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Summer Affiliate Conference: CTCTE Shares a Few
“Driveway Moments” with Gretchen Bernabei
Jennifer Abramson

There’s

just something that happens
when folks gather to share writing—
call it goose bumps, chills, or warmfuzzies— connecting with others as
writers to share a slice of our story is an
organic experience. This proprioception,
an emotional and physical reaction
beyond words (according to Dr. Joyce
Armstrong Carol from ABYDOS
Learning), is the reason we have this
urge to publish our writing lives with
other humans. To share this connection
with Gretchen Bernabei, author of
Why We Must Run With Scissors and
Reviving the Essay, on a sunny Saturday

morning in a cozy middle school
library approaches a Nirvana-like
writer’s high!
“What do you know?” and “How do
you know it?” These two questions
permeate everything we write and
everything we do, and as writers and
teachers of writing, we must not only
model how we embed our knowledge
and beliefs into our own craft, but
Gretchen insists we must also explicitly
teach young writers how to blend
this “dialogic” information. When we
successfully balance what we know and
how we know it, we create “driveway

Gretchen Bernabei will be a
Workshop Presenter at our
January Conference in Galveston.
moments”— those rare and fantastic
cosmic writer/reader opportunities
that translate into the feeling we’ve all
had when our favorite song is playing
and we must remain in the car until
the tune has resonated completely.
These are the moments all writers work
toward and all audiences crave.
The Central Texas Council of Teachers
of English (CTCTE) is looking forward
to sharing more driveway moments
with Central Texas educators during the
2010-11 school year, and we certainly
hope you’ll consider joining us to
share yours. TV

A Big Texas Welcome to the Concho Valley Teachers of English, Our Newest Affiliate
Jennifer Lilly

CVTE summer conference crowd

The San Angelo area English language arts teachers found a
new way to network and collaborate with colleagues on July
26th. Concho Valley Teachers of English (CVTE) held its first
annual summer conference sponsored by Glencoe at the
Region XV Education Service Center, and 70 people converged
to listen to Donalyn Miller, eat lunch, attend breakout sessions,
and discuss important topics with fellow teachers.

Melody Helfer in elementary classroom

Donalyn Miller’s advice to teachers was clear — take away the
old (such as bell ringers) and implement the new (40-booksper-year reading goals). “The Book Whisperer” also convinced
teachers that classroom libraries are possible and offer the
best exposure to books on a daily basis. In conclusion, she
encouraged the teachers to utilize technology for authentic
reading responses through book trailers, podcasts, and
discussion boards. Mrs. Miller assured teachers that through
continued page 2
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these activities, they would be “creating classrooms where readers flourish.”
After lunch, attendees enjoyed seeing how kindergartners can publish their own books,
how juniors can benefit from a scaffolded version of The Scarlet Letter, and how wikis
can be used within a classroom setting.
To wrap up the day, colleagues met in grade-level groups and brainstormed lessons
learned, values affirmed, and hot topics to research. These lists can be viewed at
http://cvte.wikispaces.com.
Teachers in the San Angelo and surrounding area interested in joining this new
collaborative endeavor can access a membership application located on the wiki, or
they may contact Jennifer Lilly at jennifer.lilly@scisd.net. TV
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Everyone is a Writing Teacher
Marge Chatterjee

I spent most of the month of June in
continuing education classes (yes, my
forehead actually has the word ‘NERD’
tattooed on it), and I learned a few
things that, in hindsight, I probably
knew on a gut level anyway. I learned
that we’re all writing teachers and what
I teach in third grade matters in fifth,
seventh, twelfth …
Four mornings in the latter half of
June were spent in the Heart of Texas
Writing Project’s Advanced Institute:
Connecting Reading and Writing,
led by Valerie Taylor. A dozen of us
started out with a free write: Why
did we come? What did we hope to
accomplish? I wanted to discover, as
the lone elementary school teacher,
what I could offer middle and high
school teachers and what I could learn
from them.
We spent those mornings reading,
writing, and discussing how what we
teach and what we learn influence us
and our students.
Our discussions made me realize that
we’re all writing teachers. Now, if you’ve
received this newsletter and are reading
this little missive, I’m preaching to the
choir. I know I’m a writing teacher
when I’m working with my students
on craft lessons, revising, genre studies,
etc. But what about science and history?
Do I teach these types of writing as
well? Did my son’s AP Biology teacher
teach him to write coherent, concise,
insightful lab reports so that his
genetics professor could build from
that knowledge base? I know third
grade is just at the beginning of the
chain and that I’m building on what
my students know and learned about
letters, sounds, words, and sentences,

but teaching writing in all aspects of
learning —science, history, math, as
well as language arts—starts here. And
these are different ways of writing. It’s
not too early for me to start pointing
that out and consciously connecting all
forms of reading and writing in ways
that eight- and nine-year-old children
will understand and build on as they
continue through their education.
In addition to this, participating in the
Institute helped me to realize just how
much each year’s instruction builds
on the learning of previous years. Our
only child, Robert, graduated this year.
It was an awesome, amazing year for
him and for us. Because of Bobby, and
his accomplishments and requirements
as a senior applying to a university,
I was able to understand how what I
teach in third grade matters to the rest
of my students’ education. From my
experiences with my son, my students,
and the teachers in this summer class,
I was able to connect my gut-level
knowledge of how learning builds on
itself to a deliberate comprehension
and conscious understanding of it. In
the new school year, this knowledge
and understanding will become part
of my practice on a daily basis.
I am looking forward to a great year
using my new knowledge. I hope you
have a wonderful one! TV

