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rejected the nomination of controversial former 

SBOE chairman Don McLeroy.

According to San Antonio Senator Leticia Van 

de Putte, education must come first.

“The message from us is the State Board has 

become the board of ideology rather than the 

board that’s focused on the education of Texas 

children,” said Van de Putte in the Express-News.

TCTELA, as part of The Coalition of 

Professional Associations of English and 

Reading Teachers, worked to have the voices of 

Texas teachers represented in the last revision of 

the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, but the SBOE ultimately 

rejected the teacher-created document for revision of the TEKS for 

one of its own making. McLeroy was the chairman at the time.

TCTELA board members discovered they had much to learn when 

it came to politics and education.

“We tried too hard to be nice,” said Alana Morris, TCTELA Executive 

Secretary. “We had to learn how to play the game. We assumed the 

board was about the best education for children, but we quickly 
discovered that the State Board of Education is about its own agenda.”
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On March 24th representatives of TCTELA visited the state capitol 
where Rep. Donna Howard sponsored TCTELA’s first advocacy day. 

That morning, a resolution was read in the House Chamber 
recognizing the day and the organization’s mission. After the reading 
of the resolution, members visited with staff members of their local 
representatives and senators as well as those of members of the 
House and Senate Education Committees. 

One of the goals of these visits was to introduce TCTELA to the 
legislators and to help them understand that TCTELA can serve as a 
resource they should depend on when considering issues related to 
English Language Arts education in the state.

As board members visited offices, they also discussed the 
importance of education in general, particularly focusing on how 
funding inadequacies affect school children and teachers. 

Board members emphasized that class size, both at the elementary 
and the secondary levels as well as number of classes taught at the 

Legislators in May rejected the nomination or Gail Lowe, 
R-Lampasas, by Governor Rick Perry to head the State Board of 
Education.

According to the San Antonio Express News, rejection of a 
governor’s nominee is rare, but Lowe’s rejection came in large 
part due to the “board’s approval of controversial curriculum 
standards that are being challenged as discriminatory and 
historically inaccurate.”

It takes 11 senators to reject a nominee, and all 12 senate democrats 
voted to block Lowe’s appointment. Two years ago, senate democrats 

Former SLATE Representative 
Cindy Tyroff catches up 
on insider politics at the 
TCTELA Advocacy Day at 
the State Capitol with Kathy 
Miller, president of The Texas 
Freedom Network. Miller’s 
organization received The 
Intellectual Freedom Award 
from the National Council  
of Teachers of English for 
its efforts in dealing with 
the Texas State Board 
of Education

TCTELA sponsors first annual Advocacy Day at State Capitol
By Valerie Taylor, SLATE Representative

Senate Democrats reject Lowe to head state board
By Michael Guevara, Texas Voices Editor

After introducing House Resolution 989 on the floor of the House, which proclaimed March 24 as TCTELA Literacy 
Advocacy Day, Representative Donna Howard met with TCTELA SLATE Representative Valerie Taylor (left), 
President Martha Medlock (center), and former SLATE Representative and TCTELA member Cindy Tyroff. continued page 11
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It is a tough time to be a Texas teacher. Not 
only are we facing severe budget cuts due to the 
current legislative session unable to come up 
with a permanent solution to school financing, 
but districts are forced to cut positions to meet 
their own budgets. We know that class sizes 
will increase K-12; we know that spending 
budgets will be cut, affecting everything 
from classroom supplies to professional 
development; and we know that teachers will 
be asked to do more with less. Facing a new 
state assessment (STAAR), teachers face more 
challenges and expectations this next school 
year than in this teacher’s memory. With so 
much bad news, here is some good news.

March 24, 2011 was TCTELA’s first 
Legislative Action Day. Several TCTELA board 
members attended and spoke with staff from 
the Senate and the House. We spent the day 
talking about the concerns facing ELA teachers, 
from class sizes to the hours we spend outside 
of class providing feedback on student writing. 
Staff members took copious notes and asked 
how we felt about the current situation. It was 
a successful day. We made contact with our 
elected officials and spoke honestly about the 
challenges English Language Arts teachers face 
every day.

A Statesman.com editorial published on 
March 27 by F. Scott McCown wrote that despite 
the obstacles Texas teachers face, we are getting  
“comparatively good results with almost the 
least money.” According to the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress report, 
Texas ranks 17 among the states in educational 
achievement, and has an education system the 
US Chamber of Commerce calls “middling.” 
McCown goes on to say, “Remarkably, Texas 
educators achieve that middling result with a 
student body that ranks 45 in family income, 
46 in how far parents went in school, and 50 in 
parents who are fluent English-speakers.” And 
Texas teachers do this in a system that ranks 47 
in per-pupil spending. Basically, Texas teachers 
do a great job with little. But McCown argues 
this can’t realistically continue with even 
less funding.

