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Perhaps the most important influences in my career as a reading educator can be
viewed from at least three perspectives: my family; my formative experiences as a young
man; and, my rich and challenging experiences as a member of the reading education
community worldwide.

I was born is Los Angeles, California in the fall of 1941 as World War II was
beginning and the world was being swept into the chaos of that international conflict. My
father was pastor of a Danish Lutheran Church in Los Angeles so I was immersed in the
culture of the Danish immigrant community of that city and, for that matter, of the United
States. There was a sense of separation since it was difficult for families in the U.S. to stay in
touch with those in Denmark. My father and my mother were readers, interested in the life of
ideas and values. Among my earliest memories are of being read to and of stories told as the
family gathered or as youth groups met to learn about cultural heritage, family histories and
religion. Books, magazines and newspapers were always nearby. [ was continually immersed
in a literate environment.

My lifelong interest in matters international also stems in large part from the
experiences of my family. My father, born in the U.S. of Danish immigrants, met my mother
while attending school in Denmark. They married in Denmark and returned to the U.S. in
1933. My mother stayed in close contact with her family and we still have many of those
letters, written in Danish. The outbreak of WWII and the occupation of Denmark by the Nazis
prevented any chance of visits and made the exchange of letters difficult and sporadic. One of
my early childhood memories is of the family’s journey back to Denmark in 1947, after the
end of the war. I recall walking among bombed out ruins in the city of London. We traveled
by ship from England to Denmark. As a six year old, I stood on the ship’s deck and watched
the tears stream down my mother’s cheeks as the coast of Denmark came into view. It was
the first time I saw my mother cry. We have continued to maintain close connections with
our Danish relatives over the years. They too are avid readers, very much engaged in the life
of the mind and of ideas.

My father, Pastor A. Ejnar Farstrup, was a leader in the life of the Danish Lutheran

Church in America. During the war years of the 1940’s he was deeply involved in support of



refugees and immigrants from Denmark and throughout Scandinavia. After the war he
traveled and lectured throughout Scandinavia. He was active in the work of the World
Council of Churches and in later years in efforts to bring various Lutheran Denominations
together in what is now the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). As the first
American born president of the Danish Lutheran Church in America he played a key role in
the process that led to the creation of the ELCA. It is relevant to note that the Lutheranism
was founded in the context of the reformation movement of the 16™ century, out of opposition
to the top down authoritarianism, literalism and the material splendor of the religious
establishment of the time. My father wrote and spoke frequently about the importance of
ideas, values and ethics. My parents set examples about the importance of leading an ethical,
educated, fair minded and literate life.

It is no coincidence then that a major portion of my professional career over the past
several decades has been in light of these ideas and values. This may also explain why my
career has been so intertwined with an organization having an international perspective and
representing a professional community encompassing a wide range of ideas and educational

philosophies, the International Reading Association (IRA).

After attending public schools in Iowa and California I attended Grand View College
in Des Moines, Iowa from 1959 to 1961. Grand View is a school rooted in a liberal arts
tradition reflecting the values of its founders who were immersed in the egalitarian beliefs of
the Danish theologian and philosopher N.F.S. Grundtvig. This experience played an
important role, solidifying my own orientation to the importance of education, of civility and
of tolerance as vital aspects of human fulfillment.

In the 1961 I traveled to Denmark and became a student at Askov Folkehojskole.
Askov is an example of the Grundtvigian folk school tradition where an open, liberal
educational experience that includes the arts, history and literature and that broadens horizons
is provided to students from many backgrounds. It was at Askov that I again became fluent in
Danish, my first language, and was immersed in the life of diverse ideas and values. This was
a time of turmoil in the United States, where the civil rights movement was in full bloom. My
fellow Askov students were always quick to question the American experience, to criticize the
culture of injustice they perceived in the U.S. and to seek a better understanding of its life and

culture.



Upon my return to the U.S., I continued undergraduate studies at the State University
of lowa. I was an English major and also took coursework in business and in education prior
to my graduation. I then entered service as a volunteer with the U.S. Peace Corps in
Afghanistan from 1965 through the end of 1966. As a Peace Corps volunteer I was engaged
in rural development projects, including providing clean water supplies and support for
village health and education centers throughout the eastern and central mountain areas of the
country. I spent time in small rural villages, visiting development centers and schools. I was
able to work with Afghan elders, officials and ordinary people. They are extraordinary
people. I saw firsthand the plight of schools, especially the few available to girls and women.
The literacy rate in Afghanistan was and is tragically low with fewer than 30% of the
population able to read. It became clear to me that low levels of literacy remain a major
factor contributing to Afghanistan’s poverty and political instability.

