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Lifetime service

The words of a dead man
are modified in the guts
of the living.
From W. H. Auden’s
On the Death of W. B.Yeats

By Valerie Taylor, Co-Editor, English in Texas

In 1999, the Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts (at the
time the Texas Council of Teachers of English) began to award the Edmund J.
Farrell Lifetime Service Award. Dr. Ed Farrell was, of course, the first recipient,
and thereafter, the award has been given at the annual conference each year to
an outstanding English language arts educator in order to honor “Dr. Farrell’s
profound impact on the profession of English/language arts education,
commitment to excellence in the teaching of English, and continued dedication
to service and support of the mission and purpose of the Texas Council of
Teachers of English Language Arts.”
We are fortunate in Texas that Dr. Farrell joined the faculty of The University
of Texas in 1978 after having just served the National Council of Teachers of
English as part of the headquarters’ staff. Prior to his stint at NCTE, Dr. Farrell
had taught high school English (beginning in 1951) and taught methods courses
and supervised student teachers at the University of California, Berkeley, as well
as serving as President of two California NCTE affiliates. Dr. Farrell remained
at the University of Texas until his retirement in 1992, and still serves there as
Professor Emeritus.
We are also fortunate in the TCTELA that Dr. Farrell has taken such as
active role in our organization, serving as President 1986-1987 and continually
supporting the organization through his advice and his presentations, particularly
contributing his wisdom about teaching and life through his articles and poetry
for our publications and during our poetry readings each year at the conference.
Dr. Farrell’s contributions to our organization and to English Language Arts
educators across the nation have inspired many of us not only to be better
teachers but also to be better advocates for our students and our profession as
well as life-long learners and poets. This inspiration led Dr. Leslie Patterson a few
years ago to spend time collecting his work in her edited book: Living the English
Profession: Selected Writings of Edmund J. Farrell. And that title aptly captures
what Dr. Farrell has done—lived the English profession.
Over the last seventeen years, our organization has been able to honor several
others who have followed in Dr. Farrell’s footsteps, and we hope to continue
doing that as he continues to inspire us. Please think of someone you would like
to honor and nominate him or her today. vfstaylor@sbcglobal.net

He hears them still in an inner ear,
the host of those who have gone before—
relatives, colleagues, friends, each
owning a distinctive voice, pitch, rhythm,
tone, now inaudible.
In the night, or during moments of indecision,
and oft on occasions of celebration he hears
one or another advising, cajoling, warning,
expressing joy.
As newspaper obituary pages too oft reveal,
ever more numerous voices he has known join
the eternally silenced. His mirror tells
him that he will join them in good time.
Meanwhile, unbeknown to others, he will weigh,
heed, or ignore what he silently hears.
Once gone, he hopes to invade the consciousness
of those he loves and those he knows, to join
the chorus of silent voices, of those who have
been whispering to him, undergirding all else
silently said, “Remember me…remember me…
remember me….”
—Ed Farrell, 2015

READ EYES
They’re readers. Books frame the sides of easy
chairs, rise high on night tables, snuggle together
on book shelves.
They’re always behind. No matter how rapidly they read,
how quickly they scan, how many they finish, numbers
never dwindle.
They fault newspapers and magazines containing laudatory
reviews of books they’ve never heard of, fascinating articles
on authors they’ve never read.
What teacher wishes to die ignorant?
Print breeds in the night.
—Ed Farrell, 2014

2015 Award Winners

Edmund J. Farrell Distinguished Lifetime Service Award
-Elaine Howard-

Elementary Teacher of the Year
-Anna Puryear-

Middle School Teacher of the Year
-Jöel Johnson-

High School Teacher of the Year
-Dottie De Leon-

University Teacher of the Year
-Leigh Van Horn-

Mercedes Bonner Leadership Award
-Almeta Crawford-
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We have work to do, but we can do this!
By Cindy Benge

In the fall of 2011, with the release of items from STAAR, ELA teachers in the state
recognized that the bar had been raised for us yet again pertaining to literacy assessment
in Texas. With the end goal of college readiness in mind, assessment writers in the state
“backward mapped” our assessments to provide a scaffolded assessment strand beginning
with third grade reading that would hopefully lead to competence in reading and writing on
the English III EOC assessments, the passing of which would indicate college readiness. In
addition to new written composition requirements for all previously writing-tested grades
and grade 9, the state added graduation requirements tied to the passing of all three EOCs.
Fast forward three years, and, although educators have seen the demands of the EOC
changed and reduced from the original blueprint, the scores continue to indicate that
students are not where they need to be. In the past three years of reported STAAR data,
the scores have remained relatively flat, with percentage passing rates improving no more
than four percentage points from 2012-2014 at any grade level. Several grade levels have
shown actual decreases. Written composition scores for first-time tested students paint an
equally bleak picture with 77% of students scoring less than satisfactory on the written
composition in English I and 71% of students scoring less than satisfactory on the written
composition in English II on the spring 2014 administration. With the end goal of meeting
the recommended standard, we have our work cut out for us, but, in keeping with the
theme of the 2016 TCTELA conference, we know “We Can Do This!” See tables below
for Phase-In 1 and Recommended Standard comparisons across time for spring first-time
reading test takers.
Phase-In 1 Standard