The Nation’s Report Card State Snapshot 
Report for 2009 showed that the average score 
of fourth-grade students in Texas was 219 in 
reading while the average score in the nation 
for public schools was 220 (on a scale from 190-
240). Eighth-grade students in Texas scored a 

260 in reading while the average national score 
was 262 (on a scale from 230-280). We are not 
where we want to be yet, but we know our 
students can continue to improve.

Friends of Texas Schools reports that “Texas 
is one of only eight states scoring above 
the national average on NAEP Math and 
English while having the highest percentage 
of Limited English Proficient students, the 
highest percentage of students whose parents 
have less than a high school diploma, and with 
the highest percentage of students on Free and 
Reduced Price Lunches.” Also a “substantially 
higher” percentage of Texas students take the 
SAT than do students nationally. Fifty seven 
percent of graduating Texas seniors took the 
SAT while only 48% nationally took the exam. 
In addition, 71% of Texas’ public high schools 
offer Advanced Placement courses for which 
students can earn college credit. The number 
of Texas teachers receiving the prestigious 
National Board of Professional Teaching 
Standards increased 5-fold since 1999. Finally, 
Texas leads the nation in its Gifted and Talented 
Program, and leads the nation in foreign 
language immersion programs for elementary 
school students.

All of this is being done with meager 
resources. “According to the 2009 Texas 
Academic Excellence Indicator System report, 
over 56% of Texas public school students are 
classified as Economically Disadvantaged.” 
Scores rose among this group between one 
and five percentage points helping close the 
gap between these students and their peers. 

And for the first time in modern Texas 
history, Hispanic students now make up a 
majority of those enrolled in Texas public 
schools. Hispanic students represent 50.2 
percent of total enrollment. In 2009 the SAT 
Critical reading report showed that Hispanic 
students scored a mean of 455 (range is from 
200-800), while white students scored a 528. 

Overall, Texas teachers are doing a great job. 
On the eve of what might be the toughest year 
yet, I am proud to say that I am a Texas teacher. 
I know we are doing a good job. Clearly, we 
care for our students and want every student 
to succeed. Keep this list of all the good things 
we do as educators. When you feel that you’ve 
had it, or you feel that there is nothing left to 
give, review all the good you’ve already done 
and keep doing it.
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Keep on in tough times
By Martha Medlock
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Jane in Bloom is not just another story 
about a teenager with an eating disorder. 
It’s a story about family roles, the struggle 
to be perfect, and the colossal impact of an 
untimely tragic death. Jane, the awkward 
red-headed protagonist of the story, admires 
her older sister, Lizzie. She is gorgeous, 
intelligent and popular, and her parents 
have put her high on a pedestal. Lizzie’s 
struggle to be perfect manifests in anorexia 
and when her secret is discovered on Jane’s 
12th birthday, it’s too late—Lizzie’s life 
spirals out-of-control, and she ultimately 
loses her battle with the deadly disease. 
Lizzie’s death sends the entire family into a 
tailspin.  Jane’s parents plunge into despair 
which results in relentless arguing, and only 
a separation can begin to mend the ravaging 
effects of Lizzie’s death. Jane is left to forge 

a future without her mother and the sister 
she adored.

While the tumultuous events that lead up 
to Lizzie’s death and the events that follow 
are heart-wrenching, the rest of the book is 
surprisingly uplifting and hopeful. Jane, the 
forgotten one who has always lived in her 
sister’s shadow, struggles to understand her 
mother’s inability to cope and her father’s 
desperate attempts to make things right.  
Throughout the rest of the novel, Jane begins 
to blossom as she forms a relationship with 
her father, befriends her eccentric babysitter, 
meets a boy who is also struggling through 
his own personal tragedy, and discovers a 
talent with photography. With each click 
of the camera, Jane flourishes as she slowly 
discovers more about herself and develops 
a confidence she never had. Jane learns that 

she is stronger than she imagined and that 
she has the strength never to forget but to 
keep moving on.

 Through simple yet eloquent prose, 
the novel is told from a first-person 
perspective. The very human characters 
punctuate this emotional story. Students 
will love discussing Jane’s frustration and 
admiration for her sister, Lizzie’s struggle 
to be perfect when everyone already thinks 
she’s perfect, Jane’s mother’s inability to 
take responsibility for her role in Lizzie’s 
demise, and Jane’s father’s effort to become 
an involved parent. Students can have rich 
discussions about blame, parental duty, 
sibling rivalry, and societal demands. All 
readers will appreciate the uplifting aspect 
of this heart-breaking story. 

Sharon Draper draws upon her experience as teacher, mother of 
a special needs child, and author in her 2010 young adult novel Out 
of My Mind. The book, which reads like a memoir, tells the story of 
Melody, a ten year old girl whose cerebral palsy has her confined to 
a wheelchair. Her inability to speak causes most people around her 
to assume she is unintelligent and incapable of communicating. 
Melody, however, thinks about words in this way: “Deep within me, 
words pile up in huge drifts. Mountains of phrases and sentences 
and connected ideas. Clever expressions. Jokes. Love songs.”

