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1985—A journey of love and learning begins

I remember the invitation from women I admire 
 from teachers who taught then and still teach me 
 The invitation to speak 
 The invitation to join 
 The continuous invitation

Alana Morris accosting me at the door of this hotel, 
 Reeling me into this organization, changing my life

I remember … Valerie Taylor, presidential and inspirational to this young teacher 
 This hotel … grand and glorious to this small-town girl 
 This poetry reading daunting and deliberate to this teacher who loves her Nana 
 Sandra Cisneros … her voice, her love, her life 
 English teachers … the soulmates of my words

I remember being surrounded by knowledge 
 and now I soak it all in 
 I ask questions; I take notes. 
 Thanks to all, I will be better in the end 
 I am the future and my teaching career has just begun.

I remember meeting lots of people who have a passion for learning 
 And I hope I can inspire others to be the best they can be.

I remember the hush of the crowd and clanking dinner plates  
 as Jacqueline’s smooth voice echoed around the now still room,  
 her captivated audience hanging on to her every word.

2010 Dr. Patrick Shannon railing against the textbook companies  
 during the general session … in the ballroom shared with the exhibitors 
 and the exhibit hall divided by only a blue curtain on a frame.

I remember  
 Running, laughing, learning, smiling until my cheeks hurt. 
 It’s worth it, it is so worth it.

I remember, starry-eyed, meeting in person the mentors who helped shape 
 my thinking, my perspective, my success.

2016 I remember 
 Teachers sharing, 
 Teachers collaborating, 
 Teachers listening, 
 Teachers clapping, 
 Teachers learning.

Remembering TCTELA 
conferences: 
A group poem from the 
Poetry Reading, 2016

Poetry reading: 2016
By Katrina Gonzales, Executive Secretary

from the blogosphere...

Check out this real day-in-the-life type of blog!  
http://evolvingenglishteacher.blogspot.com/

...to the website
Start planning your presentation for the TCTELA 2017 Annual 
Conference!  http://www.tctela.org/2017-presentation-proposal-form-1/

continued on page  3
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As Saturday evening winds down, TCTELA conference-goers 
find their way to an annual gathering: the poetry reading. The 
2016 conference proved to be no different from other conferences 
in the expectations of the poets in attendance. We expected to hear 
others’ words uttered as poetry; we expected to find the gumption 
to share our own; and, finally, we expected that something 
unexpected might happen. 

A cozy group of thirty or so attendees shared poems ranging 
from such topics as motherhood, to teaching, to life’s choices. 
Poems on Starbucks napkins, in fancy Moleskine journals, in the 
back of a conference program book wafted through the circle 
of friends, eliciting knowing nods, affirming murmurs, and, at 
times, raucous laughter.  

From Dr. Ed J. Farrell to classroom teachers to preservice 
teacher volunteers, all were welcome. And all were poets. 
katgonmom@gmail.com   
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 Reflections: Seeing the    
 possibilities as readers, teachers,  
 and advocates
 By Kim Pinkerton, President

Welcome to the 2016 year. It is my honor to 
serve you this year as the TCTELA President. 
At this time last year, President Cindy Benge 
asked TCTELA members to think about how 
to confront demands for increased literacy 
standards and take students higher in their 
literacy learning and achievement. She 
introduced the 2016 conference theme of 
“We Can Do It” and pointed out that success 
“will be the result of good instruction by 
literacy educators who engage in reflection 
about their current literacy practices, who 
recognize that it is our job to fill in the gaps, 
who regularly seek training and professional 
development, and who, most of all, choose 
to leave the sidelines and become involved” 
(Benge, 2015, p. 2).

I think that TCTELA rose to Benge’s 
challenge and did do a lot to be successful 
in 2015. In February, Margaret Hale, 
SLATE TCTELA/NCTE Representative, as 
well as members of the Legislative Action 
Committee and TCTELA Board, led 16 
teachers, 8 administrators, and 34 students 
to the 2015 Literacy Education Day at the 
Capitol in Austin. Attendees were supplied 
with a handbook that provided talking 
points, maps of the legislative offices, and 
photos and biographies of each legislator. 
Those who attended visited each legislative 
office and spoke with leaders and staff 
members, focusing on TCTELA talking 
points and sharing personal stories.  

In May and June, TCTELA contracted 
with the Education Research Center at Texas 
A&M University (ERC TAMU) to conduct 
a study that would allow us to assemble the 
voices of Texas teachers and literacy leaders 
to ascertain their perceptions of the current 
ELAR/SLAR TEKS and their thoughts about 
the revision of those TEKS. The voices of 
950 teachers and literacy professionals were 
studied, and TCTELA board members Dr. 
Cindy Benge and Dr. Diane Miller were able 
to share major findings with the SBOE at its 
meeting in September. (The full study report 
can be viewed at: http://www.tctela.org/links.)

The testimony was well-received by the 
SBOE, and TCTELA was then asked by SBOE 
Chair Donna Bahorich to host a forum 
where teachers could continue to let their 
voices be heard about the first drafts of the 
revised ELAR/SLAR TEKS. TCTELA then 
contracted two university professors and 
Victoria Young, former director of reading, 
writing, and social studies assessments for 
the Texas Education Agency, to moderate 
the forum. In November, Victoria Young and 
Dr. Miller testified about the development 
and intent of the TCTELA TEKS Forum at 
the SBOE meeting. In December, TCTELA 
posted the first drafts of the revised ELAR/
SLAR TEKS and began formulating 
discussion questions inside of the forum. In 
January 2016, the forum officially opened 
and had 866 registered users. The voices of 
all of the literacy teachers and teacher groups 
who registered as users were analyzed at the 
end of January, and Victoria Young shared 
the TCTELA TEKS Forum report with the 
SBOE at their meeting.