Recommended Standard

Grade Level

2013-2014

20122013

2011-2012

Grade Level

20132014

2012-2013

20112012

English 2

73%

n/a

n/a

English 2

51%

n/a

n/a

English 1

72%

n/a

n/a

English 1

50%

n/a

n/a

Grade 8

83%

84%

80%

Grade 8

47%

47%

43%

Grade 7

75%

77%

76%

Grade 7

39%

38%

39%

Grade 6

77%

71%

75%

Grade 6

40%

36%

38%

Grade 5

76%

77%

77%

Grade 5

43%

39%

40%

Grade 4

74%

72%

77%

Grade 4

36%

38%

42%

Grade 3

76%

79%

76%

Grade 3

42%

40%

39%

Improvement in literacy scores across the state will not be the result of accelerated
instruction in the form of pull-outs or Saturday school or the result of any program or
STAAR practice. It 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.
continued on page 11
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Looking over the horizon
By Kelly Tumy, Recording Secretary

Paul Janeczko

Christopher Paul Curtis

Crowds were enthralled and carried away to lands both familiar
and unknown, but they were also reassured. The keynote speakers at
the 50th TCTELA conference this year gave teachers an opportunity
to pause and think: how did I become a reader, a writer, a lover of the
written word? They were taken back in time to their own learning
adventures, and they were able to envision slices of their teaching
careers and students in their memories—these keynote speakers
challenged every person in the room to look beyond the now and see
the future of learning.
Paul Janeczko explained not all students learn the same; not all
educators start out liking poetry but some do fall in love with it. How
true is that of most of the genres taught? Not all teachers attended
college to delve into the world of nonfiction, but with the introduction
of new standards, teachers had to become more comfortable with
nonfiction as a genre. Some may even put pen to paper and publish
nonfiction works after learning how to be at ease teaching a once
uncomfortable genre. Janeczko reminded each person in the room
that where we start in life is not necessarily where we will end and
invited teachers eloquently into his land of poetry. Ernest Morrell
issued a challenge to notice students in our classes—to commit to
those students and to the profession to make it stronger and bolder
in the coming years. He stood proudly on the shoulders of two
educators who have worked tirelessly to see past their own careers to
look toward a future where all students learn, where all students are
valued. Janeczko and Morrell both demonstrated unwavering value
of the written word and those who teach it.
Jennifer Mathieu prompted teachers to tell the story that hides in
each person, for who does not have a story to tell? That from diligence
and effort and desire and dreams comes not only a published

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

Ernest Morrell

Jennifer Mathieu

manuscript, but a voice in the crowd that is distinct. Her narrative
style evident in her delivery, she took the crowd on the publishing
ride with her, and each seat could not help but feel her energy, her
excitement, her disappointment along the way. How often teachers
forget perhaps a student in class feels the exact same way about a
piece they have written. Her gentle reminder that students are just
as proud of their writing as published authors are of theirs was a
strong reminder about the craft of all educators. And Christopher
Paul Curtis talked about “getting stuck” in something he did not like
doing in a car factory, and parlayed that into a life of enjoyment for
readers of tomorrow as the Watsons Go to Birmingham, and Bud,
Not Buddy travel the roads of teachers’ and students’ imaginations.
His humor lifted the spirits of the room; his reminder—to value
teaching and writing and reading and all that our job entails. Both
Mathieu and Curtis opened eyes to the wonder of the craft of writing
and the intimacy and enjoyment of a well-crafted narrative.
Finally Donalyn Miller roved effortlessly through title after notable
title as she challenged each educator in the room to read more,
think more, and do more with nonfiction books in classrooms. Her
passion for this genre was evident as the following week the book she
kept praising walked away with the Orbis Pictus Award from NCTE
(National Council Teachers of English). Finally, Gretchen Bernabei
then took Miller’s craft of reading and helped every educator write
their own story, taking each person in the room full circle from Friday
to Sunday through a writers’ workshop that engaged the ballroom
from the first row to the last. These keynote speakers challenged the
whole organization on this, the 50th anniversary, to look over the
horizon, stand on the solid practices that each teacher uses daily to
engage students, and finally to see the future of the profession and
love the view. ktumy@crosbyisd.org

Follow TCTELA
on Twitter: @tctela
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Lifetime Service Award acceptance speech
By Elaine Howard

Thank you to the TCTELA Board for honoring me with the

Edmund J. Farrell Lifetime Service Award. I am duly humbled.
When I received Amy’s email politely asking that my speech
be submitted to her by the following Wednesday, I thought
“no problem.” But by noon Wednesday my husband was
antsy. Resembling a helicopter parent, he asked me if I had
something in my head yet. Actually, I had too much. Since
hearing about this award, I have mentally relived all thirty
years of my teaching career. There are many triumphs, along
with at least a few “Oh, wells” I wish I could forget! But, I
am standing here today wondering what is unique about my
experience and why I am in front of all these Big People!
You see, I never set out to reach specific goals or attain
attention—good or bad. I just wanted to teach kids, preferably
those shorter than me. I happily did that for a number of years
and loved watching as my students found the magic of books.
Then the day came when my principal, Patsy Cleere, revealed
her plan for me to be THE writing teacher for our campus.
We had recently become a member of the Parnership Schools
Initiative, part of Governor Ann Richards’ plan to give more
control to campuses. That was sort of a Big Deal. What could
I say to avoid this? If I remember correctly, I told Patsy the
unvarnished truth: I didn’t know the first thing about writing
nor how to teach it! (Evidently, none of my former teachers
did, either!)
But, Patsy has always had a way of getting what she wanted,
so I was the writing teacher! She must have thought I had
potential, and I am so glad she did! I found my niche.

