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Texas Teacher and Author Earns National Award in Orlando
By Alana Morris, Executive Secretary

Perhaps there is only a frac-
tion of a difference semanti-
cally between reward and 
award. Both verb forms come 
from early 14c and stem from 
variations of “to watch” or 
“watch over.” If you were to 
ask Gretchen Bernabei, master 
teacher from Alamo Heights 
High School in San Antonio, 
she would feel she had been 
impacted by both: awarded 
and rewarded.

On November 19, 2010, Bernabei was honored by the National 
Council of Teachers of English and the National Writing Project 
with the 2010 Moffett Award, created in 2000 to honor the seminal 
works of Harvard University English education professor James 
Moffett. The $1,000 grant is awarded to support teachers who wish 
to implement research projects explicitly connected to the scholarly 
work of James Moffett.

Bernabei’s proposal will make rigor, relevance, and college-
readiness in secondary schools more than simply education buzz 
words and political campaign talking points. Her proposal stated, 
“I’d like to…develop some new techniques which would enable 
students to produce pieces of writing truly aimed at readers (not 
just the teacher), which begin with the writer’s experiences, and 
which incorporate choices in organizational design and craft 
choices in detailing. And which are, in fact, analytical, expository, 
or persuasive.” 

When most teachers hear Bernabei’s concrete ideas for engaging 
students in meaningful expository writing, they cannot help but find 
her passion and energy contagious. Still, others sometimes mistake 
her ideas as being appropriate for creative, not academic, writing. 
Directly before attending the luncheon in Orlando, Florida, to receive 
her award, Bernabei responded to such concerns with characteristic 
enthusiasm, “Instead of getting frustrated, I have to teach! I have to 
show that these writings are not so different. Academic writing does 
not have to be stuffy, flat, fake writing.”

With the awarded grant, Bernabei will teach students and, through that 
process, teachers who see her as a scholar and as a mentor for authentic, 
purposeful writing instruction.

The words of James Moffett drive her research project:

In interior dialogue we have subjective, spontaneous, incho-
ate beginnings of drama (what is happening), narrative (what 
happened), exposition (what happens), and argumentation 
(what may happen). As it bears on curriculum, this means that 
students would tap, successively, their inner streams of sensa-
tions, memories, and ideas, as raw material for recordings, nar-
rative reports, and essays of generalization and theory. ( 40)

She further explained, “I’ll show them James Moffett’s quote above, 
and we will explore shifting the verb tense to create different kinds of 
writing, using one student’s topic (skiing) as an illustration.

 Drama – what is happening 

 Narrative – what happened (a skiing memory)

 Expository – what happens (instructions about   
 skiing/ways to wipe out)

 Persuasive – what may/should happen (why people   
 shouldn’t try skiing)

Gretchen Bernabei

The Literacy to Service Connection: 
A Must-See Addition to the TCTELA 
Conference Program

The Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts is 
excited to announce an addition to the conference program—a 
luncheon with Teri Lesesne (Reading Ladders), Donalyn Miller 
(The Book Whisperer), and Cathryn Berger Kaye (The Com-
plete Guide to Service Learning), all voluminous readers and 
book talkers, who will come together for a panel discussion of 
the books they recommend for students to become involved in 
social action. Each speaker will share her favorite book choices 
for students and service learning projects, followed by ques-
tions from the moderator and then the audience. Come ready 
to create a list of “must-reads” for you and your students to 
make the literacy to service connection. The Friday luncheon 
is included in the full conference package. For details, see pages 
8 and 9. 

See “Bernabei at NCTE and TCTELA in 2011,” page 2.
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Next year, during the 100 year anniversary conference in Chicago, Bernabei will return to NCTE 
to share the outcome of her research study. Whatever comes of the study and the teaching and 
learning made possible through this grant, Bernabei and her ideas have been honored. 

Awarded or rewarded? There is little doubt that the answer is, well, both.

“There are many things we would love to be known for in our work, and among the top for me 
would be to be known for furthering the work of James Moffett in our English classrooms.  This 
award is deeply meaningful to me, and I’m both very proud and completely humbled.  It’s the 
closest thing I can get to having a conversation with James Moffett himself.”

Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts members will have the opportunity to 
converse with Bernabei when she presents her workshop, “Inner Streams: Teaching Students to 
Create Compelling Expository Writing,” on Friday, January 21, at this year’s annual conference 
at the Moody Gardens Hotel and Conference Center in Galveston, Texas.

Work Cited
Moffett, James. Teaching the Universe of Discourse. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1968. Print. 

Bernabei at NCTE and TCTELA in 2011 
continued from page 1

Virtual Author Visits 
Spark Love of Reading
By Martha Medlock, President Elect

Teachers know the impact an author visit can 
have on students. The excitement of hearing 
an author’s voice reading a loved book and 
the thrill of asking questions about character 
inspiration, plot possibilities, and when the 
next book will be published can ignite the 
love of reading in children of all ages. But 
with budget cuts plaguing schools, an author 
visit may seem impossible. However, with 
a computer, a webcam, internet access, 
and SKYPE (a free internet service for 
speaking face to face), author visits are closer 
than ever.

How does a teacher go about finding authors 
who are willing to SKYPE? The easiest way is 
to visit the author’s Web page. Teachers can 
either contact the author directly or contact 
the publishing company. New authors in the 
publishing scene are often willing to share 
their work with an eager audience. One 
reputable publishing company recommends 
shopping author websites. But a teacher’s 
life is full, and doing a little leg work might 
seem daunting to the novice event planner. 
Fortunately, Kate Messner has a list of authors 
who offer free Skype chats with classes and 
book clubs. Messner can be reached at www.
katemessner.com. Bring student literature 
to life and organize an author visit. Your 
students will love it.

English in Texas Recruits 
Manuscript Reviewers

English in Texas is currently seeking additional 
educators, both public school teachers and 
college professors, to review manuscripts. 
Interested members should contact Carol 
Bedard via the association’s Web page or at 
this year’s annual conference in January. 

English in Texas is refereed, and virtually all 
manuscripts are read by two or more outside 
reviewers. The proposal submission deadline 
for the 2011 Spring/Summer issue is April 
1, 2011. The theme for the upcoming issue 
echoes the conference theme—Teaching for 
Transformation. Educators are invited to 
think about what they are doing to transform 
the ways their students think about the 
language arts. There are multiple literacies and 
multiple ways to engage with these literacies. 
Consider how students are responding to 
the challenges of the 21st century, and tell 
us how your teaching transforms the way 
your students read, write and think in this 
informational and technological age. 

In addition to educator manuscripts, the 
journal accepts student work. With the theme 
directed to Teaching for Transformation, 
the editors invite students to submit pieces 
related to this idea. Transformation means 
change, and students change daily. As 
students develop cognitively, socially and 
emotionally, they are changing. Encourage 
students to submit pieces that reflect on this 
process of transformation and to share the 
changes taking place within them.

