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Professor wins prestigious award; 

TCTELA Past President Carol Bedard catches up with Dr. Kathy 
Matthews from the University of Houston-Clearlake at the membership 
celebration during the January conference. Bedard recently 
interviewed Dr. Joan Shiring about her outstanding teaching award 
from the Board of Regents.

Dr. Joan Shiring, a longtime TCTELA member and 
a clinical associate professor for the University 

of Texas at Austin College of Education, has been named 
one of the 73 inaugural recipients from throughout The 
University of Texas System who will share $2 million 
in Board of Regents’ Outstanding Teaching Awards.

The awards program was established in August 
2008 to foster innovative approaches to teaching, 
research and commercialization endeavors at all 
fifteen University of Texas System institutions.  

 “Clearly, we have a mandate to provide an exceptional 
education for our students, but our universities also 
play a critical role in ensuring the economic vitality 
of Texas, said Francisco G. Cigarroa, Chancellor of 
the University of Texas System. We believe these 
efforts will foster success in the areas of pedagogy and 
research, and that they will significantly enhance the 
educational experience for our students and sharpen the 
competitive edge of our science and technology activities.”

The selection process for the award was extensive. 
After Shiring was nominated by her department, she 
was required to submit a teaching portfolio. Materials 
included end-of-semester student evaluations for several 
years, course syllabi, scholarship links to pedagogy, 
evidence of technology integration, examples of student 
feedback and assessment, a statement of teaching 
philosophy, examples of student engagement, and letters 
of support from students, peer faculty, and administrators. 

 Portfolios are reviewed and ranked at the College 
of Education level, followed by a campus-wide 
committee, and finally by the Office of Academic 
Affairs at UT System selection committee. 

One of the innovative projects highlighted in 
Shiring’s portfolio was the “My Favorite Things 
iMovie” which her pre-service teachers create to 
introduce themselves to their future secondary students.  

The 3-5 minute iMovie contains a creative title page, 
followed by a montage of some of the student’s favorite 
things (e.g. family and friends, activities, books, food, 
hobbies, interests, travels, films, events/experiences).  The 
pre-service teachers are strongly encouraged to emphasize 
cultural diversity in all these elements; background 

music and explanatory captions help to provide cohesion.  
According to Shiring, the iMovies are a real hit 

with adolescent students and mentor teachers because 
the project is a great way for the teens to get to 
know the “new person in the room” very quickly.  

 Shiring, a winner of numerous awards such as 
the TCTELA Outstanding English Educator Award 
(1998-1999) and the UT Exes Association 2007-2008 
Elizabeth Shatto Massey Award for Excellence in 
Teacher Education, has  demonstrated a commitment to 
teaching and a sustained capability to deliver excellence 
to the undergraduate and graduate learning experience.

 “Enthusiasm and passion sure help to carry the day,” 
said Shiring. “It’s phenomenal when you feel that palpable 
excitement flowing between teacher and students.”  

Ultimately, Shiring believes that teachers are most effective 
when they simply trust their own hearts and remember the 
reasons they entered the profession. She often shares with 
her students a favorite quotation by Charles Postman: “It will 
be a sad day for all of us when we teach only those things 
for which there are easily discernible behavioral outcomes.”

  

tells teachers to trust their hearts
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Teachers use summer to refl ect;

By Carol RevellePr
es

ide
ntʼ

s Corner

Between completing grades, making fi nal parent contacts, and 
attending countless ceremonies, I try to fi nd time to refl ect 

on my work as a teacher and to recognize my accomplishments 
and struggles in my classroom. It is important to take stock of 
my strengths and weaknesses because summer is here, and I’m 
preparing for next year’s students.  This issue will offer some 
suggested readings to help you get ready for another great year.

We refl ect and plan during this transition because we are 
serious about our professional responsibilities as shown in our 
practice and the company we keep.  We surround ourselves 
with other professionals who encourage, support and enrich our  
development. This is why we join professional organizations like 
TCTELA. We come together and share research and practices 
from our experiences in our classrooms. This is evident at our 
conferences, but the opportunity to connect doesn’t end there. 

Increasingly, we are sharing information through our 
TCTELA NING where Jessica Lopez, our 2010 President’s 
Grant recipient, has engaged our members in an interesting 
conversation on bilingual education; we are sharing information 
through TCTELA Facebook Groups and Twitter where in April 
we shared the supportive comments made by Thomas Ratliff, 
incoming SBOE member, to a room full of ELA professionals 
at Texas Womans University, and we are sharing information 
through Texas Voices and English In Texas, our newsletter 
and journal that keep us up to date on what is going on in the 
organization and in the fi eld of English Language Arts Education.