I returned to the U.S. in 1967 and entered graduate study at the University of
California at Berkeley (UCB) leading to my certification as a teacher. I student-taught at three
schools in the San Francisco Bay area serving student populations that were racially and
economically diverse. During this time I joined my first education association, the National
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). Following completion of my studies at UCB I
became a teacher at a Junior High School in South San Francisco.

I was immediately assigned to teach remedial reading even though I had no experience
and only minimal professional preparation in reading. It seems that then - and too often now -
the least experienced teacher was given the most important job, teaching reading to those who
struggle. During my first years as a teacher I was supported and mentored by a former
elementary school teacher who was also an active member of a local council of IRA.
learned a great from her and from the other fine teachers who offered me support.

I later learned that Lenore Jacobson, co-author with Robert Rosenthal of the well-
known study Pygmalion in the Classroom (1968), was principal of an elementary school that
fed students to my junior high. I soon had the opportunity of sending several of my remedial
reading students to Jacobson’s school where they served as tutors for kids who were
struggling with reading. It was fascinating to see how giving such a responsibility to
struggling readers motivated them to improve their own skills. I carried this lesson
throughout my career. Give young people a chance to succeed by challenging them and by

giving them responsibility and your trust and they will most often exceed your expectations.



Importantly, it was in South San Francisco that I met my wife Susan, an accomplished teacher
who has always provided me with valuable advice and insight about the importance, context
and roles of classroom teachers.

Given my meager knowledge about reading processes and instruction at the time it
soon became obvious that [ needed additional professional education. In the summer of 1967
Susan and I enrolled in a six-week summer course at Berkeley to gain a better understanding
of effective reading instruction and to improve our teaching. An energetic, charismatic
professor from the University of Minnesota, Dr. John C. Manning, taught this class. It was a
life changing experience for us. This was the first instructional theory and methods course |
had ever taken where the professor skillfully demonstrated teaching strategies being presented
and did so with real kids in real schools! Even better was the fact that the approaches we
learned were rooted in solid evidence of effectiveness and based on the experience of skillful,
well-prepared teachers. Dr. Manning soon encouraged me to enter the Ph.D. program at the
University of Minnesota. He became my mentor and my teacher and we have formed an
ongoing professional and personal friendship. His support and guidance have been invaluable
aspects of my professional career.

I entered the graduate program at the University of Minnesota in 1970. I was quickly
assigned as assistant to Dr. P. David Pearson. He too has been an important mentor and a
good friend. Coursework focused on reading instruction, linguistics, research design and
analysis, assessment, human learning, comparative education, and learning disabilities. |
worked with Dr. Manning and his students implementing a key professional development
program situated in the Minneapolis public schools, Project Combine. The project entailed
teaching graduate and undergraduate classes and conducting teaching demonstrations in
public school classrooms in the inner city. Teachers could work toward their MA degree
within this program. In addition the project developed and provided extensive and carefully
designed ancillary instructional materials keyed to the curriculum and basal reader programs
used in the Minneapolis system.

My experiences with Dr. Manning’s Project Combine provided numerous
opportunities to work with inner city school children, teachers and college students preparing
to become teachers. It reinforced the importance of proven, well planned and deliberate
approaches to reading instruction that build on the needs, strengths, and interests of learners.

I came to more fully understand and value the importance of having a rich variety of planned,



clearly structured and proven teaching strategies available that not only promote reading skill
but also engendered learner motivation and engagement with interesting, high quality, and
meaningful reading materials.

Dr. Pearson’s work also influenced my professional perspective. I was encouraged to
focus on reading comprehension theory and processes through study of human learning and
the role of prior experience and an understanding of schema theory. I also had the privilege
of studying the psychology of learning and reading with Dr. S. Jay Samuels.

My work as Dr. Pearson’s graduate assistant and as a student of Professor Manning
provided opportunities to become involved in the development of reading assessment
instruments for the State of Minnesota. I eventually took a position as director of
dissemination for the Minnesota Statewide Assessment Program. This provided useful
insights and experience with test development, analysis of results, report writing, engagement
with the media and with the processes by which assessment policies are developed and
implemented.