TCTELA, you did do it. TCTELA leaders 
and members worked hard to fulfill the 
vision of TCTELA, which is “to be recognized 
by educators, policy makers, and other 
stakeholders as a leading voice in the field of 
ELAR” (TCTELA, 2015). 

In 2016, TCTELA will continue to 
work hard for you and will ask for your 
participation in the standards revision 
process. I hope that you will take the time to 
reflect on what this means for future literacy 
standards in Texas, for your teaching, and for 
your students. Your voice is important, and it 
is being heard.

Over the course of the 2016 year, TCTELA 
will continue to work with TEA and the 
SBOE to ensure that your voice is a part of 
the ELAR/SLAR TEKS revision process, 
and at the same time, TCTELA will begin to 
think about how we can help our members 
in terms of professional development related 
to these new standards and other legislative 
issues that may arise. The ERC TAMU 

continued on page  3
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Remembering TCTELA 
conferences: 
A group poem from the 
Poetry Reading, 2016 
continued from page 1

Teachers sharing their wisdom

I remember …  
 Well the one thing I will always remember is the  
 Poetry at the end of the day. 
 That was an amazing experience.

I remember the excitement of getting here  
 and the relief after the first day of realizing I could never be anything else.

I remember that this is my first one. 
 Jan. 21-24 is going on my calendar.

I remember when I teared up during lunch,  
 thinking about my grandfather’s love for me, since I’m definitely his favorite. 
 His typewriter stamps and stomps in my mind & pushing me even here.

I’m not a poet 
I don’t recite 
Heck, I don’t even write. 
But I’ll remember the sessions 
And the friends I made 
As I look at all the pictures 
I’ve taken all night … 

I remember my students looking at me and inquiring, “Why are you leaving us?” 
 My response: To become a better teacher in order to better serve you.

I will just try to blend in, but as it comes to a close I have found friends to the end. 
 I am free of all my fears.

I remember tears on a stage as a young, newcomer, yet soon-to-be Newberry 
winner  
 graced the room with his heart.

I remember the words, the people, the feeling. 
 I remember you and me.

I remember the awe I felt— 
 such strong leadership,  
 such kind people,  
 such pride in their profession.

I remember the friends who live afar and with whom 
 I have an annual, ever enjoyable reunion.

I remember the tears on the wait staff’s faces  
 when they heard Matt de la Pena’s story. 
 I remember the teachers’ response—the books bought and shared with   
 those who were there to serve us.

Finding comfort in the pleasant surprise of familiar faces of years ago.

I remember Barbra Copeland ‘94 
 who taught me to have fun and  
 Amy’s 2015 emails telling me I was finally accepted to present.  0

I remember meeting up with old friends and new teachers and writers,  
 all lovers of words to share and grow together again.

2016—a journey of love and learning continues.

Reflections: Seeing the  
possibilities as readers, 
teachers, advocates 
continued from page 2

study revealed that in order “[t]o ensure high-quality, widespread 
implementation of standards in classrooms, and to help prepare 
and retain superior teachers, we must provide clear and accessible 
standards and ongoing support for interpreting and integrating 
those standards” (ERC TAMU, 2015, p. 37). TCTELA is anxious to 
take this next step to accomplish our mission to “advance the literacy 
growth of all Texas students by developing a network of diverse 
professionals and by providing professional development based on 
best practices in education” (TCTELA, 2015). We will be calling on 
our many committees and members to lend voices to this process 
as well. We value our members and want to serve them in the most 
effective way possible, so get involved in committee work or simply 
let your voice be known by contacting us.  

In the meantime, you can begin to reflect upon your classrooms 
and students. In the midst of all of the standards work that we have 
been doing, it is often easy to lose sight of what it important. For 
TCTELA and its members, the power of literacy is much more than 
reading with accuracy and automaticity or being able to answer 
the questions correctly on a multiple choice test. For us, literacy, 
and literature specifically, is a guide for life. Experiences with 
literary fiction are “thought to contribute to the development of 
consciousness and to enrich our daily lives” (Kidd & Castano, 2013, 
p. 379). Literature is a reflection of life.  Literature helps us see who 
we are, who we can become, and most importantly, it helps us to see, 
to really see, people around us. So, spend 2016 thinking about how 
you use literary fiction in your classroom.  How have your students 
grown? How have you grown? How are the best ways to engage 
your students with this type of literature? How can we promote the 
importance of literary fiction in the age of information? Then, in 
2017, join TCTELA at the Worthington Renaissance in Fort Worth 
on January 20-22. Present your ideas, hear from other colleagues, 
and reignite your passion for literature. Let your voice be heard! 
becauseofabook@gmail.com 
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Heather Echols, a preservice teacher enrolled at the University 
of Houston, Downtown introduced award-winning children and 
adolescent book author Jacqueline Woodson as the keynote speaker at 
the 51st Annual TCTELA Conference and Exposition luncheon held 
on January 23, 2016.  

The theme undergirding Jacqueline Woodson’s keynote address 
was “Brilliance is that passion recognized.” Woodson shared several 
lived experiences that shaped her identity as a reader and a writer. She 
recalled the Great Migration and how millions of African Americans, 
including her own family, escaped the harsh realities of the Jim Crow 
South in search for better opportunities in Chicago, New York, and 
California. Woodson was born in Greenville, South Carolina, reared 
in New York but explained she was never able to break the southern 
tradition of greeting others. Woodson declared, “I am still very 
southern at heart.” 