As our bonds become stronger through new technologies, 
we welcome a new member to our board. Krista  Eaton 
will  work to foster communications with our membership 
through technology. Krista comes to us from Lake Travis 
Middle School where she teaches 7th Grade language arts. 

We are also excited to share summer learning opportunities 
through our affi liates. The North Texas Council of 
Teachers of English Language Arts will host a summer 
conference on June 18th, and Concho Valley Teachers 
of English will host a summer conference on July 26th.

Both the new technologies and increased affi liate involvement 
are part of the recently completed TCTELA strategic plan.  We have 
included the plan in this issue. Many of the items of the strategic 
plan are already occurring, still others are in the early planning 
stages. However, this plan cannot become our reality without the 
support of the membership.  Please take the time to review the plan 
and share your ideas on the TCTELA NING or Facebook Groups.

organization branches out 
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By Kristina Gonzales

Mountain drive inspires connection;

“Mom, it feels like the 
mountains are sucking us 
in!” marveled my 11-year-
old son Jess, as we wound 
our way over Highway 
17 from Balmorrhea to 
Ft. Davis.  His wonder 
and amazement for these 
grandiose, Texas versions 
of the world’s mountain 
ranges succinctly 
mirrored my wonder and 
amazement for an author 
I recently discovered

Edwidge Danticat.
 Born in Port Au 

Prince, Haiti, Danticat 
fills her novels and 
short stories with the 
Haitian and Haitian-
American experience.  
After the earthquake 
that devastated Haiti, I 
pored over the shelves 
at my local bookstore 
for anything about this 
little island country.   
Unfortunately, I found her 
young adult novel, Behind 
the Mountains, was out 
of print.  After checking, 
the clerk located a copy 
in their warehouse.

Because I knew it would 
be a wait until I received 
Behind the Mountains, I 
purchased every novel and 
collection of short stories 
the bookstore carried 
by Danticat.  Beginning 
with the stories in Krik, 
Krak, then, to the novel, 

Breath, Eyes, Memory, 
and finally, The Farming 
of Bones, my knowledge 
and appreciation for the 
people of Haiti increased 
with every page I turned

 Danticat writes prose 
like a poet and a songstress 
pulling the reader behind 
the mountains to discover 
the wondrous people 
and places of Haiti.

readers pulled into new experience

When Mikael 
Blomkvist’s career as an 
investigative journalist/
editor hits a rough patch, 
he is offered an intriguing, 
if seemingly impossible, 
assignment, to 
solve a crime 
that is nearly 40 
years old: the 
disappearance 
of young Harriet 
Vanger.  Harriet’s 
now elderly uncle 
Henrik Vanger, 
patriarch of both the 
Vanger Corporation 
and the Vanger 
family, hires 
Blomkvist to investigate 
the case one last time.  

Blomkvist’s quest 
uncovers generations of 
secrets and leads him to 

an unlikely friendship 
with edgy but brilliant 
Lisbeth Salander who has 
secrets of her own to hide.  

Don’t let the somewhat 
slow start 

deter you.  (I 
wasn’t hooked 
until page 

92.)   Complex 
characters, an 
i n t e r e s t i n g 

setting, and layers 
of mystery 

c o n v e r g e 
into a great 
read.  

The first in 
a trilogy, this 

book tackles 
not only the mystery at 
hand, but also the issue of 
abuse, via its compelling 
subplot.  That theme, 

When English teachers get together to talk, it’s often about books, and 
sometimes, they write about them. Katrina Gonzales, vice president 
for membership writes about discovering Haitian writer Edwidge 
Danticat, who fills her novels with the Haitian-Ameican experience. 
Kay Shurtleff, vice president elect for membership reviews, the-at-times 
disturbing novel, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo by Steig Larsson.

reflected in the original 
title Men Who Hate 
Women, was a favorite of 
Swedish author Larsson’s.  

The troubling content 
and gruesome details 
make it at times hard to 
read, but even harder 
to put down.   Larsson 
almost imperceptibly 
changes points of view 
between chapters, giving 
us just enough insight into 
each character to keep us 
interested, but not enough 
to allow the story line 
to become predictable.

 Readers may clamor 
for the 2nd and 3rd books in 
the trilogy.  Sadly, though, 
Larsson’s unexpected 
death in 2004 will 
keep readers from ever 
getting another series.

Gruesome content, details may give readers pause;
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo

By Kay Shurtleff
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1. (C) Investigate and pilot various frameworks for supporting on-going professional

 learning.

a. Create links on TCTELA website to professional development opportunities (i.e. 

Jim Burke, NCTE, ��������������).

b. Create partnerships with educational service centers to provide ongoing 

professional learning.

c. Pilot with two keynote speakers a blog to support ongoing professional learning.

d. Investigate TCTELA use of NCTE online professional development.

