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am very familiar with the springtime stress and how it can drive 
us to consider switching schools, districts, or even leaving the 
profession for good.

Receive
Fast forward a couple of years. I happened upon Donald 

Graves’ book The Energy to Teach (2001) and was reminded as 
I absorbed his words of the importance of having that one (or 
maybe two) colleague with whom you can really talk, vent, and 
who gives you energy. I am fortunate to have a number of those 
colleagues who give me energy, and I receive that energy from 
them every day. So as you bring your school year to a close, 
think about who that colleague is who gives you energy and 
spend some time talking with them. You’ll be amazed at how 
those conversations can help you to receive healing energy.

More recently I enjoyed reading Meenos Rami’s book Thrive; 5 
Ways to (Re)Invigorate Your Teaching (2014). In her book, Rami 
gives us five different strategies we can use to help us thrive as 
teachers. She discusses the importance of turning to mentors, 
joining and/or building networks, the need to be challenged in 
the work we do, and how listening to yourself and empowering 
your students can keep you invigorated. We are excited to 
announce that Rami will be speaking about this at our 2018 
annual conference January 25–28th on the beautiful island of 
Galveston!  She is sure to get us motivated and energized to 
move into the spring semester of the 2017–2018 school year!

Rejoice
Summer is coming!  When it arrives, take time to rejoice in 

the successes of this school year. Reflect upon how you want to 
improve in the coming year. And most importantly, relish the 
time you have to renew your energy and spirit. 

As you do those things, consider submitting a proposal to 
present at the 2018 TCTELA Annual Conference. The theme for 
the 2018 conference is “Fueling Our Fires to Thrive as Teachers: 
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In the fall of last year, I experienced some health issues that 
caused some concern, stress, and worry. Everything turned 
out fine, and by the spring semester, I was once again healthy. 
On a normal drive into work, I heard a story on Houston’s 
local NPR station about the origins of labyrinths, their healing 
powers, and about the many labyrinths in and around the city of 
Houston. During the course of the story, the reporter, Michael 
Hagerty, interviewed Sarah Gish, one of the people working 
with a conference on labyrinths that would be held in Houston 
during the upcoming weekend. Gish was leading a workshop on 
labyrinths in the Houston area during the conference, and she 
spoke about what she tells people to think about as they enter a 
labyrinth. Her mantra is, “Release, Receive, Rejoice.”  Release the 
negative energy, receive the positive energy, and rejoice in that 
receiving. I have carried that message with me all spring as I’ve 
dealt with other stressors in my life, both at home and at work.

Release
As teachers, we all experience the stress of the spring semester, 

which is fraught with meetings, test-preparation, high-stakes 
testing, end-of-the-year preparations, etc. This pressure cooker 
of stress often leads us to peak levels of frustration—with our 
students, colleagues, families, and everything else. As the spring 
semester comes to a close, take the time to release the negative 
energy of this stress. We all need to remember that we do have 
positive impacts on our students, and those impacts show up 
in things other than standardized test scores. We work hard to 
teach them to the best of our abilities and help them grow as 
learners and as human beings. 

As many have said, breathe in, breathe out. 
Years ago when I was a kindergarten teacher, I was at the end 

of my rope. I had been teaching kindergarten for seven years, 
and that particular year had not been my best. I was unhappy 
with my administrative team and one particular student had 
led to lots of stress. The poor guy didn’t mean to cause stress, 
but he suffered so much from separation anxiety that he cried 
uncontrollably every morning when his mom brought him to 
school. Each day he cried so much and so hard that he ended 
up throwing up. The nurse would send him home, much to my 
chagrin, as going home was what he wanted!  Plus, every time 
he threw up, my weak stomach struggled to hold it together!  By 
the end of the year, I was done. Done with teaching kindergarten 
and done with teaching in general. If it hadn’t been for two 
colleagues who taught older grades coaching me into moving 
to a higher grade, I would have left the profession for good. So I 

President’s message
by Margaret Hale, TCTELA President

CONTENTS
President’s corner ................................................................... 1 
Executive secretary report ........................................................ 2 
Literacy Education Day 2017 .................................................... 2 
ELA/R TEKS Revision ............................................................... 3 
Collaboration and compromise calm chaos ................................ 3 
Changes in Texas teacher evaluation requirements ..................... 4 
Deep Work sheds light on students’ inability to focus ................. 5 
Where and how to find mentor texts .......................................... 5 
TCTELA offers pre-service teachers grants to attend the annual 
conference ............................................................................. 5 
Identifying syntax is a waste of time... ....................................... 6 
Secondary summer reading challenge ....................................... 6 
An experience with Replica by Lauren Oliver: A fresh approach  
to the dystopian phenomenon ................................................... 7 
Asking comprehension questions ISN’T teaching comprehension:  
a conversation ........................................................................ 8