Woodson’s keynote challenged the idea that teachers have a “trickle 
down effect into the world and into a greater good.” She exclaimed, “We 
would not be here without our teachers.” It always amazed Woodson 
when that “thing clicked on” and teachers embraced the zeal she had 
for writing, and yet, she spent much of her life being misunderstood by 
teachers. At a young age, she learned achieving reading automaticity 
was essential to becoming an effective reader. She, however, was a slow 
reader and confessed that even today, it is “Quite painful to still see 
long books” which is “…why I write short ones.” Growing up in the 
1970’s and 1980’s, Woodson learned quickly that slow reading was not 
looked-upon fondly. Woodson’s book Brown Girl Dreaming captured 
the challenges she faced living in the shadow of her older sister, who 

The importance of 
recognizing brilliance in 
a child’s passion
By Benita R. Brooks, Co-Editor, English in Texas

Each Kindness. She knew she wanted to write about kindness but also 
what it meant “to miss a chance… to have a chance in front of you and 
miss it.” As Woodson wrote the book, she realized, “Maya would be 
the girl that got picked on and that got ignored for different reasons.” 
She stated, “As a writer, I realized I had another responsibility, I 
couldn’t make her simply a victim.” She did not want the narrative to 
read as it had historically in books written about African American 
youth, one as the rescuer and one as the victim. Citing Rudine Sims 
Bishop’s work on the importance of windows and mirrors in pages 
of children’s literature, Woodson declared, “Young people need both 
mirrors, books in which they can see themselves on the pages and 
windows, books where they can look into other people’s experiences 
through the literature.” She did not want the person like Maya to 
come to the book, Each Kindness, and see herself as simply a victim. 
Maya “does not walk off the page as a broken child…she is going to 
be okay wherever she goes.” As someone committed to social justice 
and committed to all people having a voice in the world, Woodson 
stressed, “I don’t like the word tolerant…I don’t want to be tolerated. 
I want to be loved…in a world that embraces differences without 
erasing them.” bxd019@shsu.edu

Conference! Conference! Conference! It is absolutely never 
too early to start making plans to attend next year’s TCTELA 
conference. From a budget standpoint, the conference attendance 
keeps TCTELA’s budget healthy and supportive of other endeavors 
related to the mission as an organization.

The budget for the year ending in June 2016 reflects a total 
income of $223,260 with the total expenses at $220,249.07, leaving 
the organization with a net gain of $3,010.93. Because of the work 
TCTELA did this year with Texas A&M University regarding the 
ELAR TEKS as well as the follow-up activities such as the TEKS 
Forum in which many members participated, the TCTELA board 
reconfigured the budget for the year to allow these timely and 
critical activities to take place.

Finally, thank you to Janise McIntyre and Dottie de Leon who 
assisted with the Annual Financial Review on Friday afternoon of 
the conference. katgonmom@gmail.com 

Minding the money
By Katrina Gonzales, Executive Secretary

had been deemed brilliant by the teachers’ standards. According to 
Woodson, everyone fawned over her older sister; she was an avid 
reader who won multiple school awards. Having her sister’s accolades 
as her backstory, she described the devastation she felt at school for not 
filling the shoes left behind by her older sister. She mentioned an older 
brother who also excelled academically. One rule in their household 
was that they could not fail or bring home a bad grade. For a while, 
Woodson blamed her siblings for failing in school. 

Moreover, she recalled one teacher who recognized she loved 
to write and began to use writing as a tool to reward Woodson’s in-
class achievements. Woodson noted that this teacher recognized the 
brilliance in her passion for writing. She described brilliance “as that 
passion recognized” and that passion for her was writing. Despite 
the fact that reading continued to be laborious, Woodson explained 
that she read slowly “to deeply understand what the author did.” For 
Woodson, it came down to having those teachers recognizing and 
understanding how much writing mattered to her. 

Woodson knew as a child that she loved to tell stories and listen 
as someone read to her. Now, as an author, she was purposeful 
in how she told stories. To illustrate, Woodson took the audience 
on a writer’s journey by sharing her experiences as she wrote,  

mailto:bxd019@shsu.edu
mailto:katgonmom@gmail.com
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Kylene Beers and Robert Probst are revered in many English 
language arts circles; in case anyone at TCTELA forgot why, their 
presentation on their new work in nonfiction reminded and even 
inspired them. They began their session with a discussion of what 
is at the heart of teaching reading and writing: power and privilege. 
Beers and Probst explained that “those who are literate hold the 
power. With that power comes privilege.” Those who have power 
are able to understand complex messages, share the messages 
with others, and even rally others around a particular message. 
In other words, the work with which English teachers engage is of 
utmost importance to ensuring the equality and liberty of future 
generations. In addition, they explained the dominant role that 
nonfiction plays in our global society and why students’ abilities 
to decode, analyze, and criticize nonfiction is crucial in and out of 
the classroom.

In true master teacher form, Beers and Probst did not attempt 
to offer all the answers to teaching nonfiction in their session. 
Instead, the speakers noted that this unwieldy genre is defined 
by what it is not, rather than what it is. Next, in order to do the 

work of guiding students in critical conversations in this genre, 
the pair referred to their nonfiction-related signposts that students 
might notice, from their book Reading Nonfiction: Notice and Note 
Stances, Signposts, and Strategies. These signposts include contrasts 
and contradictions, absolute and extreme language, numbers and 
stats, quoted words, and word gaps. At this point, they emphasized 
the notion that analyzing nonfiction is not about the main idea 
of the text; the work of analysis actually focuses on the purpose 
and the bias of the author. Throughout their presentation, the pair 
provided textual examples for the teachers in the audience to try 
the strategies and handy bookmarks for future reference.