2. (A) Maintain quality conference opportunities.

a. Continue following successful conference strategies, structures, and procedures.

b. Create opportunities for introducing new strategies, structures, and procedures for the 

conference.
c. Recruit presenters for regional conferences.

d. Create a speakers’ bureau from successful presenters and keynote speakers of past TCTELA, NCTE and 

other conferences that includes contact information and fees.

3. (A) Publish a refereed journal (����������������).

a. Continue current publishing protocol.

b. Create a podcast on how to write for publication.

4. (A) Engage ELA content educators in conversations about English Language Learners.

a. Communicate with bilingual organizations.

b. Recruit presenters.

5. (B) Engage ELA content educators in conversations about learners with special needs.

a. Communicate with organizations that serve educational needs of special populations

b. Recruit presenters.

6. (A) Provide opportunities for learning about twenty-first century literacy.

a. Continue 21st Century luncheon.

b. Continue research roundtables Create opportunities for introducing new strategies, structures, and 
at conferences.

      7. (C) Provide resources that address service-learning, cross-content curricula, social

                   issues, and diverse cultures.

a. Standing Committee Chairs will recruit people to submit proposals that address 

these areas.

b. Include on TCTELA website links to organizations that support these 

areas.

���������������������������������������������������������������������������

������� �������������������������������

�����������

1. (B) Communicate with administrators about TCTELA resources through conference attendees and other 

       members.

2. (C) Dialogue with policymakers (TEA, SBOE, Education legislative committee, higher

 education board, NCTE) to advocate for responsible, pedagogically sound, research-

based decisions about literacy.

a. Establish a legislative day.

b. Engage TEA representatives in ongoing conversations with TCTELA members.

c. Invite NCTE representative to present national perspective at conference.

3. (A) Raise the awareness of parents and other community members about the connection between teachers’ 

professional development and students’ literacy development.

a. Provide resources and materials on the value of professional development for teachers to use to acquire 

funding to attend conferences.
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By Carol Revelle

Novel is engaging, educational

Fletcher offers ins and outs in book

Newly elected TCTELA officers include Martha Medlock, president-
elect; Laura Slay, recording secretary; and Kay Shurtleff, vice 
president-elect for membership. 

 
For those of you who are familiar with Ralph 

Fletcher’s kid friendly book A Writer’s Notebook, you 
will also love the ideas he shares in this book.  It will 
help you work on ideas for your own writer’s notebook 
as well as giving you ideas to share with your students.  

Fletcher relates the idea of breathing to the use of a 
notebook, sharing that a breath has two parts, in and out, 
and so should a notebook.  It should be a place where we 
gather ideas, bits and pieces, and it should also be a place we 
look to for the ideas we want to turn into projects.   
    Throughout the book Fletcher shares a multitude of 
ideas for what to put into a writer’s notebook:  lists, 
questions, odd facts, descriptions of the physical world, 
bits of talk, memories, and more.  Then he describes how 
these pieces collected may lead to the writing we need to 
do.  Because Fletcher intersperses his talk about notebooks 
with pieces of his own notebooks and pieces that have 
developed from his notebooks, readers have the process 
of keeping a notebook alive modeled within the book.  

For anyone trying to keep his/her own notebook going or 
for any teacher helping students learn how to keep and use a 
notebook,  Breathing In, Breathing Out is a breath of fresh air.

The cross-curricular nature of Leviathon is so complete, 
that it was surely intentional, but regardless, this educationally 
rich novel is also an engaging read for students. Westerfield’s 
imagination was in over-drive when he managed to create a 
technological futuristic dystopian society in a pre-World 
War I setting.  I know, that doesn’t make sense, but it’s 
true. This book is set in 1914, the year Archduke Ferdinand 
was assassinated and the Great War started.  Alek, one of 
two main characters, is Ferdinand’s son, and he must flee 
across Europe in a post-modern stormwalker to Switzerland.

The novel’s other main character, Deryn, is a girl 
disguised as a boy in the British Air Force. She loves flying 
in the Leviathon, a genetically modified organic airship 
powered by a self-contained ecosystem of living organisms. 
Thus sets the stage for two opposing forces in the novel, the 
Clankers, machinists who engineer and control powerful 
engines and war machines, and the Darwinists, scientists 
who genetically design new species to serve mankind.

 Alek and Deryn’s beliefs are challenged when 
they get to know each other in a chance encounter 
on a glacier in Switzerland. The two become friends 
and work together to escape their shared enemies 
and take a mysterious set of eggs to Constantinople.