continued on next page



2SUMMER |  2017 TEXAS  V O I C E S

TCTELA Board of Directors
President 

Margaret Hale, University of Houston 
grithale@aol.com

Past President 
Kim Pinkerton, Texas A&M University Commerce 

Kimmera.Pinkerton@tamuc.edu

President-Elect 
Diane Miller, University of Houston-Downtown 

petersond@uhd.edu

Executive Secretary 
Katrina Gonzales, Schleicher County ISD 

katgonmom@gmail.com

Recording Secretary 
Amanda Palmer, Katy ISD   

amandakpalmer@katyisd.org

VP for Membership and Affiliates 
Kelly Tumy, Harris County Dept. of Education 

ktumy@hcde-texas.org

VP-Elect for Membership and Affiliates 
Shona Rose, ESC Region 18 

shona.rose@esc16.net

Electronic Communications Manager 
Kay Shurtleff, Region 10 ESC 

kay.shurtleff@gmail.com

SLATE/NCTE Representative 
Tracy Kriese, Eanes ISD 

tkriese@eanesisd.net

Editor, Texas Voices 
Kristen Stapp, Fort Bend ISD 
kristen.stapp@fortbendisd.com

Editors, English in Texas 

Dawn Westfall, University of Houston 
englishintexas@uh.edu 

 
Margaret Hale, University of Houston 

englishintexas@uh.edu 
 

Glen Russell, University of Houston 
englishintexas@uh.edu 

 
Heather Pule, University of Houston 

englishintexas@uh.edu 
 

Eve Zehavi, University of Houston 
englishintexas@uh.edu 

 
Roni Dean-Burren, University of Houston 

englishintexas@uh.edu

Executive Director 
Amy Blakely 
512-617-3200 

amyblakely@ventureall.com

TCTELA 
919 Congress Avenue #1400 

Austin, Texas 78701 
512-617-3200

Texas Voices, published four times per year, is a member 
of the National Council of Teachers of English Affiliate  

Information Exchange Agreement.

The end of the 2016-17 year is peeking around the corner. It’s time to think about 
recharging our educational batteries for the upcoming year. Please be aware that 
TCTELA has released the 2018 conference registration form so individuals, schools, and 
districts can budget next year’s dollars now. The conference serves as a great recharge 
mid-year for us all.

TCTELA’s fiscal year ends on June 30, 2017 with a new budget taking your 
organization into the coming year. 

Best of luck to all of you on finishing out your current school year and a happy 
summer to you as well! katgonmom@gmail.com

On February 22, TCTELA sponsored 
its Literacy Education Day at the Texas 
capitol.  More than 150 Texas students 
and educators joined TCTELA President 
Margaret Hale, past presidents Cindy 
Benge and Valerie Taylor, and other 
members of TCTELA leadership to 
address issues regarding assessment in 
English Language Arts.  Emphasis was 
given to three positions:  support for 
graduation committees for students who do not test well and who need remediation; 
support for meaningful, authentic assessment, with a decreased emphasis on 
standardized testing as a means of measuring student growth; and support for balanced 
literacy in the continued inclusion of writing as well as reading in state assessments.  

Legislators and their aides were invited to join TCTELA at the Capitol Grill for 

Executive secretary report
By Katrina Gonzales, Executive Secretary

Literacy Education Day 2017
By Tracy Kriese, NCTE Liaison

continued on next page

TCTELA members and Texas students advocate for 
literacy in Austin.

An Energy Exploration.” So think about how you fuel your own fires and write that up 
to present in Galveston. Presentation proposals can be submitted here and are due by 
September 15, 2017. 

Are you interested in sharing your story in print instead? If so, consider submitting 
a manuscript for publication in English in Texas, the journal of TCTELA. Click here 
to see calls for manuscripts. We are also accepting nominations for several awards 
to be presented at the 2018 conference. They include the Edmund J. Farrell Lifetime 
Achievement Award, the Mercedes Bonner Leadership Award, and Teacher of the Year 
awards for elementary, middle, high school, and university level teachers. If you know of 
a deserving TCTELA member, please make sure to nominate them here. 

Wishing you all a successful end to the 2016-2017 school year and much time to 
rejoice over the coming months!

Until our next newsletter,

Margaret Hale
grithale@aol.com
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breakfast tacos and some informal discussion of TCTELA’s 
positions before the day’s scheduled meetings began.  Following 
breakfast and a brief orientation, participating student groups 
from Lewisville, Brady, Sonora, Aldine, Manor, Milano, Houston, 
and Cypress-Fairbanks ISDs received official welcomes from 
the floors of the House and Senate, after which small groups 
of students and educators met with legislators or their aides to 
discuss literacy education. Kevin Nguyen, a student at Nimitz High 
School in Aldine ISD, explained the importance of having students 
participate in those meetings: “We provide a primary source and 
insight into how it really is taking the STAAR test.”  Cynthia James, 
one of several graduate students from the University of Houston 
who participated in the day’s events, explained that student teachers 
like her offer legislators a unique perspective regarding assessment:  
they’ve experienced standardized testing as public school students, 
and they will be teaching the students who will be taking such tests 
in the future.

By mid-afternoon, TCTELA had visited the offices of more 
than fifty senators and representatives.  Educators and students 
reported that legislators and their aides were appreciative of the 
stories and viewpoints that were shared regarding assessment. 
Angie Kissire, Legislative Action Committee Chair for TCTELA, 
summarized the success of Literacy Education Day: “Our students 
returned to school empowered, with a sense of purpose: our 
voices DO matter! Their enthusiasm for the legislative process has 
carried over into the rest of our school, and legislators, teachers, 
and students alike are seeing that we are the experts when the 
issues involve education.”