Teachers who had been fans of Beers and Probst’s previous 
work with fiction were not disappointed with the authors’ recent 
nonfiction strategies; TCTELA attendees were refreshed with a 
renewed sense of purpose and passion towards nonfiction units. 
Their presentation provided practical approaches to teaching and 
engaging students with nonfiction. Perhaps most importantly, their 
words reminded Texas ELA teachers of the integral part they play 
in building the critical thinkers and actors of tomorrow’s world. 
holland.white@delvalle-isd.org 

Kylene Beers and Robert Probst present nonfiction 
strategies for critical thinking
By Holland White, 10th grade ELA Teacher, Del Valle High School

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS

Review the submission guidelines at http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas/

Publication: English in Texas Volume 46.1 (SPRING/SUMMER 2016)

Theme: We Can Do It

Call for Submissions (Deadline: May 1, 2016): 
The 2016 TCTELA conference theme is “We Can Do It!” The famed World War II war slogan, “We Can Do It!” was used to boost 
worker morale, highlight equality for women in the workforce, and bring light to other political issues relevant to the time. 
We see the theme of “We Can Do It!” as particularly salient in our current era of high-stakes testing, scripted curricula, and 
educational reform. Considering the World War II slogan, we encourage you to think through your own foray into teaching 
today, and look to the affordances and constraints placed on the contemporary classroom, and bring to light the methods 
that allow you to work through these barriers. How do you boost the morale of students who are constantly under high-
stakes testing pressure? How do you promote educational opportunities that offer students critical inquiry into their own 
life worlds? 

Furthermore, we encourage you to consider how you have initiated new ways of teaching English language arts in your 
classroom or in your school. What are the best practices in your classroom that allow you to overcome barriers placed by 
state-mandated tests and/or policies; how does your definition of these best practices allow for students to engage deeply 
with learning within the English language arts classroom? How have you worked to overcome social, economic, racial and/
or cultural inequalities? How have you worked to bridge in-school and out-of-school literacies within diverse communities?  
Lastly, how you “Do It?”

We invite interested individuals to submit manuscripts, conceptual, pedagogical, research-based, and theoretical, as related 
to this topic of “We Can Do It!” Please refer to the English in Texas website for manuscript submission guidelines. Do not 
hesitate to contact the editorial team at englishintexas@shsu.edu should you have any questions.

mailto:holland.white@delvalle-isd.org
http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas/
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At the opening day luncheon at the 2016 conference this year, 
Sonia Nazario held Texas language arts teachers spellbound with 
her stories about her journalistic work in bringing the story of 
countless immigrants to readers all over the world. Rarely is such 
a crowded room of teachers silent, but Sonia Nazario understood 
what they as writers and teachers understand: Story has the power 
to soften hearts.  Story has the power to change lives.

In her effort to call attention to the immigration crisis along 
the southern border of the United States, journalist Sonia Nazario 
sought to tell the story of the men, women, and children of South 
America and Central America who were, who are, desperately 
seeking a life with hope and without fear. Enrique’s Journey 
tells such a story.  Enrique, a teenager who left his homeland of 
Honduras searching for his mother in the United States, traveled 
through Central America and Mexico, through areas ruled by 
corrupt police and gangsters who daily rob, beat, rape, kill or 
leave for dead thousands of migrants who want nothing more 
than a better life for themselves or their children in a better place.

Sonia Nazario understands what all good writers understand: 
that in order to help readers truly understand the story, she had 
to help them understand what it felt like to BE Enrique: what it 
felt like to be desperate enough to set out on their own; what it 
felt like to risk their lives to escape desperate poverty and certain 
death; what it felt like to be near starvation; what it felt like to be 
chased down by gang members and beaten, their bones broken 
and crushed; what it felt like to be on the verge of defeat, only to 
be offered hope by kind people whose desperate poverty matched 
their own but whose Christian beliefs required of them a sacrifice 
beyond their understanding.

Through the work of Sonia Nazario, I am able to walk in the 
shoes of men, women, and children like Enrique.  I am able to 
understand their desperation.  I am able to understand their 
hope. I am able to soften my heart.  I am able to change. 
clbenge@comcast.net 

In recent years, teachers have been hearing the term, 
“balanced literacy” tossed about. Many school districts have 
subscribed to balanced literacy and have voiced the expectation 
that all classrooms should reflect balanced literacy. For those 
unsure of what a balanced literacy classroom should look like, 
Amanda Phillips, K-6 Coordinator of Life Schools has painted 
a vivid picture.

First and foremost, teachers should know their students, stated 
Phillips. Everything teachers do in classrooms should be guided 
by assessment. Instruction should be deliberate, and students 
should receive continuous feedback. Phillips recommended 
using running records to monitor students’ progress through the 
sixth grade. 

According to Phillips, a balanced literacy classroom should 
include everything that readers and writers need. Readers and 
writers need high volumes of reading and writing. They need 
to have multiple meaningful literacy experiences throughout 
the day, every day. In fact, reading, writing, listening, speaking, 
viewing and representing are all extremely important aspects of 
literacy that should be a part of the design of the framework in a 
language arts classroom. 