For submission guidelines, visit the English in 
Texas Web page at www.tctela.org.
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NCTE Reinvents Itself to Meet Economic Challenges
By Carol Revelle

Despite the fact that the National Council of Teachers of 
English collected the smallest income last year since 1998, 
the organization saw many accomplishments, according to 
reports at the annual business and board of directors meeting 
in Orlando, Florida, in November.

25,000 writers contributed work to the National Gallery.•	

NCTE saw its first measure approved by a body of •	
Congress with the National Day of Writing.

NCTE joined with six other organizations to create the •	
Connected Learning Coalition.

NCTE Connected Community, a social networking space, •	
launched its beta site.

Following these reports by Carol Jago, NCTE president, and 
Kent Williamson, NCTE executive director, the membership 
approved the following resolutions:

Resolved that the National Council of Teachers of English

Support efforts by educators to teach about social injus-•	
tice and discrimination in all its forms with regard to dif-
ferences in race, ethnicity, culture, gender, gender expres-
sion, age, appearance, ability, national origin, language, 
spiritual belief, sexual orientation, socio economic cir-
cumstance, and environment;

Acknowledge the vital  role that teacher education •	
programs play in preparing teachers to enact and value a 
pedagogy that is socially just;

Advocate for equitable schooling practices that reinforce •	
student dignity and success; and

Oppose polices that reinforce inequitable learning •	
opportunities or outcomes for students.

Resolved that the National Council of Teachers of English

Reaffirm the rights of teachers and their students to draw •	
from many diverse and dynamic sources–not only a list 
of exemplar texts–in the selection of classroom texts and 
materials;

Continue to endorse a school curriculum that honors •	
cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, language 
variety, and the interests and needs of the individual 
student; and

Continue to support and advocate for the inclusion of •	
teachers at all levels of educational decision-making.

Two additional proposals were brought to the board of 
directors from the floor, including a resolution presented by 
Dr. Stephen Krashen for NCTE to take a stand against the 
common core standards because they would lead to additional 
testing. This started an extended discussion that revealed both 
the need for and the problems associated with the standards 
and NCTE’s voice in the movement to have these standards 

Board members Alana Morris, Carol Bedard, Valerie Taylor, Krista Eaton, Katrina Gonzales, Kay 
Shurtleff, Carol Revelle, Martha Medlock and Laura Slay meet for dinner in Orlando, Florida, to 
plan which sessions each will attend at the NCTE conference.

TCTELA officers accept the Affiliate of Excellence award at the NCTE Affiliate Breakfast on Sunday, 
November 21.  Pictured are Valerie Taylor, NCTE Chair of the Standing Committee of Affiliates Dave 
Wendelin, NCTE  Senior Developer for Affiliated Groups & Public Outreach Millie Davis, Iowa Council 
of Teachers of English member and 2010 National Teacher of the Year Sarah Brown Wessling, Martha 
Medlock, Carol Revelle, Laura Slay, Joan Curtis, Kay Shurtleff and Carol Bedard.

nationalized. Though the resolution was approved by the voting 
members, the NCTE Board of Directors is not required to act on 
the resolutions.

Other business included the announcement of award recipients—
Distinguished Service Award, Patricia Stock; James R. Squire 
Award, Michael Rose; and David H. Russell Award, Marc Lamont 
Hill—and the next five conference cities—2011, Chicago; 2012, Las 
Vegas; 2013, Boston; 2014, Washington, DC; and 2015, Minneapolis. 
The board extended a special invitation to all to attend the 2011 
annual conference in Chicago where NCTE will celebrate its 100th 
anniversary.

Annually, TCTELA board members represent the membership at 
the NCTE annual business and board of directors meeting and 
participate in the organization’s conference. Throughout this 
newsletter, you will find articles bringing you the highlights of 
concurrent and general sessions. 
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Gringotts Vault 
(Financial Update)
By Alana Morris, Executive Secretary

Inscribed on the silver doors at  
Gringotts Bank:

Enter, stranger, but take heed 
Of what awaits the sin of greed, 
For those who take, but do not earn, 
Must pay most dearly in their turn. 
So if you seek beneath our floors 
A treasure that was never yours, 
Thief, you have been warned, beware 
Of finding more than treasure there.

-JK ROWLING

In order to increase transparency, 
newsletters will now include a column 
that focuses on relevant financial 
information. If members have 
questions, they should contact Alana 
Morris via the TCTELA webpage.

At the 2010 conference, an •	
important Financial Review 
Committee, to be chaired 
by the presiding executive 
secretary, was formed. 
Committee members were 
openly invited to serve from 
members attending the 
annual conference. This year, 
I invite members to join me 
again for this important 
financial review at our 
conference in Galveston. 
We will do a quick review 
of financial processes and 
documentation of income 
and expenses. Interested 
members should mark 
their calendars for Friday, 
January 21, 2011, from 
2:45-3:45;

Each budget line in the •	
current budget is aligned 
with TCTELA’s five-year 
strategic plan;

The fiscal year for •	
TCTELA is July1-June 30;

Industry regulations set by the Center for Association Leadership (ASAE) suggest that •	
organizations maintain 1.5 years operating budget in reserve funds. Currently, TCTELA is 41.66% toward meeting that 
important goal; and

New federal guidelines were recently implemented regarding tax reporting for non-profit organizations. A new 990T form is •	
required to be filed. Thanks to our management company, TCTELA has fulfilled these new guidelines for this year.
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TCTELA Honors the Work of Edmund J. Farrell

TCTELA’s Stars Share Service Learning Ideas at NCTE
By Valerie Taylor, SLATE Representative

On Saturday, January 22, at 6:30 p.m., 
TCTELA will honor the release of Living 
the English Profession: Selected Writings 
of Edmund J. Farrell with a book signing.  
The forward, written by Leslie Patterson, 
professor at University of North Texas 
and former TCTELA journal editor, is  
excerpted below.

Foreword by Leslie Patterson

Living the English Profession: Selected Writings 
of Edmund J. Farrell is a continuation of the 
conversations that many Texas English lan-
guage arts teachers have had with Dr. Farrell 
across the years. Dr. Edmund J. Farrell began 
his career as a high school English teacher in 
1951. In 1959, he taught at The University of 
California in Berkeley where he received his 
Ph.D. in 1969.  From 1970-1978 Dr. Farrell 
was a member of the headquarters staff of 
the National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE). He then went to The University of 

Texas at Austin as Professor of English Edu-
cation, where he retired in 1992. Dr. Farrell 
has served in numerous leadership roles 
in NCTE and TCTELA, published over 90 
monographs, chapters, and articles, and co-
edited 21 anthologies of literature, as well as 
a volume on the work of Louise Rosenblatt. 