Jeff Wilhelm to Give
Keynote Address at
January 2011 Conference
in Galveston
Carol Revelle

Members

in attendance at the
January 2011 annual conference in
Galveston will have the honor of
hearing Jeff Wilhelm give the Keynote
Address. Wilhelm is the author or
co-author of 16 books including
Engaging Readers & Writers with
Inquiry, Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys,
and You Gotta BE the Book. Many of
us have looked to Wilhelm’s work as
we’ve worked with struggling readers
or needed to increase critical thinking
and connections in our classrooms.
Wilhelm taught in middle school and
high school for 15 years before joining
the English Education faculty at Boise
State University where he founded the
Boise State Writing Project. He is also
the founding director of the Maine
Writing Project. NCTE has awarded
Wilhelm with both the Promising
Research Award and the NCTE Russell
Award for Distinguished Research.
His speaking topics cover adolescent
literacy, comprehension, gender and
literacy, inquiry and design, reading
and writing strategies, and reflective
teaching.
Previous participants in his workshops
shared that he provided “many useful
ideas and application topics with
cross discipline ideas [that] were very
meaningful” and he shared “concrete
lesson plans that [were] immediately
transferred.” TV

Fall 2010

4

I Have Lost the Joy

we have had in the classroom during the past year. We were
to share with a neighbor and then pass them to the lady-inwaiting for her joy.

NCTE conference, Sunday morning 9 A.M., San Antonio,

This activity is powerful and affirming. All of the joyful
moments center on students finding excitement in the
written word.

Laura Cairns

Texas, in a time not too far away….
This event is true. Author’s privilege has been taken with
respect to the dialogue that follows.
A woman “of a certain age” raises her hand as a presenter
of approximately the same age is speaking. The presenter
is a seasoned pro because she ably deflects the raised hand
and speaks for 30 seconds or more before the hand begins
waving… first slowly, then “crescendoing” into a frenzied
flutter. Finally, after a solid minute of nonrecognition, the
ultimate in embarrassment, rudeness, and frustration… the
woman in the audience blurts out, “I have lost the joy!”
As I stated, the presenter is a pro, and without blinking an
eye, steps away from the podium and glides toward the seated
hand-waving woman. “Have you?” she murmurs quietly.
“What do y’all think about this?” Then she waits and not a
reply is heard in the conference hall.
I finally realize that she is speaking to us….it is far too early
on a Sunday morning for my brain cells to function without
a time delay. Murmurs, sighs…all audibly uncomfortable…
fill the empty space as the speaker waits, and waits, and
waits.
“Hmmmmm, OK, since no one seems to have an answer,
I guess that your ‘joy’ just has to remain lost in some vast
black hole in space.” Giggles and laughter permeate the hall,
and even a smile plays on the face of the “joyless” woman.
Hesitantly, the woman without joy speaks again and states
that all the endless meetings, required student readings/
essays, lock-step teaching, and mandatory TAKS prep has
drained her “joie de vivre.” She ends her rant with the words,”
I am lucky to have taught English language arts when it was
fun; it’s just not fun anymore!”
Cheers are heard and the audience stands and applauds the
woman who will never again find that elusive joy, and miracle
of miracles, she laughs and thanks her newfound comrades.
What would the presenter do? Take off the mike? Walk out?
Address the now “visible” elephant in the room?
She returns to the podium as if she were going to continue
her presentation, but instead she tosses her note cards in the
air and requests that each of us write down a joyful moment

After reading several of these joy-filled classroom moments,
the presenter pauses and addresses the unanswered question:
“How do you find this joy when you are strangled by grading
hundreds of essays, completing report cards, following
curriculum lock-step, managing student behavior, providing
Band-Aids and counseling services, meeting expectations
of administrators who have never been in the classroom,
enduring endless meetings, communicating with absentee
or hovering parents, balancing family and school, while
simultaneously trying to maintain a healthy lifestyle mentally
and physically?”
Again…silence and more silence. “Joyless” woman speaks,
“I guess choose activities that create excitement in our
students?”
Smiling, the presenter nods her approval. More of the
audience joins in and the atmosphere filling the hotel
ballroom/conference hall begins to change. Conversations
start, ideas flow, and networking takes place.
The “presentation” came to a close without a big red bow
neatly tied, no size 6 ½ glass slipper fit perfectly, and the
prince of “joy” did not awaken the “joyless” woman, but we
all left with a renewed sense of purpose.
My purpose, I decided on the drive back to Houston, was to
stand my ground when told to give up the “creative units that
you love so much” and to turn this negative philosophy on its
proverbial head.
Each of us drove to the NCTE conference in different
makes and models of cars, but everyone reached the same
destination. One can smuggle TEKS into any “vehicle”
designed to interest and arouse curiosity in your students. If
the “vehicle” one chooses is pleasing to the eye and soul, the
ride will be exciting and fun—not only for the driver, but for
the occupants as well.
A 1969 Toyota print ad stated, “One more thing Toyota
gives you is a way to make molehills out of mountains.”
I have made many, many “molehills” out of mountainous
tasks since attending that conference in a city and a time not
too far away. TV
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Tale of Two Languages: TCTELA Grant to
Investigate Bilingual Education
Jessica Lopez

2010

President’s
Grant
Recipient

In Texas, students whose first language is Spanish constitute a majority of public