Phillips went on to say that the balanced literacy classroom 
should include shared reading, guided reading, and independent 
reading; as well as shared writing, interactive writing, and 
independent writing. She recommended reading and writing 
workshop, and stated that each day should include a mini-lesson, 
during which skills are explicitly taught, active engagement, 
guided practice, conferring, independent practice, and a time 
to share. Students must have sustained times to practice both 
reading and writing, and they must be reading and writing at 
just the right level. In addition, they must have choice in what 
they will read and write, so that they will be excited about what 
they are reading and writing about.  

In order for the balanced literacy approach to be successful 
in schools, stated Phillips, everyone must be on the same page. 
They must have a shared agreement on what their classrooms 
will look like, and they must use common language. Students 
should feel a sense of continuity from one grade to the next, 
and they should know that they can count on having reading 
and writing workshop as they progress through the grade levels 
and grow as readers and writers. Phillips asserted that leadership 
can make or break a school, and that there must be buy-in and 
commitment to what is best for readers and writers. Teachers 
must receive on-going professional development, coaching, and 
modeling. In addition, they must be involved in a professional 
learning community in order to collaborate and create a school 
environment that will support young readers and writers as they 
grow to be proficient, effective thinkers who can read and write 
for a variety of purposes.  mmiller@shsu.edu

Nazario holds teachers 
spellbound during first-
day luncheon
By Cindy Benge, Past President

Putting the balance in 
balanced literacy
By Melinda Miller, Co-Editor, English in Texas

SAVE THE DATE
2016 NCTE Annual Convention

Learn more: http://www.ncte.org/annual/call-2016

Faces of Advocacy
Location: Atlanta Georgia
Dates: November 17-20, 2016
Workshops: November 17, 20-22

mailto:clbenge@comcast.net
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Friday morning’s workshop featured three middle-grade 
authors teaching AND entertaining the audience with tips on how 
they craft their writing.

Jeff Anderson, author of Zack Delacruz:  Me and My Big Mouth, 
shared with those gathered that when crafting characters, he 
has found it helpful to use a character sketch interview from the 
Gotham Writer’s Workshop.  Jeff also explained that he uses his 
notebook as a playground and plays around with many different 
ideas inside his writer’s notebook.  He also guided the audience 
through a quickwrite in which we all thought of a time when we 
felt different and then wrote about that incident.  

Linda Urban, author of (most recently) Milo Speck: Accidental 
Agent, as well as The Center of Everything, A Crooked Kind of 

Perfect, and Hound Dog True, taught that tone tells the reader how 
to understand information that is presented.  She also shared her 
belief that if teachers are going to give kids writing prompts, then 
they need to write to those prompts, also.  

Varian Johnson, author of The Great Greene Heist and To Catch 
a Cheat, shared with those gathered his path into writing books 
for children and young adults.  Varian, who works full time as a 
civil engineer, realized early in his career that he needed to create a 
writing schedule in order to get published.

Participants left this workshop energized and entertained and 
armed with not only some tips about writing, but also some great 
information on books that they will want to share with their 
students. grithale@aol.com  

A compelling trend at this year’s conference was the 
“roundtable” session. Yes, kinks had to be worked out—finding 
a larger room, making table tents, etc.—but these multiple-topic 
sessions were well attended and seemed to meet the diverse needs 
of the TCTELA membership. Participants could devote the entire 
time to one table or enjoy the flexibility of hearing from more than 
one presenter. The structure of these roundtable sessions enabled 
dynamic, authentic conversations rich with the contributions of 
presenters and participants alike. 

One such roundtable session was entitled, “Bridging Research 
and Practice: Current Conversations in Our Field.” In this session, 
I was honored to discuss one of my research projects. Dr. Carol 
Wickstrom, University of North Texas, and Drs. Donna Cox 
and Melinda Miller, Sam Houston State University, also shared 
information about their current projects. Instead of immediately 
grouping participants into topic-specific tables, we began by giving 
PechaKucha™-style previews of our topics.

What is a PechaKucha™, you ask? In a nutshell, it is a presentation 
of 20 slides/images that are displayed for 20 seconds each. The slides 
are set to advance automatically every 20 seconds, whether the 
speaker is ready or not—yikes! This format turns tired, predictable 
PowerPoint© presentations into something more energetic and 
focused. Check out www.pechakucha.org to view examples and to 
gather more information. 

As imaginable, creating one’s first PechaKucha™ is not a simple 
undertaking. Dr. Wickstrom noted, “Although creating my slide 

presentation was daunting, I thoroughly enjoyed the process. It 
made me think about what was important for the audience to hear. 
Additionally, it helped me to consider what to put on the slides so 
that the audience was not being read to—as happens with so many 
PowerPoint© presentations.… This made me think more about 
what an audience needs to hear.” Despite our nerves making us 
feel like “old dogs,” as the saying goes, we taught ourselves some 
“new tricks”!

The 20 x 20 limit pushed us to streamline our thinking and to 
remove any slides that were redundant, superfluous, or extremely 
text oriented. (At this point, I need to insert a disclaimer: I cheated 
on my presentation. About 10 slides into it, I shared two video clips of 
student work to illustrate the topic of my research. I include this only 
to publicly acknowledge that my co-presenters used the PechaKucha™ 
format with admirable fidelity!) Our purpose was not to cover every 
detail of our research projects; rather, we aimed to preview our 
topics in a briefly informative and engaging manner.

After the previews, participants chose the topic that interested 
them and joined the corresponding table for further discussion and 
learning, making what Dr. Wickstrom called “informed decisions.” 
At the tables, we all enjoyed rich interactions in an accessible, low-
pressure atmosphere. Dr. Wickstrom credits the PechaKucha™ 
previews for enabling these illuminating conversations: “My 
participants came ready with more questions and ideas to share.” 