The plot is convincing, but the real strength of this novel is its 
characters. Draper uses each to reveal the various ways society 
reacts to people with special needs. There are well-intended, if 
misguided, teachers, cruel peers, unfeeling onlookers, and steadfast 
friends. Without getting preachy, the novel simply shows readers 
honest reactions to people like Melody.

Each chapter begins with a short statement, printed in bold, that 
reveals a little more about Melody. Chapter 5, for example, begins 
with this: “I have been at Spaulding Street Elementary School for 
five years. It’s very ordinary—filled with kids, just like the schools 
I see on television shows.” What follows is an introduction to the 
other children in Melody’s classroom—Carl who wears diapers, 
Maria who has Down syndrome, and Gloria who is autistic, 
among others. 

Through Melody’s eyes readers then see the shortcomings of this 
arrangement: “Our ‘learning community’—what a joke—has been 
together since I started school. We never seem to move up and on 

like other classes. We just do what we did the year before, but with 
a new teacher. We don’t even get a new classroom each year.”  

Draper endears Melody to readers without letting them pity her.  
Melody is bright, funny, and expressive, but never whiney. Through 
Melody, readers experience both the frustration of not being able 
to communicate and the hope of being accepted. 

Other central characters give readers still a better look into 
Melody’s struggles. There are Melody’s mother, a nurse who fiercely 
believes in her daughter’s ability, her supportive father, and a little 
sister. But it is no-nonsense Mrs. V, a neighbor who often takes 
care of Melody, who gives readers the most insight. This exchange 
between Melody’s father and Mrs. V serves as one good example:

“We want her to reach her highest potential,” Dad added.
“Oh, gag me!” Mrs. V said, startling him. “Don’t get bogged down 

in all those touchy feely words and phrases you read in books on 
disabled kids. Melody is a child who can learn and will learn if she 
sticks with me!”     

Also integral to the story is Catherine, university student and 
teacher aid who works with Melody when she is mainstreamed into 
regular education classes. Believable and unfailing, Catherine helps 
Melody research and acquire a computer that will change her life 
by helping her communicate. Soon after, everything changes for 
Melody and the real plot begins.

No stranger to controversial topics, Sharon Draper plunges 
headlong into complicated issues of people with special needs and 
takes her readers right along with her.

Author draws on experience to explore special needs; 
Draper plunges into complicated issues
By Kay Shurtleff, VP for Membership and Affiliates

Bloom more than typical teen angst; characters very human
By Julie Schweers, Recording Secretary
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According to author Aksel Taylan, “no one understands 
overcoming struggles and disappointments more than an orphan.”

In his newly released book, The Chronicles of Dan Dames: The 
Amazing Factory, the author creatively explores the countless 
journeys of a 13-year-old orphan boy named Dan Dames, who 
desperately searches for the whereabouts of his parents. 

Through epic travels on the wings of a griffin, the young orphan 
ultimately uncovers a book factory that houses biographies with 
clues he thinks will lead to the location of his parents. Dan joins 
forces with a group of tweens, two six year olds, and a professor on 
one final journey to find his missing parents.

 On this journey, Dan discovers who he really is.
Like the unique character Dan in this book, who realizes he 

must work together with others to be successful in his unexpected 
challenges and suspenseful situations, the author of The Chronicles 
of Dan Dames: The Amazing Factory needed to work with his 
own tweens, family, and a teacher on his personal journey to find 
success because the newly published author, Taylan, is a 12-year-old  
boy himself.

Taylan’s ideas led him to becoming an author. 
“I had all these ideas in my head. I started writing them down, 

and thought it was a pretty good story,” said Taylan. 
But Taylan’s book could almost have not happened. 
“I didn’t know where to begin. I began writing my story in sixth 

grade, but I lost my jump drive and had to start over this year,” 
said Taylan.

Young author inspired by tweens in debut novel
By Krista Eaton, Electronic Communications Manager

 Almost a year later, Taylan gave the manuscript to his language 
arts teacher to read, and asked her to tell him what she thought. 
Other than a few grammatical corrections, his teacher thought the 
story was amazing. 

But Taylan didn’t stop there.
“I shared the script with my friends, and they too found the book 

to be entertaining,” said Taylan. “I think that was because I told 
them they were what inspired some of my characters.”

A friend’s mother knew a publisher, so Taylan sent his manuscript 
to two different publishers in February. While he still hasn’t heard 
from one of the publishers, the other publisher said yes.

The suspense and imagery created by this young author 
throughout the book keeps the reader turning pages to see what 
will happen next. 

The 200 pages of suspense, drama, and action in The Chronicles 
of Dan Dames: The Amazing Factory is just the first in what looks to 
be an epic series by Taylan.

“DUCK!” Peter screamed, throwing everyone around 

him to the floor. A gigantic, bright blue motorbike with 

a huge black checkmark on the side rammed through 

the walls, causing rubble to shower the group… 

The anonymous cycler ripped her helmet off, revealing 

short, brown hair, and a devious grin.