The

TCTELA board has decided
to continue our investment in
our Ning. Last month, Ning.com
changed from a free to a paid hosting
service for social forums. Because
we had already started building our
membership on this site, we wanted
to give it more time to see how it
developed.
Currently on the Ning, the standing
committees have groups where they
can have discussions and post their
work between conferences, and right
now, we have a guest blogger, Jessica
Lopez. Jessica is last year’s President’s
Research Grant recipient. She is in
France working on a comparative
study to determine how French
teachers and American teachers think
about bilingual education. Here are
the questions she has posted on the
Ning.
1. How does self-esteem affect
a child’s academic growth?
2. What steps can we as
teachers take to develop
self-esteem in all of our
students?
3. Do you think there is a
difference in the self-esteem
of bilingual students who
do not face socioeconomic
challenges?
4. Are we too focused on
testing to focus on more
important issues?
If you would like to respond
to Jessica’s questions, or start a
discussion of your own, join us on
the Ning at tctela.ning.com. TV

school students, yet the Hispanic dropout rate is unacceptably high: about 20%
for those enrolled in a U.S. school. This means that almost a quarter of the Texas
population is not prepared to enter higher education or to be a productive part of
the workforce. I am a bilingual teacher in Texas. During four years of teaching in a
bilingual classroom, I have seen glaring deficiencies in academic success between
bilingual and regular education students. Learning another language at an early
age can have a positive effect on intellectual growth and can enrich and enhance a
child’s mental development. So why are bilingual students falling behind?
TCTELA has awarded me a grant to explore this question. I will be getting my
master’s degree in bilingual education while I am in France this year. Most
Europeans learn at least one other language at a young age, and many different
languages are spoken in the same country. Their bilingual students do not have
the academic gaps that ours do, however. I believe that studying in a country that
produces successful bilingual students will inform my own teaching practices.
Thanks to the Texas Teacher’s Travel Grant, I have begun to develop a communication
network for teachers from France and from the United States. My goal is to conduct
a case study of bilingual teachers from both Texas and France in order to tell the
story of their experiences, struggles, and successes teaching dual languages. This
focus on the personal and practical knowledge of those specifically involved in
education has the purpose of informing the practices of Texas bilingual (and regular
education) schoolteachers. I will publish my observations on my own blog, updated
weekly, as well as on part of the TCTELA Ning: http://tctela.ning.com/forum.
The TCTELA Ning provides a forum in which bilingual teachers can share their
experiences and their observations. It is a place that focuses on the teachers’ points
of view. It is a safe place for an ongoing and honest discussion about bilingual
education. My goal is for it to stimulate new thinking about instruction and be a
forum in which ideas are expressed. After an interview, I have posted discussion
questions I think are relevant to that interview in the hopes that readers will
comment. Readers are welcome to post their own experiences in order to enrich
the online conversation.
Bilingualism should be an advantage for students in today’s society. We are living
in an increasingly global world, and it is often necessary to speak more than one
language in the corporate world. Most universities require their students to be
fluent in at least one other language. In order to be competitive, students first
need to graduate from high school, and then be successful in college and higher
education. If this cannot happen for a minimum of 20% of our students, then
those students’ economic standards as well as our state’s and country’s economies
are threatened.
Please log on to the TCTELA website and join a conversation that is important
to you as a teacher and to the future of Texas schoolchildren. I will continue to
update the forum and add interviews from France starting in October of this year,
so keep checking back and adding your point of view!
The link to the discussion forum is: http://tctela.ning.com/forum.

TV
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Making a Difference with Meaningful Inquiry
by Reagan McDonald

As a teacher, I have found myself

in many institutes and
professional developments summer after summer. Like
many of my colleagues, I moaned in dismay. I mourned the
loss of my hard-earned period of rest after countless months
of banging my head against the wall in frustration over
kids who couldn’t write, or wouldn’t write. They wouldn’t
question; they wouldn’t respect the process. They wouldn’t
respect themselves enough to just try.

Although I had learned so many awesome strategies and ideas
the year before during the AP Institute, I had been reluctant
to use the project ideas with my regular English II kids. They
were too hard, I thought. Too involved. They won’t do it even
if they can. Yvonne Kaatz had a project that blew my mind,
however. She cautioned that it may be too much for some
students, but I was confident that I could get my students to
really get into it.

At the time, I had taught for four years in a very poor school
district in a rural, economically depressed area forty-five
minutes outside of Houston. I loved it, despite its many
challenges. We had a supportive faculty, and the mentorship
was phenomenal. I truly felt like we were in the trenches
together, waging war on illiteracy. It was very difficult getting
the kids to focus on anything besides just passing the TAKS
test. Let’s face it, that’s where we were. With only 43% of
our children in English II passing the TAKS ELA, they were
not remotely concerned with question and inquiry. They
couldn’t have cared less about writing anything other than
the personal narrative because that was what they needed to
pass this test that could keep them from graduating. It’s the
only thing their parents cared about, too.

The project involved the students interviewing a subject
who was 60 or older, and it worked in conjunction with our
poetry unit. However, it involved so much more than that.
It was called the Poetry Presentation Project, and it spanned
over six weeks. The beauty of it was that it was chunked in
such a way that the kids didn’t feel too overwhelmed to get
it completed, even though in the end, it was somewhat of a
magnum opus.