Editing this collection of Dr. Farrell’s writ-
ings, 1958-2008, has been an honor and a 
pleasure for me. Although some of these 
essays were first published decades ago, 
the questions Dr. Farrell poses are as fresh 
as this morning’s e-mail and as relevant as 
tomorrow’s lesson plan. I think readers will 
particularly enjoy the responses to each sec-
tion by leading voices—Joyce Armstrong 
Carroll, Jim Burke, Carol Jago, Donalyn 
Miller, and others. 

In The Fifth Book of Peace, Maxine Hong 
Kingston writes, “The images of peace are 
ephemeral. The language of peace is subtle. 
The reasons for peace, the definitions of 

peace, the very idea of peace have to be in-
vented, and invented again” (p. 402, 2003). 
In other words, we come to know peace as 
we create it—not as we listen to proclama-
tions or political speeches. This is also true 
of English teaching, and Dr. Farrell’s essays 
give us a sense of how one English teacher 
created a professional life.

TCTELA’s own Carol Revelle, Martha Med-
lock, Candi Petersma and Katrina Gonzales 
allowed a national audience to hear more 
about the theme of the organization’s up-
coming conference—service learning—in 
their NCTE session, ““Teaching for Trans-
formation.” 

The inspiration for their ideas comes from 
Cathy Berger Kaye’s The Complete Guide to 
Service Learning. As teachers think about 
ways to make literacy learning relevant, 

they might consider this teaching method 
that includes direct service, indirect service, 
advocacy and research. It involves students 
in work that directly affects their local and 
global communities in a positive way. 

Revelle suggested that one way to get stu-
dents thinking of ideas for service is shar-
ing children’s and adult literature with them. 
Some of the titles suggested by Revelle in-
clude: The Wartville Wizard by Don Mad-
den, The Arrival by Shaun Tan, and Hot, 
Flat and Crowded: Why and How We Need a 
Green Revolution—And How It Can Renew 
America by Thomas Friedman.

Medlock and Petersma shared the results 
of a project they conducted at their middle 
school in the Austin area. The project their 
students carried out helped to clean up 
trash around a local lake and raised money 
through an auction of student-created art. 
Ideas for their work came from the organi-
zation I Live Here, I Give Here. Teachers in-
terested in investigating ideas for their own 
community, can visit the website at http://
www.ilivehereigivehere.org/. 

In her portion of the presentation, Gonzales 
raised the following question: Are there op-
portunities for students to act thoughtfully 
on their choices for helping their commu-
nity? As students consider various options 
they have thought of through a tour of 
their community and through their reading, 
small groups whose interest lies in a particu-
lar area prepare a quick persuasive speech to 
try to convince their classmates to support 
the project they favor.

In all of these projects, teachers have the op-
portunity for teaching important skills for 
lifelong learners: integrating learning, ad-
dressing genuine needs, providing for youth 
voice and choice, collaborating with others, 
and developing reciprocity and civic respon-
sibility.

Communities might be right inside the 
school, in a local park or neighborhood, or 
across the world in small village. Wherever 
students decide to do their work, they have 
learned that their literacy skills are impor-
tant vehicles for transforming their world.

Ed Farrell

President Carol Revelle highlights books that spark ideas for 
service learning during the Texas session at NCTE.
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Membership to Vote on Constitutional Changes

Members will vote on the following proposed changes to the constitution at the annual business meeting, conducted at 8:30 a.m. during 
the second general session of the conference on Saturday, January 22, in Galveston.

See “Bylaws Also Slated for Revision,” page 7.



7Winter 2010

Bylaws Also Slated for Revision 
continued from page 6

Literacy is such an integral part of a child’s 
life. Often, when something traumatic hap-
pens, children can turn to books to take them 
to places where they can forget for a moment 
what is happening around them. Hospital li-
braries can play instrumental roles in patient 
rehabilitation. With that in mind, the John 
Sealy Hospital in Galveston has begun its 
first book drive, Books-to-Bedside, in order to  
establish a permanent, fully stocked library 
that will be accessible to patients, families, 
and staff.

The following items are needed:

- novels in good condition
- children’s books, and
- books in Spanish

You can participate in the Local Arrangements 
Committee’s Books-to-Bedside community 
outreach program by bringing books to the 
conference that you wish to donate, by pur-
chasing a book or books to donate at the 
conference, or by making a monetary dona-
tion for the program directly to TCTELA.

2011 Community Outreach Program:  Books-to-Bedside
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2011 Conference - Teaching for Transformation

Friday Keynote: Jeff Wilhelm • 1:00 p.m. - 2:15 p.m. • Exhibit Hall B

Saturday Keynote: Patrick Shannon • 8:30 a.m. - 10:00 a.m. • Exhibit Hall B

Saturday Author Luncheon: Lois Duncan • 11:45 a.m. - 1:00 p.m. • Exhibit Hall B

From BEING the Book to BEING the Change: 
Teaching for Love and Wisdom

Dr. Jeffrey Wilhelm is an internationally known 
teacher, author, and presenter. A classroom teacher 
for 15 years, Wilhelm is currently Professor of English 
Education at Boise State University. He works in local 
schools as part of the Professional Development Site 
Network and teaches middle and high school students 
each spring. He is the founding director of the Maine 
Writing Project and the Boise State Writing Project. He 

has authored or co-authored 16 texts about literacy 
teaching. He has won the two top research awards in 
English Education: the NCTE Promising Research 
Award for “You Gotta BE the Book” (Teachers College 
Press) and the Russell Award for Distinguished Research 
for “Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys” (Heinemann). 
He has worked on numerous materials and software 
programs for students and has edited a series of 100 
books for reluctant readers entitled The Ten. Wilhelm 
enjoys speaking, presenting, and working with students 
and schools.

Reading as a Transforming Practice

A former preschool and primary grades teacher, 
Patrick Shannon is Professor of Education at Penn 
State University. Although basketball and rock and roll 
continue to neglect him, he was elected to the Reading 

Hall of Fame in 2002. He’s the author of several 
books—most recently, Reading Against Democracy 
(Heinemann). His book, The Main Danger: Reading 
Toward Democracy, will be published in 2011.

Lois Duncan is the author of over 50 books, ranging 
from children’s picture books to adult nonfiction, but 
she is best known for her YA suspense novels, which 
have received Young Readers Awards in 16 states and 
three foreign countries. In 1992, Duncan received the 
Margaret A. Edwards Award, presented by the School 
Library Journal and the ALA Young Adult Library Ser-
vices Association for “a distinguished body of adoles-
cent literature.” In 2009, she received the Katharine 
Drexel Award, presented by the Catholic Library Asso-
ciation “to recognize an outstanding contribution by 
an individual to the growth of high school and young 
adult librarianship and literature.”

