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NCTE President Interviews 2010 National Teacher of the Year

Yvonne Siu-Runyan of Boulder, Colorado, President of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE),
recently spoke with National Teacher of the Year Sarah Brown Wessling, an NCTE member.

On April 29, 2010, NCTE member Sarah Brown Wessling was honored by President Obama
as the 2010 National Teacher of the Year. Ms. Wessling, a high school English teacher for
grades 10–12, works at Johnston High School in Johnston, Iowa. In this interview, Sarah
emphasizes the importance of providing relevant, personal, exciting, and challenging learning
experiences for students. See also the blog entry she wrote on the day she was named the
2010 National Teacher of the Year.

Yvonne Siu-Runyan: Sarah, I have never ever met or interviewed a teacher of the year. What an honor and a
pleasure. Thank you.

Sarah Brown Wessling: Thank you. You’ve been able to work with so many outstanding educators through
NCTE. I just know you have this incredible reservoir of inspired teaching and learning in your repertoire.

Interviewer’s Note: Background information about Sarah Brown Wessling: She’s an amazing lady, and, as
she says, “I’m a complete product of the Iowa Public Schools.”

YSR: To help our readers know who you are, please tell me a little bit about yourself.

SW: I’m a complete product of the Iowa public school system. I grew up in a small town, Winterset, Iowa, and
then went to Iowa State University for both my undergraduate in English Education and then my graduate degree
in Literature. I have been mentored by Iowa teachers, taught in Iowa schools, and received my National Board
Certification while at Johnston High School. The bulk of my teaching experience has been at the high school level
where I’ve enjoyed teaching a spectrum of course offerings. My husband and I also have three young children,
the oldest who is in first grade and the youngest who is learning to walk.

Teaching is always about our students.

YSR: WOW, you are a busy mom and you have a wealth of experiences. Thinking of you orchestrating your busy
life amazes me. What was your journey to becoming a teacher? I always find this fascinating. Teachers, in my
opinion, are true heroines and heroes. Teachers give a lot of themselves to their students, parents/guardians, and
the greater society.

SW: Becoming a teacher was never a choice for me, rather a realization of something I must have always
known. I was meant to be a teacher, but hadn’t realized it when I went to college in search of my passion
following the course of many different majors: Broadcast Journalism, Psychology, Philosophy, and Literature. In
each, I found excitement and promise, but not myself.
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Finally, and quite suddenly, it dawned on me that I could pursue all of these disciplines each day as a
teacher. With my compass clearly defined, the divides collapsed and my path was illuminated. I read and thought
fervently about the psychology of learning, the philosophy of learning, and the lessons literature offers about the
human experience. I’ve long known that my story of learning and teaching has never really been about me, it has
been about the students I would encounter.

YSR: I can’t agree with you more. Teaching is never about us. Teaching is always about our students. Which
leads me to the next question. What people influenced your teaching and in what ways?

Having a sense of “intrinsic” curiosity is important.

SW: I take teaching influences from so many varied people and experiences. I believe that we teach who we are,
and who I am is certainly a result of a collection of influences.

YSR: Oh yes, we do teach who we are. This is why the more varied experiences we have are most important to
be a teacher. Please elaborate.

SW: Certainly my family has had a tremendous impact on me as a teacher. More than anything my parents
cultivated a sense of intrinsic curiosity in me as well as a profound commitment to living my passion. These
characteristics have a special place in the culture of my classroom.

YSR: You are indeed fortunate to have parents who cultivated a sense of curiosity and wonder. These qualities
are so important in a teacher. The teachers I had who were curious and encouraged me to explore were my best
ones.

Learning from others is important as is understanding the power of analogy.

SW: The influences on my teaching have gone beyond my family to include a cadre of special teachers who
each contributed in his or her own unique way to help me conceive of the kind of teacher I wanted to be. Mary
Lou taught me to also do what I’m asking of my students; Donna taught me about the power of feedback; Bob
taught me about finding a centered teaching persona; and my special mentor, Lois, taught me the power of
analogy.

YSR: You are fortunate to have had great mentors. What do you mean by the power of analogy?

SW: Lois taught me that perhaps one of the most powerful ways to empower a learner to construct her own
learning is through analogy. In understanding analogy, in understanding story, we must construct our own
learning and thus we have greater access to constructing understanding. I use analogy all of the time in the
classroom as it often serves as the basis for opening the opportunity for connection.

I also derive a great deal of influence from what I read. Whether it was the way Nancie Atwell gave me
the blueprint of a classroom I’d like to teach in, or the way that Toni Morrison teaches me about human suffering
and hope, I am a kaleidoscope, always finding new patterns in my shards of influence.

There is nothing static about teaching. The classroom is a shifting kaleidoscope. Teaching involves art
and craft.