My summer was filled with devouring the works of Donald
Graves, Lucy Calkins, and Nanci Atwell. Thankfully, formula
writing wasn’t on my radar! I couldn’t wait for August and
the chance to use writing workshop. After the first year I was
able to combine reading and writing and developed my own
version of reading/writing workshop. I taught third grade one
day, fourth the next, and fifth grade the next. Pure heaven! A
room full of kids, just reading and writing all day!
The next few years were the most inspiring and exciting
of my career. Through PSI, our campus was provided tons
of high quality professional development, allowing me the
confidence and direction to grow into a real writing teacher.
So thankful for that opportunity!
I believe there is a parallel between my own desire to
learn, my passion for teaching, and my students’ growth.
My enthusiasm for knowledge was contagious. This is what
I would share with all teachers, whether you are one year
in or have TRS on speed dial. Teaching really is all about
the kids and is really, really hard! To keep your passion and
enthusiasm sharp, you must keep on learning and changing.
None of us reach the pinnacle, where there is nothing left to
learn. This weekend, you are in the right place to do just that.
Go for it!
Once again, my heartfelt thanks to everyone who made
this possible. My son and husband are with me today and I
say “thank you” for their support through the years.
And Jim, thank you for bankrolling my teaching habit.

dmund J. Farrell
E
e
h
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me Service A
Lifeti

ward

WINNERS
1999 Dr. Edmund J. Farrell

2004 Dr. Nancy Roser

2009 Dr. Leslie Patterson

2000 Dr. Lanny Van Allen

2005 Dr. Shirley Wright

2010 Valerie Taylor

2001 Dr. Karen Kutiper

2006 Carol Siskovic

2011 Dr. Joan Shiring

2002 Dr. Barbara Samuels

2007 Dr. Joyce Armstrong Carroll

2012 Dr. Liz Stephens

2008 Dr. Margaret (Peg) Hill
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7 myths about TCTELA leadership
By Kay Shurtleff, Electronic Communications Manager
district administrators, Education Service Center consultants,
university professors, and pre-service teachers. There’s a place
for everyone!
Myth 4: I do not have time. TCTELA is a volunteer organization, so,
like anything else with which you help, it takes a little time. Here’s
a quick run-down of the time commitment. Besides at the annual
conference, the board meets three times during the year, usually in
Austin. Most travel expenses are paid by the organization. Occasionally
there are emails, phone calls, or text messages when something arises
that needs attention. Everyone in a leadership role has a “day job,” so
we all just do the best we can.

At the annual conference in January, we celebrated our 50th year,
honored our past leaders, and elected new leaders. We thought this
might be the perfect time to remind all of us how the TCTELA
leadership process works.
Sometimes we are so busy teaching that we do not realize the
contribution we can make to our colleagues and our profession. If you
are skeptical about becoming more involved in your state professional
organization, it is probably because of a misconception about what
being involved looks like. Take a minute to see if any of these myths
have been fooling you.
Myth 1: I could never run for an office. Yes, you can! It is not the
Senate or the city council. Stepping up just involves deciding to
volunteer to help strengthen our profession.
Myth 2: I do not know enough people. You are in the education
profession, so you know plenty of people! If you choose to run for an
elected position, the organization’s bylaws prevent campaigning, so
it is not a popularity contest. Your position statement will be printed
and disseminated, and the membership will hear from the source
what your vision for the organization is.
Myth 3: I am only a teacher. You have to be an administrator
to be an officer. Remember, the name of our organization is the
Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts! Currently
the leadership includes classroom teachers from kindergarten,
elementary, middle school, and high school, campus specialists,

Save the date!
2015 NCTE Annual Convention
Responsibility, Creativity, and the Arts of Language
November 19–22
Minneapolis, MN

Postconvention Workshops
November 23–24
For more information,
visit www.ncte.org/annual
ANNUAL CONVENTION

Myth 5: I do not have anything important to contribute. You are a
professional educator. Whether you have a month of experience or
twenty-five years of experience, your insights and perspective needs to
be heard. In addition, the perspective you will gain from having served
in a leadership role will enrich your professional life.
Myth 6: In order to serve in a leadership role, you have to be invited.
Consider yourself invited! There is work for everyone who wants to
be more involved. If running for an elected office does not appeal to
you, volunteer for a committee, write an article for this newsletter or
the journal, submit a proposal to present at the conference, or lend a
hand during the conference.
Myth 7: Being an officer requires a commitment of several years.
Although many of us choose to remain involved with the organization
after the first commitment has ended, it certainly is not a requirement.
Recording Secretary is an elected, one-year position. Vice Presidentelect for Membership and Affiliates is a two-year position—one as VPelect and the other as VP. President-elect is a three-year commitment:
one year as President-elect, one year as President, and one year on the
board as Past President. Most, but not all, of the appointed positions
(e.g., Texas Voices editor, English in Texas editor, committee chairs)
are three year positions. Serving as a committee member lasts as long
as you would like! John Quincy Adams said, “If your actions inspire
others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become more, you
are a leader.” You are already a leader. It is time to make it official.
Kay.Shurtleff@region10.org

2015 TCTELA
Conference
Schedule and Handouts available at:
http://www.tctela.org/conference-archives/

MINNEAPOLIS, MN 2015
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Where a poem belongs
is here: A day with Paul
Janeczko for students
By Natalie Cole