Publication: English in Texas, Volume 41.2 (Fall/Winter 2011)

Theme: Branching to Humanity

Deadline: September 1, 2011

Call for Manuscripts: As we commemorate the 100 year anniversary of NCTE we continue to reflect on 
the words of Beers and Probst (Beers and Probst 2010) who wrote that ”…literate lives are better measured by higher standards of 
decency, civility, respect, compassion, [and]…ethical behavior.” For us, literacy is at the heart of learning and being. Before we move 
into the next 100 years, it is important to stop and think about what we are doing; what we are really doing to make a difference in 
the lives of those around us. With this in mind, we see a critical need for educators to share the stories of how we have used aspects 
of literacy learning: reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing, and/or visually representing to help our students become more 
humane, more compassionate, or more empathetic.

Call for Student Writing: Share with us a time when reading a book, writing a poem, performing in a play, painting a picture, 
watching a movie, listening to a piece of music, or any other literate act has made you more humane, more compassionate, more 
empathetic…more yourself.

“Books help develop and articulate the character that you really are, or the one you want to be. …I never thought that reading a book 
could actually add to who you are.”

-Michael Grahmann

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS



 

 

TEXAS 
  
Alamo Heights High School, San Antonio 
Liza Boldrick 
Noah Stanton 
 
Anderson High School, Austin 
Sarah Bilby 
 
Claudia Taylor Johnson School, San Antonio 
Dara Goral 
 
Clear Brook High School, Friendswood 
Hannah Gissler 
Kelly Hogg 
Kimberly Maima 
 
Clear Lake High School, Houston 
Lance Kelley 
Aakash Sur 
Dennis Wang 
Cecil Weller 
 
DeBakey High School, Houston 
Sai Goolla 
Andrea Siso 
 
Grapevine High School, Grapevine 
Hillary Rosenjack 
 
International School of the Americas,  
San Antonio 
Keely Witherow 
 
Liberal Arts and Science Academy, Austin 
Abigail Cain 
Tess Hubbeling 
 
Plano Senior High School, Plano 
Jessica Chao 
Ilya Polkovnichenko 
Amy Wu  

  
 Port Neches-Groves High School, Port Neches 
 Meagan Shepherd 
 
 Reicher Catholic High School, Waco 
 Julia DeLaRosa 
 
 Ronald Reagan High School, San Antonio 
 Michael Mancini 
 Suchee Shah 
  
 Roosevelt High School, San Antonio 
 Starsha Wagoner 
 
 Saint Mary's Hall, San Antonio 
 Robyn Straus 
 
 St. Andrew's Episcopal School, Austin 
 Colin Vanderburg 
 
 Stratford High School, Houston 
 Kristen Palughi 
 
 The Hockaday School, Dallas 
 Sarah Ridout 
 
 The John Cooper School, The Woodlands 
 Emily Jacobson 
 
 Trinity High School, Euless 
 Audrey Lawson 
 
 Westlake High School, Austin 
 Hetty Borinstein 
 
 Winston Churchill High School, San Antonio 
 Nicholas Saulnier 
 
 
 
State Coordinator: Linda Buie, Longview



 

 

TEXAS 
 
HIGHEST AWARD 
The John Cooper School, 1 John Cooper Dr., The Woodlands, 77381-4499 
        Inkblots 
        Alexis Steger, Farah Patel, Christina Bray, Student Editors 
        Peter Elliott, Faculty Advisor  
 
Westlake High School, 4100 Westbank Dr., Austin, 78746-6599 
        The Final Draft:  Hullabaloo 
        Helen Anderson, Michelle Doughty, Student Editors 
        Moira Longino, Faculty Advisor ($4.00) 
 
SUPERIOR—NOMINATED HIGHEST AWARD 
Episcopal School of Dallas, 4100 Merrell Rd., Dallas, 75229-6200 
        Itinerary 
        John Pennington, Student Editor 
        Christine Nicolette Gonzalez, Faculty Advisor ($10.00) 
 
Marcus High School, 5707 Morriss Rd., Flower Mound, 75028-3730 
        Insight 
        Amber Jackson, Student Editor 
        LaJuana Hale, Faculty Advisor ($10.00) 
 
Saint Mary's Hall, 9401 Starcrest Dr., San Antonio, 78217-4199 
        The Walrus 
        Anna Dar, Joseph Labatt, Student Editors 
        Amy Williams-Eddy, Faculty Advisor ($12.00) 
 
 Westwood High School, 12400 Mellow Meadow Dr., Austin, 78750-1824 
        Frontage Roads Vol. XV 
        Melissa Ragsdale, Student Editor 
        F. J. Schaack, Faculty Advisor ($10.00) 

 
SUPERIOR 
Cypress Creek High School, 9815 Grant Rd., Houston, 77070-4599 
        Graffiti 
        Aylia Waqvi, Student Editor 
        Leslie Laird, Faculty Advisor ($8.00) 
 