Relevant questions and shared ideas…this “old dog” cannot 
think of a better reason for learning “new tricks.” 
petersond@uhd.edu

Real characters 
By Margaret Hale, President-Elect

Reflections upon round tables, tired slides, and old dogs 
By Diane M. Miller, Vice-President for Membership and Affiliates

Share your knowledge and expertise with your colleagues at the next 
TCTELA Annual Conference in January 2017. 
Proposals are now being accepted through September 16. 

For the online form visit http://www.tctela.org/2017-presentation-proposal-form-1/.

https://www.writingclasses.com/toolbox/character-questionnaire
http://www.pechakucha.org
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Asking the question “Do you deduct credit for late work?” is 
certainly a way to engage English teachers. And Valerie Taylor, 
Lee Bergen, Michelle Crocker, and Melissa Dupre, all from 
Westlake HS, were hoping to do just that at their TCTELA Annual 
Conference session about building better writing units. Using 
Nearpod, a survey app, they asked participants about late work, 
grading, and paper extensions. Most teachers wanted a lot more 
information about individual examples before answering, though 
almost all respondents lowered the grade for late work and do 
not give students extensions. The thinking around the room was 
“Counting off is part of teaching them to be responsible.”

To that position, the presenters answered: “We don’t care” about 
late work. Though, of course they do—it is just that the focus of 
their care is less about the deadline and more about supporting 
students in becoming thoughtful writers. These teachers stress 
communication about “what’s going on in [students’] lives” and 
acknowledge that sometimes life gets in the way of an English 
teacher’s deadline. And, finally, “We want their work”—work that 
represents the best students can write, not what they could get 
done on the teacher’s timeline. Teaching students the importance 
of that communication ahead of an issue is a skill that will serve 
them throughout life, as will writing well and knowing their own 
writing process. 

This stance toward late work is part of a much larger stance 
toward the teaching of writing that includes three key beliefs: 
choice and engagement, talk, and time. These Westlake teachers 
want students to develop their own writing process, a process they 
can carry forward with them into post-secondary settings. Students 

learn how to make informed choices as a writer, about topics and 
genres that engage them. Also, students learn how to use talk as a 
form of feedback throughout the writing process. Finally, students 
need time to revise based on feedback. These English classrooms, 
then, are about so much more than the papers the students hand 
in, on time or not. 

You may be wondering, “Well, don’t students just ignore 
deadlines?” To answer that for themselves, the teachers at Westlake 
surveyed their students. Their no-late-work policy has been in 
place for a few years, and the survey results are clear. 

• 78% of students did not ignore deadlines because of the policy

• 90% focused on the quality of the work

• Over 90% understood why to eliminate the accepting of late 

work

• Most agree that it alleviates stress

Important to note: almost all parents say “Thank you!”
This policy required communication with administrators about 

required grades, working with UIL eligibility around incompletes 
(Valerie knows the way to do this, so reach out to her if you 
have questions!), and convincing colleagues that it is not about 
philosophical differences. In the end, this policy works. These 
teachers have seen the quality of student writing improve, are 
confident they are getting their students’ best writing, and are 
supporting students in becoming responsible, engaged writers.
addavid@uiwtx.edu 

Paul Prince, master’s certification student at the University of 
Houston, and Dr. Linda Ellis and Angela Bailey, both of the Center 
for Teaching and Learning in the Woodlands, shared essential 
elements for conferring with student writers at the annual TCTELA 
conference in January.

In the session, Prince presented the research on conducting 
student writing conferences, which he synthesized into six essential 
elements.  These elements, according to Prince, are:  1) focus on the 
writer; 2) make it a conversation; 3) let the writer speak first; 4) 
listen carefully; 5) respond well; and 6) build rapport, which he 
explained should be a goal as well as a result.

Following Prince’s synthesis of the research, Dr. Ellis, director of 
CTL, and Ms. Bailey, an English/Language Arts teacher in grades 
5-8 at CTL, shared with participants some examples of how these 
elements play out in classrooms.  For more information, check out 
the archived materials on TCTELA’s website!  grithale@aol.com

Building better writing units by not counting off  
for late work
By Ann D. David, PhD, Co-Editor, English in Texas

Confer with confidence
By Margaret Hale, President-Elect

Schedule and Handouts available at: 

http://www.tctela.org/conference-archives/

2016
TCTELA 
CONFE
RENCE

mailto:VTaylor@eanesisd.net
mailto:addavid@uiwtx.edu
http://www.tctela.org/2016-conference/
mailto:grithale@aol.com
http://www.tctela.org/conference-archives/
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This is a very busy time in Texas education:  changes have been 
made to the STAAR test, revisions to the ELAR TEKS are under 
way, and a new teacher evaluation instrument will be replacing 
PDAS.  This is also an election year, and Texas lawmakers will 
begin pre-filing bills for the 2017 legislative session as early as 
November 15, 2016.