We constantly hear in professional developments that we
should never “teach to the test.” While every teacher I’ve
ever met agrees wholeheartedly with that sentiment, the sad
reality is that in this particular town, we were forced to. In my
first three years of teaching, we had three different building
principals. We had three different superintendents. We had
declining morale. Finally, our scores increased enough to give
us an acceptable rating, and believe me, it was hard won.
And that’s when teaching became more fun. Without the
added pressure of the expectation to teach to the test, or else,
we were able attempt to engage our students in different
forms of research and inquiry. Finally! But what to do? I had
plenty of strategies in my toolbox to effectively teach the
narrative. I had tons of activities to develop the kids’ abilities
to respond to open-ended response questions. However, I
could not find a valuable project that they would remember
forever. Nothing that they could look back on and say, “Wow.
I did that in English II.”
Until I met Yvonne Kaatz from Dripping Springs High School.
During the summer of 2007, I attended the Rice AP Institute
for the second time. I loved the Institute the previous year. I
had finally been given a coveted section of pre-AP students,
and I was psyched. Finally, I thought, students who will do the
assignments! It was true. They would do any assignments I
gave them, and the parental support was amazing.

The day I decided to introduce the project, I asked the students
to find a person they had access to who was 60 or older. The
only exception to the minimum age requirement would be a
grandparent. They constructed ten interview questions, and
had a week to interview their subject. They were told to get
enough information from each question to write a narrative
about the person. They grumbled at this part. Oh, no. The
dreaded narrative. They did it, though. After all, they were
the most comfortable with this form anyway. No big deal.
However, it was a very big deal for some kids. Not because it
was a narrative, but because they had to interview a person.
For my average students, engaging in an adult conversation
with someone they believed to be “old” or “boring” was the
most daunting of concepts.
“What if my grandmother doesn’t remember what it was like
to be 15?” Debbie D. asked me.
“Does she have Alzheimer’s?” I asked. “Or dementia of some
sort?”
“No, but she’s in her 60s,” Debbie said. This response floored
me. This student—a good student, mind you—had clearly
never even thought to ask her grandmother about her life.
It was like she didn’t even think of her as anything but
“grandma.”
“Trust me,” I said. “She’ll remember.”
A week later, students were bringing in narratives, but more
importantly, throughout the week, they were bringing in
stories. I could hear them telling each other about how their
grandparents met, what kind of people they were, and what
they dealt with during crucial historical events such as the
Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War.
continued on page 7
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Katherine Bomer will be a
Workshop Presenter at our
January Conference in Galveston.

Responding to student writing is hard. It’s rigorous. It’s time
consuming. It’s often frustrating. It stretches all you know
about yourself, the world, your thinking, and how it all works
together. Whew.
But now, we breathe. Katherine Bomer braids research,
personal stories, literature, student writing, and classroom
experience into beautiful academic prose that supports
teachers in talk about student writing.
Hidden Gems is divided into two main sections: views of
quality writing and how readers respond to that writing. In
discussing views of quality, Bomer offers specific language
and processes for how teachers can speak to each other about
student writing and how teachers can speak with students
about their writing. She starts by describing the quality of
writing in published adult texts because “the more we can dip
into contemporary and diverse texts, the more we can feed
our eyes and ears with the shapes and sounds that writers use
today.” Bomer encourages teachers to talk long about what the
author is doing to make meaning in the texts. Reading as a
reader and reading as a writer are paired exquisitely.
In the section on responding to writing, Bomer shares copies of
student writing and talks through what she sees in the piece and
offers possible teacher directions for the student. The examples
range from fourth grade to ninth grade, but her processes are
possible in younger and older classrooms. One fourth grader
wrote a piece about Hurricane Ike. Bomer responds to it by
noticing “Garrett has powerful visual memory for detail, so
I would invite him to sketch and create storyboards for any
kind of narrative writing he does. Storyboards, because they
are pictorial and sequential, often work better than timelines,
which are merely word and number abstractions…” The goal
is to help teach the writer and not to only make the piece of
writing better.
Bomer instructs teachers to find those “hidden gems” in
student work, to build on the strengths of the writer, and to
challenge the writer to continue to hone his/her craft. This
book is a must read for anyone who teaches writing. The
pages burst with great ideas. You will want to keep Hidden
Gems with you all year for the quality information and for the
constant inspiration. TV

Making a Difference with Meaningful Inquiry
continued
After the narratives had been graded and filed into their
folders, we flowed into the Shakespearean sonnet. Students
studied the rhyme, meter, and content of the sonnet. Then
they were instructed to write their own sonnets about the
subject of their interview. They really got into it. By the end
of the day, some kids were turning their sonnets into raps.
The sonnet went into their folder along with their narrative.
Then we found two poems that represented the subject of
their interview. This involved the students identifying a
theme throughout their interviewee’s life and researching
at the library for appropriate poems to fit that theme. They
were required to document the poems and write detailed
explanations connecting the poem to their person of
interest. They did this over two days in the library. They did it
with gusto.
Then we experimented with music and writing. We listened
to various forms of music—everything from the Rocky
theme song to “Trumpet Voluntary”—and wrote responses
to the music in journals. This dovetailed into the assignment
to find a piece of music that appropriately represented their
interview subject. They wrote a page connecting the music
and/or lyrics to the person they were writing about. They
also created an original illustration, portrait, or collage
representing their subject.
After six weeks of hard work, the students presented their
projects in their entirety. Most students were confident and
felt proud of what they had accomplished. Debbie D., the
student who had believed her grandmother would not be
able to remember her past, choked up a little as she told us
about the tragedies and heartaches her grandmother had
survived. In the end, it was a project that most of the kids
were proud to give as a gift to their subjects, or to keep as
their own personal reminders of them for when they would
be gone.
I have since moved on from that rural community. I am now
in a district where even the most challenging children are
capable of verbally expressing themselves. I can honestly say
that the level of fluency and literacy is exponentially higher
than where I originally cut my teeth on teaching. However,
the excitement and pride I felt emanating from those students
when we did the Poetry Presentation Project that first year
was infectious. It is now a project that we do in my classroom
every year. TV
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A Phone Call from the Iceberg
Katrina Gonzales