Clearly, this book can support learning in science 
(genetics, ecosystems, and evolution), social studies (World 
War I, European geography, and war machines), math 
(calculating angles, distance, and provisions), art (Deryn 
keeps an art journal), and language arts (dystopian structure, 
historical fiction, and multi perspective approach).  Read 
this summer selection with your interdisciplinary team.

By Valerie Taylor

Book Review: Breathing In, Breathing Out

Book Review: Leviathon

Chris Crutcher’s  new novel, Deadline , is filled with true 
grit, real life issues, and football.  

Ben, a high school senior, learns that he has Leukemia 
during his annual athletic physical.  Because Ben is 18, he 
chooses to not tell his parents and not to seek treatment.  At 
first, Ben thinks this decision only affects him.  As the school 
year goes on, his involvement with Dallas Suzuki, the girl 
of his dreams, his younger brother, the quarterback of the 
team, and his parents makes him realize that more lives will 
be affected by his disease.  This novel is filled with authentic 
dialogue and Ben faces  hurdles that no teenager should face 
alone.     

The story is gripping and deals with the question of 
what would you do if you only had one year to live.  The 
language is harsh as are some of the issues Crutcher touches 
on  pedophilia, sexual abuse, bi-polar disorder, and sex.  As 
a reader, you want Ben to live his, but you already know the 
ending, which isn’t easy when he dies.  This is an easy read 
with hard issues.  

Book Review: Deadline

Gritty topicss bring death novel to life
By Martha Medlock
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NCTE Tidbits

English in Texas

The theme for the English in Texas Fall/Winter 2010/
2011 issue is “Literacy Then and Now.”

This year English teachers will be celebrating the 100th 
anniversary of National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE).  As we approach that milestone think about the 
changes in education that you have experienced and that 
have made significant differences in your teaching.  Are 
they related to particular kinds of texts?  Are they strategies 
that have lasted through all of the “latest fads”? Were there 
specific theories or theorists that impacted your work in the 
classroom?  Are there reforms that still need to happen?  
Tell us how you have used the past to inform the work that 
you do in your classroom today.

Submission deadline is August 1, 2010.  Send 
manuscripts to Dr. Carol Bedard at bedardc@uhd.edu.  
Please review the submission guidelines on the TCTELA 
website.  

With the theme for this issue directed to “Literacy 
Then and Now” we would like to invite your students 
to submit “then and now” pieces as follows.  For the 
THEN portion of the narrative, students interview a 
parent, friend or relative about a reading experience 
from the past.  Include what was read, where it was 
read and how the reader felt about it.  For the NOW 
portion, students will write about his/her own favorite 
read, where or how it was read and how he/she feels 
about it.  

Submission deadline is September 15, 2010.  Send 
student work to Dr. Carol Bedard at bedardc@uhd.edu.  

On SLATE
Support for the Learning and
Teaching of English
Valerie Taylor, SLATE Representative

21st Century Literacies

Membership Challenge

Take a stand

Call for manuscripts

Call for student work

English in Texas is refereed, and virtually all 
manuscripts are read by two or more outside reviewers. 
We will reach a decision on each article submitted for 
a themed issue within two months after the submission 
deadline, and articles of General Interest within five 
months after the submission deadline. In order to be 
considered, submissions must be received on or before 
the call deadline. http://www.ncte.org/action/slate

Check out NCTE’s Pathways for 21st Century Literacies.  
You can take an online tour (http://lists.ncte.org/t/2599751/
989386/9888/0) to find out more about the interactive 
resources available there.  Individual teachers can enroll 
at any time for $149 for a full year. This resource might 
be one way to quickly learn more about how to make 21st 
century skills a regular part of classroom routines because 
it offers concrete examples and curricular applications.

I would like to make you aware of the many position 
statements published by NCTE.  These statements are helpful 
in defining and describing the work that we need to do and in 
helping us communicate that work with others, and they can 
be found at http://www.ncte.org/positions. Take a few minutes 
this month to read NCTE’s position statement on the 2010 
Legislative Platform.  You can find it at http://www.ncte.org/
positions/statements/2010legisplatform. This statement 
begins with the following words: “Literacy education is a 
civil right and civic responsibility that is integral to building 
our nation’s capacity for participatory democracy, innovation, 
economic success, and global leadership. Consequently, 
we are collectively responsible for providing optimal 
conditions for learning in our education system. Each of 
us -- teachers, students, parents, administrators, community 
leaders, policymakers -- must take up the responsibility 
for providing every student with world-class educational 
opportunities. Indeed, when students are left unprepared 
for success in our society—we are all accountable.” 

In 2010, each of us will be asked to support charities 
and projects in our communities. I challenge you to 
support someone in our profession as one of these.

This year, I challenge you to give a membership 
to a fellow teacher. Help one other person join in our 
professional community in TCTELA.