TCTELA will continue to monitor the progress of the many 
bills filed this session that would impact assessment.  Among the 
issues to be watched is that of portfolio assessment, currently 
being piloted by the Texas Education Agency in Regions 6, 10, 
and 16.  tkriese@eanesisd.net  

At its April 18-21 meeting, the State Board of Education 
(SBOE) held its second reading of proposed ELA/R TEKS for 
grades K-8, approving many of the amendments submitted by 
teachers and experts during the public comment period that ran 
from early March through mid-April. A final SBOE vote on the 
amended K-8 ELA/R TEKS will be held May 10.

The revised ELA/R TEKS for grades K-12 are organized in 
seven strands:  Foundational Skills, Comprehension Skills, 
Response Skills, Multiple Genres, Author’s Craft, Composition, 
and Inquiry and Research.  Foundational Skills is further divided 
into sub-strands for oral language, beginning reading and writing 
(for elementary grades), vocabulary, fluency, and self-sustained 
reading. 

Second reading of the proposed TEKS for English I-IV will 
occur at the June 20-23 meeting of the SBOE.  In May, the rule 
text from first reading will be posted on the Texas Register for 
a 30-day period of public comment. Educators are encouraged 
to review the proposed standards and provide their feedback 
by emailing rules@tea.texas.gov. Links to the posted TEKS 
and related information can be found at www.tctela.org/about-
community. 

In his remarks before the SBOE on April 19, TEA 

Commissioner Mike Morath shared the agency’s plans for ELA/R 
professional development opportunities. TEA will develop a 
“TEKS unpacking” website to help educators understand what 
the new standards call for in terms of rigor and appropriate 
instructional practices.  The agency’s goal is to have the 
website available at least six months prior to the planned TEKS 
implementation year of 2019-2020.  In addition, TEA is moving 
forward with its Texas Lesson Study (TXLS) initiative, currently 
being piloted in Regions 5, 6, 13, 14, 15, and 16.  In this program, 
teams of teachers develop, teach, and assess research-based 
lessons.  Participating teachers agree to be videotaped and to 
receive feedback from peers, and a report is then created for that 
lesson.  TEA will provide opportunities to have such teacher-
developed, research-validated lessons created for the new TEKS 
and made available to educators.

TCTELA also plans to be a resource for teachers as they 
implement the new standards.  Through its PD2Teach project, 
TCTELA has begun gathering input from educators as to what 
they need and want in their professional development, and those 
discussions will continue at the TCTELA annual conference in 
Galveston, January 25-28. tkriese@eanesisd.net

Texas, Our Texas! All hail the mighty State!
Texas, Our Texas! So wonderful so great!
boldest and grandest, withstanding ev’ry test
O Empire wide and glorious, you stand supremely blest.
God bless you Texas! And keep you brave and strong,
That you may grow in power and worth, throughout the ages long.

When my mother was born, the third line of our state 
song was a little different than the lyrics she fondly taught 

me. Every time my sister and I sang “Texas, Our Texas” with 
patriotic gusto, Mama would remind us—with some measure of 
indignation—that largest had been replaced with boldest when 
Alaska was admitted into the United States in January 1959. 
Apparently, giving up such geographical superiority was difficult 
for my mother! However, the word boldest is just fine by me. 
Bold means “showing an ability to take risks” and “confident and 
courageous” and “having a strong or vivid appearance.” Those 
descriptions fit our great state more accurately, perhaps, than a 

ELA/R TEKS Revision
By Tracy Kriese, NCTE Liaison

Collaboration and compromise calm chaos
By Diane M. Miller, Ph.D., TCTELA President-Elect

continued on next page



4SUMMER  |  2017 TEXAS  V O I C E S

word referring to real estate. 
The advent of the Common Core State Standards required a 

bold response. Texas policymakers refused that one-size-fits-all 
mentality and ensured that Texans would continue to craft our 
own standards. Yes, it would have been far easier to just accept the 
national set of standards and forego a lengthy revisions process 
that has sometimes been messy and has always been demanding, 
but that is not the way bold Texans do things, especially when 
those bold Texans are passionate teachers!

Instead, our SBOE initiated their 22-step protocol for standards 
revisions that brought teacher workgroups, appointed experts, 
professional organizations, ELAR/SLAR teachers, and the general 
public to the table. To all our TCTELA members who responded 
to our statewide survey, worked on a writing group, participated 
in the two iterations of the TCTELA TEKS Forum, or emailed 
TEA or your SBOE members, thank you! Unlike prior revision 
efforts that were characterized by frustration, this round of 
revisions has been rich with teachers’ voices, and our work played 
a huge role in that.

In a state as gargantuan (albeit smaller than Alaska!) and 

diverse as Texas, compromise is necessary and often—even 
though it may seem like small defeats in the moment—helpful 
for crafting a more informed and inclusive solution in the end. In 
comparing the latest draft up for SBOE approval to the current 
TEKS, I am encouraged by the result of our collaborative efforts. 
I do not see that we have sacrificed too, too much in the grand 
scheme of things, especially when compared to the current genre-
constrained, Figure 19-necessary TEKS. Of course, there are areas 
over which we may disagree, but letting go of some things helped 
us to maintain the bigger accomplishments like inclusive strands 
that cohesively unite listening, speaking, reading, and writing. 