That moment two summers ago when I said “yes” to a nomination for VicePresident Elect for Membership and Affiliates for TCTELA seems so long ago
and so far away. Since that time I have been on the fast track, learning the
“in’s and out’s” of our state organization and its affiliates. I don’t believe the
learning process will ever stop as long as I am fortunate to be a part of this
organization. Without being trite and cliché, I do think of involvement in our
organization, or any organization, as an iceberg.
While an enthusiastic, but “only-attending-the-annual-state-conference,”
TCTELA member for several years, I watched the tip of the TCTELA iceberg
closely, peering at its myriad of colors through various officers, keynote
speakers, and publications. I was fascinated, but, as a teacher at a rural West
Texas school, I never dreamed of exploring the iceberg any further than as
that conference-attending member. I watched with amazement the women
and men who put together conferences as if it were second nature to them.
I paid attention to speeches and voted for candidates whom I felt would
represent ELA in Texas the best. Suffice it to say, I observed what I could see
and, basically, what was shown to me as a member.
I wish I could say that I had a burning desire to serve the needs of underrepresented teachers in Texas in a capacity on the TCTELA board. I have to
admit I never thought of it until I received the phone call that summer asking
if I would run for Vice-President Elect for Membership and Affiliates. I spent
the first few meetings, or, if I’m honest, the first year, learning how TCTELA is
connected to NCTE and how our Texas affiliates are connected to TCTELA. I
learned about advocacy, something that is not as prominent in rural districts
as it might be in urban or suburban districts. I discovered that TCTELA is not
limited to K-12 teachers, but that college professors, curriculum directors,
principals, and others are involved. Some of you may be reading this and
wondering, “How in the world can someone NOT know these things about
TCTELA?”
Most officers on the TCTELA board hail from the larger cities and larger
districts. Often, assumptions are made because these particular TCTELA
members have explored the entire TCTELA iceberg as members, advocates,
and officers. I understand that my experience as a rural teacher does not
represent every rural teacher, but, from my observations, most of us in the
under-represented areas, simply see that tip of the iceberg.
One of my hopes is that more and more teachers from the Panhandle, the Far
West area, the Rio Grande Valley, and rural areas like mine will see themselves
in leadership roles within the structure of TCTELA. It is only by learning and
experiencing what we can do as a committed group of diverse individuals that
we will create the changes we strive for in our ELA classrooms, wherever they
may be located in our vast state. TV
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Awards: Nominate a
Deserving Teacher
Joan Curtis

ATTENTION: Look down your hall and
into classrooms. Look at the expert teachers
with whom you work leading their students
to ask questions and solve problems and to
make sense of texts. Now nominate one
or more of them to be recognized for the
outstanding work that they do.
TCTELA is now accepting nominations for
outstanding educators in the field of English
language arts in Texas. There are seven awards
that can be given: six for educators and one
for a future educator. The Edmund J. Farrell
Lifetime Service Award is given to acknowledge
Maybe this would be better: The Edmund
J. Farrell Lifetime Service Award is given to
acknowledge both an educator’s commitment
to excellence in the teaching of English and
his/her dedicated service and support of
TCTELA. This award requires three letters
of nomination, and we ask that each person
submitting a letter be a member of TCTELA.
An award is given to an outstanding
educator at each of the different levels of
school – elementary, middle, secondary, and
college. Recipients receive an award and a
one-year membership to TCTELA.
The Future English Language Arts
Scholarship is given to a college student
who shows commitment and enthusiasm
for the teaching of English language arts.
The recipient of the President’s Research and
Travel Grant receives up to $1,000 to fund
research on a project which provides a positive
impact to teachers of the English language
arts in Texas. Applicants for this award must
be members in good standing of TCTELA.
All nomination forms can be found
online on the TCTELA website at
www.tctela.org. Nominations must be
submitted by Monday, November 8, 2010,
and sent to Joan Scott Curtis, 1212 Bolivar,
Denton TX 76201. Please remember that all
persons submitting nominations must be
members of TCTELA. Award winners will
be recognized at the annual conference in
January in Galveston. TV
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The Voice of Service Learning: Cathryn Berger Kaye, M.A.
Katrina Gonzales

The quest for bringing the outside into
the classroom is often challenging for
teachers. In response to that need, as we
strive to motivate and engage our students,
are a number of movements in education
to create real-world experiences within
the walls of school classrooms all of over
the world.
One of the most prominent and promising
strategies in our schools today is service
learning. This powerful strategy marries
service in the community to learning in
the classroom and makes winners out of
all students and believers out of teachers
and community members.
About 20 years ago, I happened upon
service learning while teaching fifth grade
social studies. Through a free program
published by the Close-Up Foundation,
my students studied how changes were
created by members of a democratic
society such as ours. Then, they set out
to identify a problem in their community
that needed change. At the time, the Texas
horned lizard was on the endangered
species list. Even then, we were beginning
to see a decline of the curious little critters.
My students were intrigued by my tales
of playing with horned lizards as a child.
There were always several in my backyard
in the summertime. An only child, I
found ways to keep myself entertained,
and one way to accomplish that was to
play with the Texas horned lizards, or
“horny toads.” I won’t go into the perils
I put the poor little reptiles through,
although I would have you know that
they loved sleeping in my Barbie house,
and I was convinced that dry oatmeal
was their favorite snack. One precocious
fifth grader even had the audacity to
suggest that my childhood activities with
the Texas horned lizards probably led to
their demise. (He may have been correct
because I doubt I was the only child in
Texas who enjoyed playing with them!)