Keeping up with the latest developments in Texas education 
can be a challenge, but using Twitter can make the task easier.  For 
timely updates in policy and issues, follow these organizations and 
search these hashtags:

Government Organizations
@teainfo - Texas Education Agency
@txsboe - Texas State Board of Education

Professional Organizations
@tctela - Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts
@tasanet - Texas Association of School Administrators
@officialATPE - Association of Texas Professional Educators

@texascta - Texas Classroom Teachers Association
@txstateteachers - Texas State Teachers Association
@txliteracyed - Texas Association for Literacy Educators
@TCSAnews - Texas Charter Schools

Grassroots Organizations
@STAARtest - TAKS to STAAR
@txkidscantwait - Texas Kids Can’t Wait
@tamsatx - Texans Advocating for Meaningful Student Assessment  
(Note: TAMSA TX communicates via its Facebook page more 
often than its Twitter account)

Hashtags
#TXed
#TXedu
#TXeduchat
#TxLege
#TTESS

tkriese@eanesisd.net

How to stay informed
By Tracy Kriese, SLATE/NCTE Representative

The 2016 Annual TCTELA Conference & Exhibition in Austin, 
Texas was a huge success. Attendees heard from great authors like 
Sonia Nazario, Jacqueline Woodson, Linda Urban, Jeff Anderson, 
and Varian Johnson. They learned about best practices in literacy 
education from Kylene Beers, Robert Probst, Kathy Collins, Karin 
Perry, Kristi Mraz, Doug Fisher, and more than 40 TCTELA 
members and friends. It was a weekend to remember.  

For those who were unable to attend, one thing that was quite 
different was that TCTELA hosted a town hall discussion with 
Donna Bahorich, SBOE Chair, during the Friday General Session. 
The purpose of the town hall was twofold: for members to hear 
about the SBOE’s vision for including teacher voices in the ELAR/
SLAR TEKS revision process and for the SBOE to have a clear 
picture of TCTELA’s interest in representing teachers in the TEKS 
revision and implementation process.  

Over the course of the twenty-minute discussion, Mrs. Bahroich 
answered four questions and engaged directly with the audience, 
providing them time to comment and ask questions. Beginning 

with the tough question of how a non-education professional who 
home schooled her children could adequately represent public 
schools, Mrs. Bahorich shared the events from her personal life 
that led to her decision to home school her children and indicated 
that her interest in platforms like the TCTELA TEKS Forum 
support her advocacy for public school students and teachers. She 
then explained part of the process for sharing information from 
the TCTELA TEKS Forum with those most closely involved in the 
ELAR/SLAR TEKS revisions.  Finally, when asked about the lack 
of training and professional development traditionally associated 
with standards implementation, she turned to the audience for 
clarification about why they felt that the TEKS have traditionally 
been unclear and difficult to implement.  

The open dialogue of this town hall was an important step in 
TCTELA’s vision to be recognized by policy makers and stakeholders 
as a leader in our field.  It is the goal of this organization to remain 
a leader as we traverse the muddy waters of standards revision and 
implementation.  To view the complete town hall meeting, go to 
www.tctela.org.  becauseofabook@gmail.com

TCTELA hosts town hall with SBOE Chair Donna Bahorich
By Kim Pinkerton, President

Join the TEKS ELAR/SLAR conversation in 
the TCTLEA TEKS Forum.
For more information visit http://www.tctela.org/about-community.

http://www.tctela.org
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Background:
In 2011, TEA’s Teacher Effectiveness Workgroup began the 

process of reviewing teacher evaluation systems from across the 
United States as well as literature on teacher effectiveness. In 
2014, the teacher evaluation system was redesigned resulting in 
a shift away from a paradigm of compliance towards a model of 
feedback, support, and growth for educators. The 2014-2015 pilot 
year included approximately 5% of Texas school districts across 20 
education regions1. The 2015-2016 school year saw an increase to 
approximately 250 districts piloting T-TESS, and it is scheduled to 
be implemented statewide beginning in August 20172.  Districts 
have the option of developing an alternative teacher evaluation 
instrument, but TEA estimates that 95% of Texas school districts 
will adopt T-TESS.
Components:

T-TESS is an evaluation and support system that includes 
three measurements: Observation, Goal Setting & Professional 
Development, and Student Growth3. 

Observation accounts for 70% of a teacher’s evaluation and 
includes the four domains of Planning, Instruction, Learning 
Environment, and Professional Practices & Responsibilities.  A 
T-TESS observation should look and feel different than PDAS, 
shifting away from the PDAS compliance and check mark system 
of evaluation towards a deeper and more meaningful instrument 
that encourages professional communication and collaboration 
throughout the evaluation process.  

Goal Setting and Professional Development is included in the 
domain of Professional Practices and Responsibilities but counts 
for a separate 10% of the overall evaluation. 

Student Growth accounts for 20% of a teacher’s evaluation and 
will be calculated starting in the 2017-2018 school year4. Districts 
are given four options for determining student growth: 1) student 
learning objectives (SLOs); 2) portfolios; 3) district-level pre- and 
post-tests; and 4) value-add measures (VAM) for teachers in state 
tested subjects5. 

Current information posted on the TEA website provides insight 
into how a teacher’s VAM score would be calculated using the Texas 
Value Added Assessment System (TxVAAS). A value added model 
is a statistical calculation that compares the growth of an individual 
student or a group of students to the expected growth based on 
similar students across the state. More information about TxVAAS 
and Value Added Models can be found at https://tea.sas.com. 

TCTELA Response:
TCTELA has joined with other Texas professional organizations 

in education in expressing concerns about the T-TESS model.  The 
Legislative Action Committee drafted the following resolution, 
approved at the 2016 TCTELA Annual Conference:

Whereas TCTELA values meaningful, authentic, and 
supportive evaluation of classroom teachers, and 

Whereas the reauthorization of NCLB, known as ESSA, no 
longer requires the inclusion of a student growth measure in 
teacher evaluation, and 

Whereas the American Statistical Association cautions that 
limitations of Value Added Models exist, and that such 
“limitations are particularly relevant if VAM scores are used 
for high-stakes purposes,”
 
Be it resolved that TCTELA requests transparent and immediate 
communication with teachers regarding the student growth 
component of the newly developed Texas Teacher Evaluation 
and Support System, or T-TESS, and
 
Be it resolved that TCTELA requests that TEA re-evaluate the 
inclusion of the student growth measure in T-TESS.