Four rows of wooden seats line the book-filled library of Bowie
Middle School. Just beyond the poster-covered windows students
dash every which way in a race against the tardy bell. All the while
a handful of students cut a line through the crowded hallway,
filtering into the library.
“Come in and fill the center, yes the center,” says Bowie Middle
librarian, Karen Momanaee; “as you all know we have a special
guest to speak to us today, Mr. Paul Janeczko.”
Janeczko, writer, poet, and anthologist, stands in front of a
glowing projector, which displays “Where a poem belongs is here.”
Janeczko begins by giving the students insight into his life before
he became a poet. An English teacher for 22 years, he tells the
students he left the profession for 3 reasons; one, because his first
book of poems, Brickyard Summer, was published, two, because
his daughter, Emma, was born, and thirdly because he enjoys
spreading the joys of poetry to kids.
“I love to preach, preach the gospel of the possibilities of poetry,”
proclaims Janeczko.
A current resident of Maine, Janeczko spends much of his
time, however, traveling from state to state and occasionally
internationally all in the effort to share and inspire students
through his unique, concrete poetic style.
“Poetry does not have to rhyme,” states Janeczko as he shares a
segment from A Poke In The I, a collection of poems.
Janeczko engages the group by having students join him in
reading poems aloud, showcasing the colorful artistry of the
illustrations that bring the poetic commentary to life, all while
sharing tidbits of his favorite poems, switching the levels of his
voice as he reads line by line.
Janeczko encourages the students by telling them that he too has
to work at it, “anyone can write poetry; it takes practice…it’s just
you and the page, doesn’t matter about mistakes,” he tells them as
he displays his jam-packed, handwritten notebook page by page to
the awe-stricken 7th grade students that sit in front of him.
Janeczko shares with them how he writes 3 pages every morning;
date, day, temperature; doesn’t matter the topic. “Today I wrote
about my trip, the flight…just to get me using language, get me
writing,” says Janeczko.
He continues to read excerpts from a select few of his wideranging 50 titles and even shares a sneak peek of his newest book,
The Death of a Hat, with the students until the bell alarms, signaling
his time has come to a close.
Janeczko does his presentation for a second group at Bowie
Middle engaging and aweing the students all the same, as well two
groups at Spring Branch Middle School.
Keeping true to his inspirational spirit Janeczko leaves the
students with a nugget of wisdom, “Don’t forget to be kind.”
coles.concepts@gmail.com

Paul Janeczko displays his personal notebook, in which he writes three pages every morning, to
the group of students at Spring Branch Middle School.

Living because of poetry:
An afternoon with Paul
Janeczko for teachers
By Kim Pinkerton, President-Elect
“We need poetry so our hearts won’t die.” Those were the prolific
words spoken by poet, anthologist, and author, Paul Janeczko at
the Friday luncheon of the 50th Annual TCTELA Conference &
Exhibition. Janeczko delivered a moving address about the power
of poetry and the importance of finding a place for it in modern
classrooms. He encouraged teachers by sharing stories of his early
days as a writer, his time as an English teacher, and his more recent
publications. There was so much to glean from these anecdotes.
When Janeczko stepped on stage and shared childhood stories
about his addiction to sending away for free items offered in the
backs of magazines, he showed teachers that sometimes all it takes
to encourage a child to become a writer is being able to see his or
her name in print. Janeczko revealed that he had no special gifts
for writing but that he believed that poems were always in his
heart. He discussed his own experiences with young poets in his
English classroom and told teachers that his kids always had the
poems in their hearts. It was just his job to help the students let the
poems come out. Janeczko’s words were so moving and relevant
for teachers, especially for those who struggle to balance authentic
literacy experiences with high-stakes testing pressures. His closing
remarks exemplified just how pertinent it is to provide students
with poetry that gratifies the heart and breeds empathy in the soul.
He said, “The voice of a poem allows us to hear ourselves.”
Teachers can learn more about ways to encourage student
introspection through poetry by reading some of Janeczko’s books
for teachers, like Cultivate a Passion for Poetry (2011). Better yet,
teachers can jam their bookshelves with Janeczko’s anthologies,
like A Kick in the Head: An Everyday Guide to Poetic Forms
(2009) or Firefly July: A Year of Very Short Poems (2014). Finally,
those shelves would be languid without Seeing the Blue Between:
Advice and Inspiration for Young Poets (2006) or Requiem: Poems
of the Terezin Ghetto (2013). Whether it be Janeczko’s works or
those of other writers, it is clear that poetry has the power to allow
readers to hear themselves and to help them more clearly hear the
voices of others. pinkertonk@uhd.edu

2015 Conference
Celebrating 50 years
of Excellence!

2015 Conference
Celebrating 50 years
of Excellence!

2015 Conference
Celebrating 50 years
of Excellence!

Membership Celebration
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Paschal High School and PIP talks—
taking on the world
By Kelly Tumy, Recording Secretary

What

is your favorite TED talk? Is it
Sir Ken Robinson’s humorous portrayal of
education today or writer Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie’s heartfelt reminder of the
dangers of a single story? Paschal High
School in Ft. Worth ISD has taken the idea
of the TED talk and made it their own, and
they are engaging learners across disciplines
and pushing learning beyond the boundary
of the school walls.
At the 2015 TCTELA Conference, Paschal
High School shared PIP Talks to an eager
crowd. PIP (Partners in Purple) began as a
joint venture between Paschal High School
and TCU (Texas Christian University) in Ft.
Worth. Students choose a topic they want

to explore, a problem they want to solve,
and they start researching. They send in
proposals, work after school with teacher
sponsors and university faculty to craft a
message, and create a presentation that goes
beyond the classroom experience. Their
work with university mentors deepens the
learning experience, and their eventual
presentations are broadcast to a wider
audience than they have ever experienced.
They are able to work in the New Media
Lab at TCU to help develop documentaries
or whatever media a presentation will take
on; they hold after school public speaking
workshops, and the idea is catching on.
They had over 180 students participate

last year. Their community attends and the
competition begins! Students earn not only
the status of the best PIP Talk from a panel
of independent judges, but many leave with
prizes ranging from Kindle Fires to Amazon
Gift cards. The response to this program is
changing the fabric of this school.
Dr. Teri Blaisdell and Ian Connally
outlined how they began this after-school
program. Their session was incredibly
informative and their directions easy to
follow. Those interested in starting their
own similar program may visit www.
piptalks.com and start students on the road
to engaged and independent learning.
ktumy@crosbyisd.org