Episcopal High School, 4650 Bissonnet St., Bellaire, 77401-3002 
        Light and Shadow 
        John Brewster, Elizabeth Buckley, Justin Colvin, Jacob Cook, Margaret Dye, Anna Eadie- 
        Friedmann, John Gentry, Catherine Jacobs, Christian Lane, Omar Majzoub, Hunter Proffitt,  
        Charlie Strauss, Elizabeth Thomas, Julie Weamann, Student Editors 
        Mary Dawson, Faculty Advisor  
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Burke examines big ideas; 
questions drive units
By Kay Shurtleff, VP for Membership and Affiliates

Though he is a regular blogger, tweeter, teacher, national speaker, 
and author of more than a dozen previous books, Jim Burke seems 
never to run out of ideas or time. His latest book (What’s the Big 
Idea?: Question-Driven Units to Motivate Reading, Writing, and 
Thinking, Heinemann, 2010) outlines practical ways to use essential 
questions to drive instruction by promoting critical thinking, 
and by providing a framework for teaching English language arts 
concepts and skills. 

An ambitious goal? Absolutely. But Burke makes it look both 
imperative and do-able.

He presents compelling reasons to use questions as a framework 
for instruction. “We need generative, analytical, creative thinkers—
the ones who will bring imagination to their work,” he writes. “We 
do not need students who are obedient—those who think as they 
are directed; that way of thinking will ensure our country’s decline 
and its intellectual ruin.” 

Replete with references from the work of scholars like Eric Jensen, 
Robert Marzano, Grant Wiggins, Jay McTighe, Daniel Pink, and 
Alfred Tatum, this book guides readers through crafting essential 
questions and helping students understand the value of questions. 
Burke even goes as far as providing a handout for helping students 
write factual, inductive, and analytical questions. He posits that 
question-driven units are key to keeping students engaged long 
term and to developing what Thomas Friedman calls the curiosity 
quotient and the passion quotient.

What’s the Big Idea? will have great appeal to those looking 
for concrete examples of using questions to design instruction. 
Burke offers four comprehensive sample units, scores of student 
examples, photographs, rubrics, graphic organizers, assignments, 
and online resources. Readers will feel as though they have gotten 
a look at Jim Burke’s lesson plans and a peek through the window 
of his classroom.

Burke refers to questions as “the Swiss Army knife of an active, 
disciplined mind trying to understand texts or concepts and 
communicate that understanding to others. Some questions, like 
the biggest knife blade, do most of the work; other questions, similar 
to the corkscrew or leather punch, are more specialized, used only 
on rare occasions but essential when needed.” In this book, he gives 
plenty of ideas for keeping that knife sharpened.

Set Aside Extended Quiet Time for 
The Lacuna by Barbara Kingsolver
By Carol Revelle, Past President

A thinly veiled criticism of political manipulation, The 
Lacuna, by Barbara Kingsolver, reveals the sequence of events 
that lead to the destruction of the democratic process in a story 
that is reminiscent of The Crucible. 

Though clearly a multilayered context of the modern political 
movement to eliminate opposition through a unifying strategy 
disguised as patriotism, The Lacuna also offers historical insights 
into under-represented events in the United States and Mexico 
during the first half of the twentieth century. These include the 
shocking behavior of General MacArthur towards the veterans 
of World War I and the engaging relationship between the artists, 
Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo, and the exiled Soviet leader,  
Leon Trotsky.

Kingsolver utilizes the fictional story of Harrison William 
Shepherd, who spends half of his childhood in Mexico with 
his mother and the other half in a Washington D.C. boarding 
school near his father, to weave an accurate and expertly 
told story of history, politics and society in both the United 
States and Mexico. Upon his expulsion from school, Shepherd 
returns to Mexico where he meets Rivera and Kahlo and begins 
his writing career. When Trotsky flees the Soviet Union and 
Joseph Stalin, he comes to Mexico, and Shepherd becomes his 
personal secretary, treating the reader to the personal historical 
background of the often under-represented Soviet leader. 

Shepherd returns to America after Trotsky’s death and 
pursues his own career as a writer, and through Shepherd, 
Kingsolver shares an author’s experience of both creating novels 
for the public and the anticipation of the public’s reception. 
As Shepherd, there are several passages that reveal Kingsolver’s 
intimate connection to her writing and the vulnerable position 
of an author when her own words are mistaken, intentionally 
or otherwise, and used to paint an unfavorable portrait of  
the writer.

Passages from this novel can be used in the high school 
classroom to teach writer’s craft, especially thick description, 
time progression, and the necessity of journaling. This novel 
would pair well with Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and George 
Orwell’s Animal Farm. Unlike Kingsolver’s other novels, The 
Lacuna is historical fiction and can support units that cover The 
Great Depression, The Russian Revolution, ancient Mexican 
history, Mexican and American art history, and McCarthyism. 

The Lacuna is a culmination of a long tradition of thoughtful 
novels by Kingsolver that illuminates the hypocrisy of society, 
but this novel is more explicit and includes a hearing before 
the House Un-American Activities Committee. This novel, 
with its well-crafted descriptions of nature, both human and 
natural, further demonstrates Kingsolver’s place as a great  
American author. 