The revised standards may not be perfect (what in this life 
ever is?), but I think that the ELAR/SLAR teachers of Texas are 
getting a document that will encourage growth in instruction and 
in learning. Now, it is up to all of us to interpret those standards 
through our research-based instructional lenses and to support 
each other in robust professional development.  

No state standards can ever be all things to all people, but the 
art of intelligent compromise and respectful collaboration is 
critical in a state as bold as ours. petersond@uhd.edu

Changes in Texas teacher evaluation requirements
By Tracy Kriese, NCTE Liaison, and Angie Kissire, Legislative Action Committee Chair

TCTELA has been following the development of the Texas 
Teacher Evaluation and Support System, or T-TESS, which was 
implemented in many districts across the state in 2016-17.  At the 
annual TCTELA conference in January 2016, members approved 
the following resolution regarding T-TESS:

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.

In April 2016, the Texas American Federation of Teachers 
(Texas AFT), the Association of Texas Professional Educators, 
the Texas Classroom Teachers Association, and the Texas 
State Teachers Association filed a lawsuit in state district court 
challenging the authority of the Texas Education Agency (TEA) to 
mandate both the method districts must use to measure student 
growth and the percentage which that measure must count in a 
teacher’s evaluation.  

On May 3, 2017, the professional organizations involved and 
TEA Commissioner Mike Morath announced a settlement of 
that lawsuit.  As a result of that settlement, TEA’s rules regarding 
teacher evaluations can no longer list specific options for 
measuring student growth.  This change includes the removal of 
methods such as VAM, a value-added measure that is calculated 
using standardized test scores.   Decisions about how to measure 
student growth and about how such a measure will factor into 
a teacher’s evaluation will be made by local districts, not the 
state. “The law clearly allows districts to develop their own 
locally designed alternative [appraisal] model….This successful 
resolution of our lawsuit is a vindication for teachers who 
have argued against the use of state assessment data in their 
evaluations,” explained Texas AFT President Louis Malfaro in a 
statement released to the press upon news of the settlement.

TCTELA welcomes this change in teacher evaluation 
requirements and continues to support meaningful, authentic 
assessment of both teachers and their students. 
tkriese@eanesisd.net, angie.kissire@sonoraisd.net

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

Follow TCTELA 
on Twitter: @tctela
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Like many across the state, we are working hard to grow 
readers in our high school English classes. Although we are 
providing choice, opportunities to discuss texts, and time in class 
to read, students are struggling. Earlier this year I sat with a team 
of junior English teachers as they shared their concern. They 
discussed the students’ seeming inability to focus on their reading 
for a sustained period of time. Their attention was held hostage 
elsewhere. The culprit? Their smartphones. Teachers noted that 
students constantly reached to check their phones. In Dr. Cal 
Newport’s Deep Work (Grand Central, 2016), teachers everywhere 
will find an immediate connection between his words and the 
challenge they are battling to hold students’ attention.

Newport is a Harvard and M.I.T. educated computer science 
professor at Georgetown University who, interestingly, argues 
that most people should quit the use of social media. In addition 
to his work as a professor, Newport has published five books and 
maintains a blog discussing the need for focus and producing 
real, quality products in an increasingly distracted digital age. 
Deep Work establishes that deep work is rare, valuable, and 
meaningful, then continues with four rules to assist in learning 
to work deeply. He makes a convincing argument that the ability 

to focus intensely will be a valued commodity in our future 
economy. Newport spends significant time discussing the harm of 
fractured attention and linking that fractured attention to the use 
of social media. 

As I read, I kept thinking back to my conversation with 
an English III team and their concern for their students. The 
correlations between the smart phone obsessed students’ lack 
of ability to focus and the harm the shallowness of social media 
can cause are undeniable. While this book has had a significant 
positive effect on my own ability to work deeply and therefore 
accomplish more, I wonder if it would have an even greater effect 
on our students. 

A TedX Talk given by Newport titled “Quit social media” 
(2016) is a quick thirteen-minute introduction to the ideas 
in Deep Work. Not only is it informative for educators, it also 
has potential as an excellent classroom resource. Newport’s 
presentation is a clear and concise argument that could be used in 
teaching persuasion. The video can be accessed here: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=3E7hkPZ-HTk.  
amandakpalmer@katyisd.org

Teachers are constantly searching for new places to find mentor 
texts for both writing and reading. While many pull from what 
they are reading for enjoyment, teachers like to be able to put a 
book in students’ hands that matches their reading levels.  For 
high school and middle school students there can be an even 
bigger challenge when it comes to the varied reading levels. 
Enter The Best American Series from Mariner Books-a division of 
Houghton/Mifflin.  

