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xvi

Letter to Readers
By Olivia Van Ledtje, 
Student Activist

Dear Readers,

I am soooooooo excited to welcome you 

to Teach Boldly: Using Edtech for Social

Good by my friend and mentor, Jennifer 

Williams. I bet you’re here reading this 

book because you love the world as much as me! And guess what? This book 

will take you on an incredible reading and thinking adventure! You’ll meet in-

spiring people doing amazing work for the world, and most especially, get ideas 

to help kids like me! 

I hope as you read Jennifer’s words, you’ll consider the beautiful invitation she 

gives you to think about students as the center of your work. I promise that 

center will be a giant heartbeep in your teaching life! Jennifer calls kids like me 

PeaceMAKERS—and this book encourages you to create a wave of action for 

PeaceMAKERS everywhere.

As a book activist, I am so inspired by how authors use words. So, I invite you 

with my own special mashup poem, influenced by my absolute favorite Silly 

WordMAKER poet, Shel Silverstein: 

If you’re a dreamer, a wisher, a lover of words!

Come in!

If you’re a maker, a believer, a lover of the world!

Come in!

If you’re a techie, a seeker, and hoper for social good!

Come in! Come in!

Sincerely, Your PeaceMAKER and Silly WordMAKER,

Olivia Van Ledtje© H
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Introduction

I always knew I would be a teacher. As a young child, I would play imaginary

school, and from the head of my bed, I would look out onto imaginary students 

sitting in rows of imaginary desks. The “classroom” was confined by the space of 

my bed, so I only had room for approximately ten “students.” In my mind as that 

young child, those students likely looked like me, had names like children I knew, 

and enjoyed the same stories and activities I had come to love.

I would take attendance and call out their names. If any of my imaginary stu-

dents were absent, I would wonder if they had a dentist appointment, or maybe 

a slight cold that was keeping them home to rest up. I read them stories from 

my own bookshelf—paperback and hardback books with characters who most-

ly looked and lived like me. I made worksheets with math problems, gave them 

imaginary tests, and recorded grades in my handmade gradebook; I moved 

their invisible desks if they were too chatty; I gave them paper certificates I 

made with love for their efforts and their good performance. All was well in 

my imaginary classroom.

As the students’ imaginary teacher, I felt happy when they got imaginary As. 

I knew they were happy and didn’t worry about their futures. In fact, I didn’t

give much thought to my imaginary students’ futures or to mine but simply 

envisioned the future as a world that looked very similar to the one I was living 

in—a simple life with dinners at 6 p.m., homework, bedtime, and school the 

next day.

What I had right was that I always knew I wanted to be a teacher. Everything 

else in those daydreams of teaching, I pretty much had wrong.

Years later, as I entered my first classroom, I quickly found that real life as an

educator was very different from the made-up teaching world I had created in

my mind. My students’ stories were in the most amazing ways so very different 
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Introduction

from my own. I learned about their dreams, their fears, their passions, and the 

challenges life had delivered to them.

Everything I had planned for—making nice little certificates for good atten-

dance or being worried only about moving students for talking a little too 

much—was not part of my real-life job description.

As a teacher, I understood that structures for balance, curiosity, creativity, 

kindness, and peace are informed by our earliest life experiences, so my job 

description expanded to the development and support of skills that could 

help students share their stories and prepare for their futures. And, as I

learned more about what teaching and learning looked like in my own class-

room, I found that teaching, learning, school, and the future did not have one

single definition. 

With students in my classroom from countries other than my own in the U.S.,

I became interested in what school looked like on different parts of our planet. 

One of the first global educators I met was Loise Gichuhi, a professor from 

Nairobi, Kenya. We shared stories online and compared what school looked 

like from each of our perspectives. She shared with me that students in the 

neighboring rural communities did not have books. Interested in learning more, 

I asked her to share a photo of one of the schools.

In a photo Loise shared, I was amazed to see how narrow my definition of 

school had been. The school in the photo she sent me did not have desks or 

math worksheets or even a building. It was instead an outdoor space for stu-

dents with a blackboard propped against an old crooked tree. Regrettably, 

my first emotion in seeing this image was sadness. How would learning look 

for these students? But then I heard that for these children, school was their 

source of food as well as education. Students would walk long distances to 

come and be nourished and to gain new knowledge. School equaled hope and 

community and life.
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