Six of her novels have been made-for-TV movies, and 
I Know What You Did Last Summer and Hotel for Dogs 
were box office hits. Two new books, News for Dogs 
and Movie for Dogs complete the “dog trilogy.” She has 
just completed revising 10 of her earlier teen novels to 
“bring the characters into the 21st century” by updat-
ing their clothing (no longer any polyester pants suits) 
and giving them computers and cell phones. These new 
editions, starting with Don’t Look Behind You, I Know 
What You Did Last Summer, and Killing Mr. Griffin, will 
be released over a two-year period by Little, Brown.

If you haven’t yet joined the NCTE Connected Community,  •	
I urge you to do so.  This community is a way to connect quickly 
to other literacy educators around the nation to discuss ideas 
and questions you have and that others raise. Some of the recent 
topics of conversation have been Obama’s Blueprint, the movie 
Waiting for Superman, Fan Fiction, high school graduation rates, 
community college, and reader’s workshop. I hope you’ll take a 
few minutes to check it out and consider signing up.  Here’s the 
link: http://www.ncte.org/connectedcommunity.

NCTE is interested in your history, how your teaching has •	
changed—in how you have altered, adjusted, or shifted your 

habits and expectations—since the time you began teaching. 
Whether you are a 30-year classroom veteran or a new teacher, 
you have a story, and NCTE would like to hear it.   Send your 
150-word story about the changes in your teaching—then and 
now. Please include:

your name,•	

your school name,•	

your school location, and•	

the number of years you have been teaching.  •	

 Your submission should be sent to thenandnow@ncte.org.

NCTE Updates 
By Valerie Taylor, SLATE Representative

See an interview with Duncan on 
page 16.
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US Department of Education Representative Listens to Educators
By Katrina Gonzales, VP for Membership and Affiliates

I almost put the e-mails to the side as it 
came in the midst of the voluminous other 
e-mails promoting one meeting or another 
for the annual NCTE Convention in Or-
lando. A second look was warranted when a 
few words caught my eye. 

“Invitation only,” “handful,” “US Depart-
ment of Education,” and “open discussion” 
pulled me back to my inbox to take a closer 
look. I carefully read the e-mail from Kent 
Williamson, NCTE executive director. I 
carefully read it again and truly couldn’t be-
lieve the opportunity being presented:  You 
are among a handful of NCTE convention 
registrants who have been randomly selected 
for an invitation to participate in a small 
group discussion with representatives of the 
US Department of Education. 

My response was immediate. I knew this 
chance was one that probably wouldn’t 
present itself again in my teaching career. 
“Of course, I will be glad to attend,” I re-
sponded. In time, the meeting scheduled 
for early Saturday morning was switched to 
Sunday which proved a bit troublesome for 
me as I was scheduled to attend the NCTE 
affiliate breakfast, but, after calling and vis-
iting with Jo Anna Wisniewski, the program 
assistant for NCTE Governance, I was even 
more certain that I had to attend.

Because of Sunday morning flights and 
other conflicts, the initial small group of 
35 invitees was whittled down: only 10-15 
people would be able to attend. Prior to 
leaving for the NCTE Convention, I sent 
out e-mails to individuals whom I respect 
asking for their thoughts regarding literacy 
education and how policies and programs 
were either advancing or inhibiting literacy 
learning. I sent an e-mail to a colleague 
whom I taught elementary school with 
years ago. I e-mailed current colleagues at 
my school for their thoughts. I asked indi-
viduals on the TCTELA board for input. I 
wanted to be prepared to respond thought-
fully and thoroughly when I was asked to 
speak and felt that I would enter that meet-
ing with all of those in my education career 
with me, much like what occurs every day 
when I step into my classroom.

Throughout my days at the conference, 
I listened carefully to others’ concerns 
and continued to formulate my thoughts.  
I knew I would have a limited amount of 
time to get my point across and considered 
every word throughout the time before  
the meeting. 

Sunday finally arrived. I was as ready as I 
could be. As my flight was leaving before 
noon on Sunday, I raced to get my lug-
gage checked with the seemingly millions 
who were lined up in the less than magical 
“express” check-in that the Disney Resorts 
provided. Would I have time for a cup of 
coffee prior to the 8:00 meeting? Surely, I 
would…not! By the time I picked up my 
coffee and yogurt, the cashier’s line was 
snaking sinuously out of the coffee shop. 
I apologetically deposited my near-pur-
chases with the clerk and hurried out to 
find the meeting.

With no coffee and a ways to go to traipse 
around the Coronado Springs Resort before 
I finally found the right place, I was certain 
that everything that came out of my mouth 
would be completely unintelligible. When 
I finally located the room, I realized that I 
was, in fact, on time with a bit to spare. A 
circle of chairs was set up waiting for the 
participants. I found some water, crossed 
the room to sit next to a smiling fellow 
whom I later found out taught in North 
Carolina, and promptly spilled the water as 
I tried to maneuver my bags. The beginning 
of this meeting was not boding well for my 
sense of confidence.

Before long, the meeting began with Wil-
liamson introducing Peter Cunningham, 
assistant secretary for the Office of Com-
munications and Outreach at the Depart-
ment of Education, and was followed by 
introductions by the twelve educators in at-
tendance. The representation was indicative 
of the variety that NCTE members bring to 
the table: early childhood and elementary, 
middle school and high school, urban and 
rural, public and private.

Cunningham proceeded to explain his po-
sition in the U.S. Department of Education 

and ensured the small group that he knew 
how most educators felt about testing. He 
explained that he was taking those con-
cerns back to Washington, D. C. However, 
he would like to hear more about other 
advancements and inhibitions to literacy 
education in America. With his welcoming 
demeanor, he put us all at ease.

After the first couple of attendees spoke, I 
knew that the time we had would not be 
long enough. It was so interesting to hear 
from the various perspectives—from the 
teacher who said, “We have a saying in the 
Montessori school that goes ‘You don’t fat-
ten the pig by weighing it,’” to a teacher I 
follow on Twitter who said, “There is a dif-
ficulty in trying to quantify something that 
is hard to quantify.” Obviously, because 
testing is one of the largest concerns of lit-
eracy educators at every level, it was difficult 
to refrain from bringing up test concerns as 
each participant had the chance to speak.

I waited my turn a bit nervously. Unfor-
tunately, I was the eleventh one. On sev-
eral occasions, I felt like exclaiming like 
my eighth graders often do, “Mr. Cunning-
ham…he stole my answer!” I jotted down 
notes to try and say something fresh and 
intriguing.

When it finally came my turn, I began to 
speak of my concerns about poverty and 
inequality. From my perspective at Title 
I schools throughout my 24-year career, 
students who enter my eighth-grade class-
room begin with a few odds against them. 
According to surveys I hand to my students 
at the beginning of the year, the majority of 
students in my school did not have a parent 
read to them as children, nor do they own 
many books—sometimes, they have none. 
Our library funds have been cut to the bare 
minimum, and teachers at our schools are 
using their own money to supply class-
rooms with books. I mentioned that it 
seemed odd when the research shows that 
students need to read in order to improve 
reading, yet we see less and less time for 
reading in our classrooms and more time 
for test preparation. 