This series has travel writing, sports writing, essays, and 
science in nature writing for new avenues in expository texts. 
They also have comics, mystery stories, and short stories in 
literary texts. These compilations feature a wide variety of authors 
from publications like Rolling Stone, Scientific America and The 
Economist. While many of the articles are longer texts, they are 

easily excerpted and used for secondary classroom instruction 
in a variety of ways. There is even a way to pair texts with media 
and across genres. Take for instance the “Autism Inc.” passage 
from The Best American Science and Nature Writing-2013. 
Pairing this passage with the ESPN short film “A Kick of Hope” 
not only broadens the perspectives of people working every day 
with autism, it also allows educators to blend both expository 
and media to show how similar themes are treated differently by 
genre. 

Branching out of comfort zones in reading and in reading 
instruction can lead teachers to new curriculum resources not yet 
discovered and can introduce students to authors and topics on a 
weekly basis. ktumy@hcde-texs.org

As part of TCTELA’s mission to provide quality professional 
development, support, and resources for teachers in the language 
arts areas, the organization offers preservice teachers in the field 
an opportunity to begin their professional development while 
still in college.  Although TCTELA strives to keep membership 
and conference fees at a minimum, many college students have 

limited resources and large financial obligations.  With these 
limited resources, attendance at a conference is a luxury many 
undergrads cannot afford; however, TCTELA provides preservice 
teachers a reduced rate for membership in the organization 
and an opportunity to apply for a grant that will cover the cost 
of the annual conference registration and lodging in exchange 

Deep Work sheds light on students’ inability to focus
By Amanda Palmer, Secretary

Where and how to find mentor texts
By Kelly E. Tumy, Vice President, Membership and Affiliates

TCTELA offers pre-service teachers grants to attend the annual 
conference
By Christina Janise McIntyre, PhD, Emily Reeves, PhD, and Daphney L. Curry, PhD Midwestern State University 

continued on next page
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The research is clear. As articulated in No More Summer Reading 
Loss (Heinemann 2013), students must have opportunities to read 
throughout the summer to continue to grow as readers. Students 
need access to books, choice in their reading, and direction in 
making those choices. In the spring of 2014, the Katy ISD secondary 
language arts coordinators created a district wide summer reading 
challenge for students entering grades 6-12 in an attempt to grow 
summer readers.

The purpose of this challenge is to encourage students to read for 
joy throughout the summer break. The concept is simple. Students 
or parents sign up for Remind and are sent two text messages a week 
through the summer: one book suggestion and one reminder to log 
the books they have read on a Google website form. At the end of 
the summer the form is used for data and to draw student names 
randomly for small prizes such as Amazon and iTunes gift cards. 

The goal of the Secondary Reading Challenge is to inspire 
joyous reading that builds reading skills and enhances the critical 
background knowledge our students need for secondary success. 

The form students complete only asks for their name, campus, title 
and author of the book read, and a single final box asking, “Love 
it? Hate it? Why?” There is no requirement that books be a certain 
length, a particular genre, or of literary merit (whatever that means). 

The beauty of the challenge is its simplicity. Summer is a busy 
time whether a district-level coordinator or a classroom teacher 
trying to recover a semblance of work/life balance in those short 
months. The Summer Reading Challenge can be set up before 
school ends for the summer—website, Google form and posters 
created, Remind texts, blog posts, and even Tweets scheduled before 
summer checkout. 

As Katy ISD moves into the third year of the Summer Reading 
Challenge, we are considering modifications to bring in more 
of our community readers, provide greater access to books, and 
grow participation. Our challenge is posted each year at www.
elasummerreading.weebly.com. Whatever changes are made 
the goal will never waiver: building joyous, lifelong readers. 
amandakpalmer@katyisd.org

Secondary summer reading challenge
By Amanda Palmer, Secretary 

We had just finished a lesson sequence involving several 
key mentor texts and analyzing how the authors used syntax, 
dialogue, details, and imagery to express more about a character, 
develop the plot, or express a theme. Identifying syntax is a 
waste of time, but understanding why it is used and then asking 
students to show evidence that they can employ the same strategy 
in their own writing? Keep reading to see if you agree: 

Clarissa was trying to communicate that “telling the truth is 
important to me.” Watch her writing transform as she applies 
details and syntax to her message.

Before: “A light bulb appeared. For two reasons, I decided 
to carve the name Marcus. Firstly because it was easy to spell. 
Secondly Marcus was just an easy target. After I did the deed I 
put the box cutter where I found it and left.”

She underlined this sentence: “After I did the deed I put 
the box cutter where I found it and left.” She explained to the 
teacher in her group that she wanted to go deeper into how 
deliberate she was in carving her brother’s name—to emphasize 
later why it was so important for her to tell the truth about what 
she did to her brother. 

On her reflection paper, she said that her revision “emphasized 

when I was carving my brother’s name in the bathroom sink.” 
She wanted the reader to see her complete that act, and she 
circled that she used details and imagery to accomplish that. 
Although she didn’t explicitly mark syntax, her revision utilized a 
long sentence to explicitly draw out each deliberate act:

After: “A light bulb appeared. For two reasons, I decided to 
carve the name Marcus. Firstly because it was easy to spell. 
Secondly Marcus was just an easy target. Holding the box 
cutter in my hand, I carefully carved out the name Marcus, 
slowly spelling it out in my head M…A…R…C…U…S…once 
finished I tool a step back to admire my work. Satisfied, I put 
the box cutter where I found it and left.