After the students had selected their
issue, they proceeded by reading the
laws regarding endangered animals,
by studying the biological information
regarding Texas horned lizards, and by
searching for ways to get the word out
about their project. At the time, we had
no access to computers in the classroom,
so, while it wasn’t as easy of a task as it
might be today, we succeeded in gathering
the information we needed. The students
created handwritten (no word processing,
then!) flyers that they sent (snail mail,
of course!) to every single fifth grade
classroom in the San Angelo district to
explain the Texas horned lizards’ plight.
While engaged in the project, the Texas
horned lizard moved up in status from
“endangered” to “threatened.” This
thrilled my students and, while they
didn’t actually create that change, as fifth
graders, they believed that their actions
had had made a difference, and they felt
empowered. Finally, most of the class
attended a local Sierra Club meeting in
the summer on their own time to present
their findings.
I was convinced. Service learning was a
strategy that brought the real world right
into the classroom. It made the learning
relevant and engaging to the students.
Was it easy? No, not really. It was hard
work, but it was good work. Was it worth
it? Absolutely.
One of the resources in the back of the
Close-Up Foundation curriculum was a
1-800 number for Cathryn Berger Kaye.
For a young, underpaid teacher, the
number was even more exciting to me
because it was toll free! I spent hours on
weekends bending the ear of this cheery
resource person from Los Angeles,
California. Each time I would have
an issue I couldn’t solve on my own, I
called Cathryn. When my students chose
a particularly meaningful project that

Cathryn Berger Kaye will be a
Workshop Presenter at our January
Conference in Galveston.

excited me, I called Cathryn. She was the
voice of service learning for me in a time
when there were few voices.
Fast-forward to about 2007: I continued
to use service learning, and I actually
met the voice of service learning at a
conference. My students’ Texas horned
lizard service learning project was
featured in her first edition of The
Complete Guide to Service Learning
(2004). It was amazing to finally meet,
in person, this beacon of service learning
whom I only knew through the lines
of the phone. That first edition of The
Complete Guide to Service Learning
quickly became the go-to book for many
service learning practitioners, both novice
and experienced. Cathryn Berger Kaye
had become synonymous with service
learning and academic engagement,
particularly in relation to all forms
of literacy.
Just like that first edition of The Complete
Guide to Service Learning, this year’s
revised and updated edition meets all the
needs of the service learning practitioner
and more. She begins by giving a
rationale for service learning that truly
de-mystifies the process for teachers and
administrators wanting to engage in
this strategy. Through brief anecdotes,
Cathryn gives the reader a number of
service learning project ideas to whet
the appetite. She helps to differentiate
between regular service (i.e. canned
food drives) and true service learning.
Blueprints lead the way to assist educators
and students new to the process.
Always mindful of literature’s place in
reflecting the issues of our world, Cathryn
Berger Kaye fills the guide with titles that
pertain to a myriad of service learning
topics. At the end of Part I, she explains
how she has selected titles for the “Service
Learning Bookshelf.” These titles range
from read-alouds (which I find work

continued on page 10
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On Common Ground: The Power of Professional
Learning Communities
Martha Medlock

Our middle school principal asked its campus department chairs to become team
leaders of a professional learning community. This concept was new to our campus
and new to me, but after reading On Common Ground: The Power of Professional
Learning Communities, 2005, edited by Richard DuFour, Robert Eaker, and Rebecca
DuFour, I learned that this concept had been brewing for over 30 years.
The editors of this book have over 87 years of teaching experience combined,
and they brought together a collection of essays written by remarkable educators
implementing this concept with remarkable results. The basic idea of Professional
Learning Communities (aka PLC’s) is to improve student learning. Everyone in
education wants this. The question is how.
Picture this, districts in which educators “work collaboratively with and learn
from one another” to achieve the goal of improving student learning for all. Those
of us in the trenches know that this happens some of the time, but not all the time.
There are lots of hurdles: time, developing a shared knowledge, accepting a shared
pedagogy, sustaining the work this requires, and then transforming school culture.
The last thing teachers want or need is another thing to do.
So what are PLC’s? This model assumes the core mission that all students will
learn. Not that they will be taught, but that they will learn. This shifts the focus
on learning and not just on teaching. “What school characteristics and practices
have been successful in helping all students achieve at high levels and …how do
we monitor progress, and…how will we respond when a student does not learn?”
From my experience, teachers identify students who need additional help and offer
them tutorials. Although this is fine, what do we do when the student just doesn’t
get it, and we have to move on to cover the curriculum? Too often, that student
fails. PLC’s have a “systematic plan (that) requires students to devote extra time and
receive additional assistance until they have mastered the necessary concepts”. The
“systematic, timely, and directive intervention program” is the heart of PLC’s.
The essays in this book portray a wide range of schools: rural, urban and suburban,
as well as those that are poor and wealthy; and those that have high minority
populations. As I read the essay’s with bleak scenarios, I wondered how these kids
would ever succeed. The implementation and buy-in of PLC’s by everyone was
the key.
As our campus begins this journey, we, the campus leaders, have decided to
start small. We carved time for grade-level teams and departments to meet once
a month, nearly impossible with teachers split among grade levels and elective
teachers always excluded due to the master schedule. This time is duty-free and
dedicated. As we learn more about PLC’s, our campus will develop measurable
goals that are data-driven. Our journey has just begun, but based on the essays
written in this book, we will become a better campus, better teachers, with students
who learn. TV
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The Voice of Service Learning:
Cathryn Berger Kaye, M.A. continued
well with my eighth graders to introduce
issues) to much longer titles, such as
Three Cups of Tea by Greg Mortensen.

