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The ASK program (Authors Specialists and Knowledge) 
occurs each semester as part of an undergraduate 

Literature for Children and Youth class. The participants include university students, as 
well as later elementary through high school students depending on the selected 
literature work. The purpose of the program is to take readers beyond the confines of a 
novel, relating the information from their reading in a personal way to their own 
immediate situation. For as part of the process, readers draw on their own writers' 
voice, as they journal through their reading.  

Interviews are conducted with authors of children's books and with "specialists" whose 
occupations, interests and experiences bring credibility or a better understanding to a 
particular literature selection. The interview focus from these books has been on such 
social issues as ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, homelessness in America, the Vietnam 
War, media responsibility, racial prejudice and animal rights. In addition to these social 
issues, through interviewing authors, readers are able to explore such evaluative 
literary aspects as the development of character, plot, setting, theme and writing style. 
The following children's books have been selected in past interviews: The Devil's 
Arithmetic, Charlie Pippin, The Watsons Go to Birmingham- 1963, Monkey Island, 
Nothing but the Truth, Maniac Magee, Wringer, Circle of Gold, Adem's Cross, Julie of 
the Wolves, Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes, Hiroshima, Petey, Homeless 
Bird and Daniel's Story. Through the interviewing steps of the ASK program, students 
develop questions to be asked of either the selected author or specialist. The 
interviews are held on the university campus or at one of the metropolitan area schools 
or county teacher centers referred to as Intermediate School Districts (ISD's). Three 
ASK programs with Newbery authors were presented at the Michigan Reading 
Association's conference in March of 2000.  

Many of the interviews have been conducted using distance learning technology, 
connecting authors and specialists brought to campus with sites in the metropolitan 
area. In some instances, university students who have been trained in the program, 
visit selected schools and work with teachers and their students preparing them for 
planned interviews. For additional information, please contact Raymond P. Kettel, 
Associate Professor of Education University of Michigan-Dearborn. 

 



 

The ASK Program (Authors Specialists and Knowledge) 

The Literature Based Interview Process 

 

1. Have the students read the book.  
 

2. Keep a journal. When you have finished reading for the day, you and your students should individually write 

down your thoughts. Don't summarize a segment, but tell how it makes you feel. Enter the world of voice journaling.  

 

3. Write questions. When you have finished reading the book and made your final journal entries, it will be time to 

start writing questions. Students should write the chapter and page number that corresponds with each question.  

By reviewing their journal entries, the students should be able to write questions about those parts of the story that 

most interested them.  

The purpose of this exercise is to better understand the story in terms of:  

 what the story is about 

 who the characters are, what they are like 

 where the story takes place 

 how the author sounds or uses words 

 what the broad issues within the book are  

 

4. Show examples. As the teacher, you should also write some example questions to show how it should be done.  

 

5. Place the students in pairs or groups and encourage them to select their best four questions.  

 

6. Conduct a round robin elimination process. When your students have selected their best four questions, ask each 

group to read their questions to the class. Eliminate duplicate questions among the groups.  

 

7. Revise the questions. When the elimination process is completed, each student should have at least two unique 

questions to ask in the interview, one for the interview and one for a backup question in case their original question 

was asked by the other classes.  

 

8. Conduct a practice session. Have each student stand and read his or her question in a confident manner. This is 

very important. This practice session will prepare the students to interview the author or specialist. 

  

9. Ask the questions. On the day of the interview, introduce the author/specialist to the class. Each student should 

stand and ask his or her question so that the guest can see and hear the student clearly.  

***** PLEASE listen to the questions that are asked by the other classes that you are sharing the distance learning 

program with. There are many “REPEATED” questions that are not necessary. It is up to you the teacher to have the 

students in your class have at least 2 questions each prepared for the program.  

 

10. Debrief after the interview. Take some time after the interview to review and debrief with the students. Ask 

them what they learned and what they liked about the interview.  

 

11. Write a letter of thanks to the author/specialist per the instructions received in the follow up email from the 

MISD.  

 

12. Cross-curricular extensions. Teachers should of course relate the literature selection to other curricular areas 

they wish to include such as the arts, creative or expository writing, poetry, mathematics, science, sports, social 

studies, etc. 
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Making Your ASK Videoconference a Success 

 

Before You Start 

1. Watch the ASK video to get an overview of the project. Note especially how the teacher 

explains the difference between a “reaction” and a “summary.” 

2. Look through the materials, lessons, and resources included in the kit. Decide which ones 

might enhance the unit and will be best to use for your students. 

 

Students Journaling & Writing Questions 

1. Encourage students to move beyond basic reading comprehension. Get them to tie what 

they are reading to their own lives and experiences. 

2. If desired, hang the posters of the journal process in your classroom.  

3. Each time the students read, they should journal. If it is a chapter book, have them write 

down the page number, their reaction, and questions based on that section. We want 

students to tie their reading to the interview process. 