There’s no place like home:
The emergence of the academic essay
By Brian Bass, Vice-President for Membership and Affiliates

According to Merriam-Webster, the verb
to essay means “to put to a test.” As a noun,
the primary definition of essay is “a trial or
test.” Its secondary definition is a) “an initial
tentative effort” or b) “the result or product
of an attempt.” But if one continues to
move his or her finger down the page a few
centimeters, the tertiary definition of essay
reveals a variance of its academic visage.
An essay is “an analytic or interpretative
literary composition usually dealing with
its subject from a limited or personal point
of view.” Alas, it appears the essay has an
identity crisis.
The essay defined by the dictionary is not
the essay of the classroom. In the typical
classroom an essay means five paragraphs,
including three body paragraphs with topic
sentences that support the thesis statement.
The thesis statement is located at the end of
the introduction and a conclusion wraps
up the piece. In addition, the academic
essay must be devoid of personality: clean,

but empty. The academic essay is often
rigid, definite, and prescribed; however,
the “textbook” definition connotes levity,
fluidity, and experimentation.
How do educators reconcile the contested
notions of the essay? According to Ann
D. David and Katrina Janksy at the 50th
TCTELA Conference, teachers should
first consider how essays are “situated.”
David and Jansky contend that students
write more effective essays when the
compositions are framed within a context
of known experience. Often teachers begin
the year with these concepts; however, they
are typically discarded for more meaty
academic notions as the year progresses. “By
grounding in life,” David and Jansky suggest
that young writers discover their controlling
ideas, which lead to more authentic and
confident writing. The controlling idea, the
presenters contend, is the key to creating
effective, coherent essays.
Once students have discovered their
controlling ideas, young writers need

guidance connecting their ideas together.
According to David and Janksy, writers who
have a controlling idea have a framework
that will guide their thinking when
choosing words and linking sentences. In
addition, controlling ideas inform student
decisions regarding transitional words and
phrases. An effective controlling idea also
dictates word choice; therefore, David and
Jansky believe that students should practice
identifying concrete nouns, active verbs, and
metaphors in texts. Through the writers’
controlling ideas and their vocabulary
practice, writers will choose words that
build coherence.
By situating the academic essay first
within the context of student experience,
students “put to a test” ideas they know the
best. Through trial and error, a controlling
idea emerges, and by empowering students
to explore their personal experience before
writing, educators will revise the classroom
definition of the essay.
bassb@ltisdschools.org
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Donalyn Miller and Gretchen Bernabei pair up to
engage students’ nonfiction reading and writing
By Cindy Benge, President

The appeal of Donalyn Miller and Gretchen Bernabei enticed
hundreds of Texas teachers for the Sunday workshop at the 2015
conference in Houston this year. Miller and Bernabei provided the
perfect combination to foster students’ love of reading to support
writing growth.
Although many students, especially males, are drawn to nonfiction texts for their independent reading, a disconnect remains
between students’ reading of informational text and their writing.
Miller and Bernabei joined forces in order to help teachers bridge
this disconnect.
Bernabei showed teachers how they can guide students to
use expository texts as mentors to establish rhetorical patterns.
Specifically, Bernebei utilized primary source documents as
mentors as a catalyst for expository writing.
The well-established connection between reading and writing
suggests that students who have multiple experiences with reading
specific text types write better than those who do not. Miller
provided ten tips to encourage students’ reading of expository texts
and provide the experience that will improve students writing:

Teachers should:
•
Seek out nonfiction that connects to students’
personal interests
•

Add more nonfiction to daily book talks

•

Read aloud more nonfiction texts

•

Use nonfiction as mentor texts

•

Introduce students to nonfiction authors and series

•

Pair fiction with non-fiction related topics

•

Value the expertise of students’ nonfiction reading

•

Provide students frequent opportunities to preview, read,
and share nonfiction

•

Teach students how to read nonfiction—both online
and offline texts

•

Increase their knowledge of quality nonfiction texts and
resources

Bernabei and Miller demonstrated how providing students with
opportunities to read and analyze text can create better readers and
writers of nonfiction texts. clbenge@comcast.net

We have work to do, but we can do this!
continued from page 2

We invite you to become more actively engaged in literacy
instruction in the state by becoming more involved in TCTELA
in 2015. In the first TCTELA-sponsored event of the year, over
60 students, educators, and administrators from across the state
joined together in Austin on February 18 for Literacy Education
Day. We visited the offices of the legislators who will be making
decisions about education so that we could tell our stories and so
that we could put a human face on any legislative actions they
might take this year. If you were not able to join us in Austin, there
are still many opportunities for you to make a difference in our
organization.
The 2016 conference is less than a year away. In that time, please
join us in shaping the future of literacy education in Texas by joining

a committee (http://www.tctela.org/committees/) and help us to
achieve our goals for advocating for literacy and literacy educators
in Texas. We also ask you to begin planning your presentation
proposal for the 2016 conference and how your presentation might
help Texas educators meet instructional demands of 21st century
literacy learners. The proposal form is due by June 12, 2015 and
can be submitted electronically at http://www.tctela.org/2016presentation-proposal-form-1.
Texas Educators are no strangers to adversity. For over thirty
years we have been repeatedly subjected to revised and increased
standards, and we have continued to meet the demands of every
one of them. It will be no different this time. We can do this!
clbenge@comcast.net
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Pre-service teachers at the conference:
The “eyes” have it
By Diane M. Miller, Ph.D., Pre-Service Committee Chair
“The common eye sees only the outside
of things, and judges by that, but the
seeing eye pierces through and reads
the heart and the soul, finding there
capacities which the outside didn’t indicate
or promise, and which the other kind
couldn’t detect.”
(Twain, 1899/1989, pp. 149-150)