See “TCTELA Officer Voices Concerns About Poverty, Inequality,” page 11. 
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Change the Metaphor, Change the Perception
By Kay Shurtleff, VP-Elect for Membership and Affiliates

While I always enjoy listening to keynote speakers at conferences, rarely does one speech 
permeate my thinking the way the opening keynote address at the NCTE conference in 
Orlando has. The Thursday night general session featured Dr. Otto Sana Ana, UCLA pro-
fessor in the Department of Chicana and Chicano Studies. True, his topic was metaphors, 
and what self respecting English teacher doesn’t love a good metaphor? But it’s his message 
about the way we may inadvertently use metaphors that has stayed with me.

A linguist, Santa Ana studies the metaphors we use in the United States. Since metaphors, 
as he says, help us “map something we know onto something we don’t know,” the metaphor 
we choose drives the way we think. For example, the “war on drugs” metaphor drives the 
“actions we have available to take.” We think of ourselves as “fighting,” “gaining ground” or 
“losing ground.” We “attack” the problem and attempt “defeat.” In this case, the metaphor 
serves as a helpful cognitive tool.

But what about education? Santa Ana maintains that we think and speak of education in 
terms of one of three metaphors—none of them accurate. Since, in his words, “language 
follows metaphor,” we may be doing ourselves and our students a disservice. Consider the 
three metaphors:

First, we use education as a path. The student is the walker with a prescribed “route to 
follow.” She takes “courses” and attempts to “pass” exams. Using this metaphor, Santa Ana 
tells us, causes us to think of students’ paths as the same and to assign blame to the student 
who “drops out of the path.” Education then becomes a “race,” and not everyone can win.

Second, we speak of education as a river. In this metaphor, we attempt to “mainstream” 
every student. One current carries all children in the same direction, leaving no room for 
self-directed learning. Education is something a child receives rather than something in 
which he participates.

Finally, we think of education as a factory. We attempt to “produce” better results, we 
“standardize” curriculum, instruction, and tests, and we think of someone as a “product” 
of a particular school. Teachers become specialized laborers trying to create and replicate 
the perfect merchandise.

At first glance it may seem too subtle to worry about. But consider the power of metaphor. 
Every foggy morning since I was in the seventh grade reminds me of “little cat feet,” thanks 
to the poem by Carl Sandburg. If that metaphor has stayed with me all these years, how 
can I believe that the metaphors I use won’t affect both my thinking and the thinking of 
those who hear me speak? 

I’ve decided to follow Santa Ana’s three suggestions for using language to help change the 
perception of education. 

Contest the inaccurate metaphors by calling attention to them whenever we hear 1. 
them used. 

Build new narratives and speak of our profession in ways that do not include the 2. 
above metaphors. 

“Seek guerilla metaphors” as alternatives to those already in place. He offers some 3. 
wonderful options:

Education as cultivation where the teacher is cultivator, the child is a growing •	
vine, and the school is an orchard or vineyard.

Education as construction where the child is builder, the teacher is architect, and •	
the school is construction site.

I hope you’ll join me in changing the look of education, one metaphor at a time. 

I also spoke of a time in my career when I 
was a teacher at a school selected to be in a 
special cluster of schools charged with tak-
ing stock of their local school community 
and creating change based on research that 
the faculty conducted prior to making these 
changes. I think I always come back to these 
few years in my career when the school in 
which I taught was a Partnership Schools 
Initiative school because of the local con-
trol that we, as teachers, had on the reform 
conducted in our school. It was not delegat-
ed by the national or state government but 
by savvy educators who were trusted to do 
what was right in our particular situation. 
Those were my “golden years,” and, because 
of that experience, I bristle at the intrusions 
imposed on us as educators. 

Concerned that my thoughts may have 
turned into mush by the time they entered 
public airspace, I glanced at Cunningham. 
I breathed a sigh as I saw him taking notes. 
Maybe something in my caffeine-deprived 
state made sense.

Although I tend to be a Pollyanna, I real-
ize that what each of those twelve individu-
als said may never provide the impetus for 
change in literacy learning at the national 
level; however, I do feel that Cunningham 
listened and understood our concerns to 
the best of his ability. I am, of course, hop-
ing that we will all receive some follow-up 
to the meeting. If, in fact, that does happen, 
I will keep the membership of TCTELA up-
dated with that information. 

TCTELA Officer Voices 
Concerns About Poverty, 
Inequality 
continued from page 10

Follow TCTELA 
on Twitter @ tctela.
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NCTE’s Middle Level Mosaic Showcases Educators and Authors
By Martha Medlock, President Elect

Once again, the Middle Level Mosaic at NCTE did not disappoint. 
This year, the combination of well-known middle school leaders in 
education and young adult authors made for an intimate afternoon of 
learning and collegiality. 

Wilhelm: Teaching literature for life

The event started with author Jeff Wilhelm. His passion for learning 
and the importance of nurturing learning was central to his message. 
The need to evoke experience, to connect with others and to reflect 
is all a part of how to ‘be’ in the world. Wilhelm spoke about the use 
of literature to make this happen for students. With this tool, educa-
tors can lead students to service and social action for good. Wilhelm 
emphasized making literature about life, of using books as a means to 
empower students to see the world around them with a critical eye as 
well as encouraging them to work through life’s challenges. Wilhelm 
closed with a question for us all: “How is what you’re teaching trans-
forming into a great experience?”

Wilhelm is the author, co-author and editor of over twenty books, 
including Fresh Takes on Teaching Literary Elements (2010), Language 
& Literacy: You Gotta BE the Book (2007) and “Reading Don’t Fix No 
Chevy’s” (2002).

Rief: Knowing our students; sharing our reading and writing lives

Middle school teacher and author Linda Rief shared an anecdote about 
a student writing conference that did not go as expected. How many 
times have I sat with a student expecting the conversation to go one 
way and have it go completely awry? It was good to know that I was 
not alone. As a remedy for such moments, Rief talked about the im-
portance of building a rapport with students because they know when 
we are teaching from our heads and our hearts. It’s important to know 
our students inside and outside of school. Knowing the strengths of 
our students beyond the reading and writing classroom can reveal a 
way to use that interest to encourage them as readers and writers. Fi-
nally, Rief emphasized the importance of being a reader and a writer 
and sharing that life with the students. 

In addition to teaching eighth grade at Oyster River Middle School 
in Durham, New Hampshire, Rief is an instructor in the University 
of New Hampshire’s Summer Literacy Institute. In 2000 she was the 
recipient of NCTE’s Edwin A. Hoey Award for Outstanding Middle 
School Educator in the English/Language Arts. Her books include In-
side the Writer’s-Reader’s Notebook (2007), Adolescent Literacy (2007), 
Vision and Voice (1999) and Seeking Diversity (1992). 