Membership—$35. Professional learning with a 
colleague—priceless.



Texas Voices 8Summer 2010

Video games, literacy go together

While not advocating video games, James Gee explores their 
connection to literacy. Zion Guevara just wants to move up a level.

By Laura Slay

Book Review: What Video Games Have to Teach Us...

Recently, during a meeting of graduate student 
colleagues, I was asked a rather unusual question. I was 
asked to explain how I learned to quilt. Just having shared 
our reflections on the scholarly accomplishments of a class 
we had taken together, this question seemed a little out of 
place. However, after considerable thought and a lengthy 
response, I realized how ironic this question really was. 
I realized that among my various identities as student, 
teacher, mother and quilter, I had learned to function in them 
by practicing many of the 36 learning principles that the 
highly regarded social scientist, James Gee describes in a 
book I had just finished reading about literacy and learning.

In What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning 
and Literacy, James Paul Gee, discusses learning and human 
behavior in the context of video games and his personal 
experiences with becoming a gamer. A socio-cognitive 
linguist and  educator, James Gee has written a masterful and 
engaging corollary between the natures of well-designed 
video games and highly documented, principles of good 
instruction. He argues that the design principles built into good 
video games are relevant to content area learning in schools 
(p. 211).  He bases his discussion on three areas of important 
research in literacy, language and learning: situated learning 
theory, New Literacy Studies and connectionism (p. 9). 

The first four chapters introduce the major concepts 
and principles by explaining theory and background 
information about reading and thinking, video games 
and learning. The next three chapters discuss particular 
video games in these contexts, and the final chapter 
summarizes the attributes of well-designed video 
games with implications for good literacy instruction.

Gee’s conclusion synthesizes the 36 principles of 
learning that he claims are built into the design of good 
video games. Implications for schools and literacy learning 
are summarized in this chapter. He explains that the purpose 
of this book is not to advocate the use of video games in 
school. Rather he argues, conclusively, that deep learning 
occurs when students are engaged in cognitive learning 
experiences that develop skills through scaffolding, when 
students have access to a network of information and 
equally invested supports, and are ultimately, having fun. 

When I think about the conversation I had with my 
colleagues about learning how to quilt, I realized that 
my personal experience wasn’t very different from Gee’s 
experience learning to play video games. We both learned 
a new skill informally, as mature adults by participating 
in communities that supported our interests. We spent 

hours practicing and learning by trial and error, probing 
and questioning, reading and researching, and creating 
our new identities through total immersion in our new 
hobbies. Regardless of the challenges and frustrations, 
ultimately, we were successful because we were 
completely invested and engaged; and we were having fun.

What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning 
and Literacy is an important and timely piece of work 
that is both simple and complex at the same time. 
Gee’s scholarship is clearly evident and recognizable. 
Yet, his is tone personal and inviting. Several different 
audiences and stakeholders will benefit from reading it.

Please make plans to attend the first-ever Concho 
Valley Teachers of English conference at ESC 
XV on July 26, 2010 from 9:00am to 3:00pm.  

Donalyn Miller, author of the The Book Whisperer , will 
speak.  Teachers in Region XV, professors and students at 
Angelo State University, and hosts at ESC XV know this day 
will be one that will “jump start”  the new school year.  Concho 
Valley Teachers of English (CVTE) is in its beginning stages 
of becoming a regional affiliate of TCTELA and NCTE.  

Contact Elaine Howard at elaine.howard@netxv.net, 
Connie Lindsey at connie.lindsey@netxv.net, Jennifer 
Lilly at jennifer.lilly@scisd.net, or Katrina Gonzales at 

katrina.gonzales@scisd.net for further information.

New Concho Valley group forms
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Editor’s Note: With just a few more days left of school for most, 
teachers may find themselves in need of a lesson students will enjoy. If 
not, pack this one away to pull out with a new crop of kids.

By Michael Guevara

Latest TV fad brings glee, relevance

Even if you’ve been buried under rhetorical analysis 
and research papers since September, you’re probably 

still almost as familiar with the names Rachel, Finn, and Sue 
Sylvester as you are with, Jane, William, and Sylvia Plath.

Glee is nothing short of a phenomenon that 
kids, adults, and, yes, even teachers follow 
religiously. Those who do are known as Gleeks.

For those unaware of this national obsession, it is 
the tale of the McKinley High School Glee Club, a 
group of unpopular misfits trying to make it through 
the cruel world of high school without getting a 
slushie in the face everyday, all the while trying 
to bring the Glee club back from the brink of 
extinction by winning show choir competitions. 