After the final slide was shared, the final
book autographed, the final plastic tote of
A/V cords packed, what remained, for me,
were the eyes. Some eyes held questions—
STAAR? Curriculum? Accountability?;
some eyes captured moments—the “tiger
crouch,” “wild” reading, senryu poetry;
and certain eyes showed promise. If, as the
saying goes, the “eyes are the window to
the soul,” then I had just spent a weekend
bathing in the spirited essence of our
profession’s future. As the chair of the
Pre-Service Teacher Committee, I was
tasked with recruiting and coordinating
college student volunteers to assist the
Local Arrangements Committee. That
task gave way to the pure enjoyment of
watching these future teachers embrace the
conference experience and dive into our
professional community, thereby refreshing
that passionate flash in all of our eyes.

Our website describes the Pre-Service
Teacher Conference Grant in this way:
“Texas Council of Teachers of English
Language Arts (TCTELA) is dedicated to
nurturing, fostering, and supporting preservice English teachers by offering quality
professional development experiences
and opportunities to build relationships
with veteran teachers across the state.”
Specifically, these college students applied
for and received a grant to cover the
expenses of their registration fees and hotel
rooms (see details for next year’s grant
application here). In return, the grant
recipients committed to assisting with
set-up/tear-down and volunteering for
nine hours. They were then free to attend
concurrent sessions and other events of
their choosing. If you know of exemplary
pre-service teachers, please encourage them
to apply for the 2016 conference!
The Experience

The Grant

Shoulder to shoulder with a literary celebrity!
From L to R: Ashley Butler and Christopher Paul Curtis

Their feet may be aching, but they’re still smiling!
From L to R: Renikia Pitts, Erin Dombroski, Lissa Cartwright,
Heather Barta, Kayla Almaguer, and Ashley Butler

Quality
professional
development
and relationship building bring us all
to TCTELA, year after year. Conference
attendance provides that rejuvenating,
mountaintop experience that helps us
to push through issues of time shortage,
classroom
management,
paperwork
overloads, and political frustrations so
that we may embrace anew the joy of
teaching. While our future teachers may
be more concerned with assignment due
dates, securing financial aid, and passing

their certification exams, their need for
rejuvenation is just as real. Each time I saw
one of our enthusiastic, smiling, aproned
volunteers pleasantly guide someone to the
correct room, tentatively network with the
greats in our field, or furtively record new
learning into their phones, I was encouraged
about the future of our profession.
Jumping into a professional conference
before they are even officially certified,
employed teachers took a great measure
of courage, but these pre-service teachers’
enthusiastic work gave a clear indication of
their potentials for success. Sam Redding
(2013), of the Center on Innovations in
Learning, writes, “Though all students tend
to view a learning challenge through the
lens of their current level of skill to some
extent, more successful students give greater
weight to their potential for improving
skill…” (pp. 11-12).
The conference
experience broadened their visions of our
profession, revealing the valuable power
of connections and learning outside of the
school walls.
The Goal
It is our hope that these pre-service
teachers internalize this value: that the best
teachers never cease to learn. Teaching is
not a profession for the weak. A recent
Education article contained this claim:
“The basis for the skills needed to function
within a collegial professional learning
community must be developed through
intentional, scaffolded experiences in
an effort to overcome teacher isolation
that lead[s] to the attrition of first year
teachers” (Hoaglund, Birkenfeld, & Box,
2014, pp. 521-522). The goal of the PreService Teacher Grant is to provide such
an experience, one that sustains their
professional growth through their first
years of teaching and beyond.
I know of no better way to close than with
the reflective words of our 2015 Pre-Service
Teacher Conference Grant recipients.
•

“I am so happy to have been a part
of such an amazing organization.
The 50th anniversary of TCTELA
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Epiphanies and Writing for English in Texas
By Gwynne Ellen Ash, Editor, English in Texas

“Small things start us in new ways of thinking”
—V.S. Naipaul, A Bend in the River
a child in a new way; the article that a teacher reads that helps
her to understand something that was not clear to her before;
the book that a professor reads that inspires him to change his
instruction completely; the moment of clarity that follows a
sudden realization—all of these are epiphanies.
Educator Epiphanies, one of the standing columns in English in
Texas, asks for educators to share their unexpected insights, their
educational lightning bolts, that have shaped their teaching (and
learning) over their careers. Some of our past epiphanies have
focused on teachers’ experiences with individual students, and

others have identified texts or conversations that were turning
points for our members. Each has been a personal story about how
an educator thinks about her own instruction, her own students, or
her own role as a student.
Teachers interested in writing for English in Texas should
know that Educator Epiphanies are very short (500-1000 words).
A moment of reflection on a time in life that has changed a
way of thought about teaching or learning might lead to some
brainstorming, and then some drafting, and then a short essay.
The readers of English in Texas love to read about other educators’
sudden realizations; consider writing for the Educator Epiphanies
column in 2015. Deadlines are April 1 and September 1, and
submissions may be sent to EnglishInTexas@txstate.edu.