Lane: Passion, energy, and good plain fun as motivators for 
student learning

“Teachers with passion and energy separate the good from the not 
so good.” Author Barry Lane shared his passion and energy with the 
group while challenging them to “get bigger than the walls of your 
classroom.”  Music, songs, and just plain fun got everyone out of their 
seats and moving around. Lane talked about the importance of moti-
vating students intrinsically, putting our heart into our craft, and be-
ing prepared to fail. After all, teachers are people too. 

Lane’s newest book Hooked on Meaning, 2nd ed. (2006), provides les-
sons to help students find success on high stakes tests. Other publica-
tions include The Reviser’s Toolbox(1999) and After the End (1992).

Kajder: Taking advantage of students’ multiple literacies

Educator Sara Kajder got the audience involved by asking us to re-
spond to several questions using cell phone texting. Let’s face it; stu-
dents text.  This free service (www.pollwverywhere.com/free) can be 
used to get student responses without the use of “clickers.” “Students 
come to us multiple literate,” and Kajder shared ways to use this to our 
advantage. For example, SLIFE is a free download that shows which 
sites are visited and for how long. With the ease of social network-
ing and YouTube, it is good to learn what your digital footprint looks 
like.  Go to www.spezify.com to look at your digital identity.  This is 
an excellent tool to show students that what they post publicly is with 
them forever. 

Kajder also talked about jazzing up book talks by having students cre-
ate book trailers with YouTube or TeacherTube. By creating a trailer, 
students have to think about sequencing, music and script writing. 

Are you asking students to annotate novels? Evernote is a free applica-
tion that allows users to create digital notes that can live anywhere. 
Finally, Kajder left us with the comfort that students and teachers are 
constantly learning together. We have nothing to fear from technology 
but fear itself. 

Kajder is an assistant professor of English education at Virginia Poly-
technic Institute and State University.

Sitomer: Teaching with energy and matching students with books

High school English teacher and young adult author Alan Sitomer 
talked about making teaching meaningful and memorable. By mar-
rying engagement to rigor, students become involved and challenged. 
Teacher personality is the weather of student mood: a happy, energized 
teacher equals an invigorated student mood. A crabby teacher equals 
crabby students. 

Sitomer also talked about the biblio-therapy model: the need that stu-
dents have to want a relationship with the characters of their favorite 
books, which is why it is so important to match students with the right 
books. As an author of various young adult novels, Sitomer works to-
wards helping teachers meet that need. His new series The Nerd Girls 
talks about the rise of the dorkasaurus. Go to www.thenerdgirls.com 
for more information.  

Sitomer, California’s 2007 Teacher of the Year, received the 2004 award 
for Classroom Excellence from the Southern California Teachers 
of English and the 2003 Teacher of the Year honor from California 
Literacy. He was named Educator of the Year by Loyola Marymount 
University in 2007 and Innovative Educator of the Year by the Insight 
Education Group in 2008.

In addition to writing young adult novels, including ALA Top Ten 
Book of the Year in 2008 Homeboyz, Sitomer has recently written a 
methodology book, Teaching Teens & Reaping Results (2009).

Young adult authors: Closing conversations 

The Mosaic concluded with forty minutes of small-group conversa-
tion with various authors, including Sarwat Chadda, author of Devil’s 
Kiss; David Levithan, author of Dash & Lily’s Book of Dares; and Su-
zanne Morgan Williams, author of Bull Rider, which is on the Texas 
Lone Star List this year. 
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Learning From Larson, Lowry and Each Other at NCTE
By Kay Shurtleff, VP Elect for Membership and Affiliates

The Friday morning NCTE author strand session, “Reading the 
Past: Dear America Diaries in the Classroom,” served as a stunning 
reminder of the joy of being a lifelong learner. Since the session 
featured two prominent authors, I arrived early, assuming it would 
be crowded. It was, however, beyond crowded. When the chairs and 
standing room spaces were filled, people began to sit in the aisles, 
squeezing and contorting themselves into every possible sliver of 
space. Lucy Calkins, founding director of the Teachers College Read-
ing and Writing Project at Columbia University’s Teachers College 
and author of many books for teachers —herself a larger-than-life 
mentor to many of us—sat happily and humbly on the floor in the 
back to listen. As Calkins nestled in, she began to chat and ask ques-
tions of those around her: “What do you think of this book?” “Did 
you hear the keynote this morning? What did you think?” and “Tell 
me more about that.”  Whatever irritation I might have felt at the 
stifling compactness of people vanished upon observing Calkins’ 
eagerness. And true to NCTE form, neither Calkins nor I were dis-
appointed when young adult authors Kirby Larson and Lois Lowry 
took center stage.

Larson and Lowry have each taken on a new project: writing his-
torical fiction for Scholastic’s Dear America series. As Dr. Richard 
Abrahamson, literature professor at the University of Houston, ex-
plained in his introduction of these two legendary authors, Scho-
lastic launched 35 titles between 1996 and 2004, selling 14 million 
copies. After a two-year break, the timing seemed right to launch 
two new titles. Abrahamson, who co-wrote the discussion guides 
for the Dear America books, called upon Larson and Kirby to talk 
about their processes of researching and writing.

Larson noted, “Photo research has always been a big part of my 
process.” She described doing an Internet search for “World War 
II sailor” to find a picture which served as inspiration for Hank, a 
central character in her book The Fences between Us. The book tells 
the story of child who sees all of Japantown forced into a Japanese 
internment camp near Seattle, Washington, just after the Pearl 
Harbor attack. To further her research, Larson began posing ques-

tions on a World War II Enterprise online message board. From 
that she got a sense of the historical context, as well as developed 
“pen pal” relationships with former soldiers. “I know I have a good 
start when I breathe life into my main characters,” she explained. 
What she had originally thought would serve as inspiration for 
this book, a Japanese doll, turned out to be the muse for a different 
book—The Friendship Doll, due out in May 2011. 

Lowry’s book is about a Shaker community. “I began to create in 
my mind a child—an orphan,” she said. In her book, Like the Wil-
low Tree, the flu epidemic takes a child’s parents and leaves her in 
the care of a Shaker orphanage. Lowry went on to say that life in 
such a community in Sabbathday Lake, Maine, in 1918 would have 
been “quiet and orderly and, I’m sorry to say, too boring to write 
a book about.” So Lowry created another character—a brother—
to add conflict to the plot. Like Larson, characters inspire her: 
“Once I began to perceive the personalities of the people involved, 
it was easier to make the story consistent with what would have 
happened.” Some of her characters, such as Delmer Wilson, a 
Shaker who died in 1961 at age 88, are “real people doing fictional 
things.” 