Follow  
TCTELA 

on Twitter
@tctela
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Sometimes, books are a bit like those 
friends that aren’t a constant part of our lives, 
but they reappear just when they’re needed. 

With the school year spinning fiercely 
to its end, I hold on tight and hope for the 
best. No matter how hard I try to control 
my schedule, one more meeting, deadline, 
favor, assignment seems to be added onto 
my already full plate, and centering myself 
takes everything that I’ve got. Then, I 
receive a text on Mothers’ Day from a 
student wishing me, “Happy Mothers’ 
Day! To the lady who treaded [sic] me like 
a daughter and took me in like nothing. I 
love you miss g.” At this point, I realize why 
I do what I do. And I re-read Saint Iggy by 
K. L. Going once again.

The story is about a high school student 
named Iggy Corso. Life has dealt him 
some bad cards, but he never gives up. He’s 
suspended from school because he follows 
the new hot girl into a classroom that 
he’s not assigned to attend. The teacher 
overreacts as she begins to believe he’s 
dangerous, and he ends up in the principal’s 
office—obviously, not his first visit there! 
Principal Olmos isn’t the stereotypical 
“bad guy” principal seen in a lot of books 
about troubled teens; he’s just at the end of 
his rope with Iggy.

His words become embedded in Iggy’s 
head and drive Iggy throughout the rest 
of the book: “You’ve had a lot to overcome 
in your life, but that’s no excuse for poor 
discipline. We can all make something of 
ourselves, no matter what our situation. 
We can do something that contributes to 
the world, live a life that has meaning.”

At that moment, Iggy goes in search of 
how he can contribute. Granted, it’s not easy. 
Iggy’s parents are virtually non-existent in 
his life. He lives in public housing, his father 
is addicted to alcohol and enjoys crank 
when he can get it, and his mother has left 
Iggy and his dad in search of the drugs 
that she’s been a slave to all of Iggy’s life. 
On top of that, Iggy was born addicted to 
methamphetamine. He chooses not to do 
drugs because he instinctively knows that it 
would have an even more horrible effect on 

him than on someone else. However, that 
doesn’t mean that he doesn’t struggle with 
the addiction his mother subjected him 
to in her womb: he has poor attention, is 
behind academically, and is prone to being 
impulsive.

But, off he goes, into the city to find 
out the meaning in his life. In a way, the 
book reminds me a bit of the movie 
Forrest Gump. Like Forrest, Iggy searches 
innocently for the goodness in a cruel 
world. The story is told in first person, and 
Iggy’s voice is strong, filled with honesty, 
completely drawing the reader into his 
quest for goodness.

Saint Iggy definitely isn’t for the faint-
hearted. The world depicted in the book is 
ugly and scary. People who are alcoholics 
and drug-addicts don’t often use “nice” 
language. Most of the people Iggy 
encounters are people who have also been 
dealt some bad cards. What they encounter 
to get through life often isn’t pretty.

On that same note, Saint Iggy would not 
be a recommended read for those who like 
a sweet ending. There wasn’t any “sweet” 
to it. I had to re-read it just to make sure I 
really understood what happened, mostly 
because I didn’t want it to happen, but 
partly because I couldn’t see through my 
tears. Saint Iggy made me cry, but part of 
the reason is that I couldn’t stop thinking 
of all my Saint Iggy’s that I’ve taught 
throughout my 24 years in education: 
Tashika at four years old addicted to crack 
cocaine; Johnny in first grade hiding in my 
closet from an abusive father; Kelly at 5th 
grade roaring her part as a lion in a school 
play only to die in a fire her brother had 
set; more recently, today, in fact, an angry 
girl with an absent mom texting me on 
Mothers’ Day. 

After I read Saint Iggy the first time, I 
convinced several colleagues, including 
my principal, to read it. K. L. Going’s story 
reminds educators that all of our students 
have the potential to be a person who 
“contributes to the world” to “live a life 
that has meaning.”

Revisiting a great book: Iggy reminds teachers 
all students have potential
By Katrina Gonzales, President-Elect

NCTE Updates
» Consider nominating a colleague 

for NCTE’s Media Literacy Award. 

The deadline is June 30. The Media 

Literacy Award is designed for “the 

encouragement of preservice, inservice, 

and staff development programs that 

focus on new literacies, multi-media 

composition and a broadened concept 

of literacy.  The award showcases 

NCTE members who have developed 

innovative approaches for integrating 

media analysis and composition into 

their instruction. [It] will be presented to 

an individual, team, or department that 

has implemented and refined exemplary 

media literacy practices in their school 

environment.  The Award Selection 

Process will be based on a portfolio 

review by a selection committee.” 