During my time as a graduate student I returned to Berkeley with Dr. Manning to
assist in the teaching of the same six-week summer course that originally brought me to his
attention and that led to my enrollment at Minnesota. As is true for many in our profession,
participation in a strong graduate program was an essential aspect of my professional and
intellectual development. I owe a debt of gratitude to all those who shared their knowledge
and wisdom during those important formative years. During this time and with Dr.
Manning’s encouragement I became increasingly involved in the work of IRA.

In 1976 1 left Minnesota to take a position as visiting assistant professor at the
University of Texas at San Antonio. I spent a year there, teaching undergraduate reading
courses and working in area school districts. In 1977 I completed the defense of my
dissertation and was granted the degree of Ph.D. by the University of Minnesota. The focus of
my study was young adult literacy as examined in the context of a group of high school
students in a suburban community. Following my year at San Antonio I accepted the position
of assistant professor at the University of Rhode Island, where I would teach graduate and
undergraduate courses in reading instruction. I was an active member of URI’s Curriculum
Research and Development Center (CRDC) where I eventually became the Center’s director
and chief administrator. Much of my work at CRDC, later renamed the Institute of Human

Science and Services, involved evaluation of federally funded Title I programs and the



development of reading assessment approaches and instruments for use by states and local
districts. I was promoted to the rank of associate professor in 1984.

In 1985 I accepted the position of Director of Research at the International Reading
Association. [ was recruited and hired by Executive Director Dr. Ronald W. Mitchell. I had
big shoes to fill since my immediate predecessor was Dr. John Guthrie. I remained in this
position from the spring of 1985 through the fall of 1991. My responsibilities included the
promotion of research activities and priorities within IRA, organizing research related events
at the annual IRA convention, and supporting grant funded research projects and professional
development workshops.

In November of 1989 my good friend, and Executive Director of IRA, Ron Mitchell
died unexpectedly. This was a tragic circumstance that began a period of adjustment, turmoil
and change at IRA headquarters. IRA’s Director of Finance and Administration at the time
was named acting executive director and would serve until a search process could be
completed with the appointment of a new director. A new Executive Director took office in
January of 1991 but left the position with IRA in October of that same year. I was asked by
the Board to serve as Acting Executive Director while a new search was undertaken. In May
of 1992, following extensive interviews by the search committee and the Board, I was
appointed Executive Director of the association and introduced to the Delegates Assembly at
the 1992 IRA Annual Convention in Orlando, Florida. It was a great honor as well as a
stimulating challenge for me to serve the association in this important role. I served until my
departure and retirement in early 2009, a period of more than 17 years. In all, I was a proud
member of IRA’s senior staff for more than 23 years.

During my tenure as Executive Director many important changes in the work of IRA
emerged. Several key staff vacancies arose, including for the areas of research, publications,
international development, marketing, finance, and conferences. Effective utilization of
technology and the internet became important and an IRA website and related services were
launched.

With the board’s encouragement I worked to establish a new international
development division (IDD) for the purpose of providing high quality professional
development resources and services in economically and politically developing countries
around the world. IDD continues to provide IRA members with opportunities to volunteer

their services and to learn from their experiences and from the fine professionals they work



with throughout the world. External funding in form of grants and contracts sustains IDD’s
work.

An initial international project opportunity arose in Eastern and Central Europe in the
early 1990’s and resulted in a productive and lengthy partnership with the Soros Foundation
and its Open Society Institute. This partnership arose in part as a result of my early
discussions with representatives of the Soros Foundation of Romania during an IRA European
regional conference in Budapest, Hungary. They were interested in the work of IRA and
asked if the association could provide experienced educators to conduct professional
development workshops in the area of literacy and reading instruction in Romania. This
contact then led to further conversations with the Soros Foundation and eventually IRA
volunteers, supported by funding from the Foundation, provided professional development
courses and workshops in most of the republics of the former Soviet Union as well as in
several of the other nations within that sphere of influence. This became known as Reading
and Writing for Critical Thinking (RWCT) project and it set the pattern for future IRA
international development programs and services. It is important to note here that the IDD
was not created to expand and support IRA’s network of national affiliates and councils since
that responsibility has been with the division of council and affiliate services. However, in
new regions and nations where IRA affiliates and councils were not present, it was natural
that interest in forming new councils and national affiliates would arise. As a result groups in
areas not previously connected with IRA were formed and now are part of the IRA network.