Scholastic has partnered with the Library of Congress to create 
an educational website for the series: www.scholastic.com/teach-
dearamerica. Readers can find scrapbooks, recipes, games, and a 
wealth of information on the website.

Truly this session is an example of why we come together at the na-
tional conference. A crowd of us jammed into the room to use our 
beloved authors as mentors, attending to everything they revealed 
about their respective writing processes. I tend to think of people 
like Calkins as someone who has “arrived” and as someone from 
whom all the rest of us have so much to learn. But watching her 
take notes, ask questions, and instinctively applaud when Lowry 
mentioned her book Number the Stars reminds me that the great-
est among us got that way by being the most eager to learn. May 
we always be willing to learn from each other.

At NCTE’s annual conference, Millie  
Davis, NCTE senior developer of Affili-
ated Groups and Public Outreach, asked 
participants of one session to make a list of 
“reasons why I teach English.”  As educa-
tors face the many challenges in our profes-
sion, including the ones posed by negative 
media images, this list is an important one 
to make.  Davis then asked participants to 
consider being at a cocktail party where 

someone asks, “What do you do?” Upon 
answering that we teach, we confront the 
effects of those negative media images or 
of someone’s personal educational experi-
ences (sometimes positive ones).  Being able 
to respond with all of the amazing reasons 
why we do what we do gives us a chance to 
improve the overall impression of our pro-
fession.  Here are some of my reasons for 
teaching English: interacting with students, 

thinking with others about important is-
sues, helping others learn the power of their 
own voices in writing, working with words, 
being inspired to think by authors and stu-
dents, sharing amazing moments with my 
colleagues, discovering new ideas, raising 
awareness, examining shades of gray, learn-
ing, and experiencing joy.  What are your 
reasons?  We’d love to hear.

Advocating for Our Profession
By Valerie Taylor, SLATE Representative
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A portion of NCTE’s affiliate page reads, “When you join your local affiliate, you’ll have access to local professional development oppor-
tunities, listservs, newsletters, journals, and, most importantly, the collected wisdom of many of the best teachers in the field.” Those of 
us doing the work of NCTE affiliates know this is true, but the hitch lies in how to draw others into our fold. 

How do we proceed in building our membership in our affiliates? As representatives of the various affiliates met throughout the NCTE Con-
vention in Orlando, Florida, this was a question that was consistent and steady throughout the meetings. We know what affiliates do for us, 
but how do we reach out to others and bring them in?

Affiliate leaders had a number of methods for accomplishing this. One state affiliate creates interest by hosting a book trailer competi-
tion at their state conference, thereby drawing in students, parents, and their respective teachers to the venue. A regional affiliate in Texas 
promoted their NING, and, consequently, their conference, by encouraging postings prior to the conference. Every person who posted 
was entered into a drawing for a Kindle. 

Some affiliates are adjusting conference schedules as teachers become more and more hesitant about leaving their classrooms. Other af-
filiates are attempting more professional development through their online collaborations such as NINGs, Facebook pages, and, now, the 
Connected Community through NCTE.

One theme echoed throughout the various affiliate meetings in Orlando as well as the Affiliate Leadership Meeting held in July in India-
napolis: nothing replaces the human touch. Affiliate leaders are finding that a simple phone call with a shifting mindset from “What you 
will get…” to “What you can give…” may be the most important piece in attracting new members and leaders to our affiliate work.

As we begin this year that represents NCTE’s Centennial Year, why don’t we all make an effort to take the simple handshake and the 
hand-written letter from 100 years ago into the digital age? As Kent Williamson, NCTE executive director, explains, our mission as an 
organization is “An Evergreen Mission.” According to Williamson, “NCTE was founded to keep teacher voices at the center of the literacy 
learning enterprise and always backed progressive reform needed to accommodate changes in wider society.” Yes, what being “literate” 
looks like differs today, but the mission remains the same. Let us all discover how we can take where we have been as TCTELA members 
to where we need to be.

Invite Colleagues to Add to Our Collected Wisdom 
By Katrina Gonzales, VP for Membership and Affiliates

Energetic and Jane Feber belong in the 
same sentence. I met Feber the first day 
of the NCTE conference when I went to 
pick up my registration materials. Serving 
on the local arrangements committee, she 
was behind the booth handing out pro-
gram books and welcoming non-locals to 
the sunny state of Florida and the magic 
world of Walt Disney World. As soon as 
she found out that I was from Texas, she 
plunged into how much she loved our 
state and wanted so much to come to our 
conference in January. I politely told her 
that I would pass the request along to the 
decision-makers. She then personally in-
vited me to attend her session on Friday 
afternoon at the Yacht Club. “I had over 
300 people come to the same session at 
IRA. You’ll be glad you did.”

Friday afternoon I hopped on the shuttle 
and headed over to the Yacht Club for Jane’s 
session, “Learning is Not a Spectator Sport: 
Engage Students.” A distinguished middle 
school educator, Feber was the recipient 
of the 2008 Distinguished Educator Award 
from the National Middle School Associa-
tion and the 2006 NCTE Edwin A. Hoey 
Award, as well as being named the 2003 
Teacher of the Year by the Florida Council 
of Teachers of English. Her session was fea-
tured as a Florida Showcase. 

This was certainly a make-it and take-it ses-
sion. Feber bounced around that room talk-
ing as quickly as she moved. We made two 
flip books, one to list and describe literary 
elements and the other to list and give ex-
amples of genres of writing. We then made 
mini-books by folding and tearing pieces 

of paper. Our mini-books held vocabulary 
words, the seven habits of proficient read-
ers, and various other pieces of informa-
tion for students to have. Vocabulary activi-
ties included several ways of playing with 
words—fortune cookies, bingo, pop-up 
definitions. I brought more than a few ideas 
home to share with middle school teachers, 
in addition to “foldables” in order to engage 
students with activity and not just talk. She 
was right earlier that day when I met her: 
I was glad I had come to her session.

Feber is the author of Active Word Play: 
Games and Activities that Build Vocabulary 
(2008), Maupin House, and Creative Book 
Reports: Fun Projects with Rubrics for Fic-
tion and Nonfiction (2004), Maupin House. 
Both books are reader friendly and written 
for classroom teachers.

Learning: More Than a Spectator Sport
By Joan Curtis, Past President
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 “I write stories that matter. They are real stories. How can I turn 
away?” asked author Ellen Hopkins in the NCTE session on censor-
ship, “Defending Intellectual Freedom.”  Hopkins shared her per-
sonal battles as a parent with her own “good” kid who unexpect-
edly struggled with addiction. As a result, she wrote the book Crank 
with the heavy topic of addiction, not as a tactic to sell books, but 
as an attempt to expose young readers to the dangers of addiction. 

Hopkins’ request to parents who argue that her books are inap-
propriate, or should be banned, is to actually read her books them-
selves and discover that while the stories center on the controver-
sial actions of addiction or cutting, the intent is to educate students 
of the dangers, not to influence their actions.