In reflecting on her learning from the day, Clarissa proved she 
internalized the lessons about details, imagery, and syntax: “a 
longer or short sentence can affect the way you perceive a story.” 
THIS. THIS child’s work proves that she understands the TEKS! 
She can complete a literary analysis of her own writing as well 
as utilize author’s craft purposefully to communicate her theme. 
And I bet, when she enters a published text, she will be successful 
in analyzing the author’s craft and the reason behind it.

Today, I’m Clarissa’s raving fan! shona.rose@esc16.net

for volunteering one of the conference days. While at the 
conference, preservice teacher volunteers who receive the grant 
are able to attend workshops and sessions free of charge for one 
day.  Grant recipients can network with other ELA/R teachers 
from across the state as well as meet authors and other experts 
in the field. In addition, TCTELA members at universities have 
assisted with transportation and recruiting students to attend 
the conference, enhancing the collaboration and networking 
opportunities for volunteers.  

It is vital to the profession that the teachers of tomorrow 
understand the importance of active participation in their field 
and help shape the future of English Language Arts. The grant 
application for the upcoming Houston conference is available 
at www.tctela.org under the “Events” tab. Applications are 
due November 2017 prior to the 2018 conference in January. 
Students will be notified regarding their acceptance before the 
holiday break. 

Identifying syntax is a waste of time...
By Shona Rose, VP-Elect for Membership and Affiliates
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For teachers and students who are looking for young-adult 
dystopian literature with a new twist, Replica, by Lauren Oliver, 
just might bring that search to an end. Readers in upper middle 
and high school grades might already have a relationship with 
Oliver’s work if they have read the Delirium trilogy or books like 
Vanishing Girls, Panic, or Before I Fall, the last of which recently 
appeared on the big screen in theaters. However, her most recent 
work for young adults offers a reading experience that is quite 
intriguing. 

Replica is three books in one. Readers have the choice of 
reading Gemma’s story or reading Lyra’s story, which could 
each theoretically stand alone.  They can also choose to read one 
chapter from Gemma’s world and then read one chapter from 
Lyra’s world, until finishing the stories that intertwine. Readers 
will certainly want to commit to reading both stories, no matter 
how they approach them, because revelations are revealed in one 
story that are actually essential for understanding the other. The 
structure of the book makes for a marvelously absorbing reading 
experience. And, readers get to make an exciting choice about the 
book before ever beginning the stories.

As a reader, I decided 
to experiment with this 
structure a bit. I read 
Lyra’s story first and 
then read Gemma’s 
story. I was worried that 
the stories would be so 
similar that I would get 
bored, but that was not 
the case at all. What I 
thought I knew about 
Gemma from Lyra’s story 
was only just touching 
the surface of what I 
learned about her in 
her own story, and I 
learned even more than 
what I thought I knew 
about Lyra after reading 
Gemma’s story. I realized that the two stories together gave me 
a different story. I had so many questions about the book when 
it ended, and I needed to find out if someone else who chose a 
different reading path might have similar questions. I talked a 
friend into reading the book, and she chose to read it one chapter 
at a time, one chapter from Lyra and one chapter from Gemma 
until finishing the book by going back and forth between the two 
stories. Interestingly enough, she loved her method for reading 
the book just as much as I did, and we were left with similar 
questions. It seems that whatever the path chosen, the book can 
be just as enjoyable and just as captivating.  

Aside from its unique structure and the interesting 
conversations that emerge because of that, Replica provides fans 
of dystopian literature with another thought-provoking story 
about the future of our world and the dangers that technological 

advances potentially hold buried within. 
Lyra is raised on a beautiful island off of the coast of Florida 

at the Haven research facility. In this tropical paradise, she is 
actually a prisoner, an experiment. Lyra is part of a colony of 
children who, for the most part, have been cloned for the sole 
purpose of being infected with disease. They live bleak lives filled 
with day-to-day routines of tests, blood work, surgeries, and 
more. They are monitored to see who survives and who dies. 
The reason behind these gruesome experiments on this select 
group of youths may be even more horrifying to readers than 
anything they could have imagined. Lyra struggles to see herself 
as more than an “it.” She wonders about families and love and 
being human. One day, her prison falls, and she makes the very 
dangerous journey into the outside world where she ultimately 
meets Gemma. 

Gemma, on the other hand, was raised in a wealthy home 
in North Carolina. She leads a sheltered life because of a 
mysterious health condition that has plagued her throughout her 
childhood and youth. She seems almost like a prisoner living in 
her own home with parents who have a plethora of their own 

problems and definitely, 
purposefully keep their 
distance from her. 
Gemma wants to be free 
from her figurative cage; 
she wants independence. 
Gemma discovers some 
startling secrets that her 
father has concealed from 
her, linking her to Lyra’s 
mysterious island prison. 
When she is mysteriously 
and aggressively harassed 
by a stranger, who does 
not seem so much like a 
stranger, she decides to 
set off on a journey with 
a guy she barely knows 
from school. This just 

might get her close enough to find out how she is a part of the 
great experiment at Haven research facility. There, she meets 
Lyra. 

