.
What do you mean by the sustainability of these islands of innovation?

You see long term projects like Electric Soup.  That project went on for 18 volumes.  Then it developed into a magazine at Asbury Park.  There are kids that are starting in China.  The success of that comes like when it happens on the internet – it explodes.  You have many, many more people.  You can measure success for Electric Soup when kids from Colorado flooded us with 300 submissions.  It’s the vitality of the learning; that it grows, that it’s truly organic.  And when it’s organic then teachers like you will investigate it and find out what’s happening.  And I’m glad to talk to you about it and be glad to show you any projects or show you what a management sheet looks like.  That’s the sustainability; that’s the excitement.  One of the important things to take away too from what we’ve talked about is this was two track learning – teacher learning and kids learning.  When, I talk about the information forming and transforming – me too.  I think Gandhi said, “We must become the change that we want to see.” It’s important for the teachers to have that opportunity to learn, and to be visibly learning with the kids and to be part of the team.  And to lead also because they certainly can’t sustain without the teacher leadership and management.  In fact, I was their master mentor.  It’s why some of those kids would come with me to become interns for that company.  They would be willing to take a chance and go to China.  It became art for them.  It became the art and craft of learning.  Lucille Clifton said at one point: “You can not play for safety and make art.”  It means a lot of courage on the part of the profession, and a lot of courage on the part of the kids.  And another quote, E.E. Cummings said, “It takes a lot of courage to grow up and be who you truly are.”  And what you were saying about the students coming to learn about themselves, that’s really important.  And it just as important that as a teacher when we look out on a class we say, “I really care about you. I want to help each one of you learn and respond to each one of you in your own way.  That we don’t just then give all thirty kids the exact same track to follow.  But that takes a lot of resources and a lot of cooperation.  But that cooperation needs to be kids and teachers and administrators.
What advice would you give to a new teacher that wants to do some of these things, but isn’t sure how to go about it?

Realize that everything is connected to everything else.  Look for the strengths of the kids and look for the connections between them.  How can each of the students’ strengths in class contribute?  Because that chance for them to contribute validates the skill.  Be looking for those creative contribution opportunities in the class, and integrate that into the teaching.  