Of course no epic tale of adversity is worth its 
plot without a great nemesis. Enter Sue Sylvester 
the maniacal coach of the Cheerios, the national 
award winning cheerleading team that even 
appeared on Fox Sports News. Sue Sylvester, 
who parades around in her signature track suits, 
is determined to see the Glee Club fail so that any 
money being funneled to the group will be returned to 
her Cheerios where, in her opinion, it rightfully belongs.

As with literature that students are drawn to, it is the 
engaging plot lines and well-developed characters that keep 
audiences coming back for more. Of course the powerful 
vocals performed each week also have something to do with 
it, but the creators have found a way to have people talking 
about their show and downloading music in record numbers. 

English teachers can learn a lesson from Glee.
In fact teachers can easily incorporate Glee into 

their lessons. With its use of archetypes, symbols, 
thematic elements, it’s easy to discuss these as 
definitions and examples of these terms, but teachers 
can use the show for so much more. Teachers can use 
the shows as a reading assessment, a practice in close 
reading skills, a tool for critical writing, and additional 
practice in MLA documentation all in one easy lesson.

With networks competing more and more for 
audiences, access to current television shows has never 
been easier. Whether on hulu.com, fantv.com, or the Fox 
television website, access to the episodes has become 
almost ubiquitous. Glee is available for download on 
iTunes, and the first half of season one is out on DVD.

After reading To Kill A Mockingbird, my students watched 
the episode “Wheels and completed an episode log handout. 

In the 
episode, the 

Glee Club 
sponsor is 

disappointed 
with his students because they 
are not willing to help raise funds to pay for a 
special bus so their team member who is in a wheel chair can 
ride to the sectionals competition with them. Mr. Schuster the 
teacher arranges for each of the club members to spend three 
hours a day in a wheelchair. Inspired by the actions of the glee 
club, the principal forces Sue Sylvester to hold open auditions 
to fill a vacancy on the Cheerios team. But while Mr. Schuster 
is disappointed that his team fails to take the feelings of their 
team member into consideration, he denies a male member 
of the team the opportunity to audition for a solo because 
the song in question is traditionally sung by a female lead.

With the episode log, students must select  four 
specific scenes/events from the episode and give a 
specific synopsis of the scenes. Because it is a specific 
synopsis, like their close reading, they must pay attention 
to details. They must give characters’ names and include 
accurate details. With each synopsis given, students 
must give a specific quotation from the text that matches 
the scene. Students list the quotation in the space 
provided making sure to correctly document the passage.

After students have written a synopsis and found a 
passage that matches the synopsis, students are introduced 

Continued page 10
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After students have written a synopsis and found a 
passage that matches the synopsis, students are introduced 
to a term they are usually unfamiliar with exegesis. The 
exegesis is simply a critical explanation. Using their critical 
writing skills, student must explain how the synopsis and the 
passage mesh. Using embedded text and specific examples, 
students must clearly and concisely make their point of how 
the two are related. Additionally, as part of the episode log, 
students must give a works cited entry for the novel and a 
work cited entry for the episode. Because the format of the 
episode is typically not something students are accustomed 
to documenting, it gives them additional practice working 
through the various forms of MLA documentation.

Synopsis Example: Burt Hummel believes he has come 
to terms with his son’s homosexuality. While Kurt is 
practicing to audition for a solo that is traditionally sung 
by a female lead, Mr. Hummel receives an anonymous 
phone call that says, “Your son is a fag.” The caller hangs 
up and Mr. Hummel is visibly disturbed by the call. 

Meticulous Match Example: “In ones and twos, men 
got out of the cars. Shadows became substance as light 
revealed solid shapes moving toward the jail door” (Lee 
172). “‘You can turn around and go home again, Walter, 
Atticus said pleasantly, ‘Heck Tate’s round somewhere.’ 
‘The hell he is,’ said another man. ‘Heck’s bunch’s so deep 
in the woods they won’t get out till mornin’.’ ‘Indeed? Why 
so?’ ‘Called ‘em off on a snipe hunt,’ was the succinct 
answer. ‘Didn’t you think a’that, Mr. Finch?’ (Lee 173).

Exegesis Example: Exegesis: Mobs turn cowardice into 
bravery. Anonymity has the same effect. It is easy to feign 
bravery from the cloaked venue of the anonymous phone 
call. The pejorative hurled about Kurt to his father bears all 
the marks of the cowardice dressed in the cloak of the mob 
mentality when the men in To Kill A Mockingbird sent Heck 
away so they could steal in and bravely take care of Tom 
Robinson. In the middle of the night, with their only expected 
obstacle removed, these brave men intend to come in as a 
group and mete out their vigilante justice on an incarcerated, 
crippled black man who has no hope of being able to defend 
himself. These are the kind of men who hide under sheets and 
make anonymous phone calls to fathers about their gay sons. 