Oliver expertly leaves readers with just enough information 
about each girl and just enough cliff hangers about the Haven 
research facility that there is no doubt that another book is in the 
works. Readers will want to keep reading. As a reader, I can only 
hope that Oliver continues to weave her complicated structural 
work into this very fascinating story where the world as we know 
it is not all that seems. kim.pinkerton@tamuc.edu

References:
Oliver, L. (2016). Replica. New York: Harper Collins Children’s 

Books.

An experience with Replica by Lauren Oliver: A fresh approach to 
the dystopian phenomenon
By Kim Pinkerton, Past President
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What are you planning?
Teacher: We are reading Fahrenheit 451.
Why?
Teacher: We have copies of this novel, and that’s a freshman text.” 
What are you teaching? What standards are you focusing on?
Teacher: Well, comprehension. 
What elements of comprehension do you wish to address?
Teacher: .....
Let’s look here and see which ones seem important to you  http://

www.benchmarkeducation.com/best-practices-library/comprehension-
strategies.html

Teacher: These look good: Determine Text Importance—Readers 
(a) distinguish between what’s essential versus what’s interesting, 
(b) distinguish between fact and opinion, (c) determine cause-and-
effect relationships, (d) compare and contrast ideas or information, 
(e) discern themes, opinions, or perspectives, (f) pinpoint problems 
and solutions, (g) name steps in a process, (h) locate information 
that answers specific questions, or (i) summarize.

Great! So which ones seem most relevant to Part One?
Teacher: Cause and effect, themes. Making connections and 

predictions about what is going to happen next.
Good ones to select. I think visualizing is also a good one to add 

at the beginning of the novel because it helps the kids get into what 
they are reading. Let’s add this one too: Visualize—Readers make 
the printed word real and concrete by creating a “movie” of the text 
in their minds. You can write these words on your board to explain 
your objectives.

Teacher: Ok, great!
So let’s talk about how you are going to teach comprehension. 

They are listening to the book aloud today. How are you going 
to teach them to use cause and effect relationships, predict, or to 
visualize in order to comprehend the text?

Teacher: I found these comprehension questions online.

Great, so how are you going to teach this?
Teacher: …..
Let’s take the first question: How are the books that are being 

burnt described? I think most kids could go directly to the text, 
highlight the words, or copy them to answer the question.

Does this recitation of text evidence demonstrate comprehension, 
cause and effect relationships, visualization, or understanding of 
what Bradbury is doing here?

Teacher: Well, not really. I never thought about it that way. This is 
how my teacher taught us this book.

Yes. That’s true. There’s nothing wrong with a set of questions 
to prompt and guide your reading – to check for comprehension 
and monitor student progress. That hits the surface level of 
comprehension and focuses on the CONTENT of the TEXT. But it’s 
not the same thing as teaching comprehension in a way that applies 
to ANY text.  And it certainly doesn’t get to the deeper elements 
of comprehension involving what the author communicates. 
Remember, you’re teaching the TEKS, not Fahrenheit 451. In the 
end, no one really cares about how the books are described. That’s 
not the enduring understanding we should leave with. 

One of the best ways we have in teaching is to model our thinking 
as we use the comprehension strategies ourselves. See if this makes 
sense:  
• The first thing I do when I read, is I try to make a movie in my 

mind about what I am reading. Let’s take just this small part of 
the text that the question asks us to examine. As I read it, I try to 

Asking comprehension questions ISN’T teaching comprehension: a 
conversation
By Shona Rose, VP-Elect for Membership and Affiliates
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see it in my mind: “…while the flapping pigeon-winged books died 
on the porch and the lawn of the house. While the books went up 
in sparkling whirls and blew away on a wind turned dark with 
burning…” So, in my mind, I make a picture of a house and a 
porch. I see books on that porch and the front lawn. The books 
are on fire, the white parts turning red and then black. The pages 
are flapping with the flames and probably the wind too. The wind 
makes the fire burn faster and the pages move with it as they burn 
and crumble.

That’s just the first step. Now I need to understand what that 
means, not just see it.
• Now, I’m going to make some connections. Bradbury compares 

the books to pigeon wings. What do I know about pigeons and 
their flapping wings? If you’ve never gotten close to pigeons, here’s 
a sample: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3WulG_eVnwk. It’s 
kind of a cause and effect relationship: They fly away when they 
are in danger. They are escaping because they are afraid. These 
books on the porch and on the grass are escaping—all the ideas and 
characters inside them are trying to leave…to escape the danger of 
the fire. But Bradbury tells us that they don’t escape, they die. That 
means that all those ideas and characters inside the books are dead 
too. Gone.

• Next, I’m going to think more about what else I know about 
pigeons. Authors compare non-living things to living things on 
purpose to help the reader understand things that would take a lot 
more words to really explain. When authors compare non-living 
things to people, it’s called personification. When authors compare 
non-living things to animals, it’s called anthropomorphism. So 
I think about the characteristics of pigeons.  Pigeons are wild, 
uncontrolled, and unwanted pests in most places. They make huge 

messes. No one can really control where they go and what they 
do. Now I connect that to what Bradbury gains by comparing the 
books to the pigeons. By choosing to compare the books to animals 
that are pests, Bradbury might be showing the reader the very 
reason the books are being burned! Somehow, the ideas in the 
books can’t be controlled. Somehow, the people burning the books 
think of them as pests to be destroyed.