4. Write questions that draw out the author or specialist. Have them explain or describe things. 

 

Ideally How the Conference Should Go 

1. Usually the facilitators will do sound checks with all participating sites. Then there will be a 

welcome and the author or specialist will give a 5-10 minute introduction. 

2. Students should ask their questions in pairs or threes. Group students to ask the questions. 

Each group should have 3-10 questions (in case another school asks their question). It will 

work best if during the conference the groups come up to the microphone together. They 

should say something like this: 

Student 1: “Hello my name is Jim.” 

Student 2: “My name is Arnie.” 

Student 1: “And our question is ……” 

 Both students should stay at the microphone until the author finishes answering their 

question. Then they should say “Thank you” and go back to their seats. 

 The facilitator will then call on the next school. 

 This procedure will allow all students “on camera” time, even if they don’t get to ask 

their question. In addition, it gets all students involved, and takes away some of the 

pressure students feel standing at the microphone alone. 

3. Generally the facilitator will ask for three questions from each school at a time and rotate 

through the schools in a round-robin fashion. 

4. While other schools are asking their questions, the teacher should get the next students 

ready. Students should be ready & standing at the microphone when your turn comes. We 

don’t want to waste precious time with the guest waiting for students to move. So have them 

ready at the microphone or lined up at the microphone. You don’t have to move fast, but be 

organized. 

 

5. In addition, everyone should listen carefully to make sure their question (or some variation 

of it) isn’t asked by another school. Don’t ask questions twice! It is a waste of time for the 

students as well as the author/specialist in having to answer the question again. 



6. When there is about 5 minutes left of the interview, the facilitator may ask for just one or 

two questions from each school. The author or specialist will give closing comments. At the 

end the students should applaud the guest. 

 

Organization 

1. Organize the questions in the order of the book or chapters. Group the “general” questions 

after the “book” questions. 

2. Have all the questions written on 3x5 cards. You may think students will remember their 

question, but there’s nothing like stage fright to clear the mind! In addition, 3x5 cards are 

harder to rattle. The microphone will pick up rustling paper. Have students bring the card 

up, put it down in front of them, and ask the question. You may want to have them practice. 

And with that as the students at the microphone are talking the students in the background 

should not be heard either as this is also picked up by the microphone.  

3. One teacher who participated in ASK had a master list of all the questions and checked 

them off as they were answered. She also had 3x5 cards with extra questions in case their 

questions were taken. 

 

Notes on the Conference 

1. Have students in place 15 minutes before the connection so that the students can get 

comfortable, any instructions can be given and the program can start on schedule. 

2. When your school is not asking questions, you should be muted. Your distance learning 

person may take care of this, or they may teach you or one of your students how to mute & 

un-mute the microphone.  

3. At the beginning, the facilitator will poll the sites for audio & video checks. 

4. Then the facilitator will provide the order for the questions and give opening comments. 

5. If you know you are next, get your students up to the microphone and ready to ask 

questions. 

6. Have the microphone in the front of the room so the author can see the students. Don’t stand 

too close to the microphone. 

7. After your set of questions is finished, then mute the microphone until it’s your turn again. 

 

Afterwards 

1. Debrief the conference with your students. Talk about what you learned. What the best 

questions were. What answers surprised you? How did the other classes do? 

2. Practice writing a friendly letter and have students write a letter of thanks to the 

author/specialist. Put them in an envelope directing it to the author/specialist and who they 

are from and return them in the kit to the ISD, and they will be mailed to the 

author/specialist for you. 

3. Fill out the evaluation form and put in the box. 

4. Make sure the box is packed with everything it came with. A return address card is on top of 

the container and will need to be flipped over for the return address.  

5. Send the box back through the MISD inner school van mail.  

 

If you have any questions or comments contact Denise Jobe at djobe@misd.net  

Thank you for being part of the ASK interactive distance learning programs!  
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Student Guidelines 

Follow the guidelines for a great interactive video conference  

 Talk in a normal voice, not too loud or too soft.  

 Talk clearly and slowly; enunciate all of your words.  

 Practice what you want to say.  

 Pauses aren’t bad if there is a reason.  

 Wait for people to see your picture or a chart that you are talking about in order 
for the camera to catch up with the movement holding the item.  

 Pretend the camera is a person. Look into the camera as though it is the person 
you are talking to.  

 Be careful of saying things on the sidelines, people can see you, and might be 
able to hear you.  

 Don’t interrupt; wait until the person has finished talking.   

 Something to remember: In order for the information to get through the network 
(audio & video cable) there is a 6 second delay of information being heard and 
seen on both ends of giving and receiving information. 

 Use appropriate language; be careful of using slang words.  

 Do not chew gum or eat candy.  

 Dress appropriately, school T-shirts or sweatshirts are good to show off your 
school colors or logo.  

 Have fun; sharing information with someone else is a great way to learn. 

 Be prepared; practice, practice, practice.  

 