During the session, the author of The Full Spectrum, David Levi-
than, shared correspondence he received from young readers, in-
dicating how the topic of being gay in his books resonated with 
them and saved their lives. Through offering “challenging” topics 
in young adult literature, the rationale is not to harm or establish 

teenagers’ views on a given topic. The intent is to represent and 
support everybody as an equal. Was that message of equality sent 
to the high school students who wrote the anthology of essays in 
The Full Spectrum when they received the news that the book was 
pulled—because it was about being gay? 

For both authors, the desire to create and share literature that dis-
cusses pivotal moments in a teenager’s life, where their undisclosed 
or hidden struggles are shared and exposed through the pages of a 
book, is driven by the random letters received from their readers, 
both kids on the edge and “good” kids too, that say, “Because of 
you, I am alive. I read your book and realized I am not alone.” 

The session concluded by asking teachers to stand up and help 
support intellectual freedom for students by making sure books 
are available in school libraries, by helping to provide parents with 
justification as to why students might choose to read the challeng-
ing content, and by sending a message that one person’s view of 
inappropriate content may save the life of an otherwise unvoiced, 
struggling teen.  

Authors Defend Controversial Topics as an Aid to Struggling Teens 
By Krista Eaton, Interim Webmaster

2010 NCTE

Teachers from all across Texas attend the Texas Party hosted by TCTELA and sponsored by Pearson 
Education at the 2010 NCTE convention in Orlando, Florida.

Coaching Adolescent Writers Throughout the Writing Process authors Jeff Anderson and Kelly Gallagher 
pose for a picture with teacher Theresa Buntain from Carrollton ISD at the Texas Affiliate Party held 
Saturday, November 20, at the NCTE conference.

Board member Valerie Taylor discusses strategies with TCTELA member Candi Petersma at the NCTE 
conference.

TCTELA board members Katrina Gonzales and Kay Shurtleff prepare to greet Texas teachers with broad 
smiles at the TCTELA Texas Affiliate Party in Orlando.
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Where do you draw inspiration from for writing your books? 
My fictional plots are a combination of real life experience and an 
over-active imagination.

Did you always want to be a writer? 
I must have been born knowing I was meant to be a writer. I started 
composing rhymed verse when I was a preschooler (I referred to 
them then as “porms.”) and began submitting poems and stories to 
magazines when I was ten. I made my first sale at 13 and continued 
to write for magazines throughout my school years. That’s how I 
earned my spending money.

When you started your career as a writer, did you always want to 
write mystery or suspense type books? 
No. I started with poems, then short stories. My first young adult 
novel, which I wrote when I was 20, was a romance novel. I wrote 
more of those before I tried my hand at a suspense novel. That 
book was Ransom, and it’s still in print and selling well.

What author do you most enjoying reading? 
Too many to list. I’m a voracious reader.

What is your favorite book or genre to read? 
I enjoy suspense novels with well-deveoped characters and unex-
pected plot twists.

What is your favorite book from your own collection of books 
that you have written?
I’ve written 50 books in an assortment of genres, so that’s like com-
paring apples to onions. My favorites of my young adult suspense 
novels are probably Stranger with My Face, Killing Mr. Griffin, 
Locked in Time and The Third Eye. But the book that is closest to 
my heart is Who Killed My Daughter?, my adult, non-fiction book 
about our family’s on-going personal investigation of the murder 
of our youngest child, Kaitlyn Arquette, who was chased down in 
her car and shot to death at age eighteen. I wrote that book to pre-
vent the facts of the unsolved case from being buried and to moti-
vate informants.

Do you have a special place where you do your creating? 
That has varied over the years. When my five children were babies, 
I wrote with a manual typewriter at the kitchen table while they 
played at my feet. Later, when they started school, I wrote at a desk 
in a corner of the bedroom. When they grew up and began to leave 
home, I confiscated an empty bedroom to use for a home office. 
Today my husband and I live in a two bedroom condo, and one of 
those bedrooms is my office.

How long does it usually take you to finish writing a book? 
I usually allow myself a year for a full-length novel. That’s from 
the original conception, through the writing and editing processes, 
and then through the final revisions after my editor has reviewed 
the manuscript. But during the lulls between those processes, 

I write other things as well—magazine articles, text for young chil-
dren’s picture books, etc. For many years I wrote for the “Can this 
Marriage Be Saved?” series for Ladies Home Journal and was a con-
tributing editor for Woman’s Day. Those activities kept me fresh. 
I never wanted to write the same thing over and over.

What advice would you give someone who wanted to become a 
writer for young adults?
Just to sit down and do it. Writing is a self-taught craft, and it comes 
with practice. I don’t know of any shortcuts.

Will you be releasing any new books for your fans to enjoy? 
The book I am working on now is called The Tally Keeper. It’s the 
sequel to my non-fiction book Who Killed My Daughter? But I’ve 
spent the past year revising and updating ten of my early young 
adult suspense novels, which Little Brown is now republishing. I 
haven’t changed the plots or characters—those have held up sur-
prisingly well over many years—but I’ve now been able to change 
the slang and dress of my characters to bring them into the 21st 
Century. And, of course, they now all have cell phones and com-
puters. Those have been a challenge, as many of my plots revolve 
around the fact that my endangered protagonist is unable to reach 
the outside world to call for help.

How much input did you have for the movie I Know What You 
Did Last Summer? 
None. When a production company options a story, the author 
loses all control. Hollywood takes over, and the script writer can 
change “the property” in any way he chooses. I had no idea my 
book was being turned into a slasher film until I went to the the-
ater (buying my ticket just like everybody else) and sat down to 
watch it. The lights dimmed and there was a scenic view of the 
ocean. How could that be? My story was laid in New Mexico. Then 
a fisherman with an ice hook appeared on the screen. He wasn’t in 
my book. By now I was starting to think I’d walked into the wrong 
theater by mistake. But, no—up came the title—I Know What You 
Did Last Summer. I was bewildered. Who was that fisherman, and 
what was he going to do with that ice hook? 

Well, I soon found out. He was going to decapitate my char-
acters. Heads flew off, blood spurted, the audience screamed, I 
SCREAMED—I was so horrified I couldn’t even open my popcorn. 
The first thing I did when I staggered out of the theater was phone 
my married daughter, Kerry, and tell her, “Don’t let my grandchil-
dren see it!” 

Do you have any input on the covers of your books? 
Not back when I was a beginner. But in recent years my publishers 
have done me the courtesy of consulting with me about artists and 
allowing me to review and comment on the rough sketches.

Readers might also like to know that Duncan has a Web site at  
http://www.loisduncan.arquettes.com.

12 Questions
Author and TCTELA luncheon speaker Lois Duncan responds to questions posed by Local Arrangements Committee Chair Emily Faulk.