Financial update

The “eyes” have it

By Katrina Gonzales, Executive Secretary

continued from page 12

The conversation in the classroom that allows a teacher to see

brought out the best and brightest the teaching field has to
offer. I can only hope to live up to their talent and passion.”
~Kayla Almaguer

Reflecting

back on our 50th
Anniversary Conference in Houston,
there is no denying that it was
successful. The number of participants,
Financial
the quality of speakers, the energy of
update
the conversations. All evidence of a
conference that met and exceeded so
many of the goals the TCTELA Board
envisioned.
While our annual conference continues to be the largest event of
our year, countless other activities take place during the other months.
From our newsletter publication, Texas Voices, Standing Committee
conference calls, Advocacy Day in Austin, to our journal, English in
Texas, our organization stays busy throughout the calendar year.
In order to accomplish all of these activities and more, TCTELA
works with a zero base budget so any cash positive at the end of our
fiscal year is put into reserves. We currently have $116K in reserves
to keep the organization strong. Our total income proposed for the
2014-2015 year is $212, 205. We predict that our total expenses for the
year will be $207, 551.12.
Next year’s conference takes place in Austin; for the second year in a
row, the location is a major metropolitan city. While the benefits of a
city such as Houston and Austin are huge for us, one downside is that
these venues are more expensive than areas such as Corpus Christi.
As you plan for next year’s conference, this is always something to
keep in mind.
For your money and your school district’s money, TCTELA remains
a bargain. We compare positively to other organizations with similar
purposes. Next year, bring a colleague or two or three to the conference
and share the experience that comes with being a member of TCTELA.
katgonmom@gmail.com

•

“It was a great experience interacting with other professionals
who share the same passion as I do.” ~Heather Barta

•

“I am so thankful that I was given the opportunity to attend
the TCTELA Conference. I learned many new things and
hope to put them to use in my own classroom one day.”
~Ashley Butler

•

“What a wonderful experience to be a part of! I never
realized the heart and intellect that goes into such an
academic conference. I learned valuable tools that I can
utilize throughout my career.” ~Erin Dombroski

•

“This experience was phenomenal! I enjoyed the networking
and wonderful sessions that were useful across content
areas.” ~Renikia Pitts

•

“It is so encouraging and energizing to be surrounded by
passionate educators who really get excited about learning
and teaching. As much as anything, I walked away from
TCTELA 2015 with my battery charged thanks to the
gracious opportunity to attend afforded to me by the grant.”
~Glen Russell

These “eyes” do not sound “common” at all. petersond@uhd.edu
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TEA curriculum update
By Karin Miller, Statewide ELA/Reading Coordinator
Curriculum Division, Texas Education Agency
Greetings, fellow English educators. It was a pleasure to visit
with so many of you at the TCTELA 2015 conference in Houston.
I would like to share highlights from my sessions including
resources for teachers and students.
As you’re aware, action taken during the 83rd Texas Legislature
in 2013 resulted in changes for Texas students. Students entering
high school in 2014 – 2015 and later will graduate on the
Foundation High School Program. Students who entered high
school before the 2014 – 2015 school year may, at their discretion,
opt to change to the Foundation High School Program. Several of
the endorsement areas in the Foundation High School Program
include English course options. Details about the Foundation High
School Program, including the graduation rules and resources to
support educators, parents, and students, are available at http://tea.
texas.gov/Curriculum_and_Instructional_Programs/Graduation_
Information/House_Bill_5__Foundation_High_School_Program/.
Resources include a Graduation Programs Side by Side and
Graduation Toolkit.
The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), the state
standards for what students should know and be able to do, are
periodically reviewed and revised. The State Board of Education
oversees this process and sets the schedule. A document titled TEKS
and Instructional Materials Working Document, found at http://tea.
texas.gov/index2.aspx?id=25769817636, is a good reference for
review and implementation timelines. This document is updated
as necessary. The current schedule, including revision of the TEKS
for English Language Arts and Reading (ELA/R), was discussed
at the February SBOE meeting, and more information will soon
be available online; check the TEA website (http://tea.texas.gov/
communications/tet.aspx) for updated information. As a reminder,

the current ELA/R TEKS are located in Texas Administrative
Code (TAC) Chapter 110 and can be viewed at http://ritter.tea.
state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter110/index.html.
Resources to assist in identifying and providing services for
students with dyslexia are available on the TEA website at http://
tea.texas.gov/Curriculum_and_Instructional_Programs/Special_
Student_Populations/Dyslexia/. The Dyslexia Handbook – Revised
2014: Procedures Concerning Dyslexia and Related Disorders is
available in English, in Spanish, and in an online interactive format.
The webpage provides links to information about accessible
instructional materials and accommodations. There is also a link
to a tool to aid educators in identifying appropriate technologies
to support learning.
Online professional development for teachers and OnTRACK
student lessons are available through Project Share. Project Share
Gateway resources are also now available, and new content is
being added daily. Visit projectsharetexas.org to see what’s new.
TexasSUCCESS (texassuccess.org) provides additional student
support in the areas of reading and math for students in grades 3 – 8.
For literacy coaches, education service center (ESC) specialists,
district/campus coordinators, and individual teachers, reading
and writing resources are available. These resources support all
content-area secondary teachers (grades 6 – 12) in providing
effective writing instruction. Contact your regional ESC or
email readandwritetx@texasreading.org to learn how you can
participate. More information and access to online materials is
available at http://writefortexas.org/.
Thank you for all you do for Texas students. As always, please
feel free to contact the TEA Curriculum Division if you have any
questions. karin.miller@tea.texas.gov