YSR: I like that statement, “. . . always finding new patterns in my shards of influence.” Can you explain more?
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SW: There’s nothing static about my teaching practice because I’m not static as a learner. I collect teaching
influence from a plethora of sources: people, experiences, characters, pop culture, art, and others. When I enter
the classroom it’s like shifting that kaleidoscope into new patterns, into the pattern that will work for those kids on
that day. And when it works, when the collected influences merge, I feel like an artist.

YSR: Right on, Sarah. Teaching is an ART and we teachers much orchestrate an ever-changing classroom
landscape. We must craft our teaching rather than read the script. As we all know, parents/guardians are
important partners with us teachers. What do you do to form positive and supportive relationships with
parents/guardians and why? What have you learned from these experiences?

SW: I like that you called this a partnership; this is a truth that too often becomes unintentionally misguided.
Becoming a parent not only changed me instantly as a person, but also instantly as a teacher. As I looked at each
of my babies, I understood this innate desire for them to have every opportunity. I understood how so many
parents put “every opportunity” in the hands of their children’s teachers each day. I think classroom teachers must
not only be effective communicators with parents, but we must also understand that we need to teach parents
about “why” and “how” we make the instructional decisions we do.

YSR: I agree wholeheartedly about the importance of forming partnerships with parents. So how have you gone
about helping parents understand the “why” and “how” you make instructional decisions?

SW: It has a lot to do with how I talk about what we do in our classroom. For example, when a parent sits down
to a parent/teacher conference, I see that as a teaching/learning opportunity, not as a reporting obligation. I have
the chance to not only learn from parents, but I can teach them about the why and how. I resist talking about
grades and opt for discussions about how their student learns while explaining how our classroom activities will
scaffold different literacy skills. I aim to make the implicit, explicit.

YSR: Can you provide an example of what you mean by “making the implicit, explicit.” I think this would help our
readers understand why this is important.

SW: A parent may not understand why at the end of a nine-week quarter at the beginning of the year, there are
only a few “grades” reported in our online system. It’s important, in a situation like this, to make my deliberate or
implicit decision making clear or explicit to the parent. I would explain how learning, especially at the beginning of
a course is slow and requires students the opportunity to make mistakes without penalty, to adjust to the learning
of the course, to realize that our work in this class is on continuum and we are working towards end learning
goals. Not only is it important for me to make the implicit, explicit for parents so that they can begin to reshape
notions of what learning is, but every time I explain my deliberateness, I am also reinforcing for me the scope of
my classroom decisions.

Advice for new teachers—create community.

Advice for experienced teachers—take intellectual risks.

YSR: What advice would you give to beginning teacher? What about experienced teachers?

SW: To beginning teachers I would encourage them to create community: in their classrooms, with their
colleagues, as parts of larger networks. This community is irreplaceable in our growth as nurturers of learning. To
experienced teachers I would invoke intellectual risk-taking. It doesn’t seem to take long for the routine of a
system as well-oiled as ours to displace our humanity. Taking risks, trying new things, being unabashedly
passionate reminds us what it means to be a new learner: excited and anxious, hesitant and curious, self-
conscious and determined. To all teachers I would invite the courageous attention to a compass of deliberateness
and compassion in the classroom.

(more)



Interview with Sarah Brown Wessling - 4

YSR: Great recommendations, Sarah. I am in total agreement with you that we teachers need courage,
deliberateness, and compassion. To that I would also add passion. What do you think about passion in teaching?

In teaching who we are, there must be room for us to embrace our passions and make way for their
entrance into our teaching.

SW: I think we aspire to impassioned teaching, but passion is also very personal. In teaching who we are, there
must be room for us to embrace our passions and make way for their entrance into our teaching. In many ways,
passion is personified through the courage, deliberateness, and compassion we wield each day.

YSR: Teachers are so beaten down; I feel for them. I guess that is why we do what we do. I am sure like the rest
of us, you have encountered some difficult situations. Can you tell a bit about these situations and what you did?

Learn from difficult situations. Moments that are difficult for us as teachers, are difficult for students, too.
Support a culture of learning.

SW: I learn from them. It might be tempting to list the situations that have been most difficult or to tell their stories
as if they are battle scars; yet, there really isn’t a hierarchy for them. If moments were difficult for me, then they
must have also been difficult for a student. If a student is experiencing difficulty, then it’s the most crucial moment
for her. Whether it was a heartbreaking story of home, having to confront the reality that a student won’t graduate,
leading a stand against censorship, or not knowing how to connect to that particular student, teaching days are
wrought with difficulty. I can’t always save, I can’t always fix, and I can’t always figure it out. What I can do is
commit to learning more today than I knew yesterday. I can commit to making the honest decisions that will
support a culture of learning.

YSR: I love that you talked about commitment. That is, committing to making the “right” and “honorable” decision
to support, as you said, “a culture of learning.” What issues do you think are concerns for us literacy educators
today? How should we address these concerns?

We need to embrace and help others embrace a broader definition of literacy.