IRA is a diverse organization representing many different philosophies and
perspectives about education and reading instruction. This is a very important feature of the
association and its leaders, members and staff must always work to accommodate and to
respect these differences while at the same time working together to pursue the shared belief
in the core mission of promoting literacy achievement through effective and evidence based
action.

As Executive Director of IRA 1 was able to shepherd many other important changes
and improvements. Programs of technological service to members increased in range and
quality with the establishment and continual improvement of the IRA website,

www.reading.org. IRA began to offer web based, individualized tracking of clock hour

professional development credits earned through attendance at its annual and regional

conferences. IRA, in partnership with NCTE and the Verizon Foundation, now provides one
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of the most popular and useful web resources available to teachers at
www.readwritethink.org. In recent years members have experienced the increasing quality
and professionalism of its annual conventions, regional conferences and the biennial world
congress on reading. Improvements in all of IRA’s professional programs have been made in
celebration, recognition and support of its members and of the wider reading profession.

IRA’s publications and journals have expanded in both number and quality, offering
outstanding professional development and research resources for reading professionals as well
as for the larger education and policy communities. Establishment of the IRA Institute on the
Status of Reading Instruction (ISRI) is a vital new initiative created with the support of the
Board of Directors and leaders in the reading research community. It will offer unique and
valuable information about the status, nature and outcomes of classroom reading instruction,
information available from no other source but IRA. ISRI has the real potential of being a
“game changer” for IRA and deserves continued support.

Advocacy for well-founded instructional policy that encourages and supports teachers
and effective classroom practice in reading has been an element of increasing importance for
the Association. Of particular concern has been the need for reasoned, civil dialog on
important, but often controversial, issues in reading and literacy education and policy. I have
worked hard throughout my career to be a strong voice in support of civility and
professionalism in all policy and professional debates. This, I believe, has strengthened IRA’s
global stature and influence.

IRA’s extensive network of national affiliates, councils and special interest groups is
unique among education associations. I have worked closely with the leaders of IRA over the
years to support this network and wherever possible to provide the resources necessary for it
to succeed and to flourish. In my many interactions with outstanding, wise and dedicated IRA
members, members who voluntarily take on major leadership responsibilities, my respect for
their enthusiasm and skilled engagement has only grown. Without this amazing network of
individuals and groups IRA would be unable to reflect and support the great diversity of needs
and opportunities that the association was created to meet. Councils and affiliates are the
heartbeat of IRA and must be supported.

In the late 1980’s IRA leaders met to establish central goals for the work of the
association. Professional development, advocacy, partnerships, international development,

and research and were five key goal areas identified. An additional and vitally important goal
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of encouraging diversity among members and affiliated groups has also emerged. My career
with IRA has been strongly focused on actively pursuing these goals. They have informed my
priorities as [ have worked in partnership with so many outstanding professionals to move the
association forward.

Honesty, trust and ethical action are core values that I have always tried to embody in
my work and in my relationships with others. I have had the pleasure and honor of working
with many outstanding IRA staff members. Skilled and dedicated staff members are essential
in providing support to members while insuring the future growth and success of the
association. | have not been a micro-manager and strongly believe that a capable staff
deserves the trust and respect of its leaders and directors. For these reasons I have always
sought to appropriately delegate tasks and responsibilities to experienced staff best suited to
get particular jobs done. I have encouraged risk taking but with the clear expectation that
when failures occur we must learn from them and then more forward to new challenges,
opportunities and successes. I have tried to create a positive headquarters culture based on
respect, teamwork, efficiency and friendship. IRA must certainly build on and strengthen its
traditional roles and functions but it must always be innovative and forward-looking.

It has been a privilege and a joy to be a part of IRA and the reading community it
represents for so many years. I particularly value the friendship, dedication and skill of IRA’s
many outstanding professional staff members and the way in which they play such an
important role in its continued growth and influence. IRA has afforded me an unequaled
opportunity to work with outstanding officers, board members, council leaders, national
affiliate leaders and skilled professionals worldwide. I am grateful for these opportunities and
proud of my many years of service. I will continue to be actively involved in the work of

promoting literacy worldwide.
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