Poetry, One Word at a Time
By Kimberly Craig, VP-Elect of Membership and Affiliates

It

was an hour that seemed so short,
yet full of such abundant emotion. People
gathered in a third floor conference room
to share poetry. Some came to read, some
came to listen. In the end, all walked away
touched by the poems and the time spent
together.
TCTELA holds a poetry hour at every
annual conference. The participants this
time ranged from newcomers such as
myself, to longtimers such as Ed Farrell and
his wife. The chairs were formed in a circle
to enhance the community that was about
to unfold. There was some apprehension

in some of the poets unsure of how to
start, but that apprehension faded as poets
started to share. There were poems about
coffee, poems in a graveyard, poems about
words, and even a haiku about a dog.
The poems were diverse, as the people
in the room. There were teenagers in
attendance and people with grey hair. The
color of our skin did not matter when we
were listening with our hearts. We heard
poems about trips to other places, diseases
that touched our families, relationships that
made us who we are. There were laughs,
there were tears, all of our hearts opened to
the words spoken aloud.

The poems were shared one by one.
Silence sometimes followed on the poems
that were deep. Laughter was good to hear
as we heard the poet’s humor. The poems
were all shared, and thoughts were spinning
in our heads. The words were connecting
to not only our thoughts, but our hearts as
well. People connected on a poem about
mothers, while others connected on a
poem about assessment. Relationships were
forming from one hour of heartfelt words.
The night ended as the group walked away
after building relationships through poems.
Poetry can touch everyone’s heart one word
at a time. Kimberly.Craig@ccisd.us
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Monsour’s Musings:
From Pittsburgh to Houston for TCTELA’s 50th
By Katie Monsour

Recently, two

of my dear friends uprooted from Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, to become Houston’s latest transplants. One nurses
the broken at Memorial Hermann; the other inspires young minds
at Texas Christian. As teachers, work often trumps recreation.
TCTELA’s 50th anniversary conference enabled me to visit both of
these friends and to work with my teacher-friend (and avoid my
nurse-friend’s workplace!): a recipe for extra-fulfilling professional
development.
Lisa Miller and I presented “Dancing on the Digital Divide:
Using New Media Literature, Composition, and Pedagogy” to a
receptive audience of instructors, administrators, and university
faculty. During this presentation, participants were able to define
new media and to determine its applications in the classroom. In
middle and secondary level classrooms, students are digital natives
who relate to others through technology. Many audience members
already used new media networking platforms such as Twitter,
Facebook, Instagram (@katiemonsour1), Pinterest, etc. in their
teachings. Lisa and I focused on the uses of born-digital works,
specifically new media poems. Readers of new media poetry are
considered audience members who may not only read text, but
interact, listen, and view poetry. To prepare students for the future,

the English classroom provides the perfect space to introduce works
that appeal to not only readers, but future computer programmers,
graphic artists, music composers, writers, and digital animation
experts. Literature, and thus writing, is seen as a process, rather
than a product – a concept new media poetics may better help
students to grasp.
Having traveled from the Keystone State, attending TCTELA
provided phenomenal sessions and boundless networking
opportunities. All sessions were particularly notable and highly
transferable, especially for sharing information and learning
with my Composition I and II, Methods of Teaching Middle and
Secondary English, Middle Level Reading and Language Arts, Field
Practicum: English, and English Language Learners classes at the
University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown. Additionally, the many
people with whom I had the pleasure to make acquaintances were
amiable, intelligent, and passionate about English, learning, and
students – the ideal environment for professional development.
Without a doubt, I would return to the Lone Star State to learn, to
laugh, and to celebrate our field. So thank you, TCTELA, for the
consummate professional conference. Hope to see you in 2016, in
Austin! monsour@pitt.edu

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
Review the submission guidelines at http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas/
Publication: English in Texas Volume 45.1 (SPRING/SUMMER 2015)
Theme: Recording the past and composing the future
Call for Professional Submissions (Deadline: April 1st, 2015):
2015 marks the 50th anniversary of English in Texas. It just so happens that fifty years ago, in 1965, The Sound of Music won an
academy award for Best Picture. The Beatles’ songs, “Help!” and “Yesterday” were at the top of the charts.
With the recent focus on multimodal literacies, research continues to support the link between music and literacy learning. Music
has the potential to accelerate learning, increase self-esteem, and improve memorization skills. Music also has the power to elevate
students’ math and reading skills and leverage learning in other fields of study.
In this 50th Year Anniversary Issue, we are looking for manuscripts that speak to the ways that teachers use music and the
performance arts to leverage literacy learning. In that regard, how have you used music to enhance students’ literacy or to connect
with new concepts? Have you drawn on music or performance art to help students engage with plot, theme, or literary devices?
How have music or the arts enhanced the teaching of writing in your classroom? Perhaps you have used drama to teach emotional
intelligence or reading fluency. In what other ways have you incorporated music or drama into your classroom?
The hills are alive with many possibilities for music and theater. Take a look back at “Yesterday” to find ways to compose the future of
teaching. We all need a little “Help!” from our friends and colleagues and would love to share your expertise in this 50th anniversary
edition of English in Texas.

Call for Student Submissions (Deadline: May 15th, 2015):
Many people feel a strong connection to music from an early age. Almost any component of literacy can be put into musical format,
from learning texts and poems to any form of reading, writing, listening, and speaking. We invite students to think of ways that music
or the arts have been incorporated into your English classrooms. How has this inclusion of the arts helped you make connections to
content? Describe any ways that music, drama, or the arts have enhanced your interest in a topic. Also valuable are songs, poetry, or
theatrical writings you have composed on your own or for class project or presentation.