More information about T-TESS, including a T-TESS Frequently 
Asked Questions document, can be found in the Overview Resources 
tab at teachfortexas.org.  Lora.Dewalt@manorisd.net

Endnotes:
http://tea.texas.gov/Texas_Educators/Educator_Evaluation_and_Support_System/
TESS_Pilot_Districts/

https://teachfortexas.org/Navigation/OverviewResources/tabid/1288/Default.aspx 

https://teachfortexas.org/ 

 https://tea.sas.com/ 

http://www.esc11.net/cms/lib3/TX21000259/Centricity/Domain/528/
StudentGrowthOverview.pdf 

What We Know About T-TESS (Texas Teacher Evaluation 
and Support System)
By Lora Dewalt, Literacy Coach, Manor ISD

Find us on Facebook
TCTELA - Texas Council  
of Teachers of English  
Language Arts 

Follow TCTELA 
on Twitter: @tctela

https://tea.sas.com
mailto:Lora.Dewalt@manorisd.net
http://tea.texas.gov/Texas_Educators/Educator_Evaluation_and_Support_System/TESS_Pilot_Districts/
http://tea.texas.gov/Texas_Educators/Educator_Evaluation_and_Support_System/TESS_Pilot_Districts/
https://teachfortexas.org/Navigation/OverviewResources/tabid/1288/Default.aspx
https://teachfortexas.org/
https://tea.sas.com/
http://www.esc11.net/cms/lib3/TX21000259/Centricity/Domain/528/StudentGrowthOverview.pdf
http://www.esc11.net/cms/lib3/TX21000259/Centricity/Domain/528/StudentGrowthOverview.pdf


14SPRING  |  2016 TEXAS  V O I C E S

Doug Fisher engages workshop attendees with a 
rigorous close reading activity
By Brian Bass, Grade 6 ELA, Lake Travis Middle School

The national conversation about rigor 
in the classroom began in the late seventies, 
and this conversation continues. Teachers 
are bombarded with the notion that the 
curriculum must be more rigorous so 21st 
century learners are prepared to face the 
challenges of an unpredictable, ever changing 
world. The pedagogical rhetoric regarding 
rigor, however, often centers on making the 
curriculum more difficult not more complex. 
“Are we balancing difficulty and complexity, 
and not just making school harder?” asked 
Doug Fisher in his Sunday workshop at 
the 51st annual TCTELA conference. Fisher 
expressed his concern that in the pursuit rigor, 
the curriculum has become harder not more 
complex. Teachers assign texts that require 
great effort to digest, but they fail to guide 
student thinking about texts in complex ways. 
Rigor needs to be redefined. Rigor, according 
to Fisher, is a combination of difficulty and 
complexity. Beyond a measure of effort 
required to complete a task, rigor adds a 
measure of thinking, action, and knowledge 
needed to complete it. To highlight this notion 

of rigor, Fisher guided attendees through a 
close reading process, which requires students 
to think, engage, and persevere through a text.

According to Fisher close reading is a 
journey through a text, and through this 
process, students gain a deeper understanding. 
The process begins with a short, challenging 
selection, which students read while letting 
the words “wash over them.”  Then on the 
second read students annotate by underlining 
main points, circling words they do not 
understand, and restating key ideas. Once 
students have read the text twice, students 
are asked questions at three different levels: 
literal, structural, and interpretive. Fisher 
organizes the levels into three questions: What 
does the text say?, How does the text work?, and 
What does the text mean?. These questions 
require students to reread the selection 
multiple times, which informs their thinking 
about the text. The first level gives students 
confidence as they find key details related to 
the text. According Fisher, to reach the highest 
level of Bloom’s Taxonomy, students first 
need to be able to explain the text literally. 

Questions in the next level guide student 
thinking about how an author’s word choice 
and text structure influence meaning. The 
third level requires students to make complex 
connections and interpretations. This process 
adds rigor to reading since students are not 
only reading a challenging text, but they are 
engaging in complex thinking. The final 
level of questioning allows students to make 
a personal connection with the text. Fisher 
asks his students What does the text inspire 
you to do? Students are asked to extend their 
thinking of the selection by presenting, 
debating, writing, or researching. 

Simply assigning difficult texts does not 
increase rigor. To create a more meaningful 
experience for students, guiding students 
through a difficult text with leveled 
questioning requires students to think in 
complex ways. This balances the difficulty 
with the complexity, thus making the activity 
rigorous. With practice, students are able to 
replicate this process when faced with other 
challenging texts. bassb@ltisdschools.org

Discover ReadWriteThink’s rich collection of materials for
teaching English language arts in grades K-12, including
research-based lesson plans, interactive online activities for
students, a calendar of significant literary events, and much,
much more.

• Support beginning teachers
Select from an array of easy-to-follow, research-based les-
son plans that include student-ready materials.

• Target multimodal literacy
Get students involved in audio, video, graphics, and text as
they explore topics with interactive online activities they
can do in class or at home

• Focus on timely topics
Visit the calendar for information on significant literary
activities.

Log on to www.readwritethink.org today.
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ReadWriteThink
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