Next, the guide introduces the reader to
13 themes that often encompass most
service learning projects. (This new
edition contains two more themes than
the previous edition.) These themes are:
Aids Education and Awareness; Animal
Protection and Care; Elders; Emergency
Readiness; The Environment; Gardening;
Healthy Lives, Healthy Choices; Hunger,
Homelessness, and Poverty; Immigrants;
Literacy; Safe and Strong Communities;
Social Change: Issues and Action; and
Special Needs and Disabilities. Within
each of the themes, the reader can
expect to learn how to prepare for the
service learning activity, how to make
connections across the curriculum, how
to discover some real-life scenarios within
that theme, and, finally, how the “Service
Learning Bookshelf” for that theme helps
to create all of these connections.
One of the biggest draws about this new
guide is the wealth of material on the
CD included with the book. On the CD,
teachers will find the reproducibles from
the book, examples for planning service
learning, interviews with authors (Cathryn
stays in contact with a large number
of amazing authors), service learning
practioners’ experiences, and, finally, even
more books for all 13 bookshelves.
As a service learning practitioner for
over 20 years now, I continue to reach
for Cathryn Berger Kaye’s voice. These
days, rather than a phone call, it is in the
form of an e-mail, a text, a Tweet, or a
Facebook post. Always, though, I reach
for the voice of service learning within
the pages of The Complete Guide to
Service Learning: Proven, Practical Ways
to Engage Students in Civic Responsibility,
Academic Curriculum, and Social Action.
It’s an amazing resource that deserves
to be on every educator’s bookshelf
when one needs to hear the voice of
service learning. TV
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Reading Ladders: Leading Students
from Where They Are to Where We’d Like
Them to Be – Teri Lesesne
Carol Revelle

Gone are the three Rs of old: reading, writing, and arithmetic.
Today we have the new and improved Rs: rigor, relevance,
relationships, and, according to Teri Lesesne’s book Reading
Ladders, response. Out with the old and in with the new
requires some transition, and Reading Ladders is just that, a
transition piece that will bridge new, engaging young adult
literature with ladders to the instructional classics.
Our students need a healthy dose of books that speak to them
“or they will reject them as not worth reading” (p.7). The
timeless themes that we seek in classic literature are present
in young adolescent literature, too, and this is how we build
our students’ abilities and move them up the ladder toward
more challenging reading. As Lesesne explains in her book,
we can hardly expect students to move from YA novels in
middle school to Shakespeare in high school. The gap is too
large, so we must provide a path for our students.
In addition to sharing ladders on a wide range of themes,
Lesesne also defends reflective assessment over multiplechoice and five-paragraph essay assignments to test specific
interpretations and knowledge of assigned novels. She
encourages students discovering their own interpretations
of self-selected and teacher-guided novel choices. Also, she
defends Read Alouds and Book Talks as quality secondary
teaching practices, calling them “never fail strategies” (p.39).
The titled element of this book, Lesesne’s Reading Ladders,
leads students up a path of complexity. Since Lesesne is
widely read, her book suggestions are staggering. In addition,
she shares the secrets of how students choose books. It’s like
having a pocket Lesesne to help us recommend books to
students. Her ladders include: Mystery, Verse, Humor, Sign
of the Times, Science, Wordplay, Empathy, and Symphony.
Each is loaded with wonderful book recommendations that
will move students slowly into more difficult texts.
Let’s make this year the year that we develop life-long readers
in our classrooms by offering book choices and providing
students opportunities to grow as readers through responsible
recommendations. Lesesne’s book will help us match books to
students and guide us as we create readers in our classrooms
because “readers are made, not born” (p.17). TV
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Tidbits from NCTE
Valerie Taylor

Tidbits from NCTE:
• SLATE (Support for the Learning and Teaching of
English) is NCTE’s grassroots advocacy network
that
o

seeks to influence public attitudes and
policy decisions affecting the teaching of
English language arts at local, state, and
national levels;

o

seeks to implement and publicize the
policies adopted by NCTE; and

o

serves as NCTE’s intellectual freedom
network.

Visit www.ncte.org to find out more about what
SLATE can do for you!
• NCTE offers some great advice for those of us who
would like to respond to events happening in our
local areas, whether they are related to our world
of education or beyond. Visit http://wwwncte.org/
action/write to find out more about writing an OpEd
piece or letter to the editor. This is a great way to
model “real-world” writing for our students. You
might also find this helpful advice to share with
students who want to write their own OpEd pieces
or letters to the editor. TV

Follow
TCTELA
on Twitter
@tctela
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A Visit to Washington, DC and the YoungArts Program
Valerie Taylor