 For more information about the 

award and the nomination process visit: 

http://www.ncte.org/volunteer/groups/

mediacomm/medialitaward

» Have you visited the readwritethink.org 

website lately? If not, take a look at its 

new design. One notable feature is the 

Calendar Activities page (http://www.

readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/

calendar-activities) where you can find a 

list of important literary events by date 

with links to more information about 

these events and lessons that focus on 

them. Another feature offers podcasts 

with ideas about helping students find 

book recommendations: for elementary, 

“Chatting about Books: Recommendations 

for Young Readers” (http://www.

readwritethink.org/parent-afterschool-

resources/podcast-series/chatting-

about-books-recommendations-30130.

html) and for secondary, “Text Messages: 

Recommendations for Adolescent Readers” 

(http://www.readwritethink.org/parent-

afterschool-resources/podcast-series/

text-messages-recommendat ions-

adolescent-30214.html).

http://www.ncte.org/volunteer/groups/mediacomm/medialitaward
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/calendar-activities
http://www.readwritethink.org/parent-afterschool-resources/podcast-series/chatting-about-books-recommendations-30130.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/parent-afterschool-resources/podcast-series/text-messages-recommendations-adolescent-30214.html
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Memoirs cover a wide range of experiences, 
but it seems that the ones people remember, 
or at least the ones people hear about involve 
one thing: surviving. Whether it’s the child 
surviving an abusive home environment, the 
wrongly convicted inmate surviving prison, 
or the child who grew up in an abusive home 
with an alcoholic father and schizophrenic 
mother and is wrongly convicted of a crime 
that was really committed by his manipulative 
therapist, memoirs tend to focus on those 
darker elements of the human experience.

This is not that kind of memoir.
For every teacher who has had that 

precocious student, that student who fancied 
himself somehow superior, that student who 
made you think and rethink exactly how you 
said everything in class, that student who you 
would without equivocation describe as a 
smart ass, Mark Oppenheimer’s Wisenheimer: 
A Childhood Subject to Debate may just be 
for you.

In this humorous reflection, Oppenheimer 
recounts how finding debate in junior high 
changed and shaped his life. With a punch 
of arrogance and seemingly little canard, 
Oppenheimer proffers a bildungsroman 
of his own life. He weaves in moments of 
pure braggadocio, as well as moments that 
most would rather remain hidden in the 
past. Moments like, when in an attempt to 
impress an older friend, he “found fun in 
being rude to the pinched, sad woman who 
worked [at the Food Bag] about sixty hours 
a week.”

Though Oppenheimer had “no real grievance 
with the Food Bag lady,” he admits that he 
“craved such experiences; it was satisfying 
to argue, to try to win a verbal contest with 
someone older, to flaunt adult terms like age 
discrimination. It seemed like something Alex 
P. Keaton or Ferris Bueller would have done.”

Admitting your mother fed you dog food as 
a kid is easy. Admitting you were a punk—not 
so much.

But when Oppenheimer’s pubescent 
predilection for revenge targets a girl he once 
again admits had done him no wrong and leads 
to a summons to the principal’s office and a 
visit to his mother by the police, you begin to 
wonder if you will ever like this kid.

But even the very young can grasp 
redemption.

Love of words, speech, debate create witty memoir
By Michael Guevara, Texas Voices Editor 

Mark Oppenheimer is the director 
of the Yale Journalsim Initiative and 

writes for such publications as The New 
York Times Magazine, Slate, Forward, and 

Tablet. He is the author of Wisenheimer: 
A Childhood Subject to Debate, a glimpse 
into the world of high school debate and 
so much more. Bestselling author Judy 

Blume said, “You think only physical 
athletes make interesting subjects,try 
mental athletes...I was happy to follow 

[Oppenheimer] on hisexceptional journey.”

At 10, Oppenheimer 
understands what his 
“attempts at cleverness” 
have cost. His attorney-
father has to represent 
him before the police, and 
Oppenheimer understands,  
“I nodded. I understood. 
And I felt bad for my father. 
He was so visibly shaken, 
and I knew that I had done 
this to him: made him chose 
between his principles and 
his son.”

And then Oppenheimer 
finds debate when he gets to 
seventh grade, and readers, especially English 
teachers, can finally find a reason to like him. 
For what has caused Oppenheimer all his 
trouble also creates his greatest joy: a love 
of words.

And it is this love of words that makes 
this book one that any lover of words can 
appreciate. As a middle-school student, 
Oppenheimer attends his first debate 
meeting, intended for high school students, 
and describes meeting the debate coach: 
“Mrs. Mercier our coach, was an English 
teacher, very well read, and she spoke French, 
too. She was Catholic, and one got the feeling 
that she had been taught by nuns who had 
taken grammar seriously; for her good 
English was a moral concern, for it led to 
clear thinking. And what was debate but clear 
thinking clearly expressed?”

Those lines alone would make the book 
worth reading, but the growth Oppenheimer 
experiences and the clear respect for words, 
language, speech, and thinking that permeate 
the content and the writing itself give the 
book a guilty-pleasure feel. Rest assured 

readers and English teachers: other people love 
words as much as you do.

The book traces Oppenheimer’s sojourn of 
debate throughout high school and on into 
college at Yale. But what resonates most from 
the book is what debate did for Oppenheimer 
and what any teacher desires for students: 
“But for me, the best part of debate, beyond 
even the intellectual growth, was the thrilling 
discovery that I had found a community…I 
was developing a network of friends who loved 
the art of speech; when we saw each other 
there was instant camaraderie. Our shared 
connoisseurship gave us a powerful sense of 
fraternity.”