When students complete their episode logs (assigned 
as homework after watching the episode in class) 
students break into small groups and share their responses 
with each other. Students can rotate into different 
groups and then share responses with class at large. 

With the episode log, teachers can easily see which 
students have a limited understanding of their novel 
and which students have a deeper understanding. Some 
students may notice that just as there is discrimination 

in the novel based on race, there is discrimination in the 
episode based on physical disability. Other students may 
notice that when Mr. Schuester allows Kurt to audition 
for the traditional female role, the song “Defying Gravity” 
is thematically linked to the episode and basically retells 
the events of the episode just as the book Atticus reads 
at Jem’s bedside is The Grey Ghost, which basically 
retells Scout’s and Jem’s experience with Boo Radley.

With summer coming up, teachers have a few months 
to catch up on episodes and see which ones best match 
the literature they teach in the classroom. By combing 
television’s hottest trend with the timeless classics of 
the English classroom, teachers can engage student 
interest, measure critical reading and thinking skills, and 
reinforce the writing and documentation skills students 
need, which should bring a little glee to everyone.

Above: TCTELA Board 
members Carol Bedard, 
Kay Shurtleff, Alana 
Morris, Martha Medlock, 
Carol Revelle, Laura 
Slay, Kristina Gonzales, 
and Joan Scott Curtis. 
Below: Chris Cruther 
engages the audience 
at the TCTELA state 
conference  January in 
Austin with discussion of 
his new book Deadline. 
A review of the book is 
featured earlier in this 
issue.

fad continued...from page 9

Send an e-mail to michaelguevara@rocketmail.com for a PDF of the 
episode log to use with this assignment.
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By Michael Guevara
Ravitch book preaches to choir of teachers, steps on toes at the same 

When I heard Diane 
Ravitch on NPR’s Here 
and Now, I thought, 
This woman knows what 
she’s talking about.

When I found out that 
Ravitch was a part of George 
W. Bush’s educational team 
and had supported No Child 
Left Behind, I thought, 
How could I have ever 
agreed with this woman?

 But when a former 
student, who has more 
political insight and 
savvy than most Beltway 

insiders, recommended her book The Death and Life of 
the Great American School System: How Testing and 
Choice are Undermining Education, I had to get a copy.

Ravitch begins by explaining that the her book grew 
out of reviewing 20 years of her writing on education 
when she decided to have her office painted and had to 
move boxes and files home so that she could work. In the 
midst of what she calls an “intellectual crisis” because 
she was going through “a wrenching transformation in 
[her] perspective on school reform,” Ravitch came upon 
the epiphany that she has the right to change her mind. 

What follows is an interesting review of educational 
history, preaching to the choir, and some cringe-worthy 
moments that as an English teacher had me annotating the 
margins with huffy “what abouts?” and angry comments.

With the recent hullaballoo with the Texas State Board of 
Education over standards for social studies, it was more than 
eye-opening to read how Ravitch traces the breakdown in talks 
over national standards to the same issues that beset Texas.

According to Ravitch, “The efforts to establish 
voluntary national standards fell apart in the fall of 
1994, when Lynne V. Cheney attacked the not-yet-
released history standards for their political bias,” 
which “opened up a bitter national argument about 
what history, or rather whose history, should be taught.”

Cheney argued that the standards epitomized left-wing 
political correctness “because they emphasized the nation’s 
failings and paid scant attention to it’s great men.” Because 
the historians at the University of California Los Angeles 
who supervised the writing of the history standards did 
not anticipate “teaching social history through the lens of 
race, class, and gender would encounter resistance outside 

the confines of academe,” politicians wanted nothing to do 
with the “radioactive” subject of standards. Sound familiar? 

And while Ravitch has many moments that had 
me flagging pages, there were moments I had to 
suppress the urge to fire off an all-caps e-mail.

When she endorses the Nation at Risk study that found 
the teaching of English “should equip graduates to: (a) 
comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and use what they read; (b) 
write well-organized, effective papers; (c) listen effectively 
and discuss ideas intelligently; and (d) know our literary 
heritage and how it enhances imagination and ethical 
understanding, and how it relates to the customs, ideas, and 
values of today’s life and culture, I flagged, underlined, and 
stopped people in the hallways of my school to show them.

But when she wonders if her favorite teacher, her English 
teacher Mrs. Ratliff, who was “gruff and demanding,” who 
“did not tolerate foolishness or disruptions,” who “loved 
literature and loved teaching it,” who had her students “read 
Shakespeare, Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth, Milton, and other 
major English writers” would have any counterparts among 
today’s teachers, the “au courant pedagogues . . . who have been 
trained to elicit mechanical responses” from students relating 
to “text-to-self connections, inferencing, and visualizing.”