• Going further with that idea, I can think about when people try to 
ban books or destroy them. When people try to control what other 
people read and write, that’s called censorship. In a way, that’s a 
kind of death, too-- one that attacks your personal choices. That the 
books are being destroyed with fire, Bradbury adds an element of 
violence and pain into the death of personal choices and expression 
of ideas as well.  

So to make sense of what I am reading, I use some tools to help 
me notice important things that lead me to what the author is 
communicating on a deeper level than what’s happening literally: 
visualizing, comparing, cause and effect relationships, literary 
devices (personification and anthropomorphism.

Now it’s time for you to try: Let’s take that second comprehension 
question about Montag’s job and whether or not he likes it.

At this point, you would make a decision. Do you want to 
keep everyone at the whole class level and work through another 
example? Or do you want to turn them lose to explore the ideas with 
a partner or small group and share out after they have had time to 
read, think, and discuss?

Teacher: This is overwhelming.
Yes. Yes, it is.

shona.rose@esc16.net 
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
Review the submission guidelines at http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas
English in Texas, Vol. 47.2, Fall/Winter 2017

Theme:  Embracing Language Diversity

Manuscript Deadline:  September 1, 2017

Column Deadline:  September 1, 2017

Call for Submissions: The 2018 conference theme is “Fueling Our Fires to Thrive as Teachers: An Energy Exploration.”Teaching is hard 
work, and every one of us knows that.  We spend time trying to find just the right lesson for a standard we want to teach that will 
engage our students.  We spend time trying to figure out which of those books in our classroom library will be the perfect fit for the one 
student who hasn’t engaged in reading yet. We spend time reading our students’ writing and giving them constructive feedback. And 
sometimes, there just doesn’t seem to be enough time to get it all done! Not only are we fighting to find the time to get it all done, we 
are also fighting to make sure that our voices are heard—in our schools, our districts, at the state level, and at the national level as well.  

Don Graves, in his book The Energy to Teach, talks about the emotional roller coaster that teachers experience every day.  He writes, “At 
times you will be second-guessed by parents, administrators, and pundits who have never taught.  Laws will be passed that try to 
govern the teaching transactions you make with children” (p. 2). This emotional roller coaster he talks about drains our energy and 
makes it harder to be effective in our roles.  

How do we combat the draining effect that all of this has upon our professional and personal lives? Graves would tell us that first we 
have to account for our time and energy and decide which activities gives us energy, which activities take energy away, and which 
activities are neutral. He would next instruct us to look at those things that take energy away and come up with a plan to make them 
into energy gains.  Can we do this? Certainly we can! However, there are some strategies that might make this a little easier.

Networking and making connections across our schools, districts, and states is one way to make it easier. Broad connections help, but 
finding that one colleague, according to Graves, is also a benefit and a way to find more energy in your teaching. Meenoo Rami, in her 
book Thrive, provides many other ideas for helping to stay energized in your teaching, from finding connections, to listening to yourself, 
and even to keeping your work challenging! In her book Conversations, Regie Routman reminds us that in order to be professionals, we 
have to challenge ourselves not only in our professional lives, but in our personal lives. She writes that, “Without interests and time 
spent in activities and endeavors we love, our focus becomes pretty narrow.” We have to be more than one-dimensional for our students. 
If we aren’t interesting people, they aren’t going to be interested in our classrooms!

So we invite you to explore the ways in which you find the energy to be fully present in your teaching. What are your interests that 
enrich your teaching? What activities give you energy? How do you take activities that might be energy drains and turn them into energy 
gains?  How do you find connections with colleagues, in your school and beyond the school walls? How do these connections impact 
your teaching?  

We encourage you to think about these questions, and we invite interested individuals to submit manuscripts, conceptual, pedagogical, 
research-based, and theoretical, as related to this topic of “Fueling Our Fires to Thrive as Teachers.” Please refer to the English in Texas 
website for manuscript submission guidelines. Do not hesitate to contact the editorial team at EnglishinTexas@uh.edu should you have 
any questions.  

Furthermore, we invite interested individuals to submit ideas for our Spring/Summer columns, “Putting It All Together” and “The Tech-
Savvy Teacher” as related to the theme of “Fueling Our Fires to Thrive as Teachers.” The below descriptions detail each column as well 
as provide information for contacting the editorial team regarding your column idea. Please query the editorial team BEFORE submitting 
your full column.

The columns to be published in the Spring/Summer Issue:

Putting It All Together: This column focuses on opportunities teachers provide to integrate reading, writing, listening, and speaking. What 
are some successes you’ve had in integrating reading, writing, listening, and speaking?  What resources have you consulted?  How do 
your students respond to integrated lessons as opposed to isolated lessons? To submit a column for publication consideration, please 
contact the editorial team at EnglishinTexas@uh.edu.

The Tech-Savvy Teacher: This column focuses on ways to incorporate technology into your daily teaching. What are some technology 
tools you’ve found useful? How do these tools inform your instruction? How do students respond to these tools? What is required to use 
these tools? To submit a column for publication consideration, please contact the editorial team at EnglishinTexas@uh.edu.  