Oppenheimer’s book is witty, delightful, 
and in many ways, a testament to the powerful 
influence and importance of teachers.

So when the next wisenheimer shows up 
in your classroom, take solace in what may 
come of it. Oppenheimer has written for The 
New York Times Magazine, teaches English and 
political science at Yale, and is the director of 
the Yale Journalism Initiative.

Not bad for a wisenheimer.

M
ark O

pp
en

h
eim

er • P
h

oto: W
h

itn
ey Law

son
 W

isen
h

eim
er, Free P

ress



12Summer 2011

According to Morris, Lowe opted for 

her own agenda rather than listen to the 

overwhelming evidence about reading 

comprehension presented to her by the 

literacy coalition. 

Lowe presided over the board in last year’s 

controversial adoption of standards for history 

and social studies. Since the adoption of those 

standards both the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) and the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC) have, according 

to the Express-News filed a complaint with 

the US Department of Education asking 

for a review of what they called “racially or 

ethnically offensive” standards.

secondary levels impact the amount of attention teachers can give to helping students 
develop as writers, not only because of the individual attention needed during class time 
but the time needed to prepare and the assess or evaluate writing outside the class time. 
NCTE recommendations call for teachers to spend at least 20 minutes per student paper 
grading and providing feedback. For teachers with an average of 150 students, that would 
require them to spend an additional 50 hours outside of their regular work week grading 
one assignment. In addition, board members asked that legislators consider sponsoring a bill 
that would support the National Day on Writing next October. At this time, no legislator has 
yet agreed to sponsor this.

TCTELA members who are interested should consider joining board members next year as 
the organization continues to work toward building a strong relationship with legislators.

Moving forward with its strategic plan, TCTELA 
has adopted a new logo for the organization and 
updated the website to better reflect the mission of the 
organization. 

According to TCTELA Executive Director Amy Blakely, 
“the board appointed a committee to develop a logo that 
promotes the organization’s purpose and mission.”

After accepting logo submissions from organization 
members and consulting a professional logo designer, 
the committee ultimately decided on a logo that 
captured the key ideas of the organization and reflected 
a professional image. Brady Clark Designs took input 
from the committee and created the design the 
committee selected.

“We wanted a logo that would work as a brand for TCTELA,” said Michael Guevara, Texas Voices 
editor and committee member. “We wanted a logo that clearly identified us as a literacy organization 
and clearly identified us as a Texas organization.”

Incorporating a Texas flag that resembles an open book, the logo has an immediate Texas connection. 
The open book pages also serve to represent TCTELA’s literacy component. In the center of the book, the 
tree and its branches are symbolic of knowledge, strength, and growth, as well as representing TCTELA’s 
ongoing commitment to quality professional development. Adding the Texas shape to the center of the 
letter A in the organization’s name further enhances the Texas connection.

“When we were looking at new logos for TCTELA, we wanted to something that incorporated both 
our pride in our tradition and our plans to grow to meet new challenges,” said Carol Revelle, TCTELA 
past-president and committee member.

TCTELA’s logo will be featured with other affiliate organization logos at NCTE’s centennial celebration 
in November.

On June 4, TCTELA’s completely overhauled website went live.
After months of tweaking and revamping, TCTELA rolled out a more contemporary and user-

friendly version of its website.
Along with a more polished look, the website now offers ease of use. Visitors to the website can now 

access any page on the website from where they are instead of having to go back to the homepage to 
navigate through the site. Additionally, simply navigating through the website has been upgraded for 
ease of use. Visitors to the website will have easy access to information through various drop-down tabs 
on each page.

“The website is the organization’s online information portal to connect with colleagues and stay 
involved with local and statewide events,” said Blakely. 

With the updates to the site, members can easily stay connected to TCTELA. 
In other organizational changes, TCTELA has a new physical address. The new address is 701 Brazos 

Street Suite 500, Austin, TX, 78701.

TCTELA sponsors first annual Advocacy 
Day at State Capitol
continued from page 1

New logo, website design add polish, pride

TCTELA is currently accepting nominations for 
the following awards:

» The Dr. Edmund J. Farrell  
Distinguished Lifelong Service to English 
Language Arts in Texas

 This award recognizes Dr. Farrell’s 
profound impact on the profession 
of English/language arts education, 
commitment to excellence in the teaching 
of English, and continued dedication to 
service and support of the mission and 
purpose of the Texas Council 
of Teachers of English Language Arts.

» TCTELA Future English Educator 2011 
Scholarship

» Elementary, Middle School, and High 
School Teacher of the Year

» President’s Research Travel Grant

Nomination information and forms 
available at tctela.org

Senate Democrats 
reject Lowe to head 
state board at State 
Capitol
continued from page 1

Nominate an 
outstanding 
educator today

www.tctela.org

