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Reading in the 21st century demands that all students develop high levels of literacy. State and national standards and assessments reflect an expectation of academic rigor.   Comber, Nixon, and Reid (2007) note that in the teaching of literacy, our role as teachers includes enhancing the repertoires of literacy and communication practices available to our students.  This means issues that are interesting to students should be used as text to build a curriculum that has significance in young lives.

I often strive to incorporate activities in my courses that are authentic and relevant to my student’s lives and/or professions. Last semester I teach a master’s level course on children’s literature every fall semester. With this course, I wanted to have my graduate students respond to literature much like they request students in their own classrooms to do.  Given Rosenblatt’s (1978) theory on literature response, 
I thought providing an opportunity for the teachers to use xtranormal might spark their right brain and motivate and excite them. Rosenblatt’s publication in 1938 provided the basis for research in the teaching and study of literature and, this masterpiece considers the personal, social, and cultural contexts of reading while emphasizing the dynamics of the individual and the text as unique forces in the personal response to literature.  Her publication in 1994 brings the research into current contexts.    In the following paragraphs, I will briefly explain what Xtranormal is, how I used it, and how you might use it in your own classrooms.

What is xtranormal?


xtranormal (http://www.xtranormal.com), according to its website, is a “revolutionary, real time, movie making software.” And while this is true, I would describe xtranormal as a free Web 2.0 application that enables users to turn text into a movie. So basically if you can type, you can make an Xtranormal movie. You start by deciding how many actors you want, you then write the script, design the scene, and direct the action. In a matter of minutes, you can convert text into a movie and then share it with the world.  I have had several graduate students who are teachers say, “Wow, my husband wondered where I was because I got so involved in this website.  I was intrigued for two hours.”  Another middle school teacher created four instead of one required response using xtranormal. His comment, “It’s so cool.” It seems to me both of these and other comments from teachers in the course indicate the site is engaging, rewarding, and addicting.

How I Use xtranormal


As neat as xtranormal is, I wasn’t going to use it in my classes if I couldn’t find a meaningful way to use it that supported my learning objectives. I use threaded discussions a great deal in my online and hybrid courses for students to discuss certain topics.  I like to have students respond to the readings in threaded discussions but I realize I need to provide a variety of learning opportunities for the students.  So, rather than setting up a typical threaded discussion in which students discuss children’s literature, this particular week I asked my graduate students to select a favorite children’s book from our reading list  and create a book talk using xtranormal.  A book talk A book talk includes a brief oral presentation about books.  Teachers and librarians use them to stimulate and motivate children to read and to generate interest in a book (Hillman, 2003).    I did not demonstrate xtranormal to the class, rather I gave them two weeks to investigate the site and come to class with relevant questions.  In small groups of three, the teachers shared their beginning learning and demonstrated their in progress book talks to the class.  

I had them post the URLs to their xtranormal book talks in a threaded discussion and then asked them to view each other’s book talks.  My students were intrigued by 
xtranormal.  They repeatedly expressed the entertaining aspect of creating a short movie clip using xtranormal. See Table 1 for several favorite xtranormal clips from the children’s literature class you might enjoy.

Other Instructional Uses of xtranormal


Based on my experience and students reactions to xtranormal, I have considered additional instructional uses of xtranormal.  Since this is a new medium for me, I am just beginning to learn how this site might be used effectively regarding instruction.  Faculty can use xtranormal for a variety of 
purposes and I have explained some ideas below.  
· I think this would be an excellent site to use to teach writing, too.  As I viewed the clips, I could hear the actual voices of these students.  That is to say their “writing voice” is definitely evident.  When we as writing teachers focus on including “voice” in writing, this site would help because the words you write are spoken.  

· Another
 fantastic way to use this application would be to have students summarize key concepts in their reading.  This would be much more inviting than outlining key concepts from texts and it might encourage students to actually watch the reading summarizes of others.  Students could include a written text for those learners who need to follow along, but the visual would be a change and inviting for audio learners.
· I also see the benefit of teaching spelling in context with xtranormal.  For example, if you type in “read” but the character does not say the word in past tense and you want the past tense of read, you will need to think of a word that sounds like the past tense and write it.  In this case, you can type “red” and the character will read “red” which sounds like the past tense of read.  Tricky and yet such a powerful tool to use spelling in context.
· I also think this could be a group project where a small group of three works on creating their own story with script, movements, background, and music to accompany the storyline.  Perhaps students could create their own story or movie using xtranormal.  
· Perhaps after a Read Aloud to students, you could have them create multiple endings of the story using xtranormal.com and later read the actual end of the story.  Comparing and contrasting what the students created and the actual ending might be interesting and provide for creative and critical thinking.  
· You could also use this as a way to introduce a week or unit in an online course.  I’m sure students would pay attention to these characters rather than me sitting in front of them giving directions.  

Table 1. Xtranormal Book Talks
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	Lizzi Bright and the Buckminster Boy

http://www.xtranormal.com/watch/5631103 
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	Ginger

http://www.xtranormal.com/watch/5649815/  
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	Skippey John Jones

http://www.xtranormal.com/watch/5658057/ 
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	Lizzi Bright and the Buckminster Boy
http://www.xtranormal.com/watch/5668007



Conclusion


This is an interesting site that you will definitely want to visit.  It may be too intricate for some students and just the right inspiration for others.  Giving students choices is vital.  The difficulty for some students to access the site was evident.  Sometimes when students wanted to post their completed product, the site was down.  This caused frustration.  I recommend telling students the site may be a bit funky and to post their product early to avoid site down time and eventual frustration.  Given enough time, all of the teachers were able to create a product they were proud of and interested in doing more with xtranormal.  I am certain you will think of additional opportunities to use xtranormal.com.  I cannot wait to play with this site when I have or shall I say create some free time.  Enjoy the site
.
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Reading Response: A reading response is… xtranorml could be used to…


�Are each of these based on a book? Would it help to add the book title each book is based on?
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