She contends that Mrs. Ratliff would not be allowed to 
teach her dated poems and essays, that she would have to 
replace her real literature with “young adult literature that 
teaches adolescents about the lives of other adolescents 
just like themselves.” And this is a terrible thing because?

In her critiques of standards set by individual states, 
Ravitch characterizes the standards as vapid because 
“[f]ew refer to a single significant work of literature 
that students are expected to read,” and most English 
standards set by states “avoid any mention of specific 
works of fiction or nonfiction or specific authors.” 

She goes on to criticize the standards because they “babble 
about how students interact with the text, apply word analysis 
and vocabulary skills to comprehend selections, relate reading 
to prior knowledge and experience.” She again bemoans text 
to text/self/world connections and proffers that students 
should think about their reading but that “they should read 
something worth thinking about.” Cue the reading police.

Still The Death and Life of the Great American School 
System is worth picking up because reading the writing 
of those who don’t agree with us on everything makes us 
critical thinkers. And if that isn’t enough, she also dares 
to take on the education-should-work-like-the-private-
sector theories of that media darling Michelle Rhee.

That alone is reason enough for reading the book.
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At the conference in January, Marcia Simmons shares ideas for 
teachers to take right back to their classrooms.

12

In his second novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns, 
Khaled Hosseini again takes us into war torn Afghanistan 
and makes us want to rescue the heroines of the story 
and  completely dismiss the despicable male characters.

The journey begins in a small village in the home of Miriam 
and her mother.  Miriam is the illegitimate child of Jalil, the 
first male character  the author makes us despise, who lives 
a small but comfortable life until her mother kills herself.  
She is sold to a shoe maker who lives in Kabul, hundreds 
of miles from her home. She really has no choice but to go 
with Rasheed, the shoe maker, to Kabul and finds herself in 
a terrible marriage to a man who thinks and treats women as 
second class citizens.  Miriam is forced to wear a burqa and is 
beaten, ridiculed, scorned and insulted everyday of her life.

In Kabul, the novel introduces us to Laila, a happy young 
girl who is the daughter of an intellectual who appears 
to be living a carefree life in a small house on the same 
street as Miriam.  The story reveals to us that Laila’s older 
brothers have left home to fight with the resistance against 
the Russian invasion leaving Laila to deal with a mother 
who is depressed and spends her days in bed.  Laila finds 
solace in her friendship with Tariq, her childhood pal turned 
love.  Laila’s comfortable life comes to a screeching halt 
when Tariq leaves Afghanistan with his ailing parents and 
a bomb lands on her house killing both of her parents.

The lives of the two main characters collide when 
Rasheed brings the injured Laila to his home for Miriam 
to nurse back to health.  Laila, now realizing she has no 
money, is pregnant and has been told that Tariq is dead 
feels she has no other choice but to accept Rasheed’s 
proposal of marriage and become his second wife.  

The novel up to this point has been slowly unraveling 
but here it picks up pace.  We get wrapped up in the lives 
of these two women as they evolve from bitter enemies 
into friends who depend on each other for survival.

Author Hosseini walks us through the streets of Kabul 
to expose separate but equal hospitals for men and 
women, an orphanage where children of single mothers 
are left because the mothers cannot walk the streets 
without an escort and cannot make a living, and leads 
us back to the small village where our journey began.

The characters of this novel slowly move into our hearts as 
we read further and faster because we must learn what happens 
to the characters we have come to love, hate, and care about.

We experience a world that is so far removed for the 
one we know that it is hard to fathom that it really exists; 
however the author writes with firsthand knowledge 
of Kabul and Afghanistan and makes us believe.

Characters get into readers’ hearts
By Polly Vaughn

Book Review: A Thousand Splendid Suns

Freshman
Year
By Michael Guevara

“Teach the freshmen,” someone 
said to me
 And there began the road to my 
insanity
“This is hard,” they often plea
 But so is life they need to see

Still they whine, moan, and 
pontificate
Of the good ol’ days back in grade 
eight
Days with no homework or staying 
up late
No MLA papers sealing their fate

No longer top of the middle school 
pond
Now it’s simply “fish”to which 
they respond
At first it seems all hope they’re 
beyond
Teach the freshman! Good God, 
I’ve been conned

But days turn to weeks, and weeks 
into months
And now here in May, they’re not 
total punks.
They’ve grown and matured, 
perform fewer stunts
And some you can say are no 
longer runts.

They’re taller, smarter and less of 
a pain
Looks like in the end I’m not that 
insane
My hard work not lost, nor simply 
in vain
Freshmen, who knew, not 
completely inane

Teach the freshmen,someone said 
to me
And glad I did I must agree
But enough’s enough, I do decree
And so next year, it’s English 3