SW: Embracing a broader definition of literacy. I was recently talking with a prominent political figure who, when
he found out I was an English teacher, asked if he could share a concern about his 17-year-old daughter’s
classroom experience: “She doesn’t even know how to write in cursive,” he lamented. I was immediately struck by
the dissonance between what many still perceive to be the work of English teachers and how our definitions of
literacy have evolved.

Perhaps the most pervasive opportunity, concern, and challenge for literacy teachers today is to
understand and embrace our growing definition of literacy. I think we’ve been compartmentalized for so long:
reading, then writing, then speaking, then viewing. Before us, we have the challenge of integrating our best
practices from all of these areas into the kind of literacy education that uses deep content knowledge and well-
wielded skills to foster the habits of mind at the center of 21st-century learning. In many ways, this business about
21st-century learning isn’t 21st Century at all. It’s what we’ve long-known about authentic learning: meeting
students where they are with the kinds of invitations to create, to think, to be curious will motivate them towards
greater autonomy.

YSR: Oh Sarah, you are so correct about authentic learning, meeting students where they are, and creating
invitations to create, to think, to be curious. Yes, indeed, these will motivate our students towards greater
autonomy. Right now, there is much ado about formative assessment. What are some of the things you have
done regarding formative assessment?
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Literacy teachers understand the power of authentic feedback and the necessity for students to make
mistakes in a supportive classroom environment. Learning involves making mistakes. Mistakes are not

something bad.

SW: I think literacy educators implicitly know a great deal about formative assessment. I know that literacy
teachers understand the power of authentic feedback; the necessity for creating a process in which students have
the opportunity to make mistakes; the significance of guiding students to construct their own meaning. Too often
we seem to assume that formative assessments are things. I hear people say, “I gave a formative assessment” or
“we created some formative assessments.” Those kinds of statements seem counterintuitive to me. We
formatively use what students give us to offer them authentic feedback and help them take the next step.

YSR: Thank you for explaining the importance of authentic feedback. My take regarding formative assessment is
that teachers do this every moment of every day they work with students. Teachers have always done formative
assessments. I think this is a huge misunderstanding. Teachers don’t have to TEST in order to get feedback
about their students.

SW: Your thoughts on testing echo the frustrations of so many classroom teachers, including the frustrations I’ve
felt on those very “testing days.” Even though teachers have long been assessing formatively every day, those
understandings can remain isolated and often left unexamined. We teachers often “reflect” when we’re eating
lunch and making photocopies at the same time. It’s a reflection of necessity rather than the kind of conversation
where communities of teachers deconstruct together; thereby, making the implicit decisions, explicit examples of
deliberateness. There are many forums in which we can “publically” discuss summative assessments, but we also
need to elevate our discussions of assessment for learning.

YSR: What about critical literacies and literature. What advice would you give teachers about these topics?

Engaging students in critical literacies liberates them. We must think and teach panoramically—broadly.

SW: As teachers of literacy, we must think and teach panoramically. This means, we must think and teach
broadly, in the sense that we are offering our students a landscape of context in which to situate the story of their
lives with the texts they encounter. It’s critical that we don’t see texts in isolation; rather, that they talk to each
other, that they are juxtaposed with each other, that they inform each other. If we want our students to employ the
kind of critical dispositions a study of literature can offer, then we must resist the urge to teach To Kill a
Mockingbird, for example, and instead teach the essential questions of tolerance and use To Kill a Mockingbird as
one of the voices in that discussion. Teaching critical literacies isn’t about teaching “one more thing”; rather, it’s
the kind of work that liberates us from compartmentalized reading, thinking, and teaching.

YSR: Absolutely, Sarah. Wow, what a great way to discuss the book, To Kill a Mockingbird. Yes, critical literacies
liberate.

Sarah, I can’t thank you enough for taking the time out of your busy and yet totally exciting year to share
with NCTE members and others, your journey as a teacher, how you work with students and parents, and how
your craft your teaching. Your message is powerful!

Now for one last question. Is there anything else you would share with our readers? Food for the soul?
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Your voice is more important than you think. Your experience is more substantive than others realize.

SW: Perhaps the most rewarding part of my work this year is the opportunity to meet with and be inspired by so
many talented and dedicated educators. Knowing that there is a community of teachers across the country who
are dedicated to individual students and their needs reminds me there is a powerful way to contend with the
overwhelming pressures of schools to look more like factories than playgrounds: teacher voice. Whether your
voice is authentic in your classroom, vociferous in your community, or tenacious in state or national initiatives,
nothing replaces your knowledge of what learners most need. Your voice is more powerful than you think. Your
experience is more substantive than others realize. You are the measure of what’s best in teaching and learning.

# # #

The National Council of Teachers of English, with over 50,000 members and subscribers worldwide, is dedicated
to improving the teaching and learning of English and the language arts at all levels of education.