In

June I was honored to travel to
Washington, DC with a student of
mine, Matt Brailas, who was named
this year as a Presidential Scholar
in the Arts. Matt is a brilliant young
poet whose work I’m sure you’ll
be reading in the future. I hope you
know about the YoungArts program
because it is a wonderful opportunity
for students to submit their work for
others to consider and offers those
who are selected from the pool a
chance to work with professional
artists and other young artists in
learning more about their creative
pursuits. In case you haven’t heard
about the program, here is a link to
learn more: http://yarts.bluecadet.
com/about.
Before Matt was selected as a
Presidential Scholar, he had the
opportunity to attend a weeklong workshop in Miami where he
worked with other young artists and
professional artists in collaboration
for a performance and where he was
interviewed for the next level. After
being selected from this group, Matt
then attended another workshop in
New York. Then he was selected
as a scholar. While in Washington,
DC, Matt and the other writers and
visual artists displayed their work
for two weeks in an exhibition in the
Smithsonian American Art Museum.
What an exciting day to walk into
that museum and see Matt’s poetry
hanging on the walls! For four years,
I have watched Matt grow as a writer,
being astounded by his talent as a
short fiction writer when he was a
freshman and again amazed by his

poetry beginning his sophomore
year. I am fortunate to have learned
so much from him as he shared his
writing with me.
I am also fortunate to have
accompanied Matt to Washington,
DC because I was able to spend a
day at the Department of Education
where I learned more about the
reauthorization of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act: A
Blueprint for Reform. I think it is
important for us to remain informed
about the policy decisions that affect
us and our students and to share
this information with others who
are affected, including parents and
community members. The blueprint
calls for the following priorities: (1)
College- and Career-Ready Students,
(2) Great Teachers and Leaders in Every
School, (3) Equity and Opportunity
for All Students, (4) Raising the
Bar and Rewarding Excellence, and
(5) Promoting Innovation and
Continuous Improvement.In addition,
the blueprint describes how we must
meet the needs of English language
learners and other diverse learners,
how we must provide a complete,
well-rounded education (in literacy,
science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics with pathways to
college and accelerated learning),
and how we must help students
to be successful, safe, and healthy.
I invite you to learn more about this
plan at http://www2.ed.gov/policy/
elsec/leg/blueprint/index.html. TV

Texas Party
at NCTE
Saturday,
November 20th
Disney’s
Coronado
Springs Resort
Durango 2
6:30-8:30 pm
Sponsored by Pearson
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TCTELA 2011

registration form
Hotel reservations at the Moody Gardens Hotel can be made by calling
888.388.8484. Room rates are $139 for single/double. Book your
room before January 7, 2011, and mention the TCTELA Convention to
receive the discounted room rates (limited). All conference activities
will be held at the Moody Gardens Hotel and Resort.
TCTELA WILL ACCEPT PURCHASE ORDERS UNTIL DECEMBER 17, 2010

Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts
46th Annual Conference
January 21 - 23, 2011 | Galveston, Texas

full Conference Package:
Includes Friday through Sunday workshops, professional development
luncheon, Friday Evening Membership Celebration and Poetry Reading.
Before 12/17/10
After 12/17/10
TCTELA Member
TCTELA Nonmember

o $255

o $305

o $290

o $340

A La Carte options:
Does not include professional development luncheons.

Three-Day Convention Pass
TCTELA Member
o $205
TCTELA Nonmember
o $240

o $255
o $290

one-Day Convention Pass: friday, January 21
TCTELA Member
o $140
o $190
TCTELA Nonmember
o $175
o $225
one-Day Convention Pass: saturday, January 22
TCTELA Member
o $140
o $190
TCTELA Nonmember
o $175
o $225

Registration: Postmarked on or before December 17, 2010.
On-site Registration: Please do not send or fax registration forms
after December 17. Any forms received after the deadline will not be
processed. Carry the registration form and payment with you to the
conference for on-site registration.

one-Day Convention Pass: sunday, January 23
TCTELA Member
o $75
o $100
TCTELA Nonmember
o $115
o $140

Member Number: __________________________________
o I am a new member.

Coming with a teacher (does not include luncheon).
Student Member
o $80
Student Nonmember
o $95

Name: _________________________________________
Mailing Address: __________________________________

student Convention Pass: friday or saturday
o $130
o $145

grAnD ToTAL $ _______________
Payment information
Payment is being made by

City, State, Zip: ___________________________________

o Credit Card

o Personal Check

Phone: (H): _________________ (W): _________________

Credit Card:

o MasterCard
o AmEx

E-mail Address: ___________________________________

Account Number: __________________________________

District name / ESC / Institution: ________________________
______________________________________________
o Elementary o Middle o High
o College o Administration

o Company Check
o VISA
o Discover

Exp. Date: _______________________________________
Cardholder Name (print): _____________________________
Cardholder Address: ________________________________
City, State, Zip: ___________________________________

First Year TCTELA Attendee: o Yes o No

Phone: _________________________________________

Who informed you or brought you to the conference?

I authorize TCTELA to charge my credit card in the amount of

Name: _________________________________________
o Please check if you require specific aids or services under the
Americans with Disabilities Act in order to participate in this
conference.

$ ________________
Authorized Signature:_______________________________
Check: I have enclosed a check in the amount of
Check #_________________
$ ________________
Made payable to TCTELA.

TCTELA ConfErEnCE rEgisTrATion fEEs

Nonmember registration will pay for 2010-11 membership dues.
Membership is active for 12 months from the date of joining or
renewing. Please photocopy and return this entire form for each
registrant. Check amount can be combined for multiple registrants.

TCTELA, P.O. Box 201796, Austin, TX 78720-1796
Phone: 800.694.8680 Fax: 888.595.7276
TCTELA EIN: 23-